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Part 1.
Mr. Sarnath

A man had been arrested at the port of Caladon. His disembarkation papers had been smudged with
sweat. Further investigation had revealed afalse bottom to his suitcase.

Sulky, unimpassioned, he stood on the veranda of the customs shed, where the deputy administrator sat
behind his desk. Around them the dark night was full of noises. Insects buzzed around the lamppost in the
yard.



The deputy adminisirator leaned forward in his chair. He balanced one pointed elbow on the blotter of
his desk, and with the fingers of one hand he combed ddlicately through a pile of smal copper
medallions. Each one was stamped with theimage of the shining sun.

Under the desktop light they seemed to glow. The deputy administrator rubbed his eyes. It was the fourth
hour after sunset; behind him in the shed, the senior deputy director was aready drunk, adeep and
snoring. Atintervas hisliquid grunts would seep out past the curtained doorway, mixing with more subtle
forest sounds.

“Please 9t down,” said the deputy administrator. He indicated awooden stool and the smuggler sank
onto it, hisknees spread apart. Hisfat face held no expression. His hair, plentiful upon his neck and
hands, was thin on top. His scalp was dick with perspiration.

Next to the pile of meddlionsasmall statue waslying onitsside. It wasthe second part of the smuggler’'s
consignment; the deputy adminigtrator lifted it in both hands and st it upright undernesth the lamp.
Though only nineinchestal it weighed severd pounds, a copper statue of St. Abu Starbridge standing
erect, hishand held out in front of him. Thetattoo on his pam wasinlaid with aplug of solid gold.

The deputy administrator was ajudge of craftsmanship. Heran hisfingers over thefolds of the saint’s
copper cloak, admiring the work. “Jon Blox,” he said. With hisleft hand he turned over the pages of the

smuggler’ s passport.

The man nodded. A mosquito had landed on the crown of his head. The deputy administrator watched it
drink, and swell with blood, and drift away.

“Do you have anything to tell me?’ he asked. “Y ou must admit you' rein an intricate postion.”

The smuggler stared a him briefly and then turned his head. He looked out over the wooden balustrade.
Something was scrabbling in the bush on the other side of the yard. After amoment a badger waddled
onto the perimeter and pressed its naked face against the fence.

The deputy administrator rubbed his eyes. These devotees were hard to break, for they were buttressed
intheir faith by the example of their saint, who never spoke to histormentors even when the firewas
around hisfeet. “Y ou could make thissmpler for yoursdf,” he said. “ Simpler and more complex. But as
itis, you have neglected tofill out any of the proper forms. These items, though proscribed for the generd
public, nevertheless may have legitimate artistic and educationa uses. | have seen adatuette just likethis
inthe culturd museumin Chan.”

A tremor of interest passed over the smuggler’ sface. He turned back toward the light. Hisvoice was
low—*What do you mean?’

“I mean that ther€’ sno reason for despair. This case may be more complicated than you understand.”

He had the man’ s attention now. The soft pucker of afrown appeared between the smuggler’ s brows.
“What do you mean?’ he asked again.

The deputy administrator took a paper from his desk. He read afew lines from the back of it and then
looked up. “Y ou are accused of smuggling these items of religious contraband,” he said, indicating the
pile of medalions and the statue of the saint. “But perhaps we might consider entering alesser charge,
under theright circumstances. For example,” he continued, “ Customs Regulation 412ao forbidsthe
export of al artifacts without alicense from the Bureau of Antiquities. If you prefer, Regulation 6161]
forbids the use of precious metalsin the decorative arts. It isa question of amodest fine.”



The smuggler shook his head. “1 know the pendty for whét I’ ve done.”
“I"m suggesting you may not. Y our offense may be moretrivia than you suppose.”

Five wooden steps descended to the yard from the veranda of the customs shed. Two soldiers douched
on these, their backs to the adminigtrator. Occasionally asthey turned their heads, he could see the glow
of their marijuana cigarettes and catch flickers of their conversation. Now one got up. He ambled over to
the perimeter and knelt down by the fence.

“What do you want from me?’ demanded the smuggler, hisface suddenly dive, contorted with disgust.
“Aach, | know your kind. Bureaucretic parasites” He brought some sdlivainto his mouth asif to spit,
then paused, then swallowed it again. He leaned forward on his stoal, placing hisfat fist upon the desk.
“Let metdl you now, | have no information. No addresses. Not even aname.”

At the fence, the soldier reached into his pocket and brought out part of acandy bar. The badger stood
oppostehimonitshind legs.

The deputy administrator shrugged. “Y ou misunderstand me. But | appreciate your fears. Perhgpsyou
arefamiliar with certain worst-case scenarios. Perhapsinvolving relatives or persond friends.” He
smiled—awasted gesture, for the lower part of his emaciated face was covered by avell.

“Let meexplain,” he said. “ Some members of my department do what they can to discourage certain
activities, which they interpret to be linked to superdtition and idolatry. They fed the truth of man’s
condition can be better understood through reason than through faith.”

Again the smuggler’ s face seemed to have shut down, and settled into stolid impassivity. The deputy
adminigrator tried again: “Let me explain. Our function hereis not only to prosecute. It isto inform.
These objects’—here he waved hishand dismissively at the pile of medalions—*these objects have no
meaning. They aretherelics of abankrupt church.”

On the steps, the remaining soldier dapped his neck and swore. And at the fence acrossthe yard, his
comrade got up from his knees. He was |ooking up into the sky.

Thelights from the compound overwhelmed dl but the brightest stars. But now the moon wasrising, its
pa e edge gleaming among the tallest trees. The smuggler studied it in silence until the arc of itsgreat rim
rose unimpeded over the forest canopy. Then he bowed his head and stared down at the floor between
hisknees. “I guessI’ll never leavethisplacedive,” he said. The new light gave hisface anew

composure.

The deputy administrator rubbed his eyes. “Y our position is more favorable than you suspect. Y ou have
not begun to think about your options.”

The smuggler made no reply, only stared at the floorboards undernesth his boots. No man is so stupid
that he cannot learn, reflected the administrator. But it takestime; he clapped his hands. “We are both
tired,” hesaid. “And | am explaining mysdf badly. Even so, please think about what | have said. And |
will speak to my superiors.” He looked down at the gppointment book upon his desk. “In the meantime,”
hesad, “| have you scheduled tentatively for next Friday. That’ sthe thirty-fourth.”

The soldierstook the man away. In afew minutes one of them returned to the porch bearing
refreshments—crusts of bread and cheese, and atin basin full of water. He deposited them on the desk
and then withdrew.

After he had gone, the deputy administrator sat by himself for along time. He switched off the small light
upon his desk. Now the moon was rising, showing itsslver belly in aseaof darkness.



Heleft the food untouched. He sat listening to the mosquitoes and the cautious stir of animals beyond the
fence. Inthe distance, a the limit of his senses, he could hear occasiona noises from the port—steam
whistles from the packet boats and once, the clang of abuoy on the gentle sea. Occasiondlly the air was
dtiffened by the smell of salt. Behind him in the customs shed, his director had turned over and was lill.

A gekko lay watching a spider on the baustrade near hisright hand. Tendrils of flypaper, twisting gently
inthe humid air, hung from the celling of the porch. On one of them amoth had lighted and was stuck.

It was alunamoth, with iridescent wings as big asaman’s hand. The deputy administrator sat back in his
chair. He admired the compaosure of the creature, how it declined to hurt itself in futile struggles against
fate. Its great wings scarcely moved. In alittle while hetook apair of scissors from his desk and stood
up behind hischair.

For severa minutes he did nothing. From his changed position he could no longer see the moon directly.
It was cut off by the overhanging roof. But instead, he could observe its entire shape reflected in the basin
on hisdesk. The light spread over the plane of his desk, and fell especialy on theimage of the saint, and
touched the star-shaped plug of gold upon hispam.

The statue depicted an episode from the saint’ slater life: how he camed the mob below the Harbor
Bridge when Chrism Demiurge was lord of Charn. His sad copper smilewas full of wisdom and
compassion.

Theinsect rustled its bright wings next to the administrator’ s head—the faintest susurration on the
midnight air. How long did it haveto live? Not long, not long, even in the best of times. Heraised the
scissors. Holding the cartridge of the flypaper in his other hand, he stretched it tight, and with
single-minded care he cut the insect loose, amputating its five feet next to the glue.

Suddenly free, the moth folded its wings and dropped tumbling to the desk. It dropped onto itssidein
the middle of the basin, troubling the water, scattering the light.

Now the moon wasrising. The deputy administrator stood |ooking out over the deserted yard. At
midnight precisdly, the light from the lamppost was extinguished, and the silver moon washed unimpeded
over theblack grass.

After haf an hour the deputy adminigtrator untied histolliban. He stripped the long gauze veil from around
his mouth and head, revedling features that were dmost human. That night he felt supremely senstiveto
every sound; leaning out over the porch’ swooden balustrade, he stood listening to the air in the tall grass.
He heard the bell buoy on the searing once, twice. He heard the prisoners breathing in their cells, the
sentries deeping at their watch, the sodden dreams of his superior in the shed.

Hewadded hisveil into aball. Turning, he dropped it onto the center of the blotter on his desk. Next to
it, next to the basin and the drowned moth, lay his appointment book. It was arecord of interrogation
dretching far into the pagt, far into the future: thousands of names penciled in a hdf-hour intervas, the
faded marks glowing siver in the moonlight.

A ledger of unhappiness and waste—the deputy administrator stood with his hand over the open book,
hisfinger on the page for the next day. Only afew hours away—he had planned to spend the night in
meditation, perhaps dozing for twenty minutes at the end. But now the page felt harsh and rough under
his hand; he closed the book. He lined it up aong the edges of the blotter, and then weighted down its
cover with the satue of the saint.

From acardboard crate on the floor benegth his desk he pulled a change of underwear and two pairs of
socks. These, together with hisveil and the untouched bread and cheese, hetied into abundle, which he



could carry over his shoulder. He picked up one of the saint’s copper medalionsfrom the pileon his
desk.

Dueto the success of his department, the market in religious contraband—and especidly these emblems
of the Cult of Loving Kindness—was lucrative on both sides of the border. In Caladon the smallest
trinket, for a sweeper or aguard, was worth more than a month’s pay. The deputy administrator, with
this coin, hoped to bribe the sentry at the gate to let him go. Holding it in the center of hispam, he
stalked across the floor and down the steps, leaving his post for the first time in seven months.

The customs compound—six rectangular buildings surrounded by barbed wire—occupied awooded
ridge above the port, and was connected to it by ameta tram. The deputy administrator stalked across
the yard. The grasswas thick under his shoes. Expecting to be chalenged, he dunk between two
buildings, keeping to the shadows. But he saw no one. And when he reached the outer gate, the sentry in
the box was fast adeep. So he did the coin into the pocket of his trousers, and ducked under the
crossbar.

A paved road led southeast from the gate. He followed it for haf amile until he found abare placein the
trees. Here the road descended sharply toward the port two hundred feet below; from the crest of the
ridge the deputy administrator could see the hands of the breakwater stretching out into the bay, pdlidin
the moonlight, each decorated with asingle jewd. And there were lights, also, on the packet steamer by
the dock, and asingle shining ruby on the bell buoy out to sea. The deputy administrator listened for the
sound—a muiffled clanging on the smal east wind. He heard it, and heard something € se, louder, more
insstent, closer, and he stepped aside into the grass. Below him at the bottom of the hill, the shuttle
gtarted on its hourly circuit from the port to the compound and then back.

He sgquatted down in the long grass. Soon he could hear the rattle of the car asit labored toward him up
the dope. Soon he could see it—empty, brainless, fully lit, its whedls sparking on the sted rail that ran
beside the road. He crouched down lower asit gained the dope, and he could read the advertisementsin
the empty compartment, and smell the singed metd asit hurried past.

Then it was gone. The deputy administrator stood up. For aminute he stood looking back the way he
had come. Then he stepped out onto the road, continuing downhill for another hundred yards before he
turned asde under the trees. A narrow track led away south along the ridge. It was the footpath over
land, due south to the border and beyond, scarcely used now that the packets made the journey twice a
week from Charn.

Theforest closed around him after a dozen paces, and the dark was monstrous and loud. To the right
and to the lft, beetles quarreled in the underbrush, while high above among the jackfruit trees, tarders
grabbed bats out of the air. Furry creatures, stupefied by moonlight, ssumbled up against his ankles.

Hewaked dmost for haf an hour before the border camein sight: asmall white cabin set adjacent to the
track. East and west, astrand of luminescent wire sagged off into the trees, interrupted by the cabin and
awooden barricade. Placards in five languages were posted to this barricade, though only the boldest
headings—PAPERS PLEASE, FORM SINGLE LINE, EXTINGUISH PIPES—werevisible by
moonlight.

Officidly, the gate was open. But tongueweed licked at the adminigtrator’ s shoes as he came up the
track. He stood studying the placards; to hisleft, asingle lantern glimmered on the cabin’ s porch.

By itslight he could distinguish the gatekeeper Sitting cross-legged on atable, his shoulders hunched, his
head bent low, his hands clasped in hislap. It was an atitude of meditation; a kerosene lantern on the
desk in front of him flickered in the humid wind, and it shone upon his narrow face, his naked scalp, his



veil. Hewas staring deep into the flame.

Standing on the porch’slowest step, the deputy administrator watched him carefully. He took pleasurein
watching him, in examining his meager ams and legs, for the old man was amember of hisown race,
living, like him, in aworld of strangers. Old and thin, the man was till quite supple, and his spine il
made a graceful curve. Clearly he had crossed the seventh boundary of concentration, and was beginning
to perceaive the essences of small inanimate objects. An inkwell, apebble, and aleaf lay before him on
the tabletop, grouped around the base of the lantern.

The deputy administrator waited. After several minutes, the old man raised his head. His eyes glowed
bright with comprehension. “Please submit your documents face down upon the corner of the desk,” he
sad. “Areyou carrying liquor or illicit drugs?

Hisvoice was creaky and disused. Instead of answering, the deputy administrator climbed the steps until
he stood insde the circle of the light. The old man stared at him with luminous eyes. And then he shook
his head. “ Sarnath,” he exclamed. “ Sarnath Bey.”

Mr. Sarnath took his bundle from his shoulder and lowered it to the floor. He pulled achair up to the
table and sat down. Leaning forward with his hands over the lamp, he indicated the three objects on the
tabletop. “What do you see?’ he asked.

The old man shrugged. “ Three different kinds of death.”

They spokein aTreganu didect, usng it gratefully and tentatively after so long away from home. The old
man unwrapped part of hislong veil and pulled it down, so that it hung around his neck. “Why are you
here?’ he asked.

Mr. Sarnath smiled. With hisindex finger, he reached forward and touched the stem of the dry lesf. “I
saw amoth drown in abowl,” he said.

“Tdl me”
“No. It wasasif | dmost understood. Y et it was enough—I’m going home.”

The old man didn’t speak for haf aminute. Then he shook his head, and hisvoice, when it came, was
softer, clearer, full of sadness. “They let you go?’ he said.

“I wasavolunteer. And they were all adeep.” Mr. Sarnath looked over therailing of the porch to the
dark forest dl around. “'Y ou must know what | mean,” he said. “What keeps you here?’

The old man sighed, ameancholy sound. “Y ou have dl the luck,” he grumbled. “Y oursisthefirs face
I’ve seen herein aweek.”

“A moth was drowning in abowl of light,” said Mr. Sarnath. “It is not the time or place that isimportant.”

“Even s0,” replied the gatekeeper. He gestured toward the gate. “ This can’t be what the master had in
mind when hetold usto go out into theworld. If | see seven clientsin amonth, I'm lucky. What can |
learn from them, or they from me? But you had boatloads every day.”

Mr. Sarnath shrugged. He gestured down the track the way he' d come. “ They have avacancy,” he said.

There was an uncomfortable slence. Mr. Sarnath looked away, and camed himself by studying the effect
of moonlight asit pierced through the forest canopy. This night was magica and rare, for only & rare
momentsin the voyage of hislife had he ever sensed hisforward progress. Now in everything he saw the



traces of anew significance, and it was lurking in the darkness like a delicate and subtle beast, vulnerable
and shy of controversy.

Here and there, bright beams of moonlight fell unbroken to the ground, ahundred feet or more. Insects
spiraed up them asif climbing to the stars, on asprig of manzanita by thetrail, a polyphemusfly arranged
itswings. “I'll begoing now,” said Mr. Sarnath. He rose to his feet and retrieved his bundle from the
floor.

The gatekeeper ignored him and continued to St hunched over the lantern, staring at the flame. Mr.
Sarnath made alittle gesture of farewell. Then he walked down the steps. The gate was asimple one, an
X-shaped cross of wood set in awooden frame. Mr. Sarnath pulled it open and dipped through.

But he hadn’t gone a half amile before he heard acry in back of him. The old gatekeeper was hurrying
after him; he stopped and waited by the track. “ Sarnath Bey!” cried the man. And then, when he got
close “Please forgive me, Sarnath Bey. Please—I wish you well.”

He too was carrying abundle, a cotton knapsack covered with embroidery. This he thrust into the
traveler’ s hands, and then he bent down wheezing, out of breath. “Forgive me,” he repeated, as soon as
he could speak. “My eyeswere blind from envy and sdf-pity.”

“Thereisnothing to forgive.”

“No, but thereis.” Hewrapped his skinny rib cagein hisarms, bent his head, and then continued: “ Three
thousand days |’ ve lived there. More than three thousand, and | think that I'm asfar as ever from
achieving understanding. How long hasit been for you? Not long—you' re ill ayoung man.”

He stood up straight and reached his hand out toward the knapsack. “Forgive me,” he repeated. | was
jedous, | admit. Because I’ ve been away from home so long. But perhapsit’s my impatience that keeps
me here. Perhapsif | can overcomethat. . . .” Hisvoice, eager and unhappy, trailed away. But then he
shook hishead. “I’ ve brought you gifts,” he said. He pulled the knapsack out of Sarnath’s hands, and
pulled the strings that opened it.

They were standing in apatch of moonlight. “Here' ssomefood,” he said. “ Sourbread and wine—it' s all
| had. A flask of goat’smilk. Here, but look at this.” He opened asmall purse and showed a handful of
sted dollars, each oneincised with the head of the First Liberator, Colonel Aspe. “These | confiscated
from amerchant.” He shrugged. “1 have no use for them.”

He drew out a cotton swesater and a quilt. This he spread out in the moonlight on the grass, and then he
squatted down. “ There saflashlight and a pocket knife,” he said. “ And look.”

Heunrolled alength of fabric. “Look,” he said. Heflicked on the flashlight, and in its narrow, intense
compass Sarnath could see arow of bones: the skulls and limbs and shoulder blades of various smal
animals, each one covered with amass of carving.

“These| doinmy sparetime,” said the old man. “1 find them in thewoods.” He held up the femur of a
wild dog, cut with scenes from the lives of the Treganu sages and set with precious stones.

The work was exquisite. Mr. Sarnath picked up the skull of asmall child. Flowers and leaves were cut
into the bone, and on the broad white forehead was engraved asingle sign: the endless knot of the
unravelers. “That one' sfor my sster,” said the old man. He pointed to a piece of eephant horn,
decorated with quotations from the nine incontrovertible truths. “For my mother, if she’ still dive. No,
takethem dl. | have no usefor them. Give them to my friends, to anyone who still remembers me.”



Mr. Sarnath shook his head. With careful fingers he separated out the food, the sweater, and the quiilt.
“These!'ll take,” he said.

The old man picked up apiece of bone. “ Please take them to my friends,” he said. “And this
one—Iook.”

They were squetting in the grass. The old man held the flashlight in one hand. He dropped the bone onto
the others, and then he pulled abundle of paper from the last recesses of the knapsack. “ Thisis the finest
one” hesad. “Itismy gift for the master. Please.”

Mr. Sarnath uncovered the last bundle. Therein anest of ancient paper covered with ancient spidery
writing lay another skull, with acurioudy flat forehead and a curioudy bulbous occiput. The eyeholes and
theinsde of the nasal cavity were chased with silver, the jaw rebuilt with silver and fastened with asilver
hinge

“Look at thetop,” said the old man. He shone the light along the cranium, so Mr. Sarnath could see that

its surface was covered with new carved figures, the new lines gleaming white against the dull brown
bone.

They were scenes out of the master’ slife. “Itismy gift to him,” perssted the old man. “My finest
work—the skull | took from an old smuggler—the paperstoo. They’re valuable—I know they are. The
man refused to tell me what they were, and when the guards came he attempted suicide.”

“Itisnot vauableto me,” said Mr. Sarnath gently.

The old man sguatted on his hedl's. He looked up into the darkness, and when he looked back there
weretearsin hiseyes. “No,” he said. “ Of course not.”

Then he stood up. Heleft the flashlight lying on the quilt, but he had the purse of dollarsin his hand. With
trembling fingers he undid the cord, and then he was throwing handfuls of currency off into the darkness,
until the purse hung empty. Mr. Sarnath could hear the coins clinking againgt tree trunks and againgt
stones. He could hear the movement of smdl animals asthey dodged away; then there was sillence.

The old man bent down to the ground. And then he was picking up the pieces of old bone and scattering
them into the undergrowth. The small skull of the girl hetested in hispam, and then hethrew it with dl his
srength againgt the trunk of ajavatree.

“Youwereadwaysaquick scholar,” hesaid. “But I’'m just an old man. But,” he said, atint of pleading in
hisvoice, “you'll tell the master about me? How | threw thesethingsaway?* All lifeisajourney,” ” he
quoted miserably. “ ‘ Themore| carry, the more difficult it isfor meto move.” ”

Mr. Sarnath put hishand on thelast skull. It lay in the beam of the discarded flashlight, tangled in its nest
of papers, staring up at him with hollow, slver eyes. “ThisI’ll take,” he said. “ A present for the master.
I"ll tell him what you said.”

“No,” repeated the old man. “Leaveit. You wereright, and | waswrong. It's eeven hundred miles. Too
long to carry an old bone.”

For an answer Mr. Sarnath rearranged the skull insde its bundle; and wrapped it in the quilt. Then he
took the food, the swester, and his own few clothes, and thrust them with the quilt and the knife into the
knapsack. Last of al heturned off the flashlight and dipped it into a side pocket of the pack. “ Thank
you,” hesad.

There were tears upon the old man’s cheeks. “Thank you,” repeated Mr. Sarnath, standing up. The old



man was muttering and mumbling. Suddenly he seemed embarrassed, eager to be gone.

Mr. Sarnath dung the pack over his shoulder. The old man stood in the beam of moonlight, hugging his
frall rib cage. “My master told meto givedl | had,” he muttered plaintively. Then heturned away.
“Goodbye,” he said, shaking his head, not responding when Sarnath embraced him, and kissed him with
the kiss of peace.

Now the moon was rising, and the track wound gradualy uphill. Sarnath moved his bag to hisright
shoulder. He walked quickly, for his breath was good. And toward three o’ clock he broke out of the
trees—awide, sandy valey stretched away from him, and in the distance glowed the lights of asmal
town.

Here thewind wasin hisface, acold new breeze. It came to him up from the shore. South and east
between the hillsaline of starsdipped low over the bay. It was acongtellation known locally as“the
cucumber”; beyond the village Sarnath could already see some lights upon the beach, as the fishing boats
st out to hunt the most elusive of the deep-sea vegetables.

Thewind blew up the vadley toward him, and brought amixture of fresh samells. After the dark and
pregnant forest, Sarnath turned gratefully downhill. The air wasfull of salt, and there was sagebrush all
around him on the valey’ s upper dope. And something else: some hint of poison in the soil, some dkai
that kept the trees away.

It was this poison that gave the place its character. A quarter of amile down the dope the path traversed
another wider way, which stretched east and west into the hills. An ancient monument stood near the
crossroads, the tomb of Basilon Farfetch. He had been the patron saint of travel ers before the revolution.

Aswastraditional in that part of the country, the crossroads was a barren, londly place. It was inhabited,
according to the loca superdtition, by ghosts and spirits who had cursed the soil so that nothing grew.
They were the ghosts of al those who had died by violencein that part of the country—after midnight,
travelerswererare. Mr. Sarnath, coming down out of the trees, hesitated in surprise to see alight at the
crossroads, the flicker of alanternin thewind.

Helooped the ends of hisveil around hisface, concedling his mouth. Almost he was tempted to leave the
track and go down through the bush another way. This areawas famous for the depredations of a
highwayman, aman who called himself Lycantor Starbridge—though hisreal name, Sarnath suspected,
was much humbler. Since the days of reconstruction, when outlaw bands of Starbridge soldiery had
terrorized these hills, it had been the custom for al banditsto wear silk and jewels, and to pretend
extraction from the ancient kings.

Lycantor Starbridge had carried thistradition to extremes. A handsome man, he had treated women with
flamboyant gdlantry. But his reputation among men was cruder; ahundred yards from the crossroads

Sarnath paused again.

A lamp was guttering untended on the sand. And for the first time Sarnath heard anoise, the sound of
weeping in awoman’ svoice, and a high-pitched cry. Then some soft words of command. Mr. Sarnath
hestated, and then moved forward, reciting in his mind the precept of his master, that fear isan illuson of
the heart.

And in afew steps he was conscious of another noise, a subtle groaning in the wind and the small
clanking of achain. Wading through the sage, he came down over the last hill and out onto an open,
barren place with the crossroads at its center. The tomb of St. Basilon Farfetch was on the other side,
beyond the gusting circle of the lamp, and Sarnath could see the outline of the stone bulk of the tomb,
and the statue of the ancient saint astride it. The stone stumps of his hands were raised up to the sky.



Behind his head, the moon shone likeahalo.

A galows had been raised dong the wider road that led off west toward Charn. Hidden before by some
trick of the shadows, now it was visible, atwenty-foot shaft of wood surmounted by a short crossbar.
The body of aman hung from this crossbar, suspended from achain around his chest.

Ten yards away under the flank of the stone sarcophagus, agirl lay on her back, her head against the
sand. Thelantern cast aflickering shadow againgt the wall of the stone frieze; as Sarnath came close, the
slhouette resolved itsdlf into two dark bulges, one formed by the girl’ s upthrust knees, the other by the
back of someone €lse who was hunched over her body. The girl turned her face into the light so that her
cheek wasflat against the sand. There was swesat on her face, moisture on her lips.

“Easy now, easy,” came avoice. The second humpbacked shadow straightened up. Coming closer,
Sarnath could see part of aface, amass of long grey hair. It wasawoman. “Easy now,” she said. She
was knedling down between the legs of ayoung girl.

Shewastaking to herself. The girl on her back was beyond listening, her eyes turned backward in her
head. Sudden, wild convulsions shook her body, and the middie of her spine arched off the sand.
“There,” said the other asthe spasms quieted down. “There now, there, that’sdl it is”

She was an old woman dressed in black. She was crouching down between the girl’ s knees, but when
the crisis passed they lolled apart; the woman rose and pulled herself around, so that she could teke the
girl’ shead upon her lap. “ There now,” she said. With the hem of her shawl she wiped the girl’slipsand
wiped the sweat from her face. A small crescent of sand was stuck to the girl’ s cheek, where she had
laid her cheek againgt the ground.

“Hush now,” said the grey-haired woman. The girl’ s head rolled loosdly in her hands. Sincethe crisis, dll
the girl’ s muscles seemed to have relaxed—her knees and arms lay flat against the ground.

“Can | help?’ asked Mr. Sarnath. He was standing at the crossroads. Now he came forward and
squatted down next to the old woman, where she sat cradling the other’ s head. She turned to watch him
and turned back—a sharp-faced, hard-skinned woman, smelling of kerosene.

She shook her head. “No help,” she said.

By contragt, the girl in her 1ap was beautiful, with red curls around adelicate, pale face. “No help,”
muttered the old woman to herself. “No help—she’ salmost gone.”

With the vagueidea of trying to find her pulse, Mr. Sarnath reached out to the girl’ sarm, whereiit lay
near him on the sand. But he stood up when the woman hissed at him and pulled the girl away. “Don't
you touch,” shesaid.

Thegirl’ slegswere spread apart. There was a blanket thrust between them, partly hidden by her long
red dress, which had blown up amost to her waist. Embarrassed, Mr. Sarnath stood waiting, and after a
minute the old woman relented, and when she spoke her voice was softer. “ Slegping pills,” she sad.
“Poisoned hersdlf, because of him.” She gestured with the point of her chin toward the gallows, where
the corpse hung creaking in the wind.

“Y our daughter?’

“No, my sister. Who are you? Y ou'’ re one of those officersthey’ ve got up by the border. Hunh—I’ve
seen your face.”

Around them now, the night wasfull of noises. Sarnath watched a centipede next to hisshoe. “I’ll go



downto thetown,” hesaid. “I'll get adoctor there.”

“No. It'sgood like this” The woman’s hands upon her sister’ s cheek were gentle and forgiving, but her
face was not. “ She used to come up hereto meet him,” she continued. “ Sneak out at dl hours. Thisis
where she met him. Hunh—Lycantor Starbridge. She'll be with him now.” Again she gestured toward the
gdlowswith her chin.

“Do you live near here?’ asked Mr. Sarnath. “| could help you bring her home.”

“No!” repeated the old woman. Again, her voice was harsh and rough, but her hands were soft around
her sster’ sface. “No—just leave us.” She nodded down the western road. “Isthat your way? Two miles
ontheleft you'll seethe Forest View Motd. Tell my man to bring ashove. He sthe owner there.”

Irresolute, Mr. Sarnath pressed his pamstogether. The girl’ s breath was shdlow in her chest, and there
was afroth of scum upon her lips, which her sister wiped continually away. How strangeit is, thought
Mr. Sarnath. Perhaps the soul’ slife has anatural end. The wise person knows when to desist, to seek
out some new understanding. But to abandon life before that end, perhaps—

“Areyou sill here?” grumbled the old woman.

He stood watching the corpse of the highwayman, turning dowly on its chain. Then he stepped away
toward the girl’ slegs and kneeled down. “What' sthis?’ he asked.

The woman shrugged. “ The pills caused her to miscarry. She was ninety days before her time.” She
pointed with her chin. “ There sthe father, so she clamed.”

“Thechildisgtll dive” said Mr. Sarnath.

He had dropped his knapsack afew feet avay. Now heretrieved it and pulled out hisflashlight.
Switching it on, he drew back a corner of the blanket to reveal two infantsin acaul.

A movement had betrayed their presence, asmall tremor on the surface of the blanket that had covered
them. No cry, no noise had escaped them, though now Mr. Sarnath thought he could detect atiny
sputtering. They turned their heads away from the harsh light, adark girl and apale, fair boy, wrapped in
each other’'sarms.

Their eyes were open, blue and dark, their arms were wound around each other’ s backs, their tiny legs
around each other’ s hips. Sarnath noticed with surprise the boy’ s erect penis; helaid the light asde and
then picked up the pocketknife the gatekeeper had given him, to cut the double, knotted cord that joined
them to their mother.

“They'redive” hesad.
“Not for long.”

The cord was greasy underneeth hisfingers, dippery with blood. He cut it off ten inches from the
mother’ sdack body and then held it up, pinching it tight, unsure of wheat to do. “What do you mean?’ he
asked.

She shrugged. “I’ ve saven of my own.” At that moment, her sster started to moan softly. The old woman
pulled her sister’ s head into her lap and cradled it in her thin arms—afierce, protective gesture. “Take it
away,” shesad. “Leaveit on the dtar—there.”

By this she meant the stone sarcophagus. The image of the saint loomed over them, his hands held to the



sky. Sarnath bowed his head, and with a common sense he didn’'t know he quite possessed, hetied the
cords off on the bellies of the twins and cut them short. With a corner of apair of underpants, Sarnath
wiped the blood and fluid from the babies' faces, and removed the remnants of the caul. They stirred
fretfully under hishands. And they were making noises now—uwet little clucks and moans, though till far
short of crying.

Hewrapped them in the blanket. “1’ Il take them to the town,” he said. He sat cross-legged on the sand.
The eastern sky was pale bove aline of hills.

Awkwardly, he held the children up. They were restless and squirming in the blanket. Their mother had
quieted down again, and the old woman’s eyeswere full of tears. Then she made asign that Sarnath
barely recognized. She ducked her chin down into her left armpit and then spat into the sand—the
ancient Sgn of theunclean. “Who'll take them?” she said fiercdly. “ Spirit children, look—they’ re one
month premature. More than ninety days—they should be dead.”

“What do you mean?’

“Look at them—they’re hedlthy as a snake, while shelies dying. Big, too. They weren't so big insde her
body, | cantell you. Y ou could scarcely see”

“What do you mean?’

“Look at this place! Do you think those are her children? No, but they were conceived there on that
dtar”

“These are superdtitions,” murmured Mr. Sarnath. He was trying to find away of holding the children that
would keep them comfortable. But they were squirming and fretting in his hands. Were they hungry? He
hed goat’smilk in abottle.

“Superdtitions! No one comes here. No one but the murdered dead.” She pointed toward Lycantor
Starbridge with her chin.

Part 2:
The Master

| n those day's the moon rose twice each season. Thefirst time Mr. Sarnath saw it he wasjust aboy,
living with hismaster in thevillagein thetrees. It had risen for adozen nights during thefinal phase of
spring, thetime of itsleast influence in the affairs of men. Then it had been asmall disturbance at the
zenith, asmadl light in abank of clouds.

Then he had stood watching in abare place in the amond grove, while his master raised hisarm to point.
But Sarnath wasn't listening. Then it had been hard even to think about the wintertime. Hard to imagine
al the trees down, and the horizon al around, and the land empty. Hard to imagine how Paradise had
shone like a pae sun on the pale snow, commanding the night sky, the dreams of men, the city of
Charn—it seemed unred to think of it. Winter was safe when Mr. Sarnath was a boy, adistant memory,
adigtant prophecy of nightmare. It was sedled in the past, sealed in the future.

Y et deven thousand days |l ater, when the moon rose again the night that Ragl and Cassiawere born, its
power was aready waxing. Only midsummer, yet aready by midsummer the world had turned.
Gradually, inexorably, new impulses were combining with ones as old as time to threaten the power of
democratic Charn, born in the bloody revolutions of midspring. Not so long before—there were men



aivewho gill remembered the tyranny of the old government, and it made them desperate to foretd| the
future. Desperate when they saw those old roots bear new greenness, those old sophistries and
superdtitions gather weight. It was for this reason that the smuggler at the port of Caladon was put to
desth.

In those midsummer days, forests and jungles stretched athousand miles from the coast, beyond the
borders of the old diocese of Charn. Traveling through it on hislong, dow journey toward the village of
his birth, Mr. Sarnath passed evidence of this new awakening. He saw the shining sun of Abu Starbridge
painted on stones and on the trunks of trees. He saw the painted image of Immortal Angkhdt. And even
though he had left hisduties at his desk in Caladon, still he was made anxious by these new phenomena.
For hewas a student of history, a student aso of human nature, and he wondered how the indigent and
unsophisticated peoples of the forest could find anything in the old legends to attract them. Y et the Cult of
Loving Kindness seemed to flourish best among the poor.

Once when the children were just old enough to walk, Mr. Sarnath had stayed amonth in asmall town.

It was hidden in agrove of mesca bushes; on the sixtieth night he had | ft the children deeping and had
climbed down the dope into aswamp. Dry land in the middle of the wet, difficult of access, and there he
had crouched with many others, watching a shaman of the Cult of Loving Kindnesssing hissong. The
man had told them how Beloved Angkhdt came down from Paradise in the world’ s morning, and sifted
gold from dirt, and threshed out corn from chaff, and raised up certain men and women to be Starbridges
and kings. Hetold them how the rest should suffer gladly, how they like Angkhdt himself had been

reborn on earth to suffer for their Sns, how it was only through glad suffering that they could purge
themsalves of sin, until their soulsrose up to Paradise again.

The shaman’ s face was painted white. His lips were drawn back in agrimace dmost of anger ashetold
them of Angkhdt’sjourney through the solar system, through the planets of the nine hells where worse
torments, perhaps, awaited them upon their deaths. And in the swamp they had sat listening with eager
gaping faces as the shaman made each of them confess their own inadequacies; troubled, Mr. Sarnath
had climbed back up into the town to St with the children asthey dept.

Or once when Cassiawas aready talking, he took ajob for afew months near Cochinoor. One night he
saw atraveling group of players act the passion of St. Abu Starbridge—how his hand was marked with
the tattoo of privilege. How he declined to useit to protect himsdlf. How he was put to death. How he
was seen drinking in abarroom that same night, according to a dozen witnesses. How he descended into
darkness, and fought there with awhite-faced devil. How by hisvictory he spread his privilege to
common folk, and loosed the chain of hell, and brought the sugar rain. How he replenished dl the earth.

Or in another town, Mr. Sarnath once had been accosted by a doddering old woman, who told him
gtories of the wonders of old Charn before the revol ution. She was toothless and she mumbled so that he
could barely understand. She gripped him by thearm. A city of ten thousand paaces and shrines, she
told him, ruled over by a Starbridge bishop of the golden blood, ayoung girl martyred by the usurper
Chrism Demiurge, burned together with her wild lover. She and her wild antinomia had been taken down
from her tower cell and burned. But a magic tree had grown over the pyre. Broken open in the revolution
time, her tomb was empty. She wasthe whitelily on the sump—"Wait for me among the daysto come,”
she'd said. Also: “Once more | will bewith you for alittlewhile.” Also: “1 am the spark that reignitesthe
fire”

The old woman had gripped him by the arm. Mr. Sarnath smiled at her and pulled away, sad in his heart.
Y et there was something touching in this version of events. How poignant it is, he thought, that we are
always eager to surrender the burden of our own power, even to people who have aways tortured us.
He conceived of adesireto discussthiswith the master, and so he hurried from that town, and from the



next. He rented adonkey for alittle while. And finaly in November of the fourteenth phase of summer,
00016, hefound himsdlf at last in awet jungle of dmond trees, forty milesfrom the nearest human
Settlement, eight hundred mileswest of Charn. Thiswasthe Site of hismaster’ svillage.

In those days it consisted of twenty-seven pam and bamboo housesraised on stilts above the forest
floor. The novices had dammed the stream, and in the marshy ground below the village they grew taro
root and rice. On drier ground above the stream they had burned the vegetation from a number of small
hilltops, and after careful management they were able to grow soybeans, manioc, yams, and even
occasiondly cotton. These crops, harvested commundly together with small plantations of bananas,
mango trees, and pawpaw, gave to the villagers aricher diet than that of any other forest race. “ Strength,
which isthe wisdom of the body, comes from the multitude of small experience,” the master said.

His house was in the center of the village. All the otherswere arranged around it in concentric circles,
according to the spiritual progress of the occupants. In theory al the houses wereidentical, for they had
been built according to the master’ s precepts. Insde they exemplified the same three principles of
sparsity, smplicity, and emptiness, but outside there were differences—the novices, who themsalveslived
in the outermost ring, had worked hard on the inner houses. They had built elaborate roofs of bananaleaf
and dmond wood, painted in bright colors, al oriented inward toward the master’ s dwelling. These roofs
served no purpose, except to shelter from the rain some of the open space between the houses.
Spiritualy, their implication was a best ambiguous, yet even so the master tolerated them. In those days
he tolerated foolishness that would have once infuriated him, for hewas old and closeto degth. Lately
some people had even started to build dtarsin their homes, and decorate them with small carved images
of the master deeping, eeting, talking. But if he knew of this he gave no sign.

On November ninety-second of the fourteenth phase of summer, three travel ers gppeared on the
outskirts of the village: two children and amiddle-aged man. Thiswas Mr. Sarnath, coming home after an
absence of half hislife. The journey from the customs house at Camran Head had taken more than three
thousand days, for when the children were first born he had been obliged to find employment in aseries
of small towns.

The children appeared first. They came running down the forest pathway, abig, golden-haired boy and
hisdark sster. The girl was laughing and running with her brother close behind; hisface was twisted up
with anger, and he was trying to crowd her off the path and down into the ditch. A quarter of amile
below the village they were running along the top of araised embankment when the boy managed to trip
her with his hed, so that she fell headlong down the dike and down into aswamp of mangrove trees.
When the first novices arrived from the village she was lying on her back and laughing, ever though she
was covered with mud and bleeding from cuts on both palms and both knees. The boy was standing on
the path, and when the novicestried to restrain him he attacked them too. His skin was dippery with
swedt; he did inddetheir hands and started punching at their somachs, which were as high as he could
reach. Startled and confused, they fell back aong the dike, which madethelittle girl laugh harder than
ever. Shewas shrieking, amost choking with hilarity by the time Mr. Sarnath arrived at the bottom of the

path.

“Stop that, stop,” shouted the novices. “ Stop that noise!” They fell back before the fury of the boy’s
attack, but one of them, asmall, thick-bodied man with big protruding ears, held up when he saw Mr.
Sarnath. He grasped hold of asapling that was growing by the dike, and with his other hand he pushed
the boy aside. “Sarnath?’ heinquired—a soft, tentative question that cleared away dl other noise. The
little girl stopped laughing suddenly and there was quiet, save for the boy’ sangry breeth.

The novice was bare-chested and was dressed in baggy shorts. Despite hislow spiritua condition, he
was not young. Hisface was heavier than those of most of his race, and when his mouth broke openina
amile, herevedled arow of large white teeth—evidence of astrange genetic mix.



He pushed the boy aside. He walked dowly down the dike and stopped, and reached out his dirty hand
to touch the traveler’ sface. Mr. Sarnath was smiling and he closed his eyes, but the old novice hesitated
at thefinal instant, and reached instead to grasp the end of Mr. Sarnath’ s vell where it was hanging low
around his mouth. The novice pulled the veil away completely, unwound it from the traveler’ sneck. Then
he reached out to touch Mr. Sarnath’s arm and take his knapsack from his shoulder. “How areyou?’ he
asked, hiswet lips making amess out of the words—" How are you doing?’ But hisface waslit with
happiness, and when Sarnath hugged him, he placed his forehead shyly on the taller man’s chest. “Nice
toseeyou,” hesad.

“Honest Tall,” replied Mr. Sarnath.

Thelittle girl had dragged hersdlf onto the dike. Avoiding the boy’ s stare, she limped down the path
toward Sarnath, and she burrowed in between him and the older man, cleaning her face againgt their
pants. The path was wider where they stood, but not much; startled by the new contact, Honest Tail
pulled away. He gestured the other novice forward and stood holding the shoulder bag, muttering to
himsdf and making soft, impatient noises, while Mr. Sarnath squatted down with his handkerchief and
darted to wipe the mud from the girl’ s hands and legs.

Under hisfingersthe bruises seemed to grow, Spreading soft and yellow from her knee. The gladness that
protected her from pain had dissipated; now she was biting her lipsto keep from crying. Mr. Sarnath
raised his head. “How far are we?’

Honest Tail was shaking his head and mumbling to himsalf, but when he saw he had Sarnath’ s attention,
his face cleared suddenly and he amiled. “Oh,” he said. “1 would like you to meet my friend Mr.
Goldbrick.”

The second novice, ayounger man, stood relaxed and unresistant as Honest Toil pulled him forward by
the hand. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, ahint of good-natured irony in hisvoice. Mr. Sarnath wasn't
looking. He was poking at thelittle girl’ sthigh. But then, glancing up, he noticed signs of renewed
consternation on Honest Tail’ sface, and he reached out his hand. He nodded hello; for an instant the
three men’ s hands came together, and they seemed to generate a spark that only Honest Toil could fed.
He grinned excitedly, shaking out hisfingers. “One quarter of amile,” hesaid.

The day was hot and overcast. A little way aong the path, the boy stood on one leg and picked athorn
out of hisfoot. A cloud of midgesjiggled around Sarnath’ s head, and the swamp gave off arich,
fermented smell. Unctuous water stretched away on both sides of the dike.

There had been no swamp here when he was a child, no mangrove trees upon their stiltlike roots. Here
had been adry glade of anorack. Now at eight-thirty in the morning it was aready hot. Cassd sskin, as
he wiped it with his handkerchief, was covered with small beads of swest.

That day wasimportant in the history of the village because at nine 0’ clock the master announced to his
disciplesthat he wasleaving, that histerm of life was over, that he was unableto stay longer with his
students and hisfriends. Eight weeks before, he had broken his hip while he was working in the lentil pit.
The bone had twisted when they were getting him out—he had hung suspended in the ropes, cursing
steadily, and by the time he reached the ground he was unconscious. Though he had avakened in two
minutes, thejoint itself never reknit, and for the whole month of November he lost weight. He lay on his
back in hishousein the center of the village. He was not able to write, or even sit. Often before, during
the days of his strength, he had been querulous and demanding, and had sometimes lost patience with his
Students, and called them fools and blockheads when they made mistakes. But in hisfind illnesshe
achieved anew tranquility. He spoke softly and carefully, using many smal words of endearment. He
answered the most clumsy questions without irony or impatience. Toward the end, even when the



gangrene had spread into hisleg, he perssted in refusing opium. Instead he lay immobile on his back,
meditating, or else listening and talking until late into the night. Nor did he speak about his degth, except
to say: “Whenit isno longer possible for meto live correctly, then | will begin to consider my
dternatives”

On the morning of November ninety-second, at the sametime that Honest Toil and Mr. Goldbrick led
the three travel ers up into the town, the senior students of the master gathered around his bed. The
novice who had been assigned to help him with his breakfast lowered him down onto the pillow and
wiped theliquid from his chin. The master’ s plate was il haf-full of broth, but he could ssomach no
more; he smiled and shook his head. The senior student made a gesture with his hand, asignd for the
novice to take the plate away. The novice bowed. But before he could get up and leave, the master put
hisfingers out and grasped him by thewrigt. “No,” he said. “Stay with us, please.”

For severd minutes helay on his back with hisfingerstight around the novice swrist. He shut hispae old
eyesfor severa minutes, and then he opened them. “Thereisroom for everybody here,” he said.

Again helay slent for alittle while, and then he turned his head. One by one he looked into the faces of
his senior students. His mat was on the east wall of his house next to the window screen and the veranda,
and his students sat in asemicircle around him, in order of their spiritua precedence. It was an order they
had assigned among themsalves, according to their performancein certain spiritua debates, when on
Tuesday nightsthey sat up late, arguing the master’ s precepts long after he himsalf had goneto bed. They
never troubled him with the results. Only in the morning they sat around him in acertain order, and they
wore cords of different colors knotted around their waists, black, blue, red, tending toward white,
according to their scores. The master himsdlf, in hisdays of hedlth, would awaystie histrouserswith an
old white belt, one of the nine objects that he owned.

Onthelast day of hislife, four students sat around him. Helooked at each in turn. Then he said to one of
them, “Canan, will you please go out and tell the people? | would like to see each one.”

Again the sudent made a gesture with hishand, asignal to the novice. Again the novice bowed. But the
magter’ s hand was tight around hiswrist; he could not move, and in alittle while the sudent roseto do
the errand himsdif.

When he had gone, the master had his mat dragged to the center of the room, so that he could
accommodate the entire village close around him. “Don't forget the children,” he said. Then he closed his
eyes and waited, while Canan Bey gathered the farmers from their fields, the women from their houses.
Thistook half an hour. Worried, whispering among themsalves, thirty-six more villagers camein and
found their places.

And when they were assembled and the children were squirming gently in their [aps, the master opened
his eyes and cleared histhroat. The people hushed themselves and settled down to silence while he
spoke to the novice by his side, who brought his soup plate close so he could spit. A few words more,
and with great labor and effort the novice propped him up upon some pillows so that he could look
around more essily.

Hesaid: “Last night as| waslying here, | understood that | was too weak to continue. | thought then that
| would die. But because a night my mind has sometimes been affected by strange symptoms, | decided
to hold on until the morning, to seeif some new fact or condition might occur to me by daylight, thet
would makeit possible for meto stay among you.

“But as| lay, and the sunlight came to creep across the matting by my hand, at the sametimethat |
redlized that no new fact or condition was going to present itsdlf, | concelved of afresh thought. And
therefore, when the morning came, | requested my friend Canan that he bring you to assemble here, so



that | could see each of your faces, and so that | could ask each one of you whether in al the time that
you have known me| have ever said anything that is now unclear to you, either dueto my mistakein
sef-expression, or your mistake in memory or comprehension. And if thereis some part of my teaching
that is now unclear to you, either through my mistake or yours, and you wish to have that part explained,
then ask meto explain it now, for you will not have another chance.”

There was quiet in the room after he had spoken, except for the sound of people bresthing or resettling
their weight. When he was talking they had strained to hear, for hisvoice was labored and unsteady.
Now they relaxed and looked around, until he spoke again: “It is possible that some of you have
questions but are unwilling to express them, either out of respect for me, or because you fear each
other’ sridicule. Once again | remind you that you will not have another chance. Therefore, so as not to
reproach yourself later when you find that there is some piece of understanding that you cannot reach,
please, ask me now, or el se whisper your question to your friend, so that he or she can ask it in your
place”

Again there was a slence as people looked around. Then awoman who was sitting in the middle of the
floor raised up her hand.

“Sr,” shesad. “I have aquestion. | heard you answer it before and whilel listened | thought |
understood you. But then after afew hours | couldn’t remember anymore. So | asked someone and then
afew people and every timethey told me, | understood less than before. So tell me now again—how can
I, asmple woman and not gifted in debates, hope to understand the difference between good and evil in
my lifeand in theworld? | want to know, and sometimesit ishard.”

No sooner had she finished speaking than Mayadonna Bey—one of the master’ s senior students who
was sitting by his bed—turned toward her. “ Old woman,” he said, “do not waste the master’ s patience
with your stupidness. Any child could explain to you the master’ s seven noble precepts for an honorable
life. Anyone can explain them; | mysdf will cheerfully explain them at another time. But not today. Thisis
aday for serious discussion.”

When he heard this, aflicker of annoyance passed over the master’ sface, and in the first few words of
his response his students could hear traces of his old asperity—"Y ou are the stupid one.” Ashamed, the
student bowed his head. But then the master calmed himself. He closed his eyesfor afew seconds, and
then opened them. He made a gesture to the novice beside his head to lift him up.

Then hewas silent for alittle while. He frowned, and small wrinkles seemed to spread out from his eyes
al over hislargeface. “Think of it thisway,” hesaid. “If | wereto takedl of you out into afield and
stand before you with ajewel in one of my hands and a potato in the other, isit only the wisest student
that would see the difference?’

“No,” sad Mayadonna Bey, bowing humbly.

“And isthere anyone here who is so smple and so foolish that they would not be able to understand the
difference between the jewe in my right hand and the potato in my left?’

“No.”

“Andisthere any condition or circumgtance at dl that might hinder any one of you from understanding the
difference between thejewe in my right hand and the potato in my left?”

“ NO_”

“Yes” corrected the magter, smiling and relaxing, so that the wrinkles around hiseyes dl fled away, and



his face was smooth again. “ There are four conditions at least. Thefirgt isif | sand before you when the
ground mist risesfrom thefidds, so that you cannot see my open hands. The second isif | hold my fists
behind me, so that you cannot tell what they contain. Thethird isif you turn your back to me, willfully,
and look away. Thefourth isif you have some blindness or infirmity. Now let us examine each of these
four conditionsin turn, so that if in the future we might have some difficulty in understanding, we may
learn first to classify that difficulty, and then perhapsto overcomeit.” Then heraised his head to look
back at the woman who had first asked the question.

At the same time that the master was speaking, Honest Toil had led the travelersto his own hut, which
was meager and humble and made of mud, thatched with banana fronds. It was separate from the rest,
beyond the ditches on the south skirt of the village.

Mr. Goldbrick had left them and gone up to give the news, but he had found al the houses deserted until
he reached the master’ s house. There he saw the screens were drawn and friends of hiswere crowding
the veranda, so he went up to join them.

But Honest Tail, unaware of what was happening, poured water for his guests. Sarnath had carried the
little girl partway aong the path, but as they approached the hut she had squirmed out of hisarms and
asked to be put down. In high spirits once again, she had limped across the threshold into Honest Tail’s
hut; with aquizzica expression on her face, she had accepted adish of water from her host’ sgrave
hands. But instead of drinking it or thanking him, shethrew it a her brother as he stood sulking by the
wadll. Hejerked asde; missing him, the water splashed upon the hard-packed floor.

“Oh now stop that please,” said Honest Tail. He stood in the middie of the single room, holding an
earthenware pitcher he had made himsdif.

“Cassia,” admonished Mr. Sarnath. He had sunk down upon the only stool, and then he reached out his
hands. The boy stood by the entrance to the hut, but when he saw his sster limp to Mr. Sarnath once
again, whining, fretting, rubbing her knee, he ducked outside through the cloth door and disappeared.

Sarnath never turned his head. He accepted the boy’ s departure, knowing there was nothing he could do
to hinder it, knowing aso that in an hour or aday the boy would find them once again, wherever they had
gone. And he would be bruised and battered from running in the forest, and he would accept no comfort,
and he would not even be hungry. Already he was as strong and fierce as other children twice hisage.

The girl sat squirming on hislap, her smal head near his head. She whimpered underneeth his hands. Her
skin gave off asweet smell.

He put his nose into the back of her neck. He was powerlessto help her with her bruises, and in fact she
wanted smple consolation, nothing more. In aminute she had squirmed away again and jumped up on
Honest Tail’ sbed, and she was examining arow of smdl clay objects. They were baanced on aledgein
themud wall.

“Whereis Honest Toil?” asked the master suddenly. He had closed his eyes and sunk down on his
pillows, listening to asenior student, who in answer to another question was expatiating on the
twenty-four subsidiary truths. The argument was a complex one, and the master had falen back and
closed hiseyes with adiscouraged |ook upon hisface. Now he raised himsdlf and looked around.
“Whereismy friend Honest Toil ? Whereis he today?

Interrupted in midspeech, Mr. Canan bowed his head, his mouth condtricted in anarrow line. He sat
back on hishedlsand was slent. It was another of the senior students, the third in the semicircle, who
raised hisvoiceto answer: “Sir, heisnot here. Forgive me, but | thought that it would serve no purpose
to distress him with talk that he could never understand. Also, hefindsit difficult to distance himself from



his own passions. He loves you very much, and | was afraid that he might disturb the serenity of thislast
gathering with childish tears”

At ten 0’ clock the day was achieving its dull heat. The children in the room were restless; the adults
fanned themsalves with square pieces of bananaleaf. The master’ s face was covered with asheen of
moisture, and also at that hour, the smell from his gangrenous leg began to penetrate to every corner of
the room.

“Andyou,” he said to the third student. “What do you fedl for me?’

Thethird student was asmdll, potbellied man named Palam Bey. The knot of hisbelt wasonly lightly
touched with pink. Taken by surprise, he sammered, “Sir . . . agreat affection and agreat respect. . . .”

“Y et you would not willingly spare yoursdf this moment. My friend, you cannot protect Honest Tail from
my desth, for | will dietoday, and | am dying now. It isafase compassion to protect a person from his
own experience—go and get him, please. If | ask him not to cry, hewill not cry.”

At that, Mr. Goldbrick stood up in the back of the room next to the screen, where he was sitting with the
novices. “Sir,” hesad. “Honest Toil and | were on the dmond path and saw three people, someone from
this village and two human children. Now they’re at hishouse.” But the master had turned hisfaceinto his
pillows. Pdlam Bey got up to leave, but helingered for amoment first.

The master put his hands together in hislagp. Hejoined hisring finger and his thumb together on hisright
pam, and hisleft hand he made into afist. That istheway heisrepresented in most statues from the
period: propped up on some pillowswith hisface turned to the Sde, hisfingers arranged in away that
was adways associated later with acertain school of teaching, though it isunlikely that he meant much by
the gesture at thetime.

Hesad: “Itistruethat my friend Honest Tail isnot able to appreciate much that | havetold him, and
thereismuch that is obviousto the smplest of you whichisstill amystery to him. Y et there are other
lessons which he understandsin dl the deepest fabric of his heart, lessonswhich are a the center of
everything that | have taught you, and which many of the cleverest of you would never understand, even if
| lived forever and | told you these things every day.”

After hearing these words, Palam Bey nodded his head and went out past the screen to the veranda. He
went out down the steps. When he was gone, the master raised hisvoice. And with hishandsjoined in
hislap he ddivered hislast great sermon, hislesson on humility and love. Alone of dl hissermonsit was
never written down. Later it was darkened and distorted even in the memory of those who had first
heard it, even in the memory of those whose livesit changed. Later on, the memory of the master’s
words were twisted into just another reason to believe alie, but at the time, many of the peoplein that
difling room felt they caught a glimpse of some new country through an open door, and everything that
hereisdark and strange and terrifying, there is clean and plain. Or that they had been taken up onto
some clean mountaintop, and they were standing where the air is bright and hard to breathe, and they
were looking down on where they used to live and al the people that they used to know. To them
suddenly the small streets of the village were laid out in a pattern, and they could see the pattern of the
reeds upon the river, and even the minute pattern of the stones upon the bank. And some felt they could
seefor thefirg time the subtlest and smallest pattern of al these, the pattern in their own suffering and
joy, the proof they had not lived invain.

Thislesson, which wasthe single clearest didtillation of the master’ sthought, exists only as the memory of
anided. Later theologians have speculated that the master had intended it that way, that he had
intentionaly sent from the room hisfaithful, perfect secretary upon some minor errand. For by thetime



Pdam Bey returned leading the old novice, followed by Mr. Sarnath and the child, the master again had
closed hiseyes.

And hewas roused only by the sound of Honest Toil’ s snuffling tears, and the sound of movement in the
crowd. Findly the old man flopped down in theinner circle with the tears wet on his cheeks. For though
his memory for facts was more than perfect, and though he could more accurately than anybody in the
room have recited the history and prognosis of the master’ sillness, till his memory for the importance of
eventswas flawed. In that hot room where the master lay dying and his students sat in concentric circles
fanning themsel ves with pieces of bananaledf, it was asif the old novice was confronted for the first time
with the sgnificance of what he knew. He burst into tears, demonsirating once again for anyone who
cared the truth of the magter’ s gpothegm that passonate emotion comes from a deficiency of
understanding.

“Stop that,” the master said. Honest Toil knelt down and held his breath, puffing out his cheeks and
wiping his eyeswith the backs of hishands. In thisway he dutifully suppressed his grief, though al that
day from timeto time his sobs would burst out suddenly redoubled, venting asif under pressure; then he
would gulp and swalow and control himsdf.

But evenin that first flush of emotion, with the tears il running down his cheeks, he smiled suddenly, as
if remembering some secret joy. And when his breath was quiet enough for speech, he leaned forward.
“Sr,” hesad, “1 would like you to meet my friend Sarnath Bey.”

Themaster smiled in histurn. “But there sno need,” he said. And heraised hiseyesto where Mr.
Sarnath stood with Cassia by the screen, and indicated with a gesture of his head that they should come
forward. Again the senior students had to budge themsalves, and it was not until Mr. Sarnath was Sitting
near him, cross-legged, with Cassaon hislap, that the master spoke again. At thistime hisfacewas
sometimes touched with quick spasms of pain.

“What have you brought for me?’ he asked.

Mr. Sarnath bowed his head, unsure of what to say, how to behave after so long. He stared at the back
of hisown hand, meditating in Slence. And it was not until the master had repeated his question that Mr.
Sarnath pulled his knapsack from his shoulder. It was dmost empty: just afew worn shirtsand T-shirts,

and aragged quilt. Then from the bottom he produced a bundle, wrapped in atangle of worn paper and
bound up with strips of linen.

He untied the skull and held it up. The master reached out his hand, and with his forefinger he traced the
ingde of the kull’ sleft eye socket. Then helet hisfinger run dong the cranium, which was carved with
scenes from hisown life: how his parents sedled him in the bell of abass horn when he was ten days old;
how they smuggled him away out of the siege of Caladon; how they were set upon and killed by
members of the Desecration League; how a drunkard, finding the horn abandoned in the grass, was
agtonished by its mournful voice.

“What did you see?’ asked the master, taking the skull into his hands.

Mr. Sarnath said: “ The night when | decided to start home—it wasa Friday. | saw the junior customs
deputy at Camran Head. He gave me gifts, too much for meto carry. But | kept this—he carved it asa
gift for you.”

The magter shook his head. “Tell me about what you saw.”

“| saw the moon reflected in abowl of water. A moth was sticking to apiece of flypaper. It fell into the
bowl and drowned, spreading water on important documents.”



“Arﬂ?,

“| wanted to come home. Y ou told me when | went into the world—you told us we would be hated and
condemned. Y ou told uswe would find new masters. Y ou told us we would be rejected for our
differences—all that wastrue. Y ou told usto walit patiently. Seven months, and | had other postings
beforethat.”

The magter settled back upon his pillows. His eyes had anew milky cast to them, and his voice was soft
and wesk. “A moth drowned in abowl,” he said.

“Sir,” said Canan Bey. “ Perhapsit would be better—"

“No,” perdsted the old man. “You ligen to this. It isimportant.” He was holding the skull loosdy in his
hands.

His voice had sunk to aharsh whisper, audible only to the first circle of spectators. Many of the others
had grown restless. Many of the children, especidly, had becomeirritable in the heat and the bad smell.
Infants had begun to cry; their mothers took them out on the veranda and then down into the town. The
master appeared to have dozed off. And as noon gpproached, more and more of the adults got up to go.
Carpenters who had |eft their hammers balanced on the laddertops, farmerswho had planned to dig a
certain acreage before the worst heat of the day, housewives who had left apot of water on the
fire—they bowed their heads respectfully and dipped away.

Cassiasat motionless on Sarnath’ s lap, her head upon histhigh. He might have thought she was adeep,
only sometimes he saw her nose wrinkle dightly as some new waft of putrefaction reached her from the
master’ s bed. Honest Toil was knedling with the tears running down hisface. Around them the room had
emptied out. Only a scattering of villagers remained. Now afew more bowed their heads and rose to
leave, responding to asmall gesture from the hand of Canan Bey, dismissing them to do their work.

The magter’ s eyes were closed, and he had sunk down deep into his pillows, so that he was dmost
prone. “My head isfull of shadows,” he complained. But then he roused himsdif. “ Stupider,” he said.
“Stupider and stupider. Y ou carried this dead piece of bone from Camran Head? If we dl carried on our
backs the burden of our errors, just to remind oursalves. . .” Hisvoice sank into nothing.

Canan Bey |leaned forward. “Leave him now,” hewhispered. “All of you.”

He was|eaning forward across the master’ s body, making a smal gesture with hisfingers. Then he bent
down to wipe some spittle from the master’ slips, but at that moment the old man started awake. His
eyes sarted open and he reached up to grab the student by the ear. “What are you doing?’ he
demanded.

“Sir,” said Canan Bey. “1 thought you should rest. Perhaps you should ret, and | could change the
dressing on your leg.” Hetried to pull his head away, but the old man grabbed him tighter. “Please, sir,
you're hurting me.”

“No!” shouted the old man. Then helet go. He turned instead to Mr. Sarnath, who had begun to rise.
“Tak to me!” shouted the magter. “ Talk to me—you understand. How long were you a prisoner of your
own thoughts?Y ou know what it meansto wait and wait. Tell me—what did that moth mean to you?’

“Sir,” murmured Mr. Sarnath. “1 took it asasign.”

“It wasasgn. And this’—here helifted the skull up in histwo hands, so that they could seeits strange
dead grinning face. “Isthisaso asign? A sign for me? My God, my God, my God, my God, my God,”



and these words were peculiar, for never before in hiswhole life had he called upon adeity, or even
mentioned the possibility that one existed.

“No,” hesaid. “But take thisand destroy it. Burn these papers.” Then he muttered something incoherent.
Then hedied.

Part 3:
Brother and Sister

“The day the magter died,” said Langur Bey, *“he was attended at the end by Canan, Mayadonna,
Palam, and mysdlf. Thiswas on the ninety-second of November of the fourteenth phase, near one

0’ clock in the afternoon. We had feared that he would die during the night—his pulse was very wesk.
But in the morning he revived somewhat. He even took alittle bread. And he was resting comfortably.
He did not appear to bein pain. We were discussing, as we often did, some point of natural
philosophy—it was afavorite topic for him, the relation between natural philosophy and ethics. Asl
remember, he was making the point that in human intercourse, just asin science, it isimportant to select
the smpler explanation: that it is always the Smpler explanation that has atendency toward truth.

“Toward noon he grew alittle weaker. | remember he had falen into alight doze, and we students were
il carrying on the conversation, though in adistracted way, of course. It iswhat he would have wished;
in any case he woke up. He was staring at the ceiling, and we could see his eyes were unfocused. And it
was then that he called for al the townspeople to come in. He knew histime was growing short. Hewas
too impatient even to listen to their questions, though some were bothering him with trividitiesand
emotiona displays. He cut them off—there was no time for such things anymore. He cut them off so that
he could pronounce hisfind discourse—you haveit in your copybooks—on the nature of obedience and
the suppresson of thewill, which | would like you to memorize by next Friday.

“And that was very near the end. He spoke afew words to Sarnath Bey, part of our mission to the Port
of Caladon, who asluck would have it had arrived that morning. Cassia, you remember that—he was
asking many careful questions, though his voice was wegk, and then finally he paused. His face seemed
to relax into asmile that was dso grave and dignified; helay therefor somelittle time. Hewaslying near
the window, and he asked for the screen to be removed. | remember it had just begun to rain. He asked
Canan Bey to help him turn onto his sde, and he looked out of the window toward a patch of bamboo
trees, which at that time grew beside his house. And he said, and these were hislast words, ‘ Thereis
another village in theforest, identica to this. The houses are laid out on the same plan. It Sts, likethis
one, inagrove of dmonds. Y et in those trees the fruits are made of gold, the leaves are made of silver.
And in the center house there Sits ateacher. Heiswaiting for me, and he has made a place for me among
thelast circle of novices’ ”

Langur Bey, dressed in awhite robe, sat cross-legged on adaisin the schoolroom. Hisleft hand in his
lap was pressed into afist. Next to it, he had joined the fourth finger and thumb of hisright hand over his
palm. His hands were thin and long, his gestures graceful and precise. Now he took hishands out of his
lap. He held hisleft hand spread out above hisknee, and with the smallest finger of hisright hand he
wiped away atear, asmall accretion of white dust in the outside corner of hiseye.

“For tomorrow,” he said, “ please meditate upon these words, and ask yourselves especialy whether in
any way they can betaken literdly, or if their meaning is purely metgphorica. Please ask yoursaves
adso..”

Radl lay on his stomach with his hand stretched out aong the matting of the floor. He was staring at the



back of Cassia s head; she sat ten feet in front of him with her back perfectly straight, and she had tied
up the mass of her black hair, exposing her neck and the rims of her ears. Even at that distance if he
stared hard enough, he could see the circle of smal hairs between her shoulder blades, over the line of
her white dress. Even at that distance he could catch the smell of her skin; he breathed deeply, and tried
to separate that one small disappearing scent out of the stench of the Treganu dl around him. Even at that
distance he could make her sense his presence. Heimagined the pressure of his stare reaching out like a
long stick, touching her gently on that dark circle of hair until she shuddered without understanding why.

Or he could make her turn her head. He could make her turn her head and look at him. He could make
her smile, just by releasing one small sound into the air, some breath or gasp or whistling tune, something
to remind her that in this schoolroom full of dien creatures there was one who was like her, whose heart
struck the same beet. Rael was lying stretched out on the mat. He raised his cheek up from the floor, and
he was humming the first note of asmall tune, very carefully and low, molding it and aming it so thet it
would reach her ear and noone ese's.

“Sr,” said Langur Bey. “If thereis anything that you would like to say to me, either on this subject, or on
any other, | would be glad to listen and respond. Asyou can seeif you consult your schedule, our
session for today includes a period for questions, which however does not begin for fifteen minutes. Until
then, | beg you to refrain from disturbing us with these noises, the meaning of which, if in fact they havea
meaning, can only be clouded and obscure.”

Radl raised himsdlf up off thefloor. All around the little classroom the students had turned to look at him,
al but one. Hissigter till sat with her back to him; al the rest had turned their strange, sad, thoughtful
facestoward him. Strange and not strange—these were boys and girls he had grown up with. He knew
them. Y et asaways at times like this he found that he could barely tell one from another. Their separate
individudity seemed to recedeinto their faces. Looking around, al he could see were the small
characteristics that kept him isolated and gpart: their frail, bony faces, their eyestoo close together, their
wesk chins.

“Please, ir,” hesaid. “1 beg to be excused.” It was a phrase that he had carefully rehearsed.
The teacher bowed his head.

Outside, the sun was sinking down the western sky. Ragl paused on the veranda, rubbing his forearms,
rotating hiswrists. Then he tramped loudly down the wooden steps, and for emphasis he pounded loudly
on the bamboo banigter, making aracket that no one sein the entire village could have made, for of dl
of them he was the strongest and most powerful. A woman was squatting in the wet dirt near the pump;
she glanced up to look at him, then she smiled and waved. She was washing out apiece of red clothina
bucket.

Clouds of midges danced around her head. Radl squatted down next to her to wash hisface. He washed
under hisarmpits, and rubbed handfuls of water through his hair while the woman pumped the pump.
“Lesson over?’ she asked.

He dhrugged. “Thinking in my thoughtsisidiot fool.”

She clicked her tongue againgt the ridges of her teeth. “We are not al gifted in dl ways,” she sad,
quoting abromide of the master’s.

A leechfly, drawn by the scent of human blood, had landed on the lip of the bucket—a repulsive creature
with asnout amost an inch long. Radl flapped hisfingers and it drifted away. Anywhere outsde the
village, hewould have crushed it gladly.



Thewoman said: “1n six months Langur Bey will let you go to work. You'll like that better, won't you?’

Radl felt the water trickle down hisribs. He brought hiswet hands to hisface and inhaled deeply, then he
shrugged. In front of them, the neatly swept dirt street curled down into the forest.

Shesad: “It will fed good to use your strength.”

He doubted it. To the right and to the lft, the street was lined with wooden houses upon tilts. He
lowered his knee down into the mud, and lowered his head so that he could peer under the veranda of
the nearest house. There was some movement in the dark, the scurrying of some anima or bug.

Thewoman didn’t hear. She was smiling a him. He smiled back.

Down at the bottom of the hill, the path wound round the edges of the paddy field. Rael stepped up onto
the embankment. In the far corner of the field agroup of men in wicker hats stood up to their anklesin
water, and they were coaxing the village' slone bullock into position with soft pats upon its rump. They
were building something on the far bank, and the bullock was pulling a dedge |oaded with sand: a stupid
plan, thought Radl, because the bullock was crushing the young shoots of rice under its hooves. A few
strokes with a split bamboo would have brought the beast onto the ramp, thought Rael, but instead it was
wandering contemptuoudy through the fild, losing sand with every turn, ignoring the mel odious

expostul ations of the men.

A tal boy moved ahead of the beast to frighten away any minnows that might drift beneath its hooves.
Standing on the embankment, Ragl shook his head, seeing in the boy a premonition of his own future.
The boy had been in school ten months before, but he had graduated last in his class.

Rad sretched hisarms over his head, taking pleasurein the long, heavy muscles of his shouldersand his
arms. Then he was gone, jumping down off the embankment and running east dong the amond path. He
was itching to get away; at momentslike thisit seemed to him asif there were a boundary around the
village, amental boundary beyond the barricade of thorns, a moment when the incoherent burden of his
mind was findly lifted and he wasfree, leaping away between two trees gppreciated only by himsdlf,
leaving the path and running up the dense and crowded dope, his bare feet leaving no mark and missing
asif by asuccesson of small miraclesdl the sharp roots and thorns and edges of the forest—dipping
through the undergrowth, protected from each clawing branch by an integument of sweet that covered his
whole body. And even if hedid from timeto timefee athornrip acrosshisskin, or if he gashed the
instep of hisfoot againgt astone, no matter, no matter, it made no difference; he had al the blood in dl
the world and he could run forever in that forest without drawing bresth.

He ran up the bed of asmall stream, and the dope was steep on either side. There were savak bushes
and disgusting joberoot, each plant anest of writhing leaves. Monkeys hurtled overhead among the
limpustrees, their hairless bodies smashing clumsly among the upper branches, shaking loose a patter of
small leaves and sticks, and disturbing awhole colony of anvil birds—he didn’t know these names, he
didn’t care. But where the dope curled back upon itself, reaching toward the perpendicular, and the
stream turned into asmall rain above him, he stood up to his shinsin adough of mud and knocked the
Swest out of hiseyes.

Nearby, the remnants of an ancient bicycle protruded from the earth, ameta, twisting plant. Creepers
sretched down through the rocks, and he reached out to steady himsdf with hisleft hand, while with his
right he pulled astick out of hisyellow hair. He stood asif in apit of wet black earth; near him atree had
tumbled down the dliff, clearing agap in the forest canopy, and he could see the sun there burning like a
blowtorch, that whole swath of sky amolten blue. And in the gap the anvil birds staggered unsteadily into
theair, fivefeat long with little stubby wings, their heads encased with helmets of bright bone which made



awhistling, whirring noise asthey rose up.

It was ajavatree, itsfat trunk covered with a scarlet tar. Half itsroots thrust up into the air; the other half
was still embedded in the earth. Radl squatted down and pulled himsdlf into the triangular cavity under the
tree. When it fdll, the trunk had cracked apart, and there was afissure in the wood above his head. Ragl
pounded the hedl of hishand againgt the bark, hoping to frighten away any biting lizard or congtrictor that
had madeitshomeinsde. Then hereached in and pulled out his equipment, which he had secreted there
on previous visits: one long perfect spear of heartwood and a stedl spike.

The heartwood he had cut himsalf. During the long march to the village when Radl was ill achild, Mr.
Sarnath had from time to time explained the properties of certain plants. Cassahad learned them dl; he
none of them but this, for he had tripped upon the heartwood root and gashed himsalf so deeply that he
had remembered when he chanced to find it in the forest. He had stripped away itsleaves, its branches,
and the soggy, fibrousflesh of itslong stalk until the heartwood waslaid bare. Y et it was so tough that
even then he had not contrived to bresk it from itsroot.

So he had l€ft it there, naked, pointed to the sky, half aday’ s peripatetic journey from the village, and he
had returned only when he found the spike. That he had scavenged from the wreckage of an old
factory—one of the ruinsin thejungle hills. Most of the metal had adready found a second life—put to
more productive usesin the village, but this spike he had found himsalf when therewasno one dlse
around. He had worn it sharp between two stones, and brought it to the heartwood tree. Then he had
smashed the tree down to the ground and scraped clean hislong spesar.

Now he pulled it from his holein the cracked trunk.

At that time, fifteen hundred days after the master’ s death, Mr. Sarnath wasliving in aone-room cabin,
which the novices had constructed for him at the top of the hill. As he got older he had drawn into
himsdf, and he preferred to spend histime in solitary meditation. Cassiacame up every day after school
to care for him and cook hisfood.

The cabin was constructed on aframe of dry bamboo. Itswallswere plaited pam. In the heat of the day,
the dark interior was pierced with beams of light. One, stretching unbroken between a spot on the
floorboards and asmal holein the roof, gave him particular pleasure, and often when the sun was bright
he would spend an entire day seated on a comfortable cushion, watching that taut beam of light change
color subtly in front of him, and change its angle by methodica degrees. Whatever countryside hismind
wastraveling, he found in that bright wire asmall connection to the world, for without thinking he could
seetheturning of the earth, and see dso with immense precision just what kind of day it was, by
examining at any moment the metallic content of the wire—how much slver, how much gold, how much
copper, how much brass.

He was never taken by surprise, for example, when the sun passed behind acloud. Hewould close his
eyestheinstant before the beam of light was broken, and open them an instant after it had regppeared.
Or when evening fell and the sun sank at last behind the teakwood trees, dready he' d have turned his
face avay.

Asevening fell hewould get up. Hewould put on his dressing gown and he would sit out on hissmall
verandawith aglass of water. He would watch for Cassato come along the rutted track. At the crest of
the hill therewas abad placein the treeswith the cabin in the middle of it, built on thin and rocky soil.
Mr. Sarnath could see from the veranda a hundred yards dong the track, to where it emerged from the
wood beside abanyan tree. And though in those days his mind was never concentrated on one thing, il
part of him would watch for her, and he would wait for the sight of her in her white dress. Below the
banyan tree the path fell steeply to the village; climbing up, she always paused to catch her breath beside



thetree, just at the moment she cameinto sight.

Near sunset on the same evening that Radl drew his spear out of the hollow log, Mr. Sarnath was Sitting
out on hisverandaat his desk, asmall wooden table with atop of lacquered ebony. It supported an ail
lamp, aninkwell, and six hundred sheets of paper scattered over apalm-leaf blotter. Among theminiits
nest of parchment lay the dull brown ancient, strange, distorted skull, covered with carvings, which he
had taken from the customs deputy at Camran Head and carried on his back athousand miles, all the
timethat Cassaand Ragl were growing up.

Now he picked it up in histhin hands. With the deeve of his dressing gown he polished it behind the jaw,
where the deputy’ s carving was most exquisite. Then he hed it up to stare at it, looking deep into its
eyeholes. They were rimmed with Slver, and there was Slver too behind its grinning teeth.

After the master died his senior students had tried to burn the parchment, as he had commanded. But it
was treated with some chemical that rendered it imperviousto fire. And so they had buried it too, buried
it and the skull together in the same hole, obeying the master as completely asthey could. Mr. Sarnath
had been with them. But at about the same time that he moved out of the village and up into his cabin on
the hilltop, he went out to dig it up, carrying alantern and amattock in the black of night. That night too
he had stood polishing it, wiping the dirt out of itsface, surprised to seethat it was no different, that the
paper which surrounded it was il intact, for the earth wasfull of vermin. Vermin crept out of the hole
that he had made.

Much later, after Mr. Sarnath’ s death, scholars from the University of Charn would hold an inquest, and
with the superdtition of born atheists would suggest that he had trafficked at this period with Magdol
Starbridge, aloathsome succubus with naked breasts. It was not true. Sarnath was smply curious. And if
therewasasninvolved, it was a most the sn of arrogance. Sitting by himsalf day after day, meditating
on the master’ slessons, he felt that he had reached awall he could not cross. The master was pragmatic
indl things: hisgod had been to found avillage and then help the villagersto liveiniit, a peace with
others and themsalves. His maxims had been practical, his metaphors concrete, accessible to everyone.

But Mr. Sarnath, ever since the night when he had seen the moth drown in the bowl, had felt himsalf
blessed with the potentidity of understanding. As he thought more and more about them, the smplicity of
the master’ slessons became frustrating. He was no longer interested in what to do, how to behave.
Especidly as he saw the village go astray, and the power in the village gathered into hands he did not
trust, he was no longer content to obey. He wanted to follow the master into ararefied and better world,
where dl phenomenawere understood.

Five months—five hundred days—after the master’ s death, he disinterred the skull and took it to his
house. Hefdt it was a clue, because he had seen the reaction of the master, how in the moment of his
desth he had been shocked out of histhoughts. At that instant he had found out something that had
stunned him, opened his eyes, perhaps, the way Mr. Sarnath’ s had been opened on that night at his desk
in Caadon. It was asif the master had mounted on aladder through the door of death, and if he had
turned around at last and ordered that the ladder be torn down and burnt and buried in ahole, perhapsit
was because he did not trust the villagers to use new knowledge wisely, when he was not there to guide
them.

Inthevillage Mr. Sarnath had kept histhinking to himself. But on the veranda of his cabin on the hilltop,
he laid the skull out on histable, where he could see it every day. That evening as he sat watching, he
held it up between his hands and rubbed it, moving hisdry fingertips over the parieta bone, following
with hisfingertips the complicated sequence of smdl figures: the master gathering his scattered people
and griking out into the wilderness to form anew community. He picked acloth up from the table.
Wrapping it around histhumb, he rubbed at an imagined blemish on the zygomatic.



Infact, long contemplation of the skull had told him nothing. But after ten months, histrandation of the
manuscript was dready haf complete. It lay around him on the desk, amost athousand verses, or, ashe
cdled them, “paradigms.” He searched for the first page. Thereit was. “Oh my beloved, let me pleasure
you and kissyou, for you are like a God to me, that | may worship with my body, and your kisses help
me, and hed me, and give me comfort, and illuminate my life. In your presence my heart isfull of anew
sensation, whichispartly joy. ..."

Hiswas arace that was gifted with languages. Alwaysthey had lived asforeignersin other people's
countries. Whatever place had been their home was logt, its location forgotten in the cryptic past. Myths
and storiesthat referred to it tended to lack interior logic; anyway, the myths had changed over the
generations, so that they no longer represented cluesto area place, ared culture, ared past. Instead
the stories had been cast forward to afuture where their incons stencies would matter less: avision of
someided futurein their own country, and they would be welcome like lost friends.

But in the meantime they had lived in other peopl€' s cities, and they had adopted other peopl€e s habits.
And most of what digtinguished them, beyond the physica differences of their bodies, had beenin some
way forced upon them—their limited employment opportunities, their long gauze robes and masks, the
bellsthat in some southern cities they had been obliged to wear, sewn into their deeves. They had taken
these restrictions and made a culture out of them. They had spoken adozen didects of other people's

languages.

When the master had come out from Caladon, and with a handful of refugees he had founded in the
deegpest woods hislittle town, and he had said, “ Thisisthe place; thetimeisnow,” it had been part of his
dream that they should form one people, speak one tongue. Nevertheless, Sarnath had learned snatches
of many languages when he was growing up. And in the world he had learned more, when hewas
teaching the precepts of the master to hisclients a the Cdadon frontier. He had taught them humility, and
detachment, and the futility of all human enterprise, the counterproductive nature of desire. In return he
had learned patience, and thoughtful ness, and wisdom, and obscenities and supplicationsin another fifty
tongues, dl of which were useful when, in solitude on his verandain the evening of hislife, he bent his
mind to histrandation of the Song of Angkhdt, from the origina Bekata manuscript—an unknown

a phabet but not completely unfamilia—into his own Treganu didect.

During the day he meditated in hisroom. In the evening he worked on histrandation. In the endless litany
of love that makes up thefirst part of the Holy Song, he had searched in vain for cluesto what the master
meant. “ Burn these papersl”—why on earth? What was the harm? Now, waiting for Cassia, holding up
the skull in his starved hands, he thought he understood. For only in the past day had he findly recognized
what he was doing. It isnot until the 940th verse that the prophet’ s nameis actualy mentioned in the text;
at ten o’ clock the night before, when he had sounded out for the first time that crabbed, mysterious
gyllable, he had sat back with astrange lurching in his heart.

All winter and long into spring, the citizens of Charn and Caadon had been obliged by law to memorize
large portions of the Holy Song. But by midsummer, so thoroughly had the questioners performed their
work, al that learning was forgotten, broken, rooted out, pergsting only among covens of witches,
Starbridge renegades, and followers of the Cult of Loving Kindness. It was possible for an educated man
like Mr. Sarnath, aman whose work had actudly involved from time to time the persecution and
exposure of the Cult, never to have known any of the old words. It was not until he had deciphered the
940th verse, working close to midnight by thelight of hisoil lamp, that he understood.

| will bring a bag of pearls,

Enough to spell my name out on the ground.
And you will spell my name out on the ground,
And you will spell it “ ANGKHDT.”



He had written “Onket.” He had stared at the unfamiliar word, testing it in hismouth for thefirst time.
Then he had sat back. His hand and pen had fallen dackly to hisside.

That day, dmost for thefirst time, his meditation had seemed bitter and unprofitable to him, and he had
risen from his cushion prematurdly, with aching knees. Now the sun was going down. Long shadows
dunk acrossthe floor of the veranda. With histhumb he rubbed along the maxillary bone, dong a
deeping image of the magter. Then he paused, remembering the statue of St. Abu Starbridge, which he
had kept upon his desk that last night at his post in Caladon. He remembered the golden star inlaid upon
the saint’s copper pam, glinting in the moonlight. Perhaps that too had been asign. A moth was
drowning in abowl of light—onetiny circumstance had led him on along and weary path. But perhaps
aso it had been the image of the saint that had led him to the place where he now sat, amental journey
just aslong and complicated as the physica had been, through swamps and forestsjust as thick.

Heraised hiseyes. There at the clearing’ s edge, Cassia stood besi de the banyan tree, her skirt rucked up
around her hips. She was standing with her hand outstretched, her fingers buried in an enormoustassel of
roots which hung down near her, searching for the ground. She was carrying abasket of fruit upon her
back—jackfruit, slamat, and durian.

Therewas aplace for him to lieinvisible above the pool. He lay crouched behind aboulder in the mouth
of an old culvert, which had fed the dye pit of some ancient factory. Near his hand crept one of the fat
ragl bugsthat had given him his name, its cargpace clicking in the dirt. When hewas a child he had been
ableto imitate the sound.

The slver pool was around concrete cistern, perhapsfifty feet from edge to edge. Opposite where he
lay hidden, anarrow waterfall coursed down adope of bricks, pure water from the stream above. But
whether there was still some residue in the bottom of the cistern, or whether some of the numerous pipes
which hung out over it till dripped some ancient effluent, the pool itsdlf retained amilky color, a
diginctivesmell.

Birds circled overhead. Near Ragl’ s hand, lizards crept among the mossy pipes. On an overhanging
ledge amonkey and adinko grimaced at each other; one threw astone. Apart from that it was a peaceful
place. Thewaterfall provided a soft, comfortable clamor; it ran down into a steep-sided basin at one end
of the pool. But at the other end the dope was gentler. Shyer larger animals came down to drink at a
beach of concrete rubble intermixed with pebbles of worn glass—small forest antelopes, and tapirs, and
wild dogs. At sunset it seemed asif they had a pact among themselves. Once Rael had seen atiger squat
down by the bank to clean his paws, while nearby dept afat potbellied pig, dug up to her nogtrilsin the
Slver mud.

But there was another beast, one whose maevolence and hunger never rested. This pool wasits stalking
ground. When it was hunting, the temperature around the pool subsided, and there was milky scum upon
the surface of the water. When it was hunting, Radl could fedl aprickling on his skin, an achein hisback
teeth. It exuded asmal sound, an intimate small whispering that seemed to touch Radl in hisinner ear.
Then hewould crouch down out of sight and wait until he saw amovement on the other bank.

He had waited at the pool adozen times, and fdlt the change in temperature, and smelt the scum upon the
pool; he had watched the cresture make a dozen kills before he knew what he was seeing. Only when it
was finished he had gone down to the little beach, and he had looked at the creature’ strack in the wet
sand. And he had looked at the wet bones of adozen animals half buried in the sand, each one sucked
clean, and perhaps afew rags of tattered flesh or feathers.

Now if he concentrated, he could see exactly where the creature was. But its shape and form were il
indefinite. Appearing dwaysin the twilight, it ssemed covered in askin of shadow. Sometimes he could



seeit better from the corner of hiseye.

Once, after it had madeitskill, he had seen it cregp down to the pool to drink. Then he had climbed
down to the opposite bank. He had hoped to catch a glimpse of its reflection. But the surface of the pool
was too disturbed. He had gone down on hisbelly, not twenty feet away from it, and he had stared at it
across the poal, and listened to the gentle sucking sound it made. Then it had raised its head. For thefirst
time he had seen the glint of its sour eyes and fet awhigpering in hismind. “Who areyou?’ it had asked.
“Who are you, that you see so clearly?’

The next day he had waited for it and had watched it feed. Seven small peccaries had come down to the
water. And asthe strange, amorphous darkness formed in back of one of them, coming down from the
jungle onitstrack of dime, none of the others seemed to notice. None of the others seemed to notice the
drop in temperature, the new cold wind. They grunted cheerfully upon the beach. And even the intended
victim, turning at last to faceits attacker, never made a sound. It stood fascinated, with its head low to
the earth. Even when Radl threw astone to panic dl the other animals, till that one stood.

Once Rael had accompanied anovice from the village, who had come up looking for an intact sheet of
glass. When the moment came, Radl had seized him by the arm and pointed out across the poal, but the
man saw nothing. Only he was concerned that Rael had touched him; with awry smile on hisbony dien
face, he had pulled hisarm away.

In the weeks that followed, Ragl had gathered weapons, a spear of heartwood and asted spike. Onthe
evening of the day that Mr. Sarnath had spent meditating on the Song of Angkhdt, at the moment when
Cassastood by the banyan tree, her skirt pulled up around her hips, Radl raised his head off of the
boulder. The sun had sunk below the hilltops, and the basin of the pool had filled with shadow. A scarlet
ibis and its somber mate were wading near the beach.

Cassia untucked her skirt and it fell down around her legs. She squatted to pick up the gourd of water,
which she had carried in her arms up the steep dope. She worked her bare feet down into the dirt.
Squeezing the fat gourd between her pams, shelifted it in one clean rush and settled it upon aring of
wicker on her head. Then, supporting it with one hand, she rose up dowly, the other arm outstretched for
balance, her tongue protruding from the middle of her lips.

Mr. Sarnath watched her make her way across the clearing toward his house. He had been the master’s
favorite pupil when he was aboy, and the master had taught him to be careful dways, even in the midst
of speculation, to appreciate the offerings of his senses. Mr. Sarnath, though his mind was a that moment
full of blank misgivings, dlowed his heart to be lifted when he saw her. He moved the dry pads of his
fingersover theincisonsin the skull. A fly was buzzing on the steps. The garbage pile behind the house
exuded asweet smell. Cassia s hair was black, her lipswere wide. As she got closer he examined her
more closdy—the sweat around her mouth, the spot upon her chin—with aminute appreciation that
included not the dightest spark of sensudlity.

She stood beside the steps that led to the veranda. Curling the fingers of her |eft hand under thelip of the
gourd, shetwisted hersdf out from underneath it, so that it fell straight down to earth. It made aglug, and
dopped some water on her hand.

Mr. Sarnath had risen from his chair. He stood on the top step. Cassia stripped the wicker basket from
her back and held it up for him. When he had taken it, she wiped the hair out of her mouth. Bending
down, she took a double handful of water from the gourd and rinsed her face with it. “Come,” she said.
“Leavethat and come down into the sun. | bet you' ve beeninside dl day.”

Mr. Sarnath shook his head. He stared out at the shadows on the grass. Then he turned. The brown skulll



watched him from the center of the desk.

“Comedown,” cried Cassa. And there was something in her voice that changed hismind and helped him
to decide. Carrying the basket, he disgppeared indoors, and then returned dmost immediately holding an
old cloth bag. It had once been yellow.

“Vanity,” said Mr. Sarnath. “Vanity is dill the hardest.”

“What?" Cassahad come up to stand behind him. Surprised, she watched him wrap the skull in
parchment and stuff it down into the bag. The bag had along throat. He twisted it, then tied it in aknot.

“When you light thefire tonight, use that paper.”

He motioned toward the tabletop, where the six hundred sheets of his own handwriting lay scattered.
Then he turned around to face her.

“But you worked on it so long,” she said.
“I was deluded.”

He dung the bag over his shoulder and walked down the steps. The hesat of the day was now abated,
and the sun was shining through the long trunks of the trees. He scuffed his sandasin the dus—an area
of crushed stone near the steps. Then when histoes had settled in their thongs, he set off toward the
wood, the gtrips of dternating sun and shadow causing minute fluctuationsin the temperature of hislong
cheeks.

His people did not swest, not like the humans, whose skins were aways damp. He could tell that she

was close behind him by her smell, for shewas quiet asacat, and in the movement of her greasy limbs he
could hear none of the incidenta noises that he made when he walked. None of the small cresking, the
whisper of the flesh rubbing the bone, just the silence of awild animd, her and her brother. Then he
paused, and turned to her and smiled, aware that his own disappointment had turned outward, asit
sometimes did. Hundreds of nights of wasted labor hung suspended in hisyelow bag.

She smiled back at him, and then they walked companionably into the wood, following a path that ranin
back of the cabin, past the garbage dump, and Ieft the crest of the hill at right anglesto the way that she
had come. “Where are we going?’ she asked once, but he shrugged his narrow shoulders. He had
decided, and in fact the path led only to one place. They pushed through adark undergrowth of
spiderbushes, rhododendron, jacaranda. Stepping carefully downhill, Cassiahad to raise her forearmsto
protect her face againgt the branches whipping back. In afew minutes she came out a thelip of the
ravine, acleft between one hill and the next. Mr. Sarnath was standing in the sunlight on a bare place on
therock.

Theravine followed a bresk in the forest canopy, and the yellow sun was shining, its strength not yet used
up. It was cooler here than on the hilltop, and the air was fresh and smelled of water. Deep below them
at the bottom of the hill where it was already dark with shadow, she could hear the gurgle of astream.

“Thiswill do,” said Mr. Sarnath. He was standing on the edge, his arm outstretched, the long bag
dangling from his hand. He opened up hisfingers and the bag dropped down, bouncing off theincline and
then rolling in a scatter of black dirt until it disgppeared into acrevice in the rock.

Heturned around. “ The sun leaves herelagt. It' s perfectly safe.” In fact the rock seemed free of beetles
and corrosve dugs, it was awideflat piece of limestone. Mr. Sarnath sat down suddenly, collgpsing on
his creaking knees. Perched cross-legged, he looked like a gaunt bird atop its nest. Cassiatook a seat



more gingerly. Shewasvery thirsty.
“Now,” said Mr. Sarnath, leaning toward her. “What did you learn in school today?’

He had asked her the same question many times and never listened to the answer. When he wasiirritated
or distressed he would take refuge in afew iff, formal questions, designed to take him out of hisown
thoughts. He would set hisface into amask of concentration, which never fooled her, for she knew him
well. But thistime, as she Sarted to recite the circumstances of the master’ s death, she could tell that he
was listening. His body started to relax and sag, and he dipped toward her down the rock.

“ *Inthe center housethereisateacher, ” Cassarecited. “ ‘Heiswaiting for me there, and he has made
aplace for me among thelast circle of novices” ”

Around them, the first peepers of the evening had come out, scarlet tree frogs, and when they sang their
throats swelled up as big asthey. Mr. Sarnath turned his head. There was one Sitting on arhododendron
treeten feet away.

“Intereting,” he said at last. He furrowed up his brow and then turned back. “What did you say to that?’
“No one said anything. It wasthe last lesson.”

“But you remember.”

“Of course,” said Cassia. “It wasjust this afternoon.”

“No—you remember when the master died. Y ou were there.”

Cassafrowned. “I wasjust achild.”

“No. Isthat what Langur Bey told you? Y ou sat there between my legs. Don’'t you remember what the
medter said?’

She would have answered, but he raised his hand. He pointed toward the lowest branch of atall tree,
which hung out over the edge of the ravine. Just for an instant she could see aflicker of movement there,
aflash of iridescent fegthers.

“Interesting,” Mr. Sarnath said again. “That you can tell alie to awhole group of people who were
witnessto thetruth.”

“Oh, Papa, it was school. That'sall.”

“I am not your father,” he said automatically. Then he smiled. Around them, the world was settling down,
the shadows spreading, the colors mutating in the last of the sun. The sweat was dry on Cassia sskin.
“Shouldn’t we go in?’ sheasked. “1t'll be dark.”

But Mr. Sarnath put hisfinger to hislips. On the other side of the ravine, in the cleft of abloatwood tree,
aman-of-the-forest stood erect. His studious little face was turned to them, and he was nuzzling shyly at
apiece of branch, the trunk of along sapling that he had pulled down from above, reveding acrown of
flowersonitsleafy head. Slowly, tentatively, he siretched out his naked leg, shifting hisweight until he
hung suspended between the sapling and the tree, spread out against asilver patch of sky. There hewas
at ret; inalittlewhile helet loose a stream of urine out of hisfat paunch, which arched over thelip of the
ravine, spattering the darkness down below.

There was scum on the water and adry, cold wind. Ragl saw the bird explodein aflurry of bright
feathers. He swung himself out of the culvert, dropping thirteen feet onto the bricks, which were confused



near there, and so he came down on the side of hisright foot and sprawled down to the water, faling on
his hands and knees. He staggered up, and already he could barely keep hisweight on hisright ankle.
Already it was swelling; he gathered up his spear to lean on it and looked across at the opposite beach,
fifty feet away, where the femaeibis strutted unconcerned, and for amoment Rael was sure the beast
was gone. Hewas crying out with anger, kicking a the water with hisinjured foot, but then he stopped
and stood watching the dark, long-legged bird, for she was searching the surface of the water for insects.
Untroubled, she was wading through awreck of scarlet feathers, untroubled aso by the raving figure with
the usdless foot, and then Rael knew her mind was still held captive, as hiswas. There was a shadow that
he couldn’t see with eyes made careless by hisinjury, a shadow that was waiting for him on the beach
under the trees, a creature that was dow and weak, whose only power was a mental one, ashe
discovered when he took tentative, damaged steps around the pool and found his mind assaulted with a
riot of strange shapes and an insinuating noise that seemed to grow inside his skull by dow degrees until it
blotted out the beach, the bird, the sinking sun, and he was limping dowly through another, darker place,
adarker landscape of the mind which nevertheess had one great burning dot init, adot pulsing with light,
and hewas limping dowly toward that dot until the shattered bricks beneath hisfeet gave out onto
another surface. And though with al hisforce he was tending toward that dot asif against a pressure that
wasamog irresigtible, fill part of his mind was firmly concentrated € sewhere, because he guessed that
when his mind was e sawhere he might move faster againgt an animad whose strength lay in its powers of
misdirection; so he was concentrating on the darkness all around him, asif the pure force of his
concentration could just puncture through. And al the while he was tending toward the dot, limping and
shaking his sharp stick, and raging now with anoise that rivaed the cacophony insde his skull, convinced
that if he could just touch that dot with the end of his sharp spear, then he would find the moment that
resolves al doubts, the moment also when the beast appears out of the mists of illuson and spewsitslife
out in acold, choking rush—convinced aso (and this was why he was shouting and raging with amaniac
desperation) that if the skin of darkness which surrounded him could be punctured, then he would find
himself insde another landscape utterly, alandscape that would have nothing to do with the hot wet
fecund jungle and the greasy pool, alandscape he had never visited, yet it was achingly familiar: ahigh
harsh grassy upland held in afist of snow-capped mountains, where he could run and run after the rats,
the does, the rabbits, and the silver wolves, and when he found them he could stab and stab and stab.

Hekilled the creature in the water near the bank and dragged its body to the shore. Now he could see it
clearly; it was smaller than he' d thought. Deed, it |looked like any other kind of beast. It had short,
powerful arms and legs, a pae belly that was punctured now, and its back and head was covered with
dark hair. Its yellow eyes had been an illusion. Poking with his spear, Radl could not judge where on the
beast’ s head they might have been. A small, featureless triangle, ared soft mouth—the beast appeared to
have no natura defenses. It had no claws, no spines, no teeth.

Squatting in the shalow water, Radl ran his hands over his body, searching for wounds. His skin was
covered with adirty dime, and it was mixed with his own blood. He knew it, knew that he was bleeding
gtill, and yet he could not find the source, even after he had washed himself clean. The sun was setting.
The entire pool wastinged with red.

Intime he pulled himsalf up on the sand and lay upon his back, watching the sky change color. Tiny
beads of blood were forming on his chest, gathering like swest, dripping down hisribs.

Staring up at the dark trees, his mind chased dazzling afterimages among the leaves—aflock of radiant
birds. For afew minutes he lost consciousness. When he awvoke, the body of the beast was gone. He
turned over in the sand, propping himsalf up onto his elbows. A wet track led away into the bushes—too
dark now to follow.

In the cabin on the hillsde, Cassadtirred the fire with astick. It had sunk down to amost nothing, aglow
of yellow embers, the only light in that small room. Outside, the wood wasfull of noises, now that night



was Come.

Behind her in the darkness Mr. Sarnath lay adeep, hisface turned to the wal. Aswas hisintermittent
custom, he had drunk a glass of laudanum with dinner, then wrapped himself from head to toein awhite
sheet. Now he lay immoabilein his narrow bunk under arow of moldy paperbacks upon ashelf.

Sometimes in the evenings he would lie down for awhile with abook, some gentle comedy of manners,
set in amore sophisticated region of the continent, or else even overseas. Hewould read until hefell
adeep. That night Cassia had made him peanut curry and pressed rice, but he had been
uncommunicative, had gone to bed earlier than usua, had eft her with the pot.

Now she sat stirring thefire, waiting for her brother’ swhistle, and from awicker basket by the hearth she
took out handfuls of paper—Mr. Sarnath’ s manuscript—and she was burning it. At first she had taken
each sheet and crumpled it up separately, but that took time, and she was anxious to return to her
dormitory in the village before it got too late. And there was something €l se: For reasons that she couldn’t
specify thislabor made her anxious. Once, amonth before, she had carried in her hands the brown,
carved skull that Mr. Sarnath had kept out upon his table on the porch, and it had given her aqueasy
fedling just to touch it. She had been glad when he had dropped it down the cliff. But now this paper
gave her some of the same fedling; she picked up abig clump of it, al that remained, and loaded it upon
thefire. The room went dark. The fire was struggling underneath the mass of paper. With her stick she
tried to spread it out, to make it burn more easily, but every time she poked at it she felt light-headed,
feverish, worse. Tongues of fire curled over the dark mass of the manuscript, and she could read it:

Nutmeg from the Orient,

Candied ginger | will bring you.
Topaz, diamonds, and quartz,
From the mines of RANAKPORE,
From the turbaned NEGRO' s tail,
From the fabled mountainside,
From the bottom of the sea,
Pearls as big as PLOVER's eggs.

| will bring a bag of pearls,
Enough to spell my name out on the ground.
And you will spell my name. ..

She knew the rest. She knew the song. She knew the errors Sarnath had made in the trandation. When
the page was too charred to decipher, she sat back on her hedls, her hand locked around the small
copper meddlion he had once given her, and which she wore on astring around her throat. Sometimesin
the evening it seemed to burn under her fingers, asif the engraved image of the sun possessed some
warmth.

She stared into the flame, afraid to raise her head, afraid to meet the eyesthat shefelt suddenly were
watching her from acrossthe fire, from the dark corner where the brooms were propped.

Sheraised her head and there was nothing. Thefire had guttered down to nothing.

And yet there was alingering smel| that reached her through the black smdll of the fire and the rank smdll
of her sweat. It wasthe smell of incense and of perfumed oil; once she had had adream, adream that
had been like ajourney. Awake, she could remember its beginning, middle, and its end. Awake, she had
been terrified, but in the dream she’ d felt no fear, and everything she saw had seemed familiar: an dtar
that was like astage, and at the back of it afour-armed Statue of cast bronze, thirty feet high, sitting
cross-legged with afat, gleaming belly, and in the shadows above her—for she had been adancer on this
stage, dressed in slk clothing with acandle in her hand—an enormous, vague, distorted head with a



sharp muzzle like adog's. And there had been incense on the atar, and her tattooed hands were
gligtening with aperfumed oil.

There was nothing in the corner of the cabin. But she had no desire to stay longer. She would wait no
longer. So sherose unsteadily to her feet, rubbing her legs, and she took the lantern from anail near the
door.

Outside, the sky shone silver-grey. Above the smal roof of the cabin, atriangle of stars burned brighter
than the rest. She looked up; she was standing on the middle step. In her left hand burned a stick which
she had taken from thefire, the smal blue flame untroubled in the quiet air. Her lantern wasacandlein an
ancient mason jar held in anet of wicker braid.

Shelit it and then tossed the stick out onto the wet grass. Then she stepped down. Around her, lantern
bugs were rising through the weeds, each one carrying itsintermittent glow. Shetook afew steps down
the path. To Rael, watching sore and weary from the trees, it looked asif she were surrounded by a
cloud of light.

He called to her, whistling like a curlew, three low notes and one high. It was hissignd, and shewas
happy to hear it, for the walk to the village was uncomfortable in the dark. Her night vision was poor.
She often stumbled on the rocks, and around her she could always hear the crashing of the beasts.

But that night her brother’ swhistle sounded different. He missed the note. The pure curlew’ strill was
harsh and garbled. Then she saw him; he was sitting by the banyan tree, his head bowed low.

She stood above him with the candle; then she went down on her knees. “What happened?’ she said.
“What happened?’ but he shook his head. His skin was covered with acrust of blood, his hair was siff
withit. To her bad eyes, it looked like dirt. “What' s wrong with you?’” she asked. She put her arms
around him and helped him to hisfeet; he was wearing aripped pair of shorts and nothing else. Beside
him was along, sharp, broken wooden stick—he picked it up and leaned on it, and that was good
because she never could have supported hiswhole weight, not with the lantern too.

Hedidn't say aword. He was limping through the darkness, dipping on the path, and she was holding
him up with her left hand under hisarmpit al the way to the new barricade of thorns. There he seemed to
revive somewhat, for he made it over the gate, and above the village he picked up his stick, and pointed
down the dope off to theright. It was the way to the bathing poal, atrack used only by themsalves, for
the Treganu didiked getting wet. A spring of water ran down through some rocks, forming a narrow pool
two hundred yards above the village. They could seethelights.

They turned toward it, and Ragl dumped down between the rocks. Cassia put the lantern down onto the
rock. She pulled up her skirt and knotted it around her hips, then she stepped into theicy stream. She
splashed water over his shoulders while he groaned and shook his head. She rubbed the water through
his hair, washing him clean while he sat with his cheek againgt her leg.

Then she stood up. She stepped out of the pool and moved up the stream. Standing on the hump of a
wet rock, she unbuttoned the bodice of her dress, for therewas asmell on her skin now that she found
intolerable, asmdl of perfumed oil mixed with blood. She knelt, and brought up handfuls of water which
she poured over her neck and breasts, turning away from Rael so that he couldn’t see her, confident he
couldn’'t because to her eyes he was just a shadow in the stream, unaware that as he looked up with his
eyes of anight animal he could see her clearly, seethe reaction of her skin to the cold water. He dropped
his head, turning his back alittle dso, so that in thelight of the lantern near his hand she could not tell
what was 0 evident to him, evenin his pants.



Part 4.
Deccan Blendish

By September of the sixteenth phase of summer, 00016, the city of Charn was once again the primary
conduit for trade in that whole northern country. Ships from the gulf would anchor at the big container
port below the town, and stevedores would then transfer their cargo, depending on its nature, either to
the flatbeds of therailway or elseto barges that were floated upstream, thirty miles up the river and up
into the city itsdlf, through the uninhabited swamps at the eastern end of Lake Nineteenth of May. Here
the barges off-loaded onto smaller craft that motored over the flat waters of the lake, past the old
Mountain of Redemption. Thisedifice, agigantic prison in prerevol utionary days, was now the culturd
museum in Charn, a showplace for the horrors of the old Starbridge regime. Its enormous bulk still
dominated that whole section of the valley, dominated aso smaler domes and towersthat still rose up
through the water. From time to time these smaller buildings would collgpse, causing sudden hazards for
the boatmen passing through them toward the city; occasiondly aso the surface of the water would be
troubled as the lake flowed into some new subterranean chamber.

Boatmen in straw hats with colored ribbons navigated their flat craft through a series of shallow but
massive locks, which ran under the power plant and et them out into the river marketplace of Charn. On
all days except nationd holidaysthe water there was crowded with avast array of boats, sdling printed
fabrics, batteries, and amyriad of foreign gadgets, aswell as produce that for whatever reasons could
not be grown localy. And they were joined there by other, smaler boats that had come down through
the city on theradia cand, sdlling grains and oils and nuts and spices and a hundred different kinds of
fruits and vegetables at dementedly low prices, for in those days there was no shortage of food in Charn,
in Caladon, or anywhere in that whole region. Even the humblest, poorest rooftop garden could provide
food for an entire extended family, and the terraced hills beyond the city were so fertile that—the old
joke ran—you could drop ahandkerchief at dawn and harvest an entire suit of clothes by noon. At the
end of the sixteenth phase of summer, orchards and rice fields extended hundreds of miles outside the
city—more and more each day, for they were cutting down the forests of teakwood, limewood, and the
scented ebony, and shipping the timber oversess.

In those days, in Charn, from noon to five the streets were amost empty, and the temperature would rise
above a hundred. From three-fourteen to five o’ clock the rains would come; those were the hours of the
afternoon sesta, for sometimesthe rain was hot enough to hurt the skin, and sometimesin the streetsthe
water rose up to midcalf, despite the excellent new drains. But at five 0’ clock precisely every afternoon
the rainswould stop, the clouds would wash away and disappear, and the provost of Sabian College
would fire off asignal from the tower of the University of Charn. Then asthe water receded underfoot,
every afternoon anew fresh breeze would waft up from the gulf, and the shops that had been closed
snce morning would reopen, and a steady throng of people would flow from the houses down into the
streets, and they would pack the tree-lined boulevards, the bars and the cafes, and especialy the parks
and public squares. In those days Charn wasfull of children; and there were thousands upon thousands
of children everywhere, dmost six for every adult. In acrowd the heads of the adults would protrude
above the mass, and they seemed isolated and self-conscious like arace of freakish giants.

At sx o' clock the Streets were cleared of traffic, except for the bicycle rickshaws and the occasiona
private cars. And the kidswould play stickball and kick-the-can until it got too dark to see, and then the
sreetlights would go on among the canopies of leaves, and they would shine among the leaves and turn
them a peculiar, livid shade of green. At the same time the restaurants would have opened up their doors,
and the rotten garbage and tar smells of the streets would be infiltrated dowly with the odor of hot ail,



ginger, and cayenne. Then at nine 0’ clock the youngest children would go off to bed and many of their
mothers and fathers would go with them; from then on until far into the night al these commercid,
downtown sections of the city would be relinquished to the artificia intrigues of unmarried boys and
girls—artificia because in that weather only one outcome was ever possible. Neverthelessin some cases
theritud could last for hours, and would include much bold hot staring and much cold indifference, the
boys dressed in imported sneakers, pants cut dippery and tight around the crotch, and rayon shirts; the
girlsin high heds, stockings, black denim shorts, and halter topsthat |eft their midriffs bare. In those days
aso it wasthe stylefor girlsto wear long, embroidered shawls and orchidsin their hair—these shawls
were part of numerous dances of the period, when a midnight in the public bandshells, groups of music
students from the university would unpack their instruments, and the asphalt esplanades would fill with
lithe, expectant couples. In September of the sixteenth phase of summer, one band especidly was
popular in Charn, and it included a trumpet man who was, or had been, or seemed to be, an antinomial.
He was both blind and mentally deranged, for he couldn’t dress himself or tak; he had to be dragged out
to the stage but once there hewould play for hours, blowing till he burgt, the trumpet like atoy in hishuge
hands, for he was amost eight feet tal and his enormous yelow hair made him look taler till.

On the evening of September ninth, a pockmarked graduate student named Deccan Blendish stood ina
crowd in Durbar Square to watch thefirst public interrogations of that season, avictory, if it can be
caled that, for acertain extreme faction in the school of law. Seven men and women sat on ametal
scaffold at one end of the square, while tape recordings of their confessions were broadcast over
loudspeakers. The seven had been dismissed in student papers as an “ assortment of reactionaries and
assassins” But theFree Word , il at that time the most prominent independent daily, had been more
thoughtful, and had pointed out in an editorid that al but two of the prisoners had been accused of
spiritud offenses: divination, sodomy, transmigration, consubstantiation, sorcery, etc. To seethem
indicted on charges of thiskind (the paper claimed) was reminiscent of the ancient Starbridge days. To
whichtheLaw Review had retorted in a specid article that it wasto prevent the reoccurrence of the
Starbridge tyranny that these measures had been adopted, and that severa of the prisoners had pleaded
guilty to the crime of “ Starbridge revenantism.”

A gang of first-year law students had broken into the offices of theFree Word , but had been arrested
before they could do much damage. And on the ninth of September the interrogation proceeded as
scheduled. Deccan Blendish left before the end. 1t was enough to see the prisoners, bruised and dazed
and drugged, being strapped into their chairs above the crowd. 1t had been enough to hear, from
loudspeakers set on poles throughout the city, the broadcast of the salf-eva uation sessons—jumbled
and inaudible for the most part, except for one, which followed Deccan Blendish as he turned and
pushed hisway through the gaping mob of children, out of the square, up through the streetsto hisown
lodgings. In front of hisown building he fumbled for hiskey, and listened once again to the proud voice
that spread out from the loudspeaker on the corner, reciting itslitany of absurd crimes. The prisoner had
pleaded guilty to nine counts of and intercourse with the devil Angkhdt, guilty to having seen avison of
the devil Abu Starbridge in adream, guilty to having attended thirteen secret subterranean meetings of the
Cult of Loving Kindness, guilty to having caused through sorcery an outbresk of cholerain theriver
ward, guilty to having poisoned severa important wells. His strong voice held no remorse; in hisstudy on
thethird floor Deccan Blendish could still heer it.

Hewas a student of primatology. Books and articles were spread out in piles upon his desk. He sat
down infront of hisold typewriter and switched on his desktop lamp. But the small buzzing of the
loudspeaker reached him even here; he put his hands over hisears. Then to distract himself, he reached
out to the center of the desk and picked up the book that was lying on the largest pile of papers. It was
one of thefoci of hisresearch, arare volume of the gphorisms of the “ master,” an anonymous and
obscure sage.



Thisbook had appeared mysterioudy in Charn twenty months earlier, when acertain kind of careful
humanism had been in vogue. It had enjoyed atiny popularity, and at that time the author was supposed
to be a prominent Caladonian essayist and lecturer, who had died the same month that the book
gppeared. Lucius Riltdown (formerly with the UC Department of Philosophy, now a so deceased) had
written the definitive paper on the subject, in which he had cited stylistic and internal evidence.

Deccan Blendish had another idea. The book had been afavorite of hismother’s. The volumein hishand
had been her gift to him. She had told him not to believe the professor’ s paper, which had been reprinted
in the introduction to the book. In him aso, something had rebelled againgt the fat, self-satisfied visage of
the essayist, whose photograph had appeared as afrontispiece. Halfway through hisfirst reading he was
ableto formulate hisfirst objection: The essayist had lived in Cdadon for hisentirelife. But in the

master’ s book, every metaphor was drawn from nature or from smple agriculture. It was not the product
of acity mind. It could not be the product of acity intellectua, even one who had possessed (as
Professor Piltdown dutifully claimed) alifelong interest in botany.

Later, after reading it again, Deccan Blendish had acquired other clues. By the time he had started on his
thes's, they had achieved a certain force: Some of the varieties of plants and animal s that the master
mentioned had alimited territorid range. And one especialy, described in the section that he was leafing
through the book to find, to seeif it could distract him, or at the very least could offer him some
consolation for what he had witnessed in the square. Here it was:

“No, my friend,” said the master gravely. “What you have said is neither true nor just nor wise nor
sengtive, nor even kind. In this matter you are like the monkey in the sand, our predecessor, which can
disguiseitsalf with lies. Y ou havetried to fill our mindswith rainbows. But do not be downhearted. Never
be downhearted. For thetruthislike. ..

He let the book sag to hislap. Surely hewasright. Surely this passage was areference to the so-called
“hypnogogic”’ ape, that dusive and quasi-mythica creature that had figured so prominently in the folk
legends and scientific speculations of the past.

Surely he could not be wrong. On the wall above his desk he had thumbtacked a square piece of ikat
fabric, and next to it, one of the most recent survey maps. He had drawn acircle on the map eight
hundred miles northwest of Charn, acircle with aradius of fifty miles. Now he cast the book upon the
desk. He stood up. He had an appointment with histhesis adviser at seven o' clock the following
morning, and as he paced to the window and then back, he marshaled his argumentsin hismind. But
soon hisenthusiasm led hismind away, off on the same tangent—the hypnogogic ape! Which Parthian
Starbridge (Spring-Summer, 00011) had claimed, perhaps erroneoudy since he had never seen one, was
of al primates the most anatomicaly smilar to man. Which had been reported at intervals during every
summer except this one since the beginning of contemporary records, and never outsde acertain
fifty-mile radius. Which no one had ever succeeded in capturing or dissecting. Which nevertheless had
been accepted in some circlesasthe “missing link” in man’s evolutionary chain. Which had the apparent
ability, unique among animals, to dter the perceptions of both predators and prey. Which may, in fact,
now be extinct. Which more than likely never had existed. The reference to which, in the master’s
manuscript, was probably proof of Piltdown’ s theory—the damned joke of the damned essayist from
Cdadon.

Outsde hiswindow the loudspeaker buzzed and twittered, awordless, static sound. He stood immobile,
listening, and then opened the window, for the heet insde his room had grown oppressive.

Standing with his nose pressed againgt the gauze mosquito screen, he looked down into the narrow street
toward the corner. The streetlight had come on. Behind him on the map above his desk, in the middle of
thefifty-mile circle, acolored push-pin marked atiny dot, the Ste of asmdl village.



In the sixteenth phase of summer, Mr. Sarnath wasliving by himsdlf at the top of the hill abovethe village
in thetrees. Thiswasthe expression that he gave to his sorrow and frustration; during hisexilein Caladon
and during hislong journey home, he had gotten used to thinking that the master’ stheorieswere
sdf-evident, and that their gpplication aso was self-evident. While the old man was il diveit had
seemed easy to believe. Now, not yet two thousand days after his death, there were changesin the
village that sckened Mr. Sarnath and made it impossible for him to live there.

Thiswasthe first change: After the master’ s degth, no one ever Ieft the village to take up amissioniin
Caadon or Charn. It no longer was the custom for the brightest students, male and femae, to go out into
the world to spread the teachings of the master. In the opinion of Canan Bey this custom had always
been unfortunate—since the founding of the village twenty-seven people had gone out, and of them only
Mr. Sarnath had ever returned. The size of the village had been diminished. Families had been disrupted,
lives had been logt, and for no reason.

Until he died (said Canan Bey) the master had been under theillusion that the young people of the village
had formed a school somewhere along the coast, were teaching dozens, hundreds of human children how
to live peacefully, how to achieve happiness, how to destroy selfishness. And (continued Canan Bey) it
had been the shattering of thisillusion which had killed the master in the end, when he heard Sarnath
confessthat he had spent his exile as a customs officer in Caladon.

This suggestion was painful to Mr. Sarnath, for reasonsthat he did not share. Aloud, he pointed out that
the master’ s own father had been apostd ingpector in Caladon City. Sarnath’ s family had worked in
customs houseslong before the master was born. The tradition of their race wasin the civil services—he
was not ashamed of thistradition. Nor was it useful to pretend that wisdom could be attained and shared
only inidedl conditions. The master had once said: “Anyoneat dl, at any time. . .” Nevertheless, after his
death, no new students took the almond path out of the village. None seemed to want to go.

The second change was one that had immediate and tragic consequences, because it was asaresult of it
that the first outsdersvisted the village—the first traders and travelers, the first agronomists. Mayadonna
Bey, the oldest of the five members of the council, remarked one evening that it was against nature and
againg efficiency for everyoneto labor at al tasks, that people were not gifted equaly, and that they
naturally enjoyed what they did best. He held up a square of fabric—dyed ikat in a complicated
pattern—which had come from the loom of awoman in the village. He suggested that this woman and
her family, because of the beauty of her work, should be exempted from all other village tasks, and that
she should train othersin her new technique.

Mayadonnawas supported in this opinion by Canan and Langur Bey, opposed by the two others. Mr.
Pdam argued that most villagers had severa hours of freetime each day in order to pursue their
inclinations or their gifts, but that nothing was more central to the master’ svison than that the work of the
village be shared commundlly, asal e'sewas shared. “ *In every task,’ ” he quoted, “ ‘ no matter how
minute, we find asmall piece of oursaves. How then, in doing one thing only, can we hope to become
whole...?7 ” Nevertheless astime went on, more and more villagers seemed to spend dl their time
outdoors, while otherslabored in their houses. The flax field was expanded after atime, and it seemed
that haf of al households were engaged in the production of cloth, more than anyone could weer. After a
time a0, the first peddlers appeared, trading copper kettles, steel implements, and books.

That first square of fabric, which Mayadonna Bey had displayed before the council, was the one that
Deccan Blendish had thumbtacked to hiswall. He had bought it in ashop of curios and handicrafts, and
he carried it with him on the train from Charn. He left the city on the morning of September twelfth, one
of thefirst passengers on the new rail link to Cochinoor.

How quickly, once the process started, the forest was being opened up! Hisjourney, over much of the



same country that Mr. Sarnath had traveled so [aborioudy, took him twenty days. But even that wasa
long time for someone who had never been anywhere, and it included many hours of worry. He had no
ideawhat he would find. His research on the Treganu unravelers had uncovered many contradictions. He
had found portraits from the Caladonian civil service, from midwinter of the year 00015, which were
horrible—reveding dien, grotesque, inhuman fegtures. Y et forty thousand dayslater, by midsummer of
the same year, the faces which stared out of the pages of official documents and travelers' sketcheswere
mournful, softened, regularized, not far out of the range of norma human variation.

The drawings of the Treganu themsdves, while tending toward the abstract, did not suggest anything
monstrous. Nevertheless, it was hard not to feel anxious, and some of the most frequent reports—for
examplethat they had no blood, but only awhite powder sfting through their veins—were certainly
bizarre. And yet the skeletal record did not preclude (to say the least) a common proto-human ancestor.

From Mayalung he had to walk three days over anew road, under an old rain, worrying al theway. Y et
gradualy dl feding subsided in the wet mud; on hisarrivd, if he hadn’t been so Sck, he might have felt
relieved. He might have been proud of hismost optimistic predictions, proud of the preliminary sketches
he had made of thin, frail, hairless, tailless men and women, with flat, impassive faces. But instead hefelt
avague kind of regret, which time only made worse. By the middie of September he felt nothing but
remorse that he had come. Though perhaps, rather than any presage of catastrophe, he wasjust
disappointed not to be thefirdt.

One evening, sick and disoriented, he stood on the veranda of the house of e ders and watched therain
fdl down upon the village in the trees. The verandaran the circuit of the house, which was built on dilts
abovethelevd of the neighboring roofs. From where he stood he could see the whole village spread out
inacirclearound him: the small, smple houses of bamboo and pam, the different colors of the
patchwork fields, the black shadow of the forest. Even under the grey sky the largest paddy was an
intense shade of green, and in the middle of it, Deccan Blendish could see the leader of the team of
agricultura consultants whose arriva in the village had preceded his. The man was standing under an
umbrella, arms akimbo, legs spread wide. He was surrounded by agroup of dighter figures, farmersfrom
the village, huddled disconsolately in their wicker capes.

In back of Deccan Blendish, in the room that had once been the master’ s and that now contained his
statue and his dtar, he could hear amurmured conversation. “It is because we work to separate the web
of truth into its component strands,” said Langur Bey. “That iswhy they cdl usthat. *Unravelers.” Itisnot
aword we use oursalves.”

The dders of the village sat cross-legged on asingle mat in the middle of thefloor, fiveold meninaline.
Kurt Sofar, the youngest member of the team, squatted in front of them. As Blendish turned to watch
him, he rolled down onto hisrear. A black plastic notebook was open by hisside.

“Y ou understand what we are doing,” he said after apause. “Y ou understand the implication. | redizeit
must seemintrusive. Threatening. But | tried to explain. . . .”

“Wewere expecting it,” the old unraveler said gently. “ It was inevitable—you want more than you have.”

“Agan,” said Kurt Sofar. “That’ s not the point. It is not aquestion of our own production, whichis
ample. We arethinking of the future. We anticipate enormous climatic changesin your children’ slifetime.
What will you eat, when winter comes?’

The old man smiled. “Wewill bedead.”

Kurt Sofar scratched hisleg. Dr. Cathartes, seated in hisarmchair, had a different response. Blendish
watched him turn his head toward Langur Bey, an inquiring expression on histhick red lips. Always



watchful for the devil’ s mark, he wasinterested in the old man’ s smile. “ According to your religious
fath,” hesad. “In some circumstancesis death considered beneficid ?’

Theold men sat inaline: Langur Bey, Canan Bey, Mayadonna, Palam, Sarnath. Their dien, chinless
faces were s0 hard to read, yet Deccan Blendish sensed aterrible sadness there, aterrible sadnessin
their ddicate, weak smiles.

“We have no rdigiousfaith,” said Langur Bey.

In the paddy field, in therain, the agronomist was smoking acigar. Turning to therail again, Blendish
watched him take it from hismouth, Stare at the end of it, cast it away. “WEe re straying from the point,”
said Kurt Sofar. “As| told you—we re trying to build up abig supply of food, to prepare for the cold
wegther here and e sewhere. We re planning big repositories of grain that will be available to the entire
region. Thelogigtic problem is enormous and requires sacrifices. That' salarger consideration which does
not concern you. Thefact is, by adopting the measures we have suggested, you' Il be able to triple your
output of essentia foods. That's good for us and good for you.”

Canan Bey smiled. “Wewill be dead. Now | see—it isinevitable.”

Exasperated, Sofar dapped hisknee. “It’ strue—you may not live to see this program in effect. It may
not benefit you directly. But maybe, just maybe, adecison you make now might makeit easer for your
children, when thisland is under snow.”

Deccan Blendish turned away from the veranda, and stepped inside the open screen. “ Y ou don't
understand,” he said to Kurt Sofar. “He' s saying the changes you’ ve suggested will require the
destruction of the village. They know what you' ve been doing inthisarea”

Sofar stretched hislegs out on the floor. He was stretching out his hamstrings. “Y ou shut up,” he said.
“That’ s not true and you know it. Besides, thisisour project. Y ou' re here as an observer.”

There was slence in the room, and Deccan Blendish could hear the scattering of rain upon the roof. Then
Pdam Bey spoke for the first time. “ ‘It does not benefit the rat, when three dogs fight over its carcass.” ”

Blendish recognized a quotation from the master’ s book of aphorisms. Dr. Cathartes recognized it too.
“ *Therefore work to reconcile your enemies,” ” he said. Heleaned forward in his chair and touched his
hands together. “Let me makeit clear to you,” he said to Palam Bey. “My colleague iswith the
department of agronomy, and his only concern iswith the grain augmentation program. Mr. Blendishis
here by chance. | am with the department of theology, of the University of Charn, and my interest is
different. In asense | am the senior member of thisteam. So you will pay specid attention to my
questions, and do not answer flippantly.”

Hisvoice was strong, mellifluous, and reassuring. It seemed to Deccan Blendish an extension of the rest
of him, atool perfectly suited to his hand. Cathartes was a handsome man, tall, with thick brown hair.

It stopped raining as suddenly asit had started. As soon as he could, Deccan Blendish |eft the house,
partly in disgust, and partly for more pressing, private reasons. Ever since he had come out from Charn
he had been sick. Hisfirst daysin the village he had spent in bed. It was the change of diet; in distress, he
groped hisway toward the latrine, Situated on the outskirts of the village in agrove of thick japonica
Oncethere, perched on the high seet of thefirst cubicle, he stayed along time. He listened to the villagers
come and go.

Thewadl to hisleft was amost covered by the web of an enormous spider—fat-bellied, yelow, red,
immobile, suspended near his hand. Above him, a sprig of japonica had forced itsway through acrack in



the palm roof.

He was beginning to distrust these overburdened forest blossoms, beautiful asthey were. All through his
journey, especialy since he had left the farms behind and come into the forest, he had been made
miserable by growths and itches and rots and funguses which seemed to sprout over hisbody. This
outhouse when he had firgt visited it had seemed to stink of dien creatures; now asif by slent agreement
the Treganu had abandoned it to him, and he was conscious of anew smell that wasdl hisown,
sckeningly swest, asif his scomach and intestines were packed full of flowers.

For consolation during the long wait he pulled out of his shoulder bag the master’ s book of gphorisms,
wrapped in the square of ikat fabric that had led him to this place—remote, exatic, thelair of the
hypnogogic ape, perhaps. Since hisarriva in the village he had not spoken to one person who had seen
the beast. Langur Bey, to whom he had quoted the master’ s reference, had given him ametaphorica
interpretation.

He spread the piece of cloth out on his knees. Each thread was dyed separately in adifferent pattern.
Woven together, they made the picture of abutterfly. Around the edge arow of multicolored trianglesin
cross-stitched embroidery. He remembered the triumph when he had solved the clue, when he had stood
in the peddier’ s shop in Charn and heard him say, “It' salanguage, Sr. Thosetriangles. Each onehasa
gpecia meaning.”

“What doesit say?’

The peddler had frowned, and pointed with hisdirty finger. “Bird,” he had said. “ Arrow. Sky.”

Sitting in the outhouse, Deccan Blendish leafed forward toward the beginning of the book, athough he
knew the quote from memory: “The hawk falslike an arrow from the sky. What are the reasonsfor its
fierceness. Therearethreereasonsat least . . .” Then, hismind had been full of triumph. Now, he
remembered the peddier’ s doubtful frown, the way he' d scratched his chin and said, “Might be. It just
might be. They’red| unraveers up there.”

Helaid the book and the cloth aside. Turning dightly on the seet, he checked the wall behind him for
corrosve dugs. Then hefdl into awaking daze, which gradualy subsided into deep; he settled back
againg the outhouse wall. And when he opened his eyes, his dream was till ingde hismind. It wasa
noise that had disturbed him, afaint intake of breath, and he sat staring at agirl, awoman dressed in
white, framed by the outhouse door. She looked in on him and then she disappeared. And through the
afterimage of hisdream he saw her different than she was. For an instant she became the hypnogogic
ape, the shape-changer come to mock at him, so unexpected was the sight of her in her white dress.

Part 5:
By Moonlight

| nfact, on the night of hisarrival a the village, Blendish had been so sick that he was actually relieved to
hear that someone from the university had preceded him. Dr. Cathartes had arrived the month before,
and was staying in ahouse near the south barricade. 1t was a house gpportioned for hisuse. He gave
directionsthat Deccan Blendish be guided there and put to bed.

That first evening he had taken Blendish’ stemperature himsalf, and had sat up with him during the worst
hours. He had sat beside him on the bed, touching him often. At the time, Blendish wondered if it wasa
symptom of hisfever that made hisimpression of the man so intense. Cathartes seemed to be Sitting very



closeto him, hisfaceloomed very close, and even at his moments of greatest discomfort Blendish was
aware of the man’s persona beauty. A kerosene lantern burned on a chair beside the bed. It cast a
roseate glow, which seemed to coat one half of the man’sface, and when he turned his head the outline
of hisprofile seemed unnaturaly digtinct.

When Blendish was well enough, he moved out of the professor’ s house. He rented aroom in the house
of aTreganu family. After an argument over the destruction of forest habitats, he ignored the other
members of the professor’ s team—agriculturaists from Caladon and Charn. But Cathartes was different
from them. Cathartes a least seemed interested in the unravel ers—he was putting in agrant proposa to
study them, their culture, their history, their religion. Cathartes dways had remained friendly, and on the
morning after he had seen the girl dressed in white, framed in the outhouse door, Blendish went to the
professor’ s house to search him out.

Hefound Cathartes shaving in hisroom. “There is ahuman woman here,” said Blendish.
“How do you know?’
“| saw her.”

Cathartes had nailed histraveling mirror to the wall. He sood in front of it, washing along, straight razor
inabowl of weter. Already in the early morning, the weether was intolerably hot; the steaming water on
itsstand had filled the air to saturation, so that instantly on entering, Blendish’s skin was covered with a
flush of swest. His shirt was soaked under his arms. By contrast, the professor’ s shirt was clean and
freshly ironed.

He rubbed hisfine jaw not with soap, but with a scented grease. Holding the razor at a prudent angle, he
stroked hisface with brisk, energetic strokes.

“She spretty, isn't she?” he said presently.
“Who isshe?’

“Sarnath kidnapped her from Caladon. Her and aboy. That’ sthe story I’ ve pieced together from the
others”

The morning sunlight spilled over the windowsl I into the room. It spattered through the screen. In spite of
the hest, Blendish shuddered.

“Ah,” he said, concentrating on the razor’ s stroke. Then he turned away and looked instead around the
room, noticing without admiring the perfect luxury of the professor’ s persona belongings: the expensive
luggage, the gilt-edged books, the silver combs and brushes on the palm-leaf chest.

“What do you think?" Cathartes asked. He turned toward Blendish with the razor in his hand.

When Blendish said nothing, he continued: “What would it be like? To be stolen away from home at birth
and raised by dien primitives.”

The pout of hisred lips seemed both mesmerizing and repellent, and again Deccan Blendish turned away.
“Isthat what they are?’

“In amanner of speaking. Who knows what they are, or where they come from, redly? A maninmy
department clamsthey are of extrasolar origin. He hasthe proof, he clams. They are fundamentaly
unlike oursalves, and for this reason they disgust us. Have you read Thanakar Starbridge’ s

autobiography?’



The house that the council had given to Cathartes and the others was at the outskirts of the village.
Separate from the other buildings, it was separate also from the forest, unalleviated by any shade, a squat
block of palm-leaf thatch, crushed by the pressure of the insstent sun. Inside, Blendish listened to the
buzzing of the flies upon the windowsill. He found himsdf nodding and smiling.

“It'sapeculiar book,” continued the professor. “ Peculiar and ingtructive. For awhile the author was held
captive on the Cdadonian frontier—Thanakar Starbridge was definitely aliberd, by prerevolutionary
dandards. An atheist, even. But | don't think I” ve ever read anything more full of loathing than his
descriptions of these people. Part of it isjust aristocreatic prejudice, an inginctive hatred for dl civil
servants. But that’ snot all. There smoreto it than that.”

He had replaced his razor on the stand. Now he was standing by his bed, atowel around his neck. He
had taken abook from his bedside table and was holding it out; for an instant Deccan Blendish felt a
gpasm of dumb fear. For an instant he was afraid that the professor would require him to read the whole
fat, boring book right there, right then, in that stupefying heat. Smiling, he shook his head and put his
pamsup in apped.

Cathartes shrugged. “It' sinteresting. For my survey | am reading dl the referencesthat | can find. In
every one, the ton€e' s the same—the same unmitigated loathing. Most of them are from atime when the
unravelers were far more common in the cities than they are now. Canan Bey tells me that Sarnath was a
customs officer in Caladon. If that’ strue, he must have been one of the last.”

The buzzing of the flies seemed very loud. Blendish put his hand up to hisface. “What could it be, |
wonder,” said Dr. Cathartes, replacing the book upon histable. He was buttoning up his shirtfront,
fingering as he did so the emblem of the university upon his collar. “Why such hatred? It isnot their
physical peculiarities. If anything, it istheir smilarity to usthat makes them seem grotesque. It' scertainly
not their manners—they’ re an inoffensive lot. And thereis nothing in the teachings of the master that
explansit—superficdly.”

Perhaps the flies were attracted to the Sweetness of hisvoice, the smell of his minted bresth. Inhismind's
eye, Blendish saw an image of the housg, circled by aswarm of flies. The teachings of the magter . . . he
thought. In this matter you are like the monkey in the sand, our predecessor, which can disguiseitsdf with
lies. ..

He cleared histhroat. “ There are otherswho think differently,” he said doud. “ Thereis another theory of
their evolution.”

Cathartes didn’t seem to hear. “ These woods are crowded with reactionaries,” he said. “I'll berelieved
when they aredl cleared out. Listen: not sixty milesfrom here thereisavillage near alake. Old men and
women, mostly—honey gatherers, harmless, peaceful. But they had priests—I found them hiding ina
cave. | was doing my dissertation, and it was my coup—they had carved awooden statue of the devil
Angkhdt, and they had lined their palmswith colored berry juice” He gave an elaborate shudder. “1I'll be
glad when thiswhole forest is clear-cut.”

Back in hisown room, Deccan Blendish lay down on hismat, and in alittle while his nausea had
subsided. He sdlected atetraqualamine tablet out of hisbag of pillsand sat up with aglass of water to
swalow it. Langur Bey had given him an herba remedy for diarrhea, a powder of ground roots; he took
apinch of it and chewed it dry. In his own room the air was cooler. The buzzing in his ears had stopped.
Y et dill hefdt acertain grim presentiment, and to distract himself he took hisfieldbook out of his
knapsack, together with some mimeographs of source material. For amost the first time since hisarrival
he thought about his project—about the animal he hoped to find.



Hewas a sixth-semester student only, inexperienced, and because of that, he had not yet learned to put a
distance between himsdlf and hisideas. They seemed part of him, part of the structure of hisbrain. His
theory of the hypnogogic ape was too ingtinctive to express, even though the desire to expressit had
made him light-headed and confused. “ Are you familiar with the principles of evolution?” he might have
said. But Cathartes was probably a creationist of some kind, or aderivationist. Cathartes would have
laughed at him—the man was an associate professor of theology, aterrifying accomplishment for one so

young.

The old woman brought him rice and laid it on the table. Sitting on the side of hisbed, he pulled his
notebook from his bag, comparing for the hundredth time the diagrams that he had made from the skulls
of various primates: views from the front, the back, the side, the top of human skulls and monkey skulls.
On another page, tables of measurements and notations in hisindecipherable handwriting. And then a
series of engravings. skulls of the Treganu, identified by their long cranid ridge. More human skulls. And
last of al: acollection of sketches of the hypnogogic ape.

After he had eaten, he put on his student’ s cap and set out for the forest. He had seen monkeysin the
trees dong the amond path thefirst day he had come.

There was no method to histheory, nor had he an idea of how to proveit. It depended from the master’s
chance remark. “Our predecessor,” he had said. “Which can disguiseitsaf with lies” The master had not
been, to say the least, atrained professiond in the field. Nevertheless, that day Blendish went in search of
evidence. He was carrying adaypack and asmdll pair of binoculars. Beyond the mangrove swamp he
turned off of the path, and climbed laborioudy down the dope.

Ashedid so, he became aware for the first time of anew ailment, or, rather, an aggravation of an old
one. So when he reached the stream herolled his pant leg above his knee, revedling a discoloration of the
skin aong hisouter thigh, and aswelling there. By that time he was familiar with most spider soresand
dug hites, but thiswas different. He had first noticed it two days before. An areaupon hisright thigh as
big asthebal of histhumb had turned dark red, and it was itching terribly. The swelling seemed hard, as
if there were something solid underneeth his skin.

Standing by the water, he shrugged his shoulders with anew resignation. He pulled out a plastic tarpaulin
from the daypack, which he laid over atussock of black grass. Then he sat down on it, arranging his
body so that he could see the outside of his knee, touch the offending sore—it seemed to have grownin
the past day, even in the past few hours.

Suddenly hefdt light-headed. He looked up at the trees. The pool before him was atiny thing, just a
thickening of the stream, the water dow and orange and full of algae. On the far bank a clump of
marshgrass stirred in the soft wind, and beyond that the forest undergrowth began again. Hewas sitting in
the shade. The track behind him led uphill toward the almond path, and he was surrounded on al sides
by tulip trees—their thin, feeble trunks overburdened by their heavy heads, so that damp masses of
foliage hung dmost to the ground. In one place the sun was shining on the water.

“Don’'t touchit,” said avoice.

He had been scratching at the sore place on hisleg. Now he pulled his hand away, embarrassed. He
balled hisfingers up into afist and then released them. He looked around the pond and back uphill.

There was silence for about a minute, and then the reeds on the far bank split apart. Not twenty feet
away the girl sood in aclump of grass. The reeds grew up tall around her, and she was holding them
apart. Her feet and legs were bare; she had pulled her white dress up and knotted it around her waist to
keep it dry. Now she stepped into the dow water, and in amoment it had risen past her shins.



Deccan Blendish was conscious of a sudden sick feding as he watched her crossthe stream, afamiliar
sensation when he was near awoman. Thistime it was given anew intensity by the weskness of his
stomach. She stepped across the stream and climbed out on the bank, then checked her legsfor leeches.
She was looking down at him with an expression on her face—what was it? Pity, shyness, curiosty,
indifference? It wasimpossbleto tell.

Her unkempt black hair was pulled back from her face; her brows were thick and dark. There was
something inescapably romantic about her presence at the stream, alone with him. He was conscious of a
small feding of pleasure that was swiftly overcome by nausea.

Shewaslooking at hisleg. Now she stepped onto his plastic tarpaulin and squatted down, taking hisfat
knee easily between her hands. She worked the joint. She touched the sore place on hisknee with alight
forefinger; now it had grown even larger, but he didn’t notice it. He was conscious only of her smell as
she bent over him, the smell of something edible and good to eat, some sweet kind of dessert, aspice
cake or acustard caramel—her skin was dark.

“Have you brought your firg-aid kit?" she asked.

She spoke the didect of Charn better than anybody he had talked to from the village, except for Langur
Bey. Just afew inches away from him, she raised her head to look into hisface, and hewas
overpowered by the smell of her. The sicknessin his ssomach was more urgent now; he nodded his head
weakly, and without aword she turned and rummaged in his daypack, pulling out a soft white case.

“What did you expect?’ she said. “I was born up on the Caladon frontier.”

There was apack of one-edged razor blades. She unwrapped one, diding it out of its cardboard sheath.
Then, from someplace a her waist, she produced a battered metd cigarette lighter, in whose weak flame
she sterilized the blade. She gave him an inquiring look; he nodded and lay backward, supported on his
elbows, and turned hisface to the sky. He was concentrating on his sscomach, hoping to suppressit by an
extreme effort of will and by swallowing repeatedly. He didn’t even watch her when she dit the skin over
the bulge upon hisleg, didn’t evenfed it. “There” shesad. “It' sample. But it hurtslike anything when
they burst out.”

Therewas an insect on histhigh, perhapstwo incheslong. His leg was stretched out on the ground, his
knee locked gtraight, and she was holding hisleg still. He shuddered and breathed deep, but her hands
upon hisleg seemed to calm him, to keep him from moving. He looked down again—the insect, dark,
wet, and bedraggled, seemed to be moving too, according to the rhythm of his breath. He watched one
of itswings start to unfold; it was a butterfly.

Behind him on the dope, Radl was peering through the trees. He watched his sister bending down over
the stranger’ s leg. He watched her work the stranger’ s knee. In his hand he gripped his broken stick of
wood. He reached out and thumped it lightly on the ground. Not loud enough for them to hear; he turned
and climbed back slently up to the path, perfectly silent in the complicated woods. Perfectly slent, he
wa ked back to the village, his head cocked at an uncertain angle.

For several months he had been working with the bullock in the lower terraces. It waswork he liked,
and hewas better at it than the others. By humming songs, he found he could influence the bullock’s
meager thoughts, and with his hand upon its hump he found that he could guideit, for it responded to his
grength.

That morning he had been working in one of the new rice fields below the village, which the new
strangers had designed. That morning he had fastened chains around ateakwood log, but then he had
gone away, down to the stream bel ow the almond path, obeying an impulse that he didn’t understand.



He d left aboy working the bullock, but he'd made amess of it. When Radl returned, the boy was gone.
The log was stuck indgde a hill of mud, invisible except for the chain that led to the beast’ syoke.

In the middle of the flooded field, the hot mud reached above his ankles. Opposite him, itsfront legs
splayed apart, its big head lowered almost to the surface of the mud, the bullock stood its ground. Its
heavy features were cast in an expression of distrust, of disgppointment and intolerable Supidity; Rael
found hisbroken stick was twitching in hishand, hismind full of theimage of hissster Cassa, bending
over the flabby stranger.

Ah, he thought. Is broke now wrongnessin thistown istouching al is breaking now gpart.

As he bent down behind the animal to unhook the chain, the mud was dippery and disgusting around his
feet, around hislegsdso. It gave off ahot, fermented smdll; the chain was dick with it. He was humming
asmall sad wordless song to calm the beast, but he must have hit a bitter note, for suddenly, without
warning, the bullock lurched forward with agrunt. Radl, hisfingersin the chain, was pulled off-badance
and dipped down into the mud; then he was up, his stick gripped in hisfist. He seized the bullock by its
nearer horn and yanked its head around until he was staring down into its dim-witted, bloated face. Then
he was dashing at itsface with dl his strength, dashing at its hairless cheeks, trying to find its eyes.
Tormented, it yanked free, but it was held fast by the anchored chain, and Ragl was legping around it,
dashing at itseyesuntil it screamed.

Honest Toil was standing on the dike. Honest Toil was there. He came splashing down across the mud.
“Oh, no, no, no,” he said, just as Radl took one last swipe at the beast’ s head.

After she had cut theinsect from hisleg, the girl retreated to the far edge of the tarpaulin where she sat
hugging her knees. He thought she was embarrassed to have touched him, embarrassed to have come so
close—now she was shy. She hugged her knees, watching Blendish as he cleaned out hisleg with
hydrogen peroxide. Living here with only her brother to keep her company, perhaps—he thought—she
did not understand his pockmarked ugliness. He carefully repacked his box of medications. He took off
his spectacles and wiped them, and then returned them to his sweaty nose.

“| was born on the frontier,” she said. “Isthat where you' re from?’
“I’'mfromthecity.”
“Ah”

Sheraised her head up from her knees. “1 can remember Cochinoor,” shesaid. “That isthe city, isn't it?
Sarnath took ajob there in the post office, when my brother and | were children. | remember the main
dreet. Wewereliving in aroom.”

Blendish aso remembered Cochinoor, a stinking lumber town where he had drunk some of the water
that had made him sick. “1 am from Charn,” he said.

“Ah”

In this syllable he thought he could detect atone of longing and regret. “Ah,” she said, “why did you
come?’

Suddenly, he didn’t know. Suddenly, his mind was back in Charn, and he was loitering there on the
riverfront, and heimagined it as she might seeit. Heimagined standing on the waterfront, watching the
lights come on acrosstheriver, listening to the street musicians underneeth the trees, drinking beer and
edting peanuts with the smell of dl thefood-standsin hisnogtrils; herein theforest, he had esten
practicaly nothing but lentils for amonth. Lentils and pounded yam.



Thegirl was staring a him, hugging her knees, and it occurred to him with asick nervousrush that he
could use her interest. There was something in her face, and it occurred to him that if he chose the right
sequence of words and acts, then he could touch her there upon that plastic tarpaulin, she would let him
and be glad. If he could make her taste some of that beer, smell some of that ginger samba—it was
possible; helooked at her and then he dropped his eyes.

“I’'m studying akind of gpe,” he said unhappily. “I wonder, have you ever seen any large apes down
here?” Anidiotic question, and he felt her gaze dide past him momentarily toward the marshgrass. Then
she looked back.

“Apes” shesad.

Her head was smdl, her neck waslong and brown. There was a string around the bottom of her throat, a
medallion on agtring. “What'sthat?’ he asked, at random. She put her hand up to her throat.

“It smy lucky coin.”
It was asmal copper medallion. “Let me see”

She looked at him. Then she shifted her position and moved toward him, leaning forward so that once
again he could smell the sweetness of her skin. Her skin was smooth and sweet like custard, and the top
of her dress had dipped open an inch or so. Again, Blendish felt a sudden rush of nausea. Hetold
himsdf: Thisisthe moment. Thisisthe moment, and it will not come again. Panicked, he reached out his
hand. But instead of touching, as he meant to do, her cheek under her ear, instead of brushing back a
strand of hair out of her eyes, instead of reaching out to stroke her shoulder, instead of stroking, as he
meant to do, the heart-breaking distension of her breast, he dlowed himsdlf to be deflected at thefina
ingtant, and &t thefinal ingtant he grabbed at the medallion asif at an amulet—something to save him from
irrevocable shame. He wanted to preserve the moment when she had not yet rejected him, evenif by
doing s0 herisked and ruined everything. And he wasrisking it and ruining it, he could tell. Already by
the time hisfingerstouched the metal, something had changed. He was chafing the copper medalion
between hisfingers, thinking something had changed—what wasit? She till sat as before, ill indgdethe
circleof hisreach. Her face dtill kept its serious ook, asif she ill took him serioudy. Something had
changed, and perhapsit wasjust wishful thinking; he clutched at the medalion, feding in hisheart and in
hisbelly amixture of relief, nausea, and regret, while his mind repeated dumbly: Abu Starbridge, Abu
Starbridge. The reverse side of the medallion was engraved with amark he recognized: the shining sunin
splendor, the mark of Abu Starbridge.

“Where did you get this?’

She smiled and shook her head. She pulled back her neck so that he could fed sometension in the string,
but he did not let go. The moment had passed, and now he was aware of something elsein her, some
new kind of concern.

“Giveittome” hesaid.

She smiled and shook her head, but now he was aware of anew look in her eye, asudden closurein her
eye. It did not dter her expression in the dightest, yet somehow she had changed. A small window had
closed, and he grasped the medallion, using his strength for the first time, clutching it with anew kind of
desperation, asif he could drag her back just afew inches, just thirty seconds or so back through their
conversation, back to theingtant before that window shut.

“You can't wear this,” he said. “Not with Cathartes here.”



He closed his hand upon the devil’ s mark, the shining sun of Abu Starbridge. “Giveit to me,” he said.
“I've got asted dollar in my pocket.”

She shook her head. The smile was gone, and he had not seen it go, although he had been studying her
face. She pulled back, and Blendish could see the pressure of the string upon her neck; it made athin
pink line and he thought for the first time: | could force her. It was an idea he suppressed as soon asiit
had taken shape—suppressed it with afeding of self-loathing, replacing it instead with adesireto
protect. He was right. Doubtless she had picked the medal up somewhere, found it in the woods, got it
from some traveling cultist; no one who understood its meaning would dare to wear it openly as
decoration. Not with Cathartes here. He tightened his grip on it and then he yanked back with all the
force of hisfrustration. The pink line turned red, and then it disappeared, and he was holding the
meddlionin hisfig.

She was standing above him, her hand upon her neck. What was the expression on her face? Who
knew—who ever understood what anyone was feding? She was standing above him, and then she
stepped back off the tarpaulin onto the grass.

“Y ou want too much,” shesad.

Her gaze—frank, serious, untroubled—filled him with shame. He bowed his head. When he looked up,
shewas gone.

He sat by the stream until the late afternoon. Toward four o clock, the butterfly upon the tarpaulin
separated itswingsfor thefirgt time. They split apart suddenly, easily, like the haves of arock, reveding
aseam of turquoise that was completely unexpected, for the underside of the insect’ swings had been
dirty and uninteresting. Blendish sat watching, waiting for the butterfly to takeitsfirst brave legp into the
arr. Itswingswere dry and fully extended. There was nothing to be gained by the delay. Y et for an hour it
barely moved; suddenly disgusted, Blendish brushed it off into the grass. He rose to hisfeet and packed
histhingsinto his bag. Then he climbed back up onto the dmond path, sweaty, bad-tempered, out of
bresth.

A hundred yards below the barricade he saw Dr. Cathartes striding toward him. He was frowning and
smiling at the same time, and the language in his body seemed to speak of tension, purpose, and
excitement. “1 waslooking for you,” he said, not loudly. Y et Blendish heard him from adozen yards
away, and there was something in his tone that seemed to pierce the pressure of the dull, hot, humid
afternoon, pierceit and drain it away. His face was radiant, triumphant.

Hewas dressed in tailored jungle fatigues, made of pleated cotton, and on the collar Blendish recognized
the logo of afashionable department store in Charn. Weary and dispirited, he stopped in the middle of
the path, fedling his gorge rise and his bowels sink as the professor strode up close to him—too close.
He stood inches away, and his breath was scented with some kind of mint. He was a handsome man, his
skin perfumed and smooth, hislips voluptuous and red—aBlendish stood swesting, pimpled, miserable,
hismouth dowly filling with sdiva.

He had kept the copper medallion in the pocket of hisjeans. With hisright hand he reached down to
touch it, to chafeit in hisfingers. “I’ ve been looking for you,” Cathartes said. Then he smiled. “Did you
find your ape?’

Blendish shook hishead. “I’ ve got to work farther afield. Today was adry run. I'm too sick to work
properly.” In his pocket, his hand squeezed the meddlion tight between hisindex finger and his thumb.

“Y ou should take aguide. For safety’ ssake.” Still smiling, the professor shook his head. “It’snot safe
here by yoursdf—listen, do you remember what | said this morning?”



Blendish did not reply. He was conscious of asubtleringing in hisears, and his mouth wasfull of spit.
“| said there was something strange about this place. Now | found aclue.”

He was standing very close. Blendish could barely understand what he was saying, So conscious was he
of the professor’ s presence—"“Listen. An hour ago | went by the new field. Kurt Sofar asked meto
come down. Thereisaretarded man who lives here. An old man. Have you seen him?’

Blendish nodded.

“Hewas standing in the middle of thefield. He had aclub in his hand, and with it he had just finished
beating a cow amost to death. The anima will have to be destroyed, | think. It was blinded in one eye.”

Blendish nodded. Hetried to swallow.

“Canyou imagineit? It' sagaing nature. Wanton cruelty to animas—I wish you could have heard it
ghriek. The old man just stood there. Sofar was incensed. He needed the animal for his project. Thisisan
act of sabotage to him. He wants to have the fellow whipped.”

Theringing in Blendish's ears seemed to increase. He brought his hand up to his mouth. “Heisretarded,”
he ventured.

“Not likethat. | had spoken to him before. He was a gentle old man—no, there' smoreto it than that.
I’ve read about this countlesstimes. I’ ve seen photographs. Crudty to animals—that’ s often the first Sgn.
And destruction of property; that creature was important to the village.”

“And 07’

“It' slike poisoning awdll. | told the grant committee that there might be some form of devil worship here,
some aien offshoot of the Cult of Loving Kindness. | based my proposa on asimilarity between some of
the sayings of the master and aquotation from the Starbridge catechism. At thetime, | thought it wasa
long shot. But this community was formed after the revolution, when al the devil worshipers had been
expeled from Charn.”

Blendish held the medalion in hisfigt, making abulgein the pocket of hisjeans. He was squeezing it
tightly, and as he increased the pressure the ringing in his ears seemed to increase dso. He wiped his
mouth with hisleft hand.

Cathartes smiled. “1t' sflimsy 4ill, | know. But I’'m making progress. And | could make something from
this. That man Sarnath isthe key. Canan Bey told me that he kept some bones up at his shack, which he
was using for some privateritua. And it’ sterrible what he did—to kidnap ayoung human girl and take
her from her family. | can’t believe it doesn't serve some purpose.”

Blendish felt some vomit in histhroat. He put hisleft hand on his mouth. Inches away, Cathartes watched
him curioudy. “Areyou dl right?” he asked, hisface full of aquick, intolerable solicitude.

Blendish squatted down. With amazement, he watched himself take hisright hand out of his pocket. He
was squeezing the medallion as hard as he could; then suddenly he stopped, relaxed hisfist. And when he
opened it to reved the medalion on his pam, the buzzing in his ears suddenly stopped.

In the evening, Mr. Sarnath sat by the old peepul tree below thevillage. In the middie of arapidly
expanding glade, that one ancient tree stood isolated from the rest. The soil was particularly good there,
in the bottomland between two hills. The new agronomists wanted to flood the stream and dam an area
eleven acresin extent, where they hoped to experiment with anew type of ochoa shoot, a hybrid



developed at the University of Charn.

Their plans called for the eradication of the tree, whose roots spread under the entire field. It wasa
subject that had been debated in the council of elders, debated with agentle melancholy, for the tree had
been among the master’ sfavorite places. Every morning while he was dtill strong he had meditated for an
hour benesath its branches, and every evening he had dept there for an hour upon a bamboo mat.
Remembering this, still Langur Bey had argued for the tre€' s destruction. Hesitantly, dmost in tears, he
had reminded the othersthat the symbol of athing is different from the thing itself. Under that very tree,
he said, the master had once warned him to be cautious of corpored attachments.

The council had not yet reached aconclusion. But in anticipation, the agronomists had already marked
the trunk—ared X painted on its shaggy bark. In the darkness the mark appeared to glow. Sarnath sat
under it, cross-legged, straight-backed, his heart full of adespair too rich for words.

Through thisexcess of fedling, in his careful, controlled way, Sarnath had approached akind of peace.
The heavy branches stirred softly above him in the tiny wind. So he had often seen it, separate from dl
the stagnant forest, its massive leaves sengtive to breezes that no other tree could fed. Around him a soft
glow from the sky fell upon the sllent grass, fell upon the excavations and the fallen trunks thet littered the
edges of the glade, gilding them, making them perfect, reminding him of the trangtory nature of al beauty,
reminding him aso that no changeiswholly bad. His heart felt drunk on poison. Why isit? he asked
himsdf. How isit we have failed? We are not evil men. Our hands were greedy for the grasp of truth, yet

it has dipped away.

Nor could he blame the rest of the council and not himself. Y es, he had argued against the production of
theikat trading cloth. But he had taken joy in questioning those first travelers, when the location of the
village became known. He had advised the council what to trade for—medicine, laudanum, utensils,
books, all of which he had used and enjoyed. Y et he could remember seven separate times when the
measter had told him to val ue salf-containment above al.

And on that other night of meditation, when he had seen the moth drown in the bowl and his ability to
concentrate had reached a keenness it had never approached since—on that same night he had taken the
copper medallion from his desk at Camran Head. The guard he' d hoped to bribe had been adeep, yet
even S0, he had dipped the coin into his pocket instead of throwing it away. He had kept it in the bottom
of his pocket, even though he knew how dangerous it was. Who knew better? A dozen times he had
chastised the owners of similar medal lions—he knew what it had come to mean. Y et he had given it to
Cassiato play with. He had threaded it upon a string, so that she could wear it round her neck.

With the pads of hisfingers, he tapped himsdf three times upon hishigh, flat forehead. Aloud, he
repesated aquotation of the master’s. “ *“When it isno longer possibleto live correctly, then it istimeto
think of further options.” ”

That night he was waiting for the moon, which wasrisng in those latitudes for the first time since the
month that Cassiaand Radl were born. A silver glow was shining to the east. The cloudswerefull of light
and darkness, and they were combed in strips across the sky. Sarnath imagined the clear pure airless
void above them, where perhaps the soul mounted after death. Then the moon rose out of alow bank of
clouds.

Once, when he was a child, he had sat out with the master undernesth the peepul tree, one night when
the moon was visible from earth. Then the master had told him of the Starbridge myth, of how the souls
of men and women had descended from the moon, had been reborn on earth. And after death, perhaps,
they might reascend, either to their lunar paradise, or else farther till to planets less hospitable even than
thisone,



When he was a child, the moon had been remote. The magter, raising his hand toward it, had been able
to occlude it with histhumb. Then, the legend had seemed ludicrous to him, and he had not understood
how something so absurd could have endaved whole generations. Now he could understand it better,
now that the moon was truly Paradise again, fully one quarter larger even than the last time he had seenit,
when Cassaand Radl were born. Now it rose out of the clouds, luminescent, pale, wonderful, the bright
gster of the dark and troubled earth, and on its sweet, miracul ous surface he could see contours that he
could imagine might be mountains; ranges of mountains, shores of glistening seas. And if he looked closer
he could see patches of light and darkness, arolling stippled plain, and on the verge of it what looked like
the refractions from amillion mirrored roofs—perhaps atown.

He sat saring till the clouds came in again. And when Paradise was covered up he roseto go, pulling
himself dowly to hisfeet, for hisknees and back were aching. He put his hand out to the tree trunk for
support. Erect, he stood rubbing the bark fondly, sadly, giving aloose strip of it afinal farewell tug, and
then bringing hisfingersto his nose to smdl them. Then he was off dong the path, climbing through the
amond trees up toward the village, his head bent low.

On the way, he passed the new logging camp, and the boundaries of the new plantation. The lightsfrom
severd long barracks glimmered through the trees. Inside: new men from Cochinoor; he could hear their
voices. Underfoot, moonlight glinted on alitter of tin cans. He stepped around them ddlicately and then
stepped over the bridge; there hefelt better. And as he came up through the houses of the village, people
greeted him, for many were sitting out on their verandas, where they had been watching for the moon.
Their soft voices, their soft gestures followed him as he climbed the main street, up to the house of elders,
where alight was burning. He put his hand out to therailing at the bottom of the steps, and then gathering
his forces, he mounted quietly, allowing not asingle creak to escape out of the split bamboo. And when
he reached the porch, he stood till next to the bamboo post.

Asluck would haveit, the screen was drawn dong his side, shielding him from the council chamber. He
could seethelight shining through the carved pam dats. The council wasin sesson. Sarnath could seea
row of four black, bulging shadows, projected aong the bottom of the screen.

He could hear the drone of voices from within. Or rather one single voice, mdlifluous and soft. Sarnath
listened with gppreciation to the sound, not bothering to wonder if he could distinguish words. That
wasn't the important part. The important part was just to ook, to understand, to see her once; and <o,
after standing ill for severa minutes, he moved forward noiselesdy across the porch, until he stood
behind the screen.

Just below eyelevd, atracery of geometric patterns was cut into the dats. Sarnath bent down carefully,
applied hiseyeto atriangular hole,

They had placed alantern in the middle of thefloor. On the nearer sde, the four elders sat upon amet,
and Sarnath could see the outline of their backs, and see the light reflected off their polished heads.
Beyond them on the other Side, next to the master’ s statue with its garland of fresh flowers, Cathartes sat
upon a bamboo armchair. He had had it congtructed in the village for hisuse. Occasiond painin his
lower vertebrae made it impossible to sit upon the floor.

His knees were splayed apart. The light was on hisface. His mouth was open; he was smiling. Hewore a
milk-colored shirt, brown trousers and high boots, and he was holding in his hand next to his ear, pinched
between histhumb and finger, Cassid slucky coin.

A bug had settled on his shoulder near his neck. He made asmall spasmodic motion, and it walked afew
inchesdown hisarm.



Only Sarnath had not been required at this gathering. The three members of the agronomic team were
there, sitting near Cathartes on the floor, whispering among themselves. And the young student wasthere
a0, the syncretig, the evolutionist. Watching him, Mr. Sarnath felt amix of pity and revulson which was
like hisfeding for himsdf, for it was asif the two of them had conspired to bring the othersto this place,
conspired and then regretted it, for the student’ s face was pal e and unwholesome. Doubtless he knew, as
Sarnath did, that what was happening wasin alarger senseinevitable and their stupidity had not caused
it, nor could their cleverness have avoided it. If so, he took, as Sarnath aso took, no consolation in the
fact.

Honest Tail wasthere, Stting with asmple smile upon hisface. Y et hewas moving hislipsalittie ashe
listened to Cathartes, perhaps repesating certain phrases. Perhaps he was happy about two good
things—he was not blamed for the bullock’ s death, and Rael had run away.

Only Cassiawasto blame, thought Sarnath: Cassia and himsalf. Though they would al be punished for it,
only Cassiawasto blame—Sarnath had looked at everyone except for her, studied al of themin turn, as
if trying to make a context for her in hismind, asif trying aso to prolong the moment when he il had not
yet seen her for the last time. But then he moved his eye into the middle of the triangular hole, and she
was there, seated on awoven mat next to Cathartes s hand.

Her legs were bent beneath her and her knees were pressed together. The weight of her body was
supported on her left arm, while her right arm lay across her 1ap. She had been looking at the floor but
now sheraised her head. Her hair fell away from her face, revedling an expresson that wasfull of . . .
something: pride, contempt, fury, sorrov—what was it? Human beings were so hard to read, their
crowded faces.

And at first he didn’t know whether it was just by chance, but she was staring at him, focusing her eyes
upon that little hole, though surely he could not be seen. He flinched and pulled away. But then he bent
back down again and took along look, studied her for along moment. Soon she turned her head. But
she had splayed thefingers of her right hand in her |ap; now she raised them toward him, and they were
trembling alittle.

Paradise had risen through the clouds now, and was shining at the gpex of the sky. Or it was asif the
roiling clouds had been vanquished by its power, and had been pushed back from around it in a perfect
circle, whose edges were still touched with light. Mr. Sarnath felt the pressure of it on hishead ashe
came up the path toward his cabin at the top of the hill. Out of bregath, he rested by the banyan tree. And
then he moved forward into the clearing, the moonlight like ahand on his bad head, pushing him down
into the earth, for his pace was fatering and old as he crept forward toward his house and shambled up
the steps onto his porch. There again he waited until his eyes got used to the new darkness, then he
moved across the threshold into his small room and sat down on his cushion near thefireplace. Thelight
made bulky silver boxes on the floor, protruding from the doorway and the single window.

He sat there for perhaps an hour, contemplating each detail of thelittle room. He sat until he could read
thetitles of the books above his bed, see the pattern of the weave of the dry matting on thewall. Then he
got up, his knees whispering and complaining, and gathered six or seven of the books, and tore down
severd dripsof the dry pam. He arranged the books and matting on the hearth, and then, turning again,
uncorked a bottle of imported fuel water and drenched the pile he had made. The water puddied
between the hearthstones; sitting down again upon his cushion Mr. Sarnath pulled two of these stones
aside, so that the liquid spread across the floor, until it was absorbed into the dry bamboo.

Then he sat ill again, breathing the aroma of the water fumes. They attacked his nose and made him fedl
light-headed, and he bresthed deeply until he felt habituated, and the effect of the fumes had subsided.
Then hetook up the box of matches from its place by the hearth, and with careful, studied gestures he



removed one matchgtick. He struck it; it flared up, burning fiercdly in the saturated air. The flame
illuminated the whole room, and it was roaring softly in hisears, and by itslight he could seeasmal
fragment of charred paper, which had been uncovered when he moved the rocks. It was apart of his
trandation from the Song of Angkhdt, which Cassia had burned there months before, and by the light of
the match, in the moment before he dropped it on the hearth, he could read afew charred words:

It isour ability to deceive, which makes us men.

That same night, Radl sat by the sillver pool. He stretched hisfeet out in the shallow water. Hisfoot was
sore. He had bruised it on his run through the forest, away from the village, away from the hurt besst.

He was Sitting on an outcropping of brick, soaking hislegsin the water, letting the mud soak away, and it
was't until dmost midnight that he raised his head. Around him, the water seemed to glow. The moon
had risen up above the clouds, and he could see it groping through the forest canopy until asingle finger
of it stretched down through the leavesinto his crevicein the jungle, stroking the rim of the pool near
where he sat, rendering the water suddenly opague, shining like acoin.

Toward midnight aso apae scum of foam rose to the surface of the water. When Radl findly raised his
head, it was to see the hypnogogic ape standing erect upon the opposite beach.

For thefirgt time, he could seeit clearly. Or rather, itsface was ill in shadow, but the moon had laid its
hand upon the creature s head and neck, giving anillusion of bright hair.

The ape stood about four feet tall. It bore no trace upon its body of their previous struggle. Unlike that
time dso it seemed naked, devoid of hair below its shoulders; the moonlight fell acrossitswide hips, its
flat sunken dugs. In the crook of its small arm the shadow had accumulated, but it was holding something
there, atiny precious bundle, perhagpsachild.

Part 6:
Flight

| n summerti me, the woods stretch north and west into the mountains, tweve hundred miles from the sea

They are the home of hairlessfoxes, capybara, and a hundred thousand kinds of birds. They arethe
home of ground doths, lizards, gibbons, aswell aslarger and less manageable beasts: |eopards,
anacondas, tapirs, men.

In summer of the year 00016, the woods provided shelter for dl the refugeeswho had ever fled or been
expelled from Charn. A dozen cults and sects persisted in small, secret, isolated, ingrown groups. Cadres
of the Desecration League were there, still mouthing the precepts of their martyred speaker. Adventists
were there, inhabiting the sparser, drier uplands near Mt. Bromo, caculating on the bark of treesthe date
and hour of God' sthunderbolt, arguing and struggling over their results. Rebel Angeswerethere, aswell
as many subsects of the Cult of Loving Kindness. In an areaof deep ravines and shdlow limestone
caves, doddering Starbridge priests till administered the sacrament to furtive congregations of the
faithful, and offered prayersto Angkhdt, the god of love. And in the deepest fastness of the forest,
scattered families of antinomiaswandered north into the hills, hunting tigers, eating mest.

During the sixteenth phase of summer, 00016, there was new pressure on al these groups, asthe
University of Charn mounted new gigantic projectsin al sectors of the forest. This processwas
acceerated by the completion, with the help of foreign capital, of the new system of trains and roads,
which opened up much of the areaasif for thefirst time. By September of the sixteenth phase, the school
of forestry had inaugurated twelve new “campuses’ in various locations, the largest of which employed a



population of twenty thousand laborers. They lived in barracks built of black mahogany, and they had
aready cleared atract of hardwood seventy miles by twenty-five, from Kivu to Mt. May. There
Professor Marchpane, acting in collaboration with the school of mines, had reopened the glassfactory at
Crydtal Lip, and had rebuilt the old blast furnaces at Carbontown.

Closer in around the city, some of the student food cooperatives covered as many as one hundred
thousand acres. Every week the Board of Overseersissued new statistics to the team leaders, dong with
new and dismal charts and graphs. Always there were fierce debates over their accuracy, but in those
daysit was possible to measure that the productivity of the soil was aready past its peak, that the earth
had made itsturn, that the climate was dready changing by infinitesmal degrees, while a the sametime
the population multiplied unchecked. And since the new imported swath machines, the threshers, and the
twenty-four-man combines al had to be paid for in hard currency, or dsein millet, rice, and maize, the
dorage slosin the city were barely one-third full. Though amost thirty thousand days remained until the
first frodt, till the work was behind schedule.

But in those days, fragments of the forest till remained untouched, beyond the village in the trees. The
back side of Mr. Sarnath’s hill descended steeply through black undergrowth and the coarse black
trickling rocks—a path known only to Ragl and to one pregnant tapir, which he had seen climb down
that way.

Late at night, after thefire at Mr. Sarnath’s cabin was amost out, Cassia had crept from her bedroom
and crept up the hill. There was no one to watch her. Cathartes sinquest had broken up in confusion at
thefirst darm. Now a guard was posted in the clearing, one of the three agronomists, but he was already
adeep, wrapped in a cocoon of mosguito cloth. So she had stayed on the fringes near the trees, sitting
with her aams around her shinsin the sharp grass, watching the red embers glimmer out one by one,
watching the white muffled shape of the agronomist, waiting for her brother’ swhistle: the three notes of
the curlew.

Andwhen it came, findly, it wasin the blackest part of the black night, when her eyes were so weak he
had to hold her by the hand and guide her back into the trees. The sky was overcast; the moon was
hidden, and Cassia s own dark tangled thoughts were taken over by the forest. She was putting out her
hand to take hold of aroot and she was dipping down aong the steep wet muddy track, and she was
aware of nothing but the dow exertions of her body. She was thinking nothing but bare smple thoughts
from which the covering of what was past, the covering of what might be to come had both been stripped
away. Only shewas holding her brother by the hand, |etting him support her weight, letting him think and
see and fed for her, closing down her circle of sensation until the only things that penetrated it were
sudden roots and branches, sudden stones. Once she was aware that they were walking through a
sream.

They rested and went on, rested again. Insde of her there was an ember of red fire, ahot red burning
place, but it was suffocated by the darkness. And when she st to rest, she curled herself around it,
turning her attention inward until her body had become an inmost layer of darkness. Only she was aware
of small sensations: adrop of swest along her ribs, the ache of some cut on her big toe—a small throb,
but it hurt when she moved it, and when she tried to move her mind it felt the same. It was by keeping her
thoughts motionless that she could tolerate them. And in the meantime her body had become part of the
darkness, and the darkness was clenched around that cod of fire like some suffocating hand, hurting
itself, allowing neither light nor heat nor memory to escape.

They rested and went on, rested and went on. Once Rael carried her for afew steps across the channel
of aswamp—sheturned her face into his neck and smelled his skin, and the odor was mixing with the
dow miasmafrom the mud. She could fed the vapors beading in her hair. And she was aware dso of the
sulphur smell of phosphorescence, and when she turned her head she could seeit flickering and scattering



in the grass, aweak white flame that burnt itself out as soon asit waslit. Ragl was standing up to hisshins
in the black swamp. He had lifted her into his arms and she could fed hisarms begin to dip.

Twenty feet away, a broken concrete bank protruded down into the water. It was overgrown with moss,
crumbling with age, abroken boatdip from another season. From the top of it achimerastood looking
down on them, ajungle cat dmost three feet long. Phosphorescence played dong its flanks. Lit by that
ghostly radiance, it seemed to rise up from the darkness, a sentingl upon the threshold of another life.
Later shewould look back to that vision asthe start of along journey back through time, for it combined
with the shock of the night to open up a part of her that could never be resedled. Later she wasto enter
into it asif into the storage chambers of along-dead soul, peering at portraits, sorting through the dien
memories. And the first memory was the flash of lightning, and agolden cat.

Behind them, dl around them, the world was covered up in darkness. Radl, with his cleaner eyes, could
see much more—the single horizonta stripe upon the brow of the chimera, the cage of rotting
reinforcement rods upon the concrete pedestal. Above his head rose up a bloatwood tree with its
suspended veil of moss. On the bank—the white walls of aruined bungalow, where he had hoped to stay
for afew hours.

Something was splashing in the water to his|eft.

He could fed hissister’ s body sag, her musclesloosen. Her cheek was on his shoulder. He looked down
to find hisfooting, and when he looked up the cat was gone.

He crossed over to the bank and laid Cassiadown in the high grass. A mosquito, disturbed by the
pressure of her body, rose up whining but he batted it away. Cassia appeared to be deeping; he shook
her shoulder and she responded groggily. So he watched her for amoment and then gathered her again
into hisarms, and lifted her up into the bunga ow.

Inside there was araised platform built of cinder blocks. On an earlier occasion he had cleared away a
pile of fallen plaster and had made abed of bamboo leaves and branches. He had dept there many times
since he had first discovered it by chance, when hewas till achild.

Around the bungalow stood others farther back, away from the water. Thiswas the only one that had
retained itsroof of corrugated tin. The forest had taken back the rest, and there persisted only an odd
pattern of broken walls, covering severd acres. It was dl that remained of the infamous dave-labor camp
of Seven Saints, which had chewed up lives by the thousand at the time of the last autumn harvests, when
al that land was under cultivation. The swamp which Rael and Cassahad crossed was al thet ill
remained of Sorrow Lake, whose watersin the old days had been fouled and silted with crushed bones.
The gigantic holding pens upon the far shore had disappeared; conditions there had been so miserable
that even the bishop had come to hear of them, the twenty-ninth bishop of Charn. He had ordered the
camp closed, surprising many, for he himsalf was ahard man.

Radl sat by Cassawith his hand upon her arm. Her breath had settled down. The platform of cinder
blocks had once supported the desk of Father Labia Starbridge, the last commander of the camp. He
had shot himself where she now dept.

Shewas dreaming. But in the dream sheimagined herself awake, rdliving the events of the past night.
And because it was a dream she felt no emotion—no emotion when from the porch of the council house
she saw afireglowing in the belly of the clouds above Mr. Sarnath’ s hill. She felt no emotion, and her
heart wasn't hammering and her bresth wasn't choking her, and she couldn’t hear the cries of the men
around her, the cries of peoplein thevillage. All wasslent.

And then the dream transported her up to the hilltop, and it was asif she herself were stlanding in the



clearing on the hilltop when the flames went up. Suddenly all sensation came back to her, and in her
dream she could smell the smoke and hear the crackle of the flames. Above her the smoke spread like a
black veil, covering the moonlight, while flecks of burning ash made constellations of new stars.

And there were others, aso, near her in her dream, so that she didn’t have to look into the burning
building, and didn’t have to imagine a dark, seated shadow there. But when she turned around, she could
seethelight on the men’ sfaces asthey spread out to watch the cabin burn. She admired their different
expressions. Cathartes red with anger, pacing back and forth. The student with his pimpled, livid cheeks,
the fire burning in the lenses of his spectacles. Then she was moving through the council of elders, and
Canan Bey was grimacing; hislipsformed silent words. And Palam Bey was shielding hiseyes, and
Langur Bey was crying out, hisface transfigured, wet with tears. Mayadonna Bey had fdlen to the
ground.

Sheturned back toward the fire. And in her dream she understood that she had reached the dividing
point. Rael, sitting beside her as she dept, understood it too. Before she had been turning and twitching in
her deep. But now shefdl back into another layer of dumber, and the dream was using memories that
wereno longer her own. Thefirewas il burning, but now it was burning in themiddle of awalled
enclosure, and she was watching it from ahigh window. From the window she could see aso towers and
domes and battlements above the streets of a strange city, and afire burning under the starless, moonless,
black night sky. The courtyard below her wasfull of strangersin red robes, and they were laughing,
crying, shouting with amazement at the Sight of atree growing up out of the flames, taking shape asthey
watched, an enormous chestnut tree with silver blossoms and red fruit, Spreading its limbs out over the
courtyard. And Cassia understood aso that this tree was hers, that it was responding to her power as
she stood watching at her prison window. Ragl wasthere also, and he was sitting near her with the
golden cat upon hislap, stroking it dong its spine again, again, again, and he was not her brother in that
world.

When she woke up he was gone. But he had |eft arusted hubcap on the platform where she dept, filled
with clean water. Her heed was singing, her face felt puffy, stung. She could see the morning through a
fissureinthewall, and it was saturated, overcast.

For amoment dl the fragments of her dream were plain to her, and al the fragments of the night before
uncovered, bare. But then the conscious day was seeping into her again, covering them up. Shelay on
her side, watching some termites struggle with some eggs among the plaster shards. She watched them.
Sarnath had often told her to let the present moment fill her like acup.

Outside, the sun hung low over the trees. A fallen log protruded from the bank into the swamp, and it
defined an eddy that was cleaner than the rest, the water black instead of green. She stripped off her
dress and soaked it in the water, and baancing upon the log she washed her head, her armpits, and her
crotch. Then she pulled on the dress again, grateful for the dap of the wet cloth against her skin. Sheran
her fingersthrough her thick wet hair.

Thenin alittle while she heard her brother’ swhistle, coming from the trees beyond the bungdow. He
was smiling when he gppeared, and he was holding in his hands arolled-up blanket, which he had
secreted in ahollow tree upon some earlier occasion. Bees were buzzing lazily around his head.

Also he was carrying asingle, massive durian. And his pockets were full of asmal fruit, which Mr.
Sarnath, long before, had shown them how to est. The hide covered a poisonous wet pulp, which
covered initsturn anut just barely edible, for it was mottled, sour, dry. Nevertheless, with water and
wild durian they made akind of bregkfast, Stting on the concrete bank beside the log. Insde the blanket
Rael had stored a sharpened meta spike, and with it he managed to puncture the durian’ sarmored
plates, levering them back to revea the pungent fruit, so nauseating, yet so sweet. He reached in his hand



and pulled out adick gobbet of the flesh; it was diding down between hisfingers, and she was sucking it
from off hisfingersuntil Ragl started to laugh. Herolled onto his back. He rubbed his sticky fingerson his
stomach and then fell adeep for ahdf hour or so. It was't until midmorning that they were reedy to
depart.

But then he led them swiftly, following a path he had discovered months before, part of the old trail of
tears at Seven Saints, up through the rotted concrete bunkers, climbing up away from the old lake, up to
the low placein aring of hills, where they rested underneath the portals of a church. Wide stone stepsled
to abrass door. Radl had no interest in the place. But Cassiawas listening to an echo in her mind; she
brought him up the steps. “1 want to see,” shetold him, and he shook his head. But he was smiling,
unresigting, hisgut ill full of fruit; she brought him to the door.

Its surface, originally carved with scenes from the life of Beloved Angkhdt, had been broken with a
hammer and defaced with blue spray polymer—d ogans from the revolution now illegiblewith age. The
door wastwo feet thick. The stapleswhich held it to its stone frame had subsided, yet there remained a
crack. Cassia squeezed through it into the nave of the church, while Rael waited outside.

It was anarrow, roofless building. Again, the carvings which once decorated it had al been smashed,
except for one singlefrieze abovetheleve of the windows, which was il partly intact. A procession of
stone letters made the circuit of the walls, verses, Cassia knew, from the same document that Mr.
Sarnath had trandated. “Fill me with your sperm,” it said, but most of the rest was hidden by the leaves
of sgplings which had grown up through the flagstones. They were smaller and more stunted than the
treesoutside, asif they Hill felt the effects of an old power. At the transept of the church there was ill an
open place around the pedestal where the statue of Beloved Angkhdt had stood.

The pedestd was split in half. Of the statue, nothing remained. Y et Cassia, walking through the piles of
broken masonry remembering her dream, found her mind possessed by an image of how it might have
been, scowling down at her with its dog’ s head, and its brass penis pointed toward the sky.

That was on thefirgt day. It wasn't until the fourth day after the fire that they passed outside the limit of
Rad’ sknowledge. They had been climbing steadily while the land changed around them. At night the
wind was cool, the air was dry, and on the fourth day they cameinto aforest of rhododendron, all in
bloom. They walked through glades of white and pinkish flowers, following a path that was well
maintained, though they saw no one.

During thistime, also, the way they knew each other underwent achange, and the long silences between
them became galling, frustrating to each of them, for different reasons. When they were children, they had
lived together dmost without spesking, and it had aways been comfortable to them, during the time that
they were traveling with Mr. Sarnath, and then later in the village in the trees. Thiswas partly because
Radl had learned to talk o late, long after they had come to know each other well, partly also because
among the Treganu there had been no competition for their sympathy. It had aways seemed to Cassia
that they shared a closeness that was subtle, fluid, fully formed, and yet separate from language. In
fanciful and in exasperated momentsit seemed to her that they were part of each other in some new
organic way, that together they formed one organism, she the mentd, conscious part, he the physicd,
unconscious. It was not that they always understood each other, Hill lessthat they dways agreed. Two
halves of the same mind, she thought, may be hidden from each other even though they touch at every

point.
The village had been an insulating, alien cocoon for them, providing an outside pressure that had kept
them close. Mr. Sarnath too had formed alink between them. But in the days following their flight, it

became clear to Cassathat they needed some new thing to replace that link, that pressure, which was
now dispersed. Now aso, for amost thefirst time, they had plans and subjects to discuss. Now



especidly because after the fourth day Rael could no longer guide them—the rhododendron forest was
asstrangeto him asit wasto her.

She thought it was not possible for them to wander on forever, eating wild fruit. Y et dwaysit was difficult
to talk to him precisdy, and difficult to understand him when he talked. Pronouns for him were
interchangeable; the digtinctions between “1” and “she’” and “you” were awaysjumbled in hismind.
Adjectives and adverbs he disdained, or €' se he had incorporated them into his small store of nouns—he
would talk about “abitter,” for example, or “aquick.” Verbs made up the bulk of hisvocabulary and
included many he d invented, or adopted from other parts of speech. Y et he used them in peculiar ways.
To imply another tense beside the present, he would put averb into the negative—*not eat,” for example,
could mean “will eat,” “want to eat,” or “ate.” It was asif everything that was not actualy happening was
equaly unred.

“Not burn is a Sarnath not not not dead burn black dead,” he once asked her. There were no
interrogativesin hislanguage.

Often, during those first few days, Cassawould ask hersdlf whether he even remembered the village,
remembered Mr. Sarnath. For there was nothing in the way he behaved to suggest he had regrets, or that
he found anything unusua with their present way of life. Only hewas surly and distracted, and she
guessed it was because he was feding something of what she was fedling. It was not jealousy aone that
had made him kill the bullock. But he too had sensed that their exclusive closeness had depended on their
isolation, and that their isolation was now coming to an end.

On the fourth night, miserably hungry, they stayed in an abandoned building near a stream. Perhapsa
granary or agarage in the old days, it was avast, dark, airless place, built of naked cinder blocks, and
unrelieved by any windows. They dept on afloor of blank concrete, wrapped in the old blanket that Rael
had taken from the hollow tree. Cassia had been afraid that animals might come—perhaps atapir or a
waterlion—she pulled close to Rad during the night. She waslondy, hungry, and more than ever she
hated the way he turned his back and turned his head and stretched down flat upon his stomach. Y et that
was hisway; terrified and lonely, she put her head upon his shoulder, and al night she dreamt of men with
lion faces, tapir faces—a variation on erotic dreamsthat she had had since childhood—until she
shuddered and woke up.

Then for an ingtant she was till more terrified. Her hands ranged over her body, and she could smell her
own sweat and her own moisture—her breasts ached, and for an awful moment she had no memory of
where she was. She thought perhaps she was safein her dormitory, yet why was she degping on the
floor? And who was that beside her? Then the whole sickening finality of Mr. Sarnath’ s death came back
to her, the insecurity of the past days, and she put her hand out to Rael’ s shoulder for comfort. But it was
too much to ask, though he was not adeep. Those nights he never seemed to deep, and she could fed his
wakefulness and fed thetenson in hisbody, and fed the way he drew away from her.

Alwaysthey had dept apart in the village, in different houses. But often when they were together she
could fed hisphysica excitement. When she reached the age when she was curious about such things,
and thefirst of her dreams started to bother her, she would embrace him sometimes, and she would
wonder why he'd dways pull away. In part she understood hisreticence; in part shefdt it too. They had
needed nothing in the village in the trees. But now when she lay sweeting in the night—aone with her
fears, done with dreamsthat |eft her empty and abused—she felt he owed her something, some smdll
comfort or at least some part of his self-possession. She had lost everything, and she resented knowing
that he held something back. She wanted something red, to give something and receive something in
return that would replace their inadequate attempts at communication, would replace the lost enclosure of
the village. And she was half adeep.



She shook hisshoulder. “Rael,” shewhispered. “Radl.” He didn't move, but she could fed thetensionin
his flesh. Sheraised her head, and rubbed her fingers down the muscles of his back, pushing aong the
groove of his spine until she reached histailbone underneath the drawstring of his pants. She stroked his
tailbone for along time, and yet he didn’'t move. Then she undid the bodice of her dress and rubbed her
naked breasts along his back—he too was swesting, and the night was hot, and there was no air in that
windowless black building by the stream. The blanket was aready damp with their swest; earlier inthe
night they had been bothered by insects, but now she stripped it off. And with her left hand she was
rubbing histailbone, and working the drawstring of his pants loose with her wrist.

Sheraised her head. She could hear the muffled roaring of the stream, ominousto her, because of dl the
subtle tirrings of the animalsthat could be hidden by the sound; her head was roaring aso. She bent
down to kiss Radl on the shoulder. Still he hadn’t moved. He hadn’t turned his head. But now he shifted
hislegsdightly, and she did her hand over histailbone. She did her hand underneath him to hold his tiff
unwieldy sex. She rubbed her breasts along his back. She squeezed with dl her strength, showing no
mercy until finaly heyielded and turned over. Then she moved over hisbody. She put her hands upon his
shoulders, diding down on him, possessing him, grunting in pain at first, because he was bigger than the
dreamsthat had prepared hisway.

But she had not even finished that first grunting descent when she regretted it. The pain seemed to clear
her head. She supported herself upright, her elbows locked, her hands splayed on his chest, her knees
suffering on the bare concrete on either sde of his hips. Her head fell forward and her hair tumbled in her
face; dtill, except to turn over, he had not moved and she sat there for along moment, feeling not much of
anything where he had penetrated her, fedling aso with akind of horror the muscles of hisarms and neck
and chest start to relax, to gather strength.

Hislegs stirred under her legs. Almost she wanted to jump up away from him, so insecure shefelt, so
meeger in her control. Then it wastoo late, and he had reached up to touch her breasts with his heavy
hands, gently, softly, but shefdt asif he' d broken the breath out of her. Gasping, she fell down onto his
chest. Hisarms closed around her and she felt hisbody come dive. She couldn’t see hisface.

Intime, he turned her over onto her back, so that he lay above her. Intime aso, he experimented in
different ways, though she was scarcely aware of it. It was asif she had retreated deep inside herself, and
even her sensations had pulled back from the surface of her skin. Her thoughts chased each other ina
tumbled menta landscape, gppearing and regppearing, sometimes dim, sometimes with flegting starkness,
likefiguresinafog. Yet adl thetime, and asit seemed, far away, she was conscious of the movement of
her body, conscious of Radl, conscious of the odor of his skin, hisintermittent weight, even her own
groaning, her own muted feelings of pleasure and pain, dl againgt the background of adow, rhythmic
grinding, an unstoppable and distant engine. Because he rested for awhile, and then entered her again,
and again in the early morning when the first haze of light was gathering by the ruptured metal door.

In the morning he rolled away from her onto his back, his head turned away. She lay Stupefied for atime.
“Radl?’ shesaid. And he answered nothing, even though she knew he was awvake; she could fed the
presence of his brooding consciousness beside her. Quietly shelay, listening to him breathe, until she
could no longer tolerate the thought that his fegings might be as ambiguous, as resentful as her own. Then
she stumbled to her fedt.

Outsde, asit happened, the morning was fresh and clear. A breeze had come up during the night. The
sun was visible through the treetops. Because of their changein atitude, it seemed softer than shewas
used to, and the qudlity of light was different too. A bird sang as she ssumbled to the stream, down
through a copse of mimosatrees. The sound she had heard during the night was from awaterfdl, a
narrow chute of water perhaps ten feet high, splattering into a shallow pool.



“Look around you,” the master had often said, and Mr. Sarnath often had repeated. Cassiawas close to
tears, yet il shetook a breath. She stood on the bank of the pool and put her hand out to a flowered
twig. She stripped off her dress and threw it on the bank, and then she stepped down into the cold water.

The stones on the bottom of the pool were sharp, and she moved carefully across them, until the water
was around her shins. Dark, syrupy, fragrant water trickled down over alip of moss and she stood
undernegath it, rinsing her hair, washing her arams and legs. Then, sputtering, she stepped away from it and,
bending down, examined the insdes of her thighs, combed her fingers through her pubic hair, poked
gingerly at thelips of her vagina, for al that areafdt bruised. As she did so, she heard awoman’ svoice,
asnort of laughter from the shore.

“You ve got apretty one, don't you? | waslistening to it al night, and it was music to my ears. Oh, yes, |
remember that old music, though it’s been too long.”

Part /.
Brother Longo

Someof this vocabulary was strange to Cassia. But she understood the gist. She stood with one hand on

her genitals and she crossed her other arm over her breasts, provoking more laughter from the woman on
the bank.

She was small, wrinkled, and extremely thin, an abino specimen of adark-skinned race, perhaps. She
was Sitting on some rocks under a mimosa bush, on the opposite side of the pool. Her pose suggested
she' d been there along while, though in fact the rocks had been unoccupied when Cassia had first come.
Her skin was mottled, orange-colored mixed with white, her hair orange too, plaited in coarse, irregular
braids which stuck out all over her head. She was not old; her teeth, few and widely spaced, were white
and strong.

She wore aragged but capacious red smock, unbuttoned down her chest, so that Cassia could see her
wrinkled stomach and her ribs. Her eyes were bright and penetrating and blue.

Cassia had been so shocked to see her that shetook al thisin, staring evenly, her hand clasped over her
sex. Cassd s upbringing among the Treganu had been so sheltered that her ingtinct for modesty was not
well developed. The posture was areflex, and since it only seemed to invite ridicule, she soon abandoned
it. Instead she turned her back. Splashing clumsly over the sharp rocks, sheretrieved her dress and

dippedit on.

“Ooh, and apretty tail too! Lift it up and let me see what’ s underneath. Sore this morning, aren’'t you?|
can seefrom herel”

Cassawas not modest. But shefelt vulnerable as she splashed toward shore. Something in the events of
the past night had scraped the inside of her heart, and it required the words of this strange, ugly woman
to make her understand how raw she felt. And even though the morning was till fresh, and a
red-throated, long-beaked bird still perched upon atwig above her head, Cassia broke into tears as she
clambered from the pool and clambered up the bank.

But because she could hear the woman stir behind her, and because her cheeks were stinging and her
eyeswerefull of tears, she mistook the way back to the garage, though it was only afew yards. Its roof
was hidden in the trees. Confused, she continued past it, knowing she had gone too far, and yet not
wanting to retrace her steps. She could hear the woman coming up behind her, scrabbling through the



brush. And she had no wish to see Radl either at that moment: she just wanted to be a one among the
rhododendrons and the frangipani bushes, someplace quiet where she could clean her face and sit down
and recite afew choice precepts of the master. “Wanting isthethief of love,” perhaps.

Instead she stumbled up into a clearing near the path. There, awoman and two men sat by afire. Cassa
had smelled the smoke as she came up the last few feet, and heard a so the sound of the guitar that one
man was strumming. And yet the smdll, the sound, had not suggested any thoughtsto her; she smashed
through the leavesinto the clearing, and she was shocked to find it occupied.

But because emotion had so hampered her capacity for judgment, again, asthey had been by the pool,
her perceptions were unnaturally clear, unnaturaly complete. It was asif her usua scrim of thinking and
assessment had been torn—the drab, semitransparent curtain that is caught between ourselves and the
bright world, and for amoment she was able to step through the rent. She looked around. Two men and
awoman. She saw, before the note of the guitar had died away, the circle of bare earth ringed with
smoldering logs to keep the bugs avay. And in the middle awide mat of pam next to the smoky fire,
supporting severa bundles of old rags and arow of playing cards. On thefar side of thefire, sirring atin
bucket, crouched a squat muscular young woman with awide face and enormous naked breasts, dso big
buttocks that were covered with black bark cloth from the pontu tree. Her skin glistened asiif it had been
oiled, and she was pregnant.

She was pouring a cup of broth into the bucket and stirring manioc greenswith acharred stick. A man
stood next to her, dressed in along yellow robe that was embroidered with white thread. His hair was
knotted at the back of his neck. Each of his cheeks was decorated with aspira of white paint. Heheld a
smadl mirror in the pam of hisleft hand, and at the moment when Cassia burst through into the clearing,
he was retouching one of them with a sharp splinter of wood.

And findly the guitarist, propped up againgt a'Y -shaped ssump. He had agigantic chest, gigantic arms
and shoulders, and his hands were calused, massve. The neck of the guitar was wide, the strings were
far apart, so that he could curl his mighty fingers onto them.

By contrast, hislegs were thin as reeds. He sat cross-legged, his ankles locked above his knees.

In that moment of clarity, al was ill. The charred stick was quiet in the pot. The splinter of wood was
immobilein theair. The note of the guitar, hovering above them, seemed to emphasize, rather than
diminish, Cassa s perception of silence. But then the strange, chaotic world rushed in again; Cassiacould
hear the orange woman in the red smock crashing up behind her, and she half turned. A bird wasin the
tree above her head, abig, featherless carrion bird, stretching itslesther wings.

The cripplelaid hisinstrument aside. Cassia stears were drying on her cheeks, and even though the
woman in the red smock now stood behind her at the clearing’ s edge, she couldn’t give her more than
part of her attention. This was because the pregnant woman by the fire had taken from a pouch at her
waist Sx slver pods—hot sweet peppers which were Cassd sfavoritefood in dl theworld. In four days
she had eaten nothing but cold nuts and afew durian, and the smell of the hot food was making her
wesk, wasfilling her mouth with asweet liquid, so that she wasn't even aware of the woman coming up
behind her until she smelled her breath. Cassiawas hungry and she barely noticed even when the woman
put her hand out to touch her.

“There, dgter,” shesaid. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I’ ve got adirty mouth. Everyone tells me so, but |
don’'t mean no harm.”

She spoke thetraders’ lingua franca of the forest. Cassia moved forward out of reach, so that the
woman's hand fell awkwardly on nothing. “| told her she' sa pretty piece of tail,” she explained to the



assembled group. “ Though naturaly the worse for wear—wasn't | right?’

The pregnant woman grunted and then turned her head aside. The cripple was smiling; he had afine
strong face, with black brows and a short beard. The other man was holding one long-fingered hand out
in fagtidious disgust, which provoked more laughter from the woman in the red smock. “Don’t worry
about him,” shesaid, asif to Cassadone. “Or her ether,” she continued, nodding toward thefire.

“She' sas stupid as alump. But the Prince told usto be kind to strangers, and besides, the food is hers.”

If the pregnant woman heard this, she gave no sign. With careful fingers she stripped the silver peppers
and dropped them into the pot. And al the while she was |ooking to the clearing’ s edge, where a stand of
tall fernsfilled up the space between the trees. Cassia could detect some movement there, and the heads
of thefernswere twitching underneath the trees. Then closer, until the frontmost ferns were pushed aside,
and two children trundled out. It was alittle boy, carrying on his back hisinfant brother.

They were dark-skinned, like their mother. The younger child was naked, while the older one wore only
aripped T-shirt, which showed signs of having once been green. He had afat little belly and a deeply
seriousface; he trudged aong like an old man carrying a sack to market until he stood next to thefire.
There hetried to loosen his brother’ s choke hold on his neck, without success until the woman
intervened. The baby started squalling; she took him onto her capacious|ap.

In the meantime, with her other hand, she had lifted the stick out of the pot. The cripple, moving adroitly
on his knuckles, had picked awooden bowl up off the mat. Holding it in histeeth, he swung himsdlf over
to thewoman' s other side. Balancing upon his withered knees, hetried to thrust the bowl into the pot of
food. The woman poked her stick at him, and for awhile she succeeded in keeping him away. But at a
certain moment her attention was diverted by the baby on her 1ap; hewas kicking at his mother’s
mountai nous breasts, and the cripple, seizing the ingtant, raising himsalf up upon one hand, dug the bowl
down into the hot manioc greens. Then he was away, avoiding once again the poking stick; with the bowl
clamped in histeeth he swung himself over the bare ground toward Cassiauntil he was benegth her,

bal ancing again upon his knees. Then with a smile upon his handsome face, he held the bowl up toward
her.

The woman in the red smock was Mama Jobe, he explained. Efe was the cook. The man with the
painted cheeks was Karan Mang.

The cripple spokein acareful, cultured city accent, lying on his back on the pam mat, staring up at the
sky while Cassasat by him and ate. For alittle while she was so hungry she could think of nothing but
thefood, and then it was al gone. “ Thank you,” she said, wiping her mouth.

The baby was quiet now. Thelittle boy stood by his mother, his hands clasped around acup of greens.
Karan Mang had retreated to the border of the trees, where he sat upon afalenlog. He had ametal
basin between hisfeet, and he was washing his hands carefully, finger by finger. “He camelast night,”
explained the cripple. “Thisisaresting place dong the path. | don’t think he'll stay with us. HE scarrying
amessage from an important personage.”

Cassiaglanced at him, and she collected in return abrief disdainful look, aflutter of long eyelashes. She
turned back to the cripple. “What' s your name?’ she asked.

He amiled. “ At thismoment | have none. * Servant of God,” | cal mysdf. Butintwo days time my oath
will befulfilled. Then I will stand up, and pick up my old name again.”

Mama Jobe flopped down on Cassia s other side, aradish root clutched in her hand. “ All things are
possible with God,” she said, shaking her head.



“Or | will not,” continued the cripple softly. “In any case, the oath will befulfilled.”
“What oath?’ asked Cassia

“He made an oath a the midsummer festiva,” said Mama Jobe. “ Under risen Paradise. To Sit that way,
the way the Prince sat on hisfina ride.”

The position of hiswithered legs—his knees turned out, his ankles crossed on top of them—had once
been popular anong mystics and teachers. Mr. Sarnath, when he meditated, had often sat in the same
way, sometimes for haf an hour a atime. “| was the strongest runner in my zone,” the cripple said. “It
wasthe gift | madeto God.”

He was lying on his back, hisface turned to the sky. One hand was folded underneath his head; the other
chafed the beads of an amber necklace, which hung down on his chest.

Mama Jobe had split the radish with her thumbnail. But she was |ooking anxioudy toward Karan Mang,
who was unwrapping asmal package of silver foil. “Baklava,” she muttered. “ The Prince tells usto share
everything we have”

“And to avoid covetousness,” the cripple reminded her. “ Remember when hewasin prison, and hetold
the people not to envy him, for he would soon be dead.”

They were both smiling, and Cassiasmiled too. “Who are you talking about?’ she asked politely. But
Mama Jobe just stared at her, and the cripple raised his head up from the mat.

“Wadll, if you don’t know, I’'m not the oneto tell you,” said Mama Jobe after a pause. She had levered
out the pink mest of the radish. Now she was scraping her thumbnail aong the worthless husk, suddenly
industrious, and she was avoiding Cassia s eyes.

But the cripple waslooking at her camly. “Where are you going, child?’ he asked.

Putting one massive pam flat on the ground, he pushed himsalf upright, aided by a deft movement of his
spine. Then he balanced himself on hisfrail hams and leaned forward toward her, hisfinger intheair.
“Where are you traveling, dong the path?’ he asked.

“I don't know,” said Cassia. “| waswith Radl.” Just saying his name brought back al the misery of the
long night. Where was he now? She could not imagine he had stayed in the garage; sheraised her head
and looked around the clearing. Perhaps he was standing in the woods somewhere invisible. Perhaps he
was standing in the rhododendron trees beyond the clearing’ s edge. He would not cometo find her, not
with these people here.

“I wasfollowing Radl,” shesad.

And in alittlewhile, shewent on. “They built atrain from Cochinoor. The university reorganized our
town.”

Next to her on the palm mat lay arow of playing cards. She examined the one nearest her hand, a nine of
stones, painted in bright colors. She put her hand out to touch it, aware aso that the Servant of God was
studying her too, just asintently. “Where are you traveling,” he said again, “ dong this path?’

“Thisistheroad to Brother Longo’s house,” added Karan Mang. “Brother Longo Starbridge.”

He had finished his pastry, and now again was washing off his hands. He skimmed hisfingersover the
water in the basin. His voice was harsh and full of aspirated consonants. It did not suit hisface, and



Cassafound his accent difficult to understand. She had bardly finished puzzling over the last wordswhen
Mama Jobe spat out aclot of insults and invective in some foreign language. Even when she rdapsed into
common speech, she was using words that Cassiadidn’t know. “ Eunuch!” she said. “ Stupid catamite!”

Not understanding, Cassia concentrated on the tone, which was composed in equal parts of anger and of
fear. Unconcerned, Karan Mang had drawn asymbol with the hedl of hisdipper in the dirt, and then
obliterated it by pouring out hisbasin over it. Now he sat polishing hisfingernails, aprim expresson on
hismouth.

But the Servant of God sat next to her, sudying her face. Cassiaglanced at him nervoudly, then bit her
lips. She was aware that he was still assessing her, and that his decison, when it came, would be find and
irrevocable. “Let me see your hands,” he said. She held them out. Supported by one massive forearm, he
leaned toward her.

His own hand, as he raised it from the ground to enclose the two of hers, was the more
remarkable—callused and strong, and covered with smudged lines of symbolsin black ink, which ran
from the base of his palm up to hisfingertips. They were meaninglessto Cassia, yet seemed somehow
portentous, especialy when combined with the careful way he studied her own naked hands. Cassaaso
was aware that Mama Jobe was leaning in to look. Even Karan Mang seemed interested, though Efe,
seated on a stump with one child between her knees, the other at her breast, had closed her eyesto
blissful dits

“Have you dways had this mark?” asked the Servant of God. He was chafing the middle of her right
palm between her finger and thumb.

In fact she had not seen it before. It was arough, mottled octagon between her headline and her
heartling, lighter than the ordinary color of her skin.

“I was born in December of the tenth phase,” she said. “My father was named Sarnath.”

Mama Jobe' s gaze was sharp and piercing. The cripple didn’t look up right away; he sat forward on his
ruined legs, chafing the mark upon her hand. “That | doubt,” he said, and when he raised his eyesthey
seemed unnaturdly large, unnaturdly liquid. “Whereisthe other one?’ he said. “Ishe dso here, upon the

path?’

She thought he meant Rael, perhaps. She looked around, trying to sense Rael’ s presence undernegth the
trees. There was a hibiscus bush not yet in bloom, ahundred yards beyond the crippl€e s shoulder.
Perhaps he was there, waiting for her among the tight new buds. She shook her head.

The cripple chafed her hand. “ These are the days of grace,” he said. “With Paradise above us—until
tomorrow night we can be free and open with each other. Nothing happens now by chance, and nothing
now can harm us, till my oath isat an end. Will you come with us? Efe has brought food.”

Digtracted, Cassia shrugged her shoulders. Or perhaps Rael was there beyond the ferns, standing in the
open, only motionless and slent, hidden in plain view. Often when they were children she had marveled
at the way that he could disappear into a patch of woods, merging with the dappled shadowslike a
leopard or afaun.

She knew he would not show himsalf. Angry, frustrated, she forced hersdf to listen to the crippl€ s voice:
“For these two days, until thefestivd, the path isfreeto dl. Opento al. Tonight we deep at Brother
Longo’smission. Will you join us? | would like him to seewhat | have seen.” Between hisfinger and his
thumb, he squeezed the mark upon her hand.



While he was speaking, Efe had gotten to her feet, and she was breaking camp. She emptied the unesaten
manioc onto a big waxy leaf, and with apiece of twine she made a package out of it. Thisshe
accomplished with the infant clasped to her hip, while the child took the bucket and trudged off withiit.
He returned amoment later dragging it dong the ground; it was full of water, which his mother used to
wash the bowls. That chorefinished, she retreated to the far Sde of the clearing and, till in plain Sght,
squatted down upon the ground. The urine descended from her body in anoisy, smoking stream; it
scented the air, and she was squatting down and holding the infant out in front of her at arm’ slength, and
shewas making faces asit clucked and fretted, itsbig head lolling in acircle. Then she moved afew
steps away, and Sitting down with her legs stretched out in front of her, she perched the infant upon her
thighs and encouraged him also to relieve himsdf. After afew minutes she was rewarded with afew
ambiguous drips, which fell down into the crack between her legs. In the meantime, the child had dragged
out from the ferns a conica woven basket, dmost astal as he, with atumpline around the open end. This
he baanced againg the Y -shaped stump and commenced to load with blankets and bundles; he would
lift abundle up above his chest to drop it over the basket’ s lip, and then he would climb up onto the
stump to tamp it down with the charred stick.

Inthisway he loaded everything, except for the emptied water bucket and a single blanket, which he
kept for last. Then he sat down to wait for his mother, adour expression on histiny face. At the same
time, Mama Jobe had gathered together her own bundle, and Karan Mang had aready packed up and
departed. His own equipment had fitted easily into a shoulder bag, and Cassia had watched with interest
how he had folded together hisimported mylar blanket and his deeping pad; she had never seen such
things. He had walked away into the trees without aword, without a backward glance, and dl the while
Cassiawas Sitting on the palm mat. And the Servant of God was Sitting with her, studying her face,
holding her hand.

That day, dl day she was aware of him, although she never saw him. But sometimes she could sense him
moving along one side of thetrail, perhaps a hundred yardsinto the bush. Sometimes on the other side,
sometimes behind them, and once they passed a place where the fallen blossoms made a pattern that she
found sgnificant. Once sheraised her eyesto atall tree, the crossing of two branches, and one of them
was trembling in away that seemed unnaturd, asif Radl, perhaps, had just legpt down.

Sore and peevish, she waked dowly, carrying Servant of God' s guitar and rolled-up mat. He swung
along beside her on his heavy hands, balancing occasionally aso on hisknees. He rested often and she
rested with him, until al the others had disappeared in front—Karan Mang, Mama Jobe, who was
carrying with sudden poise her bundle on her head.

Findly even Efe and her children had disgppeared. With agreat ded of grunting and spitting she had
loaded her basket onto her back, the conical end of it caught in the cleft where her spine met her
buttocks, the tumpline round her brow. At the final instant she had sunk the pail into the top of her

basket; wrapped in his blanket, the infant perched inside like a sailor at the masthead of awide-bottomed
boat, and he peered at Cassaover the edge of the pail while his mother |abored undernegth, hislittle face
jerking up and down with every step shetook. Just behind, his brother trudged aong with his eyes upon
thetrail, smilarly loaded with afat smdl pack.

Eventudly they labored out of sght among the trees. Eventually Cassia could no longer hear them, and
shewas | eft aone with the Servant of God. But only for an hour or so, because as the day wore on the
path became more crowded, and they were often overtaken by other groups of pilgrims. From timeto
time, a0, other smaller pathsjoined theirs, and at the junctions there were often resting places where the
ground was beaten flat, and where families of pilgrims sat and talked. No one was in a hurry—these folk
werein aholiday mood. They wore brightly colored clothes and chattered together in loud voices. And
athough among them there was a complicated mixture of races and languages, still they seemed to bein



good humor, and they were smiling and greeting each other, and making conversations out of gestures
and repeated phrases. In time this made Cassia restless, because everyone seemed to know Servant of
God, and with enormous smiles they would stop him on the path; they would bend down to embrace him
and kiss him on both cheeks, and talk to him in unknown languages, while dl the time peering at her
curioudly. Especidly on these occasons she would be aware of Ragl watching her perhaps, and with hot
cheeks shewould stand restless in these little glades while Servant of God conversed with Rais and
Gurungs and Tamangs—tall spindly folk from Banaree and short squat westerners—specimens, in fact,
of all the races Cassa had ever seen when she was on the road with Mr. Sarnath. Despite her natural
self-possession, she was awkward and unquiet, because she had never seen so many human beings al
together since shewasalittle girl, and she was not used to their loud voices, their abrasive laughs, the
way they never cared how close to you they stood. Awkward also because Servant of God would never
introduce her or even look at her during these moments of greeting, though she imagined many of his
words and gestures must refer to her; for this reason people glanced at her with smiles on their faces.

Often he would st down to rest while he was speaking, and he would reach up to take her right hand in
one of his, and he would caress her pdm in away that astime went on she felt to be more and more
presumptuous. But to let go of him at such an instant would beto let him fall. So she resisted the impulse,
and at the same time she reinforced her patience by imagining Radl’ sfrustration and jed ousy to see her
standing in what surely would appear to him to be the center of attention, hand in hand with this strange
cripple. How jedous he would be! How hewould curse histimidity and whatever el seit wasthat kept
him lonely and apart—if he were watching her at dl, she thought, and were not someplace miles avay,
running through the forest by himsdif.

In the afternoon she found herself moving in along line of people. The path had widened by thistime, and
in places several travelers could walk abreast. From scattered snatches of conversation, Cassia
understood that many had been on the path for weeks or even months, and in these especidly she could
fed an intense and growing excitement, above dl in the children, who were everywhere. They formed the
majority of every group—long-legged, wraithlike girls skipped by her, with shaved heads and luminous
fair skins, and they were chattering and talking with their hands. “ Tomorrow night,” one called, and made
asong out of thewords, for there was singing everywhere along that ragged and unruly line which trailed
on behind Cassiaout of sght. Carrying the guitar she did not fed out of place, for many others carried
pipes, fiddles, concertinas, xylophones, and drums. At gathering places on thetrail, children would St in
circdlesaround lone musicians, and the line of pilgrims, passing, would pick up the song, and it would run
aong them likeawave until it clashed with something € se, coming down the opposite direction. Intime
Cassafound hersdf smiling and humming too, not from her own happiness, but because the festiva
amosphere was difficult to resst.

Every hour there were more people, and now the path was wide. The pilgrimsrushed dongitina
stream, dividing behind Cassiaand Servant of God, jostling them on either Side, re-forming in front of
them. Children looked back with curiousimpatient faces.” Koori, koori sana,” they caled, words
unknown to Cassa, athough she found herself repesting them. These newest pilgrims were adirty bunch,
with clothes and faces thick with grime and skinsthat smelled like smoke. They were barefoot, and the
ripsin their T-shirts showed tight bellies and thin shanks. But they were happy too, laughing and singing,
their eyes bright with expectation, and when they opened their mouths their teeth were stained with kaya
gum. They were carrying bundles of bark, bundles of roots, bundles of rags.

Or dse others, more sophisticated but not especidly cleaner, would limp aong in broken plastic shoes,
or would be carrying plastic shoulder bags emblazoned with bright foreign trademarks. Some of these
were students, holding books and notebooks and ballpoint pens, some wore thick, unwieldy, battered
spectacles. “Good morning,” they would cal, though in fact it was near evening and the sky was dark
and overcast. And they aso were singing, and they clapped their hands and snapped their fingersto



sophisticated, trendy rhythms; one even carried aradio, blaring static, and under it atiny song.

Toward nightfall the line stopped for twenty minutes. The way forward was obstructed for some reason.
People ranted and complained, and yet in the end they waited patiently. Cassaand Servant of God sat
hand in hand without speaking. His eyeswere closed. He wasin pain, and he winced when she roused
him to move forward again. The line was moving, and only afew minuteslater it debouched into a
clearing. First there was a barricade of broken trees and then they moved into an open space of trampled
earth. And there they found Efe again; insgde a circle of smoky torches, she and severa others had set up
akind of kitchen. Six women had lit fires, and they were cooking manioc greens and lentilsin big rusted
barrels. And al around them people sat wrapped in dirty blankets, for the wind had come up again and it
was cold, now that the shelter of the trees was gone.

The path had wound uphill al day, so gradudly that Cassia had noticed only the change in vegetation, the
rhododendron trees giving way finaly to stunted pines. In the clearing, people squatted around fires of
pinecones and pine needles, and the air wasfull of the smell of burning pitch.

And the soil was thinner too, adry sand mixed with pine needles, which covered ridges of sharp rocks. It
was asif, during the days of Cassid sjourney, the rock foundations of the land had dowly risen up
through layers of sediment until findly it had punctured through. In the clearing it was uncomfortable
underfoot, for the volcanic rock was as sharp as glass.

But some people had spread out canvas tarpaulins, and many others had scrounged in the forest for
branches and dead |eaves, which they had arranged in rough untidy pilesfor the children. More than five
hundred people were camped in the glade; aready acircle of canvas shelters had sprung up, and asthe
lampswerelit and Cassiacamein, she passed aman with amattock digging trenchesfor latrines,
gplintering the rock with heavy strokes.

Servant of God led her forward toward Mama Efe sfire. Twenty feet from it shelaid out hismat and he
flopped down onto it. His knees were cut up from the rocks and he wastired, and yet hisgreset liquid
eyeswerefull of peace. Hewaslying on hisback, staring up at the sky, while al around him milled a
circleof admirers. To Cassa, Stting next to him with hisguitar on her lap, it seemed that he, or more
particularly hisupturned face, had become the still center of that entire rustling mass of people. Asit grew
darker, she could seeless, and dl the activity around her seemed dowly to subside, and she could see
patternsin the circles of the torches and the shadows of the shelters, and hear patternsin the criesand
bangings and the laughter of the children. Again, there was music everywhere, but as the evening wore on
it seemed less strident, less combative, and al the different songs around her seemed to resolveinto a
dreamy hum. She wastired, yet wakeful too, and she was dwaystrying to pay attention as another
person knelt down by Servant of God to mutter afew words. She would nod and listen to the cripple’s
soft sweet voice as he greeted everyone by name, atranquil expression on his upturned face. Intime,
Paradise rose behind amask of heavy clouds; the sky assumed a silver sheen like another layer of light
over theflickering torches, something permanent and luminous and thick. Then especidly the noise and
music around Cassia settled down, asif muted by the thickness of the air. All around therewas an
expectant sense of gladness. Cassiafound hersaf happy, not knowing why, and in the new light the
cripple€ sface gleamed like asiver mask.

Mama Jobe sat down next to them, and she had brought them wooden plates of food—hot masses of
lentils over sticky rice. Servant of God took nothing. He appeared to have entered a soft trance—*Ah,
ah, ah,” he muttered. “Abu, ah, ah.” But the firelight was shining on Mama Jobe' steeth, and together she
and Cassia ate mountains of the wet, hot food, and it was loaded with peppers so that their mouths
burned and their eyes watered. Mama Jobe had aso an old orange cola bottle, full of ahomemade liquor
that wasthefirst acohol that Cassiahad ever tasted. “ Tonight’ s the Prince' s night,” said Mama Jobe.



“Tonight we redrinking like he used to drink.”

Which seemed to mean to excess—all around them people were uncorking bottles. Cassa s head was
ringing after seven ps, and she concentrated with difficulty on the sound of the nearby radio. A young
man had perched upon arock outcropping behind her; he had a studious and bulbous face, and he was
dressed in a clean white button-down shirt, with two pensin his pocket. He held the radio againgt his e,
and even though he never turned the knob, sill the sgnal seemed to fluctuate between Sations:
sometimes music, sometimes static, and just once aloud clear voice, for the antenna of the labor camp at
Danamorawas just ninety milesaway. “ Tigers versus Wolverines,” it said, “ one-nineteen to twenty-five,”
words which made no sense to Cassia, even though they brought an image to her mind.

“Where' syour man?’ asked Mama Jobe. Cassa smiled and Mama Jobe smiled too. But she was
looking at Cassiaout of the corner of her eye, and when Cassiasaid nothing she clicked her tongue
againg her teeth. Shetook another swig of liquor and then wiped her mouth. “I’ d a doubt this morning,”
shesaid. “And | told you so. Because you know we must be careful. But when they sent the Princeto
jail, they put him in acommon cdll with six hundred prisoners. Which meansto say, everyoneiswelcome,
Here around us you' ve got folk from everyplace. They’ll be sneaking from their families, their husbands,
and their wives. Whole villages of outlaws. But tonight we are protected. All stupidity forgiven. Because
you know, he was not a perfect man.”

“Who?’ asked Cassa

Again the woman clicked her tongue. “Abu Starbridge, child! The Prince! Why do you think you're
here?’

All around them, the night was settling down. With the al cohal, the world was starting to contract, and
Cassano longer felt the presence of thefolk outsde acertain smal contracting circle. A womanina
greasy blanket, puffing on apipe. A family of childrenin apile of leaves. A row of men along arock,
passing a bottle back and forth. The student’ s radio had quieted down to static only, though he still pored
over it. And Cassawas most aware of smells, which seemed to take on anew power asal the sghts
and sounds diminished. A seaof smellswasrising up around her, and it was made of smoke and
unwashed bodies, lentils and frangipani, and hot powdered milk. From timeto time aso, afluctuationin
the wind would bring asmell of excrement and urine from the trench, and astime went on the sméll of
undigested liquor, regurgitated food. A child retched softly, rhythmicaly, over to her right.

“Hewas not a perfect man,” repeasted Mama Jobe. “ For this reason dl frailties are forgiven in advance.
To become pure like him requires neither willpower nor strength. But only say the word.”

These sentences were different from her normal speech, and it seemed clear that she wasreciting
something. “What word?’ asked Cassia. Again Mama Jobe looked at her out of the corner of her eye,
and again shetook adrink.

“You' rewith usnow,” she said at last. “ The Servant chose you. Maybe he chose you for your

hel plessness, so that we could show you loving kindness. Maybe he chose you for your ignorance, and
that when we told you these things, we' d find oursalves repesting them and knowing them. For Abu
Starbridge was ateacher. Once when Paradise was full, he went down to the dock in Charn among the
poorest people of the town. They were the antinomes—they too were ignorant. But they knew music and
the dance of death, and they were antinomes and they were living in the holes of the earth, and they crept
out of them to Sng and dance for him. So today we honor snging and dancing, which isthe gift of the
stupid to thewise. And in return he taught to them their history, and taught to them the story of the world,
and taught to them the force of loving kindness, when he was living in their caves with them for two nights
and two days. And when Lord Chrism Demiurge was king in Charn, he sent the soldiersto destroy them.



But Prince Abu stood against them on the dock bel ow the Harbor Bridge, and he raised his hand and
scattered al of them with the power of loving kindness, and he had no other weapon, for he wasthe
protector of the weak, the broken, and the miserable against the powers of the world. He raised the
laundress to her feet and kissed her on the lips. For this reason we raise up our handsto him and on our
pamswe mark the shining sun, which isthe symbol of the heet of love, whichis our mark.”

These words were spoken in a halting sngsong. And they seemed to come not only from the lips of
Mama Jobe, but also from the darkness al around he—amuttering of voices not dwaysin unison.
When she reached the end sheraised her hand; others nearby raised theirs also, and they spread out their
fingersto mimic the sun’srays, and then with the thumb of his other hand each one marked asymbol on
hisforehead or histongue. The old woman laid her pipe aside, the student put away hisradio, the
children raised their heads up from the leaves. Servant of God aso was moving hislips, and he
unbuttoned hisripped shirt to show the sun drawn on hischest in Slver ink. Even in the darkness Cassia
could seethe crude thick lines.

Now dl around her the music seemed quieter, and dl the sounds of talking settled down. People
lumbered from the darkness to St down beside her, and they were sitting with their children in their 1aps,
wrapped in blankets againgt the freshening wind, leaning in to listen when the cripple said:

“Drunk with the whiskey, drunk with wine, drunk with compassion for the poor folk of theworld, he
abandoned his high tower and hislife of luxury; he aandoned hisfamily and hisfriends. In the secret
hour of the night he came into the streets of Charn, wearing just the clothes upon hisback. In thisway he
showed usthat al men are equd, and they do not shine by their own light, but it isthe touch of God that
makes them shine. And if we strip ourselves of pride, and arrogance, and the weight of our belongings,
then we can forget false differences. We are naked and hel pless, and we have nothing to give. Y et
everything will be provided if we only say theword.”

Cassia, stupefied by alcohol and ignorant of the legends of St. Abu Starbridge, sat back with her hands
around her knees. The story, indeterminate and vague, neverthelesslulled her to akind of peace, for it
seemed to speak about the triumph of goodness and smplicity over alarge and complex evil. Above her,
Paradise was climbing toward its zenith, itsrays diffused behind thick layers of clouds. Y et its power
every moment seemed intengfied, afine mist that filtered down upon her heed. Itslight wasinthear she
breathed.

She closed her eyes. She seemed to fed its heat upon her face. Shefet its heat upon her lips, asshe
listened to the words rise up around her:

“Though he was not subject to our laws, till he came down to live among us, and to die. ‘Kindnessisthe
only thing,” he said. ‘How can our hearts be dirty, if our hands are clean? he asked. So he dispelled the
myth, and showed us dl the way to Paradise, which is not reserved for one or two, but for al men and
women. When he went into the church at Beggars Medicine, he broke the chains of those condemned to
death. In their place he offered himsdf up, and he was put in prison in their place. Hewas put into acell
with seven hundred others, in that dark black Mountain of Redemption, and even though they had no
right to hold him, gtill he stayed there of his own goodwill, and he put his sacred hands upon them, and he
gave them candy and good thingsto est, and especialy the children. And he taught them hopscotch and
the jumping rope. In the place of judgment when they offered him hisfreedom herefusedit. And athird
time herefused it in his cell before his execution when Lord Chrism Demiurge had gone down on his
knees. For he knew the chain, once broken, could never be reforged. For he knew the rope, once
broken, could never beretied. For he knew when Starbridge blood was smoking on the dtar, only then
the oath could be renewed.”

Cassafdt the heat upon her cheeks. And she saw fluctuationsin the light: She opened her eyes. Nearby,



the cooking fire had burned up bright, and people were dragging limbs of treesinto the circle and building
up abonfire. As her senses came back to her, she could smell the smoke and hear the snapping of the
twigs. She could seetheflare of the pine needles and the pitch-soaked pinecones.

Also nearby she could see a man who passed among the ranks of seated pilgrims—atall, broad,

bearded man, dressed in ared shirt. He too seemed to know everyone; aswell of murmured voices
followed him around the glade, and he would often stop and squat down next to some dark huddled
form. Ashe came closer she could see him clearly in thefirdlight, histhick black hair and heavy hands, his
trousers and black boots. But especially his hands, for his palms were covered with somekind of
luminescent paint, which caught the firelight and reflected it back. As he spoke to the people he made
wide, expansive gestures with hishands, and Cassia could see the circles of light that his handseft in the
ar, agolden afterimage of hisgolden pams.

Now he was kneeling between Mama Jobe and Servant of God. Both of them were still repesting the
catechisms of Prince Abu Starbridge, but their voices dwindled dowly until only their lips moved. The
man had put his hand upon the crippl€ s shoulder, and he had bent to whisper in his ear, but his eyes
were on Cassia, and he stared at Cassiafrom under bloated eye ridges and black brows. He had a
brutal, crushed, repulsive face, until he smiled. When he smiled, it was asif hisface had cracked opento
reved some soft interior, soft fruit ingde an ugly bark. He reached out one gleaming forefinger to touch
her hand.

“I am Brother Longo,” he said.

And that was al. But something was about to happen. Servant of God sat up suddenly, and Mama Jobe
raised her head to the sky. The bonfire was burning brighter, and Cassia put up her arm to shield her face
from the glare. The smoke made her eyes water, but Brother Longo was smiling at her, and then the
expression of hismouth and eyestook on aquality of vagueness as his gaze dipped over her head into
the crowd. His knees creaked as he got to hisfest.

Behind Servant of God a sharp pinnacle of rock protruded from the soil, not more than three feet high.
Brother Longo stepped up to the top of it, and such was the power of his presence, and such wasthe
sense of expectation in the crowd, that the whole chaotic mass of people seemed to reorient itsdlf subtly,
until it seemed that almost without moving they reorganized themsdalves around him in concentric rings.
The fire burned at his back, and in amoment the areaaround it and on the far Sdeto the clearing’ sedge
was bare, except for afew tents, as people rearranged themsalvesin front of himto listen. Cassg, at his
feet, squinted up into the light.

Perhaps there was a specid clarity intheair. Or perhaps hiswords were amplified somehow by the
atention of the crowd, so that they achieved a specia resonance. Whatever the reason, Longo
Starbridge didn’t raise hisvoice. Hiswords were just aheavy rumblein hischest, at least at first. He
stared down at hisfeet, so that it appeared to Cassia, who sat beneath him, that he was speaking for her
only—hisbeard againgt his neck, hiseyesamost closed. But sheimagined that to every personin the
crowd he appeared in the same way, and to each person his voice seemed intimate and low.

“Brothersand ssters,” he said. “ Tonight we celebrate the memory of Prince Abu Starbridge, who was
martyred in agreet fire on the forty-sixth of October, in the eighth phase of spring, in the city of Charn.
Hewas burned dive by that old devil Chrism Demiurge. That same night he came back from the dead.
He was seen drinking in the Regis bar, according to the signed testimony of many witnesses. That night
aso he was retaken by the soldiers. He did not resist them, though he could have freed himself by raising
up his hand. He was imprisoned, and questioned, and tortured, and tormented, until he had besten that
old devil inthe dlent struggle, and the revolution came. Nor was he freed, but he was questioned again
under the new government, and again he was condemned to die, so that it could be said of him,



according to the retroactive prophecies of Freedom Love, ‘ Every hand was raised against him, whether
of theright or of theleft.” On the seventy-second of November he was buried alive with two others, a
princess and an antinomial, so that it could be said of him, *He was acomfort to the king in his high place,
and aso to the garbage of the earth.” ”

As he spoke, Longo Starbridge put his arms straight out to either side of him, and his phosphorescent
palmswere shining, silhouetted by the darker firdight. Also heraised hisface up to the sky, and in his
new position his voice flowed louder, unimpeded.

“In the blackness underneath the ground, he met and talked with our great teacher Freedom Love, who
was the founder of our New Society of Loving Kindness. Thiswasin adream of darkness, whichis
described in Retroactive Prophecies, and written down when Freedom Love was living in a cave beneath
the streets of Charn, when he too was an outlaw in the revolution time. In his dream he spoke to Abu
Starbridge, and took him on ajourney through the underworld, and showed him al the wonders of the
darknesswhich existed in those days. He showed him the Morquar Dam, which held back good from
evil. He showed him the King’ s Wak. He showed him the Snake of Rdlativity. He showed him that old
Satan of the ancient days, who was called the White-Faced Woman, and who held the chain of winter in
her hands. Then for five daysin the darkness Abu Starbridge fought with her, and pulled her to her
knees, and broke the chain under the earth, so that the rain came down, so that the world turned toward
the sun, so that the babies climbed down from their mothers wombs, so that grass and flowers, leaves
and trees, and dl the comforts of the earth broke free out of that bondage.”

Now Longo Starbridge changed the position of hisarms again. Keeping hisleft arm stretched out to his
gde, heraised hisright arm straight above his head, and pointed to the zenith with his shining forefinger.

“Thisispart of thevison of our greet teacher Freedom Love, and like dl truth it has two parts. For
Freedom Love did take refuge in the crypts of Charn during this period of turmail. In secret chambers
undernegth the city, most of which are now submerged under the waters of Lake Nineteenth of May, he
lived with the first converts of the New Society. And it istrue—he rescued condemned prisonersfrom
the burid pits. It istrue—there seemsto have been adso afemae spirit who lived at that sametime, the
ruler of ablack tribe of the underworld. For there were catacombs in Charn that stretched for miles.
There were villages and towns that never saw the light—all gone now, al submerged.

“But do not think, because of these facts, that the importance of Abu Starbridge liesonly inthe
symbolicd part. It istrue—spring cameto Charn, but it comes every year. Thelying tyrants, Chrism
Demiurge and hisfalse Starbridge followers, were overthrown, but that required no act of God. It was
the season of rebellion. And | have heard others say of Abu Starbridge that he opened up the gates of
Paradise to the poor and weak, to anyone who loves him. They talk about the laundry girl who seized
him by the legs when he was going to his place of execution: how he raised her up and kissed her, and
sad, *Among a hundred thousand | will know you.’

“Thisis part of the story. But it missesthe point. The importance of Prince Abu Starbridgeisnot only in
the realm of myth, or in the supernatura. These stories and these legends—who can be sure? But this|
know: Abu Starbridge showed us anew way to dedicate our lives. At the time of the worst decadence,
when Starbridge offices were being bought and sold, when the fal se doctrines of predetermination and
the inheritance of grace had sucked the heart out of our ancient faith—thisis the importance of Abu
Starbridge. He showed us men and women can perfect themselves through their own efforts. He was not
abrilliant man. He was not a gifted man. We have no greet store of wisdom from hislips. But from the
example of hislife and death we can see how every one of us, even the most humble, can rededicate
himself to the old Starbridge va ues—that contract from the earliest days which made men into gods. For
at the moment when the Starbridge race was sunk in luxury and violence and sin and empty privilege, this



smple man rose up to change dl that. Tonight | exhort every one of you to take that vow to sanctify
yoursdlf, to swear the same oath that our ancestors swore upon the dtar of Beloved Angkhdt, on the day
when time stood il in the beginning of theworld.”

By the end of this address, Cassia had been lulled almost to deep. These events had taken place long
before her birth. There seemed scarcely a connection between that time and now. So she was surprised
to see men and women rising around her in response to Brother Longo’ swords; Cassid s head fell back
and she was wide awake. She was awake enough to understand immediately that the scene had been
rehearsed, for al the men and women who were getting to their feet—perhaps twenty out of dl that
crowd—were dressed in the same clothes, in rough white tunics and white pants. Their heads were
shaved. All carried unlit tapers. They stepped through the seated audience and gathered in agroup
besde the bonfire.

There, aplace had been prepared for them around a strange metal contrivance perhaps four feet tall,
which Cassianow noticed for thefirgt time. At the summit of it perched abook, which was held open to
acertain page by apair of meta pincers. Below it, three short metal arms stuck out from a central shaft.
One supported asmdl lantern, and one supported asmdl pail which hung from awire handle. The third
arm ended in aclamp, and at that moment some young women from the mission fussed with it. They
were dressed in yellow shirts, printed with the symbol of the mission hospital—two stick figures holding
hands.

One of these young women knelt beside the bonfire, and she was poking at something in the coals. Two
others were spreading out strips of white cloth on atray, and they were rubbing them with unguent from a
plastic tube. Another mixed abeaker full of ashining liquid; she held it up and Cassia could see aflash of
light fromiit, transferred or reflected from the bonfire. Then the women poured it in aglowing stream into
the bucket hanging from the meta stand.

“Cometome” said Longo Starbridge. He had turned around on his small pinnacle of rock, so that his
back wasto Cassia. The group of supplicants gathered beneath him, between him and thefire. They had
dazed and frightened faces. Brother Longo raised hisright hand to them and they stared at it like rabbits
at asnake, staring with them, Cassa could see that there were lines on Brother Longo’ s shining palm,
deep lines of red and black beneath the phosphorescent sheen. The pattern was unclear to her. Her own
hands itched and sweated.

One of the orderlies gpproached him, and gave him aglass bottle. He held it up in hisright hand.

“Onenight,” he said, “ Abu Starbridge and his cousin came down from their tower, and they passed
among the shantytowns and dums, distributing food and money, chocolates and medica supplies, which
at that time were forbidden to the poor. In return the people told them stories, and they sang and danced.
That night Prince Abu’' s eyes were opened, and he saw in anew way. Heraised up hishand to help
them. He raised up his hand below the Harbor Bridge, and there was never any going back. That night
the people gave him wine to drink, and he drank the wine which opened up his eyes. Therefore tonight
we give you wine, to numb the pain that comes from holding anew life, for thereisaways pain.”

The woman who had been knedling by the fire now rose. She held aglowing meta bulbin apair of
glowing tongs, and with some clumsness she affixed it to the clamp upon the stand. Now everything
appeared to be in place: the book, the lantern, the ointment, and the brand. On its surface, Cassia could
seeraised orange lines against a deeper red.

One of the supplicants stood forward now, atall, gaunt, beak-faced woman. Shelit her taper from the
lantern on the stand. Then, turning, she took the bottle out of Brother Longo’ s hand. She swallowed a
gulp of it and wiped her lips. The effect seemed instantaneous—her eyesrolled back in her head, and on



stiff knees shetottered back and forth. And in agarbled, intermittent voice, she repeated after Brother
Longo the words of the first Starbridge catechism:

“To be more than human, that is my vow.
To suffer without speaking, that is my vow.
To help the weak,

To speak the truth,

To livein chadtity,

In loving kindness with all men and women,
That is my vow.”

There was more, which Cassianever heard. Up until that point she had watched with a sense of curious
detachment. She aso had drunk some of the wine, and though it was doubtless of alower grade, it had
been enough to relax her and confuse her. 1t had been enough to alow her to study each small event asit
happened, without joining it to othersin the past or in the future. But a a certain point, what was going to
happen became clear. The gaunt woman was reaching her hand out toward the brand, nerving hersdf to
grasp hold, while around her orderlies from the mission were preparing bandages for her, and stirring up
the shining cintment in the pail.

Thewinerolled uneadily in Cassia' s somach. She looked around at the people near her, at Mama Jobe,
at Servant of God, and saw how they were hunched forward, entranced by what was happening; they
knew what to expect. They had known it al along. But Cassiajumped up. She pushed her way over the
segted ranks, disturbing many. Then she wandered down away into the woods, not turning when the
slencein the crowd was broken, and the shouting rose up from five hundred mouths.

That morning after Cassia had |eft to go down to the stream, Rael had lain down by himself upon the
concretefloor. She did not return, and for along time he had lain upon his ssomach with hishead in his
hands, thinking of nothing. Except he was expecting her, and when she did not come he was possessed
by an intolerable, increasing restlessness that seemed to flow in waves, and made his whole body shake
until finally he jumped up to pace the length of the tin warehouse, knocking his hands together. An hour
passed, then two. Then heran out of the door and to the stream, following marksin the accumulated
blossoms on the path.

But he was confused by other traces; in the morning as he lay awake he had sensed the presence of other
travelers nearby, and when Cassiawas gone he had let his hearing dwell on certain sounds:. the crack of a
stick, the banging of a spoon against a pot, ashred of laughter. These sounds suggested motion. People
moved nearby, and yet as Radl lay on his somach hefelt none of his usud shyness, none of hisusud
caution, for everything he heard seemed separate from hisworld and Cassia’ s—the residue of actions
performed by ghosts, while he and she were the only real human cresturesin the forest. He thought that
nothing possibly could interfere with them. So that it was with disbdlief that he saw the print of Cassa's
foot mix with someone ese's, with disbdlief that he climbed up to the deserted glade where she had met
Mama Jobe and the rest.

He searched for signs upon the trampled earth. The fire had been covered up, yet it was smoking. Cassia
was gone. In apanic, he paced in circlesaround the glade, for it was asif Cassia had stepped away from
him into aworld of ghosts, of strangers, deeds, and motives. In desperation he ran alittle way adong the
path until it reached awider way. And there were people. He crouched behind a bush and watched the
people waking past, and some were carrying knapsacks and bundles on their heads. He felt that shewas
gone among the people, and she was disappearing like adrop of water on the surface of apool.

A man with along beard stalked past, carrying a basket full of wood. Raedl let him go by, and then he
leapt to hisfeet and rushed back to the tin warehouse, back to the floor where he and Cassiahad lain.
Already someone e se was there—some woman was holding up his blanket. He pushed her down and



ripped it from her hands; then he was gone, running to the stream away from the path, running up the
dope upon the other side, striking out across the woods, moving close to the ground through the smdll
branches, the rolled-up blanket clasped to his chest.

And in alittlewhile hismind was clear. Or it wasfull of forest problems—detours and thorns and biting
nettles, insects, swvamps, unsteady branches, submerged logs. Cassawas lost beyond these things. He
wasfollowing an animd trail, perhaps adeer run or even an okapi, for he was picking through athorn
bush that held tufts of striped black fur.

The sky was overcast. Toward afternoon, he descended down the side of a steep dark and tangled dell.
The undergrowth was thicker, and he stopped to rest. The dell wasfull of laurel trees. Branches hung
down over thetrail, and he was pushing through suspended clusters of the sharp leaves, each one as
thick and giff as pottery, and they clanked against one another as he disturbed them.

There was no wind.
He saw the tracks of another animal.

There was apatch of bare ground near where arivulet had spread over thetrail. He bent down to
examinetwo large paw prints. They had filled with water, yet even so they were till fresh, the mark of
each claw dill articulate.

Radl knelt down at therivulet to drink. He wiped the swest out of his eyes. He felt a presentiment of
danger. Hefdt astrange, airless condriction in his chest, which was fear, athough he didn’t recognizeiit.
Around him from time to time, the laurdl leaves banged randomly together.

He sat back on his hedls and pushed the hair out of hisface. A man stood erect in the shelter of some
saplings. Radl’ seyestraveled up hislong dense golden legs, dmost hairless, knotted with muscle,
bleeding from six parald cutsaong hisouter thigh.

He was wearing the skin of an animal, tied around his hips and again around his heavy shoulders. Rael
dtared at the black and white striped fur, the cruel paws hanging down. The man was wearing the skin of
adead tiger. Also, the surface of hisarms and throat were striped with tines of shadow, for the sun had
burned down to the bottom of alayer of clouds, and the treeswere full of anew color and anew

deppled light.

For amoment Ragl stared at the man's curled ear, the hairlessjaw, the coarse yelow hair that waslike
his own. And then he bent back down so that hisface wasin the mud. He turned his cheek to one side
and lad it inthe dirt. So that when the music came he couldn’t tell whether the stranger had produced it
with his mouth and with hisvoice, or dse from some smdl insrument. It was nothing: over inamoment, a
small scattering of notes, an interrogatory tune, or perhaps a puzzled warning. But Radl was Saring at the
stranger’ stoe. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again the toe was gone. The sun aso had
receded back, and there was nothing around him but the muffled banging of the leaves.

Soon he picked up his blanket roll, and wandered back the way he' d come. By the time he had retraced
his steps, it was aready dark.

In the darkness, Cassia paced back and forth under the trees, beyond the trench for the latrines at
Brother Longo’ s mission. She crossed her arms over her chest. From where she was, she could still see
the lightsin the clearing, and she could till hear the crowd: the gravid sllencefirgt, and then the roar of
voices, not dwaysloud enough to cover ashrill scream.

The air was cold avay from thefire, and Cassawas rubbing her bare arms. A thin, harsh stink of urine



wasrising from the trench, mixing with the sicknessin her somach and the liquor in the back of her
throat, which she was swalowing again and again to keep down. And she was thinking of Mr. Sarnath,
his gestures, hisinflections, hisdry voice. She was thinking of the way that he would hold up hisforefinger
when he quoted from the master. Once when shewas alittle girl, just after she had moved into the girls
dormitory, she had refused food for three straight nights. The keeper had told Mr. Sarnath, and he had
come to see her in her room, and he had stood in the doorway with hisforefinger raised. She had ignored
him; shewaslying in her cot with her faceto thewall, sudying acrack in the pam matting. Some light
was seeping through. 1t wasin the morning.

The master had not approved of self-mortification. Nor had Mr. Sarnath—he called it the easy path. In
time he cameto st beside her, though he did not touch her. In hisleft hand he was carrying aripe
persmmon, and as she listened to him talk, her mouth had filled with a sweet anticipation.

She found herself walking among pinetrees. And it was not quite dark. Paradise till glowed behind its
layer of mist, and the entire sky glowed silver. Somewhere nearby she heard water dripping, and then she
was aware of someone in the woods with her, among the pines, and she could hear his footsteps, and the
crack of adry branch. She crossed her arms over her chest and turned to go back toward the fire, but
then there was a shadow in between two trees and it was he, it was Ragl; she knew him by his height and
strength and shoulders as he took her in hisarms; she knew him by his smell, his roughness as he crushed
her without speaking, and ran his hands over her breasts, her buttocks, and her thighs. There was some
sicknessin her bdly, but it was lighter now, and she was conscious of another yearning, aso, ashe
pushed her up against the rough bark of atree and made akind of loveto her there, lifting her up until she
clasped her legsaround hiswaist, al sorenessand al nausea forgotten.

Then they lay together on the pine needles. Radl lay on his stomach, and she curled up beside him. His
skin seemed hot, and it was hot enough to keep her warm. “ Just pay attention,” she said into hisear.
“Just be careful.” But she could fed histension and his wakefulness; once she woke up in the middle of
the night to see him standing over her. Later, he was gone again. She woke fedling empty as abroken
bottle. But he had left the blanket, and she wrapped hersdf init and sat up until the dawn.

Part 8:
Mt. Nyangongo

At theend of the sixteenth phase of summer, the citizens of Charn elected anew mayor, who went on to
surprise them with his energy and daring. Inheriting amassive public debt, nevertheless he managed to
negotiate new loanswith the city’ sforeign creditors, while at the same time expanding his commitmentsto
education, nutrition, heglth care, rurd literacy, and rehydration. These priorities differed from those of
previous governments, which had tended, with the encouragement of foreign banks, to favor large public
works. By September of the sixteenth phase of summer, most of these projects had been curtailed or
abandoned, o that the countryside beyond the city wasfull of haf-built bridges, and stadiums, and dams.

The mayor was aman named Marcus Gentian, and he was squat and stout and stupid-looking, with an
elaborately wrinkled face and a permanent expression of befuddlement. But he brought greet force of
character to hisjob. Almost single-handedly he managed to coax various austerity measures through the
council, including taxes of 500 percent on luxury and imported goods. In thisway he hoped to encourage
domestic manufacturing and reduce the hemorrhage of raw materials abroad.

Also at thistime he wasworking on auniversa employers code, specifying new levels of minimum pay,
and including new provisionsfor overtime, vacations, and Sck leave. Thiscode was dready in effect in



the city and in al government-owned businesses, but in the rurd aressit wasignored. Most of the large
agricultural and mining projects were gill owned and managed from abroad; since they had involved
magor investmentsin land reclamation and technology, most had been started and maintained with foreign
money, foreign expertise. The mayor’s new survey on abuses, which so far had been blocked from
publication, had mentioned seven industriesin particular, and had even suggested crimina proceedings
againgt the owners of the mine at Carbontown.

On September fifty-third of the sixteenth phase of summer, 00016, the mayor of Charn inaugurated a
week-long celebration of civic harmony. Thiswasto coincide with the dates of the old Paradise
festiva—the moon was visible that week, and made a strange, disquieting addition to the summer sky.
The mayor hoped that this ceremony, this demonstration of public pride, would help to salve anew
dissatisfaction among the middle classes, caused by the sudden disappearance of tape recorders,
portable cameras, dishwashers, cassette players, and motorbikes from the city’ s shops. He sought to
evoke aspirit of solidarity, and at the same time to counteract a new insidious phenomenon—the secret
worship of Immorta Angkhdt, which after the hiatus of alifetime was beginning to resurface even within
the city limitsof Charnitsdif.

On the night of the sixty-third, for the first time since the days of Raksha Starbridge, the temples of the
old regime were opened to the public. The mayor hoped that he could preempt their old significance by
using them for his new ceremony—the interiors had al been renovated and redone. During the revolution,
the thousand temples of the city had been used as barracks, stables, shooting ranges, public restrooms,
they had been gutted and vandalized by semiofficid partisans, and many had been subsequently torn
down. But the stonework of the great old churcheswas il intact: St. Dimity’s, &. Soldan’s, the
Cathedral of a Thousand Tears.

All reference to the old religion had been expunged. The space insde the Church of Morquar the
Unkempt was empty. The frescoes on the sanctuary walls—portraits of the thirty-two bishops of
Charn—had been painted over. The mosaic of the dome had been redone. With infinite and patient
labor, tile by tile, the figures of the saints had been transmogrified, their faces and their gestures changed,
their bright hal os eradicated. Of course the new work was cruder, easy to distinguish from the old, but
that night among the crowds who packed inside, there was not one who could have possibly
remembered what the dome had once been like. They gazed up dully, yet even so, many thought it was
peculiar in away they could not quite identify, to see above their heads on the great centra pand a
representation of thefirst nationa assembly of the revolution. There, standing in their seats, were figures
who to the people had dready taken on the attributes of myth, glimpsed only through officid statements
and the foggy reminiscences of their parents and grandparents. There—Vaium Samosir, dressed in
white, representative of the seventh ward and later president of the Board of Hedlth. There—Earnest
Darkheart, leader of the Rebd Angels. There—Martin Sabian, ugly, tiny, crippled. And there, an
enormous black gaunt figure on the central throne—Colondl Aspe, the Liberator, Lord Protector of the
city until hisdeath from cancer in the ninth phase of spring.

No one could have guessed by looking at it what the mosaic had once represented. No one could see
the glorious convocetion of the first Starbridges around the throne of Immortal Angkhdt. Yet even soin
the packed crowd some seemed to understand, and even there were some who mumbled secretly a part
of an old prayer, or madetiny secret gestures with their hands.

The mayor had rededicated each of thefive largest churchesin the city, and had declared each onea
monument to adistinct agpect of civic progress. That night, a nine o’ clock precisdy, the spotlights were
turned on around the new palaces of Hydrod ectricity, Justice, Agriculture, and Nonviolence. In
preparation for the celebration, new treetlights had been erected all over the city, in an atempt to rob
some splendor from the risen moon.



Y et even so the ceremony was less than a compl ete success. Even with the new mosaic, the interior of
S. Morquar’ s—the new Paace of Industry—had an empty, purposelesslook. Alcohalic beverages, in
short supply since the embargo on imported hops, were distributed free from along table in the nave.
There was an enormous crowd, yet somehow their reaction to the spectacle which formed the heart of
the evening was unsatisfactory. People shuffled their feet, yawned, sweated, smiled inopportundly,
scratched their heads.

The dramawas performed on a square dais underneath the dome, and the people stood around three
sSdesof it. The setswere gigantic, the costumes pleasingly expensive. Severd celebrities—members of
the city council, the postmaster genera, the dean of the school of law—had taken roles. Some of the
speeches, including severd in praise of theinventor of anew process of smelting, had been written by the
mayor himsdf.

Inthe final scene, seven young women represented the seven liberd arts, and they danced provocatively
with an equal number of young men, whose hats suggested different industria procedures. The men were
prominent sports figures, the women the seven runners-up of a pageant that had been held the previous
day. Y et even s0, some energy was lacking, some vitd spark. And in thisit contrasted with other,
amaller, private cel ebrations which weretaking place al over Charn that same night. Illegd, punishablein
some cases by long prison sentences, they perssted especidly in the dums, where in hot broken rotten
houses, not yet reconditioned into workers' flats, fervent gatherings of the faithful squatted around single
candlesin the dark. They were rubbing worn crude homemade fetishes, and chanting stories from the life
of Abu Starbridge, storiesfrom thelife of Angkhdt. In those days the two mythol ogies had come
together, to form a potent new religion of the disenfranchised and the miserable.

It was areligion made of ories. Thisisastory that they told in those days: Abu Starbridge was carried
in acage through the streets of Charn, on the way to his place of execution. And he was stinking drunk.
And they had loaded him with chains, and covered up his face with the dog-headed mask. In the back of
an old truck, he was driving through the streets of Charn, while the people yelled curses and threw
stones. When he was passing up the avenue of Seven Sins, alaundress from the lowest caste jumped up
onto the tailgate. She asked him for his blessing and bent down to touch his feet. But then he reached out
through the bars of his cage. Heraised her up. He said, “Do not fear. Among a hundred thousand | will
know you. And when | seeyou in theland of Paradise, | will kissyou on thelips.”

Or this—Beoved Angkhdt went traveling, marked with the tattoos of agardener. It wasthe starving
time, the dark part of the year. Wherever he passed, grass grew under hisfeet. It poked up through the
snow aong hisfootprints.

When he got to atown, the men and women brought their children, for he had the hedler’ stouch. He
would touch them in the secret places of their bodies. Sometimes the women came out while their
husbands dept. They lay with him insde the cowsheds, among the cows.

He cameto the city. The primate heard that he had come, and then the primate gave him money. But
Angkhdt had seen the primate’ s daughter. He said he would plant agarden in her somach, and then he
went away. But shelost flesh, and she was dmost dead, and she was the only fruit upon her father’ stree.
Then the primate took his bow, and hunted Angkhdt through al the hills and the high pastures. He saw
him on the hill, ablack shadow standing up, and he shot him with an arrow through the thigh. He chased
him through the wood. Beloved Angkhdt, heleft atrail. And his blood was fdling on the snow. There
was aflower which sprang up, and a scarlet berry. Then the primate found his clothes discarded in the
snow. He was following the track—human footprints, then they changed.

On the morning of the sixty-third of September, Cassawaited in the pine grove for Radl to return. A
cold mist was hanging in the trees, beading in her hair. At the end of an hour she wastoo cold to kegp on



sitting as she had been, wrapped in Ragl’ s blanket with her bare feet dug into the pine needles. So she
got up and walked back to the clearing.

There the bonfire was still smoking, and she stepped among the rows of deeping pilgrimsto reach it. She
pushed her toes down into the warm ashes, and bent to rub the stiffness out of her legs. Near her the
branding tree had falen to its Side. The book, the lantern, and the pail were gone.

The pilgrims had lain down to deep where they had sat the night before, and most till lay inert, crushed
in together for warmth, their arms around each other. Many snored. The ground was scattered with
discarded bottles.

But the children were awake, huddled up among their parents. Some had gotten up, and were laughing
and playing among the trees, throwing pinecones at amarmot in atree.

Servant of God was Hill adeep. So was Mama Jobe, her hand still clasped around her bottle. But Efe
was awake—she was returning from the edge of the clearing with a burden of firewood. Her face was
puffy and streaked with charcoal, and she was grunting to hersalf. Her baby wastied to her back inared
strip of fabric, which only left its feet and head uncovered. And behind her, also with hisbundle of sticks,
trudged her little boy in hisold man’s cap.

Mama Efe squatted down near Cassia, poking with a stick into the ashes, searching for embers from the
bonfire. In the cold morning she was wearing ablack cotton jacket, which nevertheless she had not
buttoned; it did not close over her breasts. Shelaid her cooking fire with efficient movements, whilein the
meantime her little boy filled up abucket from a standing tap near thelatrine. It weighed dmost as much
ashedid himsdlf, and he was spilling most of it as he dragged it toward thefire.

Cassawent to help him. But he would not relinquish the bucket; he glared a her with dull hogtility, his
fingerstugging at the handle when shetried to lift it. Water splashed onto the neck of an old man who
was stretched out nearby snoring. He dapped at hisneck asif trying to kill abug, then woke and cursed.
Mama Efe cursed too, and whispered something Cassiadidn’t understand. She let go of the bucket’s
handle and stepped back.

Brother Longo wasthere, standing by Cassia selbow. “You're up early,” he said. But she was Startled
to see him, and disgusted by her memories of the previous night. As she turned, her face must have
betrayed it, for Brother Longo’ s expression aso changed.

She moved away from him, away aso from the cursing old man, and stepped instead into amore open
place, leaving Ef€’ s son to drag away the bucket by himself. Brother Longo followed her, and hearing his
step, shefdt asadness and apanic in her that she couldn’t identify. But part of it came out of anew
feeling of doneness—Rael had not returned, and she was guessing for the first time how alone shewasin
the big world. Thisfeding had been ebbing and flowing since she woke, but at that moment it was at its
height. She turned again.

Brother Longo was holding out his hand to her, asmile upon hisface. In thelight of day there was
nothing impressive about him. His skin was covered with red spots, red hair, and she could smell the
odor of hisarmpits. Her mind wasfull of regret, full of Mr. Sarnath, full of Rael, and she had no patience
forit.

She could see the mark of the brand upon his palm, upon hisfingers. In the misty morning light, the effect
of the phosphorescent paint could not be seen—his hands looked dirty, that wasal. And hissmile, which
was widening, included a broken canine. Next to it, one of hisincisors appeared to have been filed

down.

His voice seemed thin and vicious, now that he was no longer speaking for the crowd: “Y ou didn’t enjoy



our demongtration,” he said, ill holding out hishand. “1 saw you leave just a the moment of surrender.”

She interrupted him. “ There were priestsin Charn—my father told us stories about the old daysthere.

Starbridge priests—they worshiped idols. They blinded themsaves upon ther dtars, cut off their own

fingers. My father told me once when | refused to eat. Out of asense of privilege, he said. Of privilege
through pain. He said that we must guard against these marks of privilege.”

Brother Longo shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “But look at your own hand.”

She opened up her palm. The birthmark, which she had noticed for thefirst time the day before, seemed
to have gown larger, and to have acquired an darming color—purple, yellow, blue—asif she had been
bleeding underneath the skin. But her palm was not sore or swollen.

Later that morning they continued on—Cassa, Servant of God, Mama Jobe, together with the mass of
pilgrims. Thetrack continued uphill. Past the outbuildings of Brother Longo’s mission, past acrumbling
concrete ramp which rose up to the level of the treetops and then ended, past afield where nothing grew,
inwhich stood the rusted hulks of boilers, engines, generators, turbines, and where the soil was il dimy
from some grease or ail or tar that bubbled up out of the polluted earth—four milesfrom the clearing the
track widened and there were remnants of tarmac for awhile, remnants of stone gutters. Other smaller
way's came snaking through the trees. By eight o’ clock, when the sun rose, the track was many yards
across.

Alwaysthey progressed uphill. Servant of God swung himsdlf over the sharp volcanic rocks, his
enormous hands wrapped in strips of cotton. Often he would move aside to rest, and then Cassiawould
look back to seetheline of pilgrims coming through the trees, visible along way, many thousands now,
al with their knapsacks and bundles and children and bright ragged clothes. Wegther-besten, grimy,
battered, happy, they jabbered to each other up and down the line, and they sang hymns and songs.
Now, after weeks of weary traveling, they were closeto their god; it wasthe last day of the Paradise
Fedtival, and the weather was beautiful once the sun had burned away the mist. The sky wasahard,
swest, cold metalic blue, visible now through the thinning trees, and occasiondly the sun shonein their
faces.

Servant of God was swesting, panting, and his knees and hands were bleeding. Y et even he was smiling
asthey climbed up dowly toward the open sun. At times now through a bare place in the foliage they
could seethe junglefar below them, its black canopy punctured here and there by giant tulip trees, each
with itsyellow crown, each with its surrounding cloud of birds. And in those same bare places Cassa
now caught glimpses of the dopein front of her, rising out of sght, ashoulder of Mt. Nyangongo, whose
enormous bulk appeared so gradudly. Asthey climbed, sulphur fumes pinched at their nogtrils, and
sometimes a hot sulphur mist would rise up around them through a crack in the rock, turning the grass
ydlow, brittle, dry.

Sometimesthey would cross alavaflow. Here especialy Servant of God would grunt in pain as he
labored over fields of pumice and obsidian. Even Mama Jobe, whose thin shoulders were bent that day
under the burden of a crushing hangover, protested when they reached a place among the thinning laurds
where the path disgppeared among dunes of powdered glass. “ Stupid,” she said, “you'll hurt yourself,”
and she grabbed him by the hair to yank him back out of the press of pilgrims. In fact many had turned
asdeto tie bandannas round their mouths and to lift their children up onto their shoulders, and to drink a
few swigs of water before they continued on. From up ahead there came a squeak, squeak, squeak—the
shuffle of their plastic boots upon the glass.

Servant of God had hurt himself. The cuts upon his knees and hands were coated with black powder,
and histongue also was black with it. But till he struggled grimly forward: “No,” he said, “I'm dmost



there.” They had to pull him back out of the dust; then he relented and let them care for him and wash
him clean while helay gasping on his back. They wasted water from Mama Jobe' s canteen, and he was
sputtering and complaining. But whenever he relaxed hisface, it returned to the smile that was now his
natural expresson.

Cassiahad been walking in adaze of sdlf-absorption. Intent on the confusion in her heart, entranced by
the power of her own senses, she had barely noticed the cripple s pain until they stopped. Now she
chided hersdf, and with acute and careful fingers she picked the glass out of hiswounds.

“No,” hesad. “Thisisnothing; let me go.” But his struggles were hdfhearted and in alittle while he lay
dill. While Cassawashed him from the water bottle, Mama Jobe unwrapped from arag six iff narrow
leaves. She crushed them on her palm and then she retched up from her throat a glob of phlegm,
discolored from tobacco juice, and mixed it al into a paste. Then she was rubbing it into the torn flesh
along the cripple’ s shinsand knees. Cassia put her finger out to touch some of the goo. She took some
on the end, and soon the sengitivity of her skin wasless, her hand felt dien, gpart.

“What' s the matter now?’ grumbled Mama Jobe, for there weretearsin Cassd s eyes.
“What are we doing here?’ she asked.

Once Mr. Sarnath had come upon her in the woods, where she was sitting by apool. So intent was she
upon awater spider that she had not heard hisfootsteps. “Do not be mided by your sensations,” he had
sad. “Intengty is not the same as understanding. Surely | am part of thisaswell asyou.”

She was Sitting on adusty tuft of grass, over asoil of sharp stones. Stunted, spindly trees hung over them.
The sunwas hot. Ten yards away, the stream of pilgrims passed unchecked, raising amist of powdered
glass out over the lavaflow. Thin men, pregnant women, children, and none of them was Radl.

“What am | doing here?’ she asked.

Mama Jobe rolled her eyes. She had ripped part of the hem of her dress to make afresh bandage for the
crippl€ shands, and she was smearing it with her anesthetizing paste. She wasin no mood for foolish
questions; her particolored face was full of wry disgust. Servant of God was lying on his back, quiescent
now, hisbody daubed with grit, dappled with sunlight. Hisarm was over hisface and he was amiling.

“Go and find someone,” sald Mama Jobe. “He' sright—it’ snot far now.”

Cassiawiped her hand across her cheek, and where her finger passed it made along cold line. She
turned her face aside. Now the woods were full of an ominous banging, a scattered roll of drumbests.
Perhaps a hundred men were marching in step along the path, fat men in crimson robes, with shaved
heads and puffy faces that were covered with white greasepaint. Their eyeswere lined with black and
violet, and they had huge, grotesque fal se eyel ashes, and they banged on heavy wooden drums with
sticks wrapped in cotton batting. They were carrying flags too, awkwardly because of the overhanging
branches. Cassarecognized the golden sun, the fat face of Abu Starbridge, the great dog’ s head of
Angkhdt.

Once more the tears rose to her eyes. She turned back to Mama Jobe, whose expression was kinder
now, more humorous. “What' swrong with you, girl?" she asked. “Isit your friend?

“Here” shesaid. “There' s cakesin the kngpsack.” That morning Efe had given them little flour biscuits
baked in ashes. Now Cassia unwrapped one from its sheath of leaves and nibbled on it tentatively. “Not
for me,” sadd MamaJobe. “I"d puke.” She was sucking on abig plug of tobacco, which she held in the
pouch of her jaw. “God, my aching head,” she grumbled, spattering the dusty bushes with brown juice.



Cassd searswereringing too, with the drumbegts and the gongs. Now anew crowd of pilgrimswere
filing through the woods. They wore masks of giff red cloth over their eyes. Again, their heeds were
shaved, inimitation of the saint. But each one had kept asingle lock of hair, which was clubbed and
oiled, and which protruded sharply from the nagpe of his neck.

These ones carried long brass horns that twisted round their bodies, though mercifully they did not blow
them. Cassiahad her hands over her ears. When they paused before entering the lavaflow, she got up
and went among them, for they were fat, strong men.

With one crashing beat, the drums stopped. Some of the men sat down to rest, and others turned to look
expectantly down the path. Soon Cassia could see more coming, dressed in black and carrying guns.
Some had other burdens. A man beside her, aragged, toothless pilgrim different from this new array,
was muttering, “ Thefleas! They’ ve brought the fleas.”

Four pairs of men were coming up the path, each pair carrying ameta cage between them on ahand
dedge. And Cassiawas amazed to see in each cage an insect as big as adog, with ahard, heavy
carapace and a bulbous abdomen. The cages were not large enough to let them move; their jointed legs
protruded through the bars. Y et Cassia could seethey were dive. The small claw on the end of each
sharp foot was opening and closing.

She went up to one of the trumpeters who had paused to rest among the trees. “ Please, Sir,” she said,
“my friend issick.” But she was doubtful of hisuniform and mask, the automatic pistol in hisbdt, and she
was easly interrupted when he raised hisforefinger to point back down the path.

There, four masked men were carrying alarger hand dedge, akind of stiff wooden litter. Perched on it
was awoman. The sunlight shone on her black dress and tattered shawl. Her hair wastied back ina
dusty scarf.

Behind her and ahead of her, men carried banners blazoned with the dog’ s head of Beloved Angkhdit.
She clapped her hands and her bearers came to aquick halt. They stood unmoving, unblinking in the sun,
their naked chests coursing with swest.

Shewaslooking at Cassiawith apeculiar expression on her face. Yet it was not unfriendly; Cassia
gathered up her courage and approached.

The woman wasimmensely old. Her face was covered with aweb of wrinkles, so numerous and fine that
from afew yards away they wereinvisble. From afew yards away she could preservetheilluson of a
kind of youth, but once Cassiastood in front of her, her nose was assaulted with asmell of ancient dust.
The woman'’ s skin looked thin as paper over her sharp bones, and her black eyes were speckled with
white motes. Neverthel ess, she gppeared to see Cassia clearly. Though Cassiawas tempted to believe
that it was not her face but another’ sthat the old woman saw. She waslooking at Cassawith abemused
expression which suggested recognition.

“Please, ma am,” said Cassia, and then she stopped, embarrassed. But Mama Jobe was there to help
her. She was standing by the hand dedge, and before she spoke she hawked up her entire plug of
tobacco, and dribbled it out into the grass.

“For thelove of God,” she said, wiping her grey lips. And then she put her fist againgt her forehead and
mumbled: * * Every man and every woman | desire equdly, with equa appetite.” ”

It was the beginning of averse from the Song of Angkhdt. But then she too broke off, and allowed her
natural impudence to overwhelm this smal attempt at piety. She reached out to seize hold of the dedge's
rim. “ Get off of this” she said, wiping her lipsagain. “Please. My friend needs this more than you.”



Without moving, without changing their expressions, the men in red masks seemed to acquire bulk,
seemed to swell up, so that Cassiawas aware of them again. But then the old woman got up from her
cushion and hopped to the ground. She paid no attention to Mama Jobe. Shewas staring at Cassia’'s
face. When she smiled she showed a perfect set of tiny teeth.

“Wall, so what about it?” demanded Mama Jobe, glaring around at dl of them. “ Abu Starbridge told us
to share everything we had. He kissed the laundress on the lips. We are the poor folk, and we love him
best.” But she was protesting for no reason, because the old woman wasn't listening. But she was staring
at Cassd sface and smiling with an odd vague hazy smile, showing teeth that looked too fragile for use.
“Whereisthe cannibal?’ she asked. “Whereisthe skull?”’—words that made no senseto Cassia

Ancient asdudt, yet still spry, the woman caught Cassia by the arm as she stepped backward. Her voice
was clear and high, and yet remote, asif it reached them from along distance away. “How could you
know?’ she asked. “How could you know anything? Not yet—but | will show you.”

The old woman was called Azimuth; she had no other name. She was the last person ill divein what
had been the diocese of Charn to have been born into the old tradition. A consecrated priest of Angkhdt,
acurate from the Temple of Kindness and Repair, had escaped out of the city after the revolution, hidden
inawinejar. He had disdained to flee the country with the others, and until his death helived in Caladon,
disguised, nocturna, hunted, hidden from the police in safehouses and caves. He had held celebrations of
the mass among small covens of believers, and before his martyrdom he had managed to baptise afew
infants according to the old rite. Azimuth was one, the only daughter of awedlthy wholesaer of cocaine.
The priest had listened to her waliling, asin the words of the newborn she had told him of her lifein
Paradise, and of the sinsthat had compelled her down into the world, to be reborn in the harsh world.
He had marked her penance on her body. “Look at my hands,” she said to Cassia. And in fact there was
agreat ded to look at. Cassawas accustomed to the way the pilgrims would adorn their pAmswith ink
or chalk or charcoal patterns. She had seen aman cut a crude symbal into his hand with hisown
pocketknife, and then rub ink into the wound. She had seen the gleaming hands of Longo Starbridge. The
old woman's handswere not like his.

Her hands informed her how to act. “ Y ou'reright,” she said, turning to Mama Jobe, raising at the same
time her emaciated index finger, which was wrapped in the scarlet double helix of generosity and loving
kindness. “You'reright,” she said, squinting toward the rocks where Servant of God lay propped,
chafing the tiny black nutcracker upon the bal of her thumb, the mark of empathy for the unfortunate.
Shetook afew stepstoward him, her head cocked at the end of her brittle neck. Then she turned: “ Stop
herefor lunch,” she said to her red-masked captain, who was stlanding by thetrail with an automatic rifle
in hishands. “ Carry these peopleto the dtar,” she said, touching the rooster’ s purple silhouette upon her
wrigt, the symbol of random and arbitrary authority in small matters. “Follow us there and keep the others
back. Keep the people back for half an hour,” she said in her remote high voice. “We Il go done,” she
continued, turning back to Cassa. “Ahl—it will betimeto talk.”

She smelled like dust, and Cassia hated her. But her fragility made her hard to resst. Shetook Cassia by
the elbow and led her up thetrail. The men in red masks held their riflesto their chests, and turned aside
to let them pass.

And so they stepped out from under the shadow of the trees, under the blank sun. They came out on the
lavaflow and climbed over thefirst hills of powdered glass.

They had |eft the others where the trees gave out. Miss Azimuth was nimble, but her bones seemed dry
and wesk. Cassawas afrad that if she fell down among the complicated rocks, the shards of glass, then
shewould break them. She allowed the old woman to take her by the elbow. With her other hand, Miss
Azimuth was making elaborate gestures while she talked. “L ook at my hands,” she said.



Underfoot, the path was full of crushed obsidian, and it rose over adune of black rough powdered glass,
glinting with an intolerable and shifting brightnessin athousand parts. Cassia hesitated, closed her eyes,
and for thefirst time she could fed the effect of the new atitude, athrobbing in her ears, abuzzing in her
blood, and her breath was small and shalow in her chest. Far ahead the path wound down into the trees
again, and above her rose the wooded dope of Mt. Nyangongo, up to therim of thefirst caldera. She
felt as naked as afly among the harsh sharp shards of glass, asif her body had been reduced to some
elementa smallness; she raised up her hand againgt the sun. On thelava, al color had been leached
away, and there were dusty blacks and whites and greys, along dry river which had flowed down from a
crack in the calderarim, shattering the trees for aspan of haf amile,

Inthat place, al color seemed to come out of the hands of the old woman. Her hands were covered with
tattoos, amyriad of |etters, words, and symbols. She was working her hands ceaselesdy, and they were
talking as she talked. Each phrase out of her brittle lips seemed to require a different and specific gesture
that would bring adifferent and specific image into prominence. Out on the lavaflow, they would pause
often to rest. There shewould let go of Cassa sarm and let her handstalk together.

“Don’'t worry about them; you'll see them soon,” she said, for Cassiawas looking backward at the trees
where they had |eft the others so abruptly. The soldiers had spread out among the broken trees that
marked the edge of the flow, and Cassia could see them with their riflesin their hands, keeping the
people back. “The crippleisaholy man,” said Mistress Azimuth. “I’ ve heard of him. Under risen
Paradise he will walk again. But he must save his strength. | have medicinefor him, aspecia dose”

She was of the caste of scholars and apothecaries. Theimage of arow of old glass bottles ran up the
ingde of her middlefinger, and her clothes smelled like the laudanum that Mr. Sarnath had taken
sometimeswith histea

On the mound under the old woman’ s fourth finger, floating in a sea of indigo, shone Paradise. Her skin
was dry as paper, like painted paper stretched over acage of dry bones, and on it shone the silver orb of
Paradise, covered with its strange and regular patterns of lines—the cities, the towers, the castles of the
blessed. Benegth it, the deep night indigo had lightened to amolten rose; looking closdly at the centra
pand of the old woman's palm, Cassia could see the unmistakable flank of Mt. Nyangongo, rising in full
eruption, spattering the sky with light, its black dopes streaked with rivers of fire. “ Thisisthe mixing
point,” said the old woman. “Thisisthe crigsof my life”

Her voice waslittle and remote asthey struggled up the hills of glass. Her legs were thin as sticks; she
tottered over the uncertain ground, and if shefell, Cassaknew that she would bresk them. “It isthe crisis
of my life,” said the old woman. “Thisisthecrissof my life,” she repeated, staring up into the sky. The
pupils of her eyes were closed to steely dots. And she kept on mumbling these words and othersina
small drugged singsong asthey came down over the flow and into ablack dell. There was a puddle of
black water at the bottom where the footprints of athousand pilgrims had turned the trail into agritty
swamp. Cassd s bare feet, toughened to leather from alifetime out of doors, nevertheless were now
abraded and sore. She stepped carefully from rock to glinting rock, but at the bottom of the dell she
dipped and gashed the high arch of her foot against a shard of glass. When the yellow blood came
bubbling out, the old woman bent to examineit. She bent down from the waist until she wastouching
Cassid sfoot. She kept her legs straight, her kneeslocked, her back straight too, and her jerky sudden
movement was S0 exactly like a puppet’ s or awooden doll’ sthat Cassafelt her ssomach and her temper
rise. Sheforgot about the pain. The old woman was mumbling to hersalf and rubbing adrop of blood
between her thumb and index finger, over atattoo of awicked blue face. Gradudly astain of green
seemed to spread out over her fingers as the blood mixed with the pigment underneath; she stared &t it,
mumbling and clucking.



Disgusted, Cassiastood up. Her feet were sore. But now she could see the far side of the flow, aline of
stunted dry-leafed trees. A sudden gust of wind, and she could hear the leavesrattling among the dusty
branches. Doubtless there was some dirt under them, and &t least some honest rock, and perhaps
something to drink; people were there. She could seefour children sitting on a boulder.

She dragged the old woman upright and then dragged her forward. She was not gentle. She dragged the
woman by her creaking elbow until they stood under the trees. Even then she would not stop to rest,
though now the path turned sharply uphill. Her feet were sore and she continued onward with along
loping stride, eager now to get wherever they were going; the path led straight up to the caldera srim.
Her mind was full of inconsequent images of Radl standing, Radl Stting, Ragl’ s shoulder, Radl’ s naked
walst; she barely looked where she was going. And she was dragging the old woman after her—a
useless bulky burden like alarge battered empty suitcase with something rattling insde, because the faster
they went, the more the old woman was mumbling and chattering, not in anger, not evenin disiress.

Asthey continued, the woods filled up with pilgrims once more. Cassiawas concentrating on afew small
things: the scratches on her fet, the heat of her breath and thump of her heart as the path grew steep.
She was anxious to know what lay ahead, anxious to find someplace to dispose of the old woman. But
even S0 she had to notice how the pilgrims reacted to the sight of Miss Azimuth, how they cleared the
way for her, how they stepped aside out of thetrail and put their knucklesto their foreheads. The old
woman was a personage, afigure of authority. Dry as shewas, usdess, empty, still the children knelt
down reverently among the rocks, while the men and women hid their eyes. Cassafelt agush of anger in
her belly—anger and contempt for the deluded crowd. She remembered the brutality of the hot brand the
night before, the stink rising up, the pilgrims crying out in drunken ecstasy. She thought about the
coarseness of Mama Jobe, the futility of the Servant’ s sacrifice, and above al her strange londinessamid
this mass of souls, and where was Ragl? Where was Ragl now? She felt amputated from him, isolated, as
if she werethe only creature on the mountainside. In an open space between the trees where the path
suddenly leveled out, shelet go of the old woman’sarm.

Miss Azimuth collgpsed onto the rocks. Her dry hair protruded out from the left Sde of her head. Her
scarf had dipped over her right eye. Her legs were splayed apart under her dress, and her face retained
for several minutes an expression of remote astonishment. Cassia s blood was beeting in her head, her
breath was ragged in her throat, and there were tearsin her eyes, tears that could not manage to drip
down her cheeks the whole time that she stood there. Inside she was a swamp of anger, afountain of
contempt; sill after amoment the water dried out of her eyes and she could see more clearly. Her
bresthing settled, and the grunting at the back of it resolved itself into afew smal words, asaying of the
master’s, which Mr. Sarnath had taught her when shewasalittle girl. “ * There' s nothing sweeter than
your love, ” shesaid doud. * ‘ There' s nothing sweeter than your love.” ”

Thiswas aportion of alonger versethat Mr. Sarnath had taught her asacalming exercise, away to
vanquish fedings of salf-righteousness, away to climb back down into acomfortable humility. But now
she could remember only thelast line, and now the sick sensation of anger in her belly was driving her up
out of hersdf, into anew high place inside her head. Her contempt came back redoubled asthe pilgrims
crept out from behind the rocks, behind the twisted trees, and they were kneeling down. Now from that
high mountainin her heed, it was easy for her to redlize that they were bowing to her, that they had
stepped aside for her. For her they had made the gestures of respect, her with her gashed foot and the
golden blood painting her instep.

An old man came out toward her, cregping aong the ground, his hand outstretched, his eyes averted.
Sheturned away from him and hurried up the last remaining dopes until the trees gave way completely.
She clambered up over the bleached rocks until she stood atop the rim of the cadera. Still above her, the
bulk of Nyangongo loomed up to the sky, surmounted by its column of smoke, its cloud of mist. Below



her the path descended afew dozen yardsinto ashallow flat circular expanse of sand and rock. It was
the old collapsed caldera of an earlier and now extinct volcano. It formed anatura amphitheater more
than amile across, and it was full of people, perhaps ten thousand people with their baggage and their
children. At the center of it stood an dtar, a scaffold of wood and sted!.

Rael hunted in theforest al day. He found a rubber whed. He could not guessits age—whether it had
lain there through the generations, preserved by chance or else some ancient process, or whether it had
been discarded recently. There was no sign of any metal carcass, any truck or motorcar. The whed was
imbedded in the moss. Y et why would anybody carry it thisfar and no farther?

The tread was worn and cracked. He took the stedl spike out of hisbelt and levered the edge of thetire
up over thewhed’ srim, exposing theinner tube. Y et ill hismind wasfull of questions; he sat back inthe
moss and shook his head, a sadnessingde of him. Questionsin his mind—they werelike batsin acave.
And each one had a sentence printed on its wing, and each was talking words out of its mouth. Thoughts
and fedings, thoughts and fedlings bending to caress hisface and then fleaing away.

He pulled the spike in acircle around the rim. And then he reached into the cavity and pulled out the old
tube, itswhite corroded surface covered with small cracks. Y et there was still some supplenessieft. He
took out from his pocket the brass jackknife that Mr. Sarnath had once given him—afeeble tool. But he
had kept the blade battered to sharpness, and now he cut astrip of rubber from the tube, ayard long, sSix
incheswide.

He made adingshot out of asmall Y-shaped stick, and then he sat back on his hedlsin the moss, and sat
there most of the whole day. With ddliberate care he emptied out his mind, concentrating on sensation
only: the achein hisfeet and knees, the sweat upon his body, the smell of old rubber on hishands. After
an hour or so of stillness he was conscious of anew spectrum of forest noises—the leaves, the insects,
the gtir of branchesin thetiny wind. Animalstoo—after an hour and ahaf afamily of swamp martens
clambered up onto the long branch of a cypresstree. They were happy creatures with brown peltsand
fluffy tails, and they were chattering to each other, and arguing, and playing. From time to time one of
them would stop, reacting to sometiny noise which Rael too had heard with his new ears—the turning of
aledf, the click of abeetle' sfoot againgt astone. Then one of the martens would crouch down upon its
branch, and Rael could see how inits stillnessit had found anew intengty of action, straining, pregnant,
and implied, where dl its heart and fear and hope were concentrated to asingle point.

A mother and two daughters, perhaps. And in time another one, an older male upon astump. Thisone
was dow, missing one foot, and with some naked cancerous growth upon its head. In its moments of
immobility it seemed to achieve an even purer essence of awareness. When Radl lifted up hisding, it
turned to face him. And when he pulled the strip of rubber, loaded with its shard of glass, againgt his ear,
it assumed a stillness that seemed preternatural. Ragl could hear the rubber creak, begin to break apart,
yet dill he did not release the stone. He kept it to his ear until the final moment. Then helet fly. The sone
saled harmlesdy into the trees. The family of martens disappeared.

Part 9:
Soldiers of Paradise

T he summit of Mt. Nyangongo, in the days before its most recent eruptions, rose eleven thousand feet
out of the valley floor. The main cone of it was rarely climbable, because of the constant fog of poisonous
gases a the top; even hafway up a change of wind could dways bring atrace of some debilitating odor.
Toward the top the angle of ascent exceeded sixty degrees, and the vitrescent rock was sharp and



smooth and sheer. In those days the mountain was till growing, and new lava seeped out regularly from
aglitinthe narrow crater. At night the summit of the mountain glowed through acloud of mig, its
contour described by asmall tracery of fire.

Halfway down the western dope, the old crater bulged out of the mountain’s side. Long collgpsed, long
extinct, impressive, isolated, easily defended, it had become over the months of summer a place of refuge
for thefathful, ameeting place, a gathering place. Thousands of people from al over the old diocese of
Charn had made the trip up through the woods for Paradise Festival, and they had brought liquor and
marijuanaand coffee and imported goods to swap or sell.

Inwinter, the festiva had been abitter ceremony, acelebration of the hundred kinds of davery. Therites
had been imposed, determined by the Starbridge hierarchy—the bishops and the princes and the priests.
Now, in summer, theimpulse for the festival had come up from below, and it was il ajoyful, mirthful,
hopeful thing. When at sunset on the sixty-third, Rael arrived upon therim of the caldera, he stood for
half an hour listening to his breath, summoning his courage to descend. For it seemed to him that the old
volcano till showed sgns of life—the whole round plain below him was ablaze with shifting light,
speckled with ten thousand fires that were dwindling and growing as he watched, winking out and
reappearing. There were cookfires, bonfires, lanterns, flashlights, fireworks, and acetylene torches. To
Radl, who had lived al hislifein theforest and had rarely seen an unimpeded sunsst, it was asif the mass
of firein the bowl infront of him had torched the sky. And though it was cold on the mountain and he
could fed acold wind dong his spine, hisface was glowing from the heet that was rising from the crater.
The separate sounds of cherry bombs and shouts and music and ten thousand conversations had
combined into aroar. The smdll of gunpowder and food and smoke and unwashed bodieswasrising like
asteam—an acrid steam that hurt his eyes.

He turned around for amoment o that the heat was at his back, and looked down the way he'd come.
Hefdt giddy in the new dtitude, giddy and unsure. The valley where he had seen the martenswas
opague with shadow, and it was asif aflood of shadow was mounting toward him up the dope,
obliterating every rock and tree. Soon he was standing on an idand in the middle of a sea of shadow, an
atoll of red rock, with only the red mountain and the red sky till above him. In front of him, at thelevel of
his eye, five thousand feet above the valey floor, abird turned swiftly, thelast of the sunlight initswings.

When he was alittle boy, before he could even speak, he had cut twenty-four lengths of dry bamboo and
arranged them on aframe of strings. Mr. Sarnath had helped him. Alone in the woods, he had beat on it
for severd days. Then he had stopped.

Now, on the mountainside, an image from his childhood appeared to him. A young boy with an angry
face, half-naked in the woods—it was himself, his sticks upraised above his xylophone. Six notes
occurred to him. Whether it was a song from those old days, whether it was something put into hismind
by the hunter he had seen among the laurd trees, whether it was something new—he couldn’t tell. Even
there, stlanding with the hot roar of the crowd behind him, he thought he sensed somewherein the cold
high air the whisper of a song, afew notes of amelody that was meant for him alone. Six notes only, yet
they seemed significant. He turned around.

A quarter of amile away therewasacrack in therim of the cadera A path ran down from it among the
rocksinto the shadow, back the way he had climbed up, and Ragl could hear the voices of late-coming
pilgrims. Their lanterns mimicked the flow of lavafrom the crack of Mt. Nyangongo high above—atiny
stream of firethat trickled down into the dark. Climbing from the valley, Ragl had tried to stay just out of
earshot fromiit, just out of sight. Now, above timber, the path seemed close, and Radl could seethe
scurrying black figures undernesth the torches, and he could hear their anxious voices.

Then he turned back again. Or perhaps the stream of fire was like a cable which brought power up from



down below. Taking afew steps down into the heat of the caldera, Rael could hear the thump thump
thump of a gas generator, which someone had lugged up dl that way.

It stood amid some boulders, surrounded by canisters of fuel. Some men stood neer it, drinking and
shouting above the noise. One, stripped to hiswaist, waslying on his ssomach with an expansion wrench
in hisleft hand. He was making some adjustment among the whirring belts and whedls around the
generator’ sunderside. Hisface, twisted with effort, wasilluminated by a spray of sparks. AsReadl
approached, for an ingtant the thumping sound quit suddenly, and awhole wide area of the calderafloor
went dark. Curses and whistlesrose up al around, turning to cheers when the generator started up again.
The lights came up. Near Radl’ sfoot, the thick and knotted wire jerked suddenly asthe eectricity rushed

through.

It was not two dozen yards from the rim of the calderato itsfloor. With every step downward Ragl had
felt an increase in the heat, the noise, the light. When he stepped out onto the sandy floor, heturned his
face up to the sky. But it was gone—the wind, the quiet, the color, the solitary bird, al replaced by a
harsh artificid glow, the sound of drunken shouting. People were dl around him. It was asif he had
stepped into the streets of acity. A long erratic spird of tin, cardboard, and canvas shelters curved away
fromhim.

Hewas dressed in his old tattered cotton shorts which Mr. Sarnath had made for him, and which he had
scarcely taken off since heleft the villagein the trees. His upper body was wrapped in his blanket, which
he had pulled up around his neck and shoulders. It hid most of hisface; summoning courage, he stepped
out dong thefirgt turn of the spird. Almogt for thefirgt timein hislife he was conscious of how he must
appear to other people: abrooding, ominousfigure. These folk were as alien to him asthe Treganu. For
thefedtiva they had put on bright, gay clothes. They had painted their bodies with bright colors, and most
of them wore masks. It was a hot night, and many of the young women had stripped down to amost
nothing—just apair of red spandex knickers, for example, or, asin one spectacular case, white
leg-warmers, white glovesto the shoulder, awhite mask, and awide white plastic belt. Their bodies
were dick with ail, pungent with sweet. They waked arm in arm between the tents, talking and laughing.
Many had painted their teeth and mouths and throats with silver Day-Glo, which was particularly
effective under the dectric lights. When they threw their heads back to laugh, their breath seemed to
share some of the silver glow, gppearing for amoment in aglinting cloud.

Radl was hungry. In front of almost every shelter the occupants had lit a cookfire or a primus stove. It
was the hour for eating, and whole families squatted around them now. Ragl was assaulted as he passed
between them by the smell of vegetablesin ail, of puffbread fried in bell-shaped pans, of spattering hot
grease. His ears were assaulted by a hundred thousand cries and groans and shouts and yells, rising
everywhere above the murmured conversation. To hisright and to hisleft, old men sat on blankets
gpread out on the sand, and they were smoking sinsemillian cigars, and playing dominoes and chess.
They were shouting at the children, who scattered sand in their faces as they chased each other down the
curving path, and hid from each other among the tents. There were children everywhere, laughing,
screaming, fighting, playing games. In front of Radl five little boys were setting off bottle rockets and flying
saucers under the supervision of an older sister. Behind him, boys it strings of squibs and threw them at
each other. They were the only oneswho paid any attention to Rael; they threw firecrackers and ran after
him, pulling on his blanket, taunting him with questions that he didn’t understand. When he turned on them
they backed away.

Thefirg curve of the spird path ran close againgt the wall of the caldera. Halfway dong it, Ragl came out
into an open space, where the tents and shelters gave way temporarily and the path ran through an
assortment of ramshackle structures made of wood and stedl and glass, twice and threetimes astall as
men. Another generator hummed nearby. Black cables ran over the sand, for these structures were



electric and dive. From timeto time, in sequence, each one would shudder into life, itsred and green and
slver neon tubes would light up from its base to its crown, its wheelswould move, its arms and head
would move, itslightswould flash on and off, and for ten seconds or so it would describein jerky and
repetitive pantomime one of the episodes of theimmortal life of Angkhdt—stories unknown to Radl, who
wandered between them with his mouth open in amazement, but serious as death to the assembled
pilgrims, especially the older ones. Old men and women knelt before each one, and some had worn
groovesin the sand from the pressure of their foreheads. The children didn’t care as much, and they were
running through the thicket of mechanicad statues, intent on their own missions. Occasiondly one or two
would stop as Rael did, wide-eyed before some spectacular tableau—the defenestration of the yellow
aypsy, for example. Angkhdt appeared first, his silver neon dog’ s head barbarous and impressive. His
cobalt eyes glowed. His scarlet lips grinned. Then hisarms, which had been hanging by hissides,
disappeared asthe lights that described them were extinguished. New arms flickered on, these ones
holding in their massive clasp the foreign whore, naked with red hair, her breasts perfect circles of yellow
neon, her nipplesdots of red. Angkhdt turned his head to show his profile, and then the entire structure
moved several feet dong agreased and creaking rail toward the window, which had suddenly appeared,
outlined with glowing ruffled curtains.

A voicesad: “Aren’t you hot?’

Red turned. Beside him stood agirl hisown age. She had slver dlitter in her hair. Theinsde of her mouth
wasrinsed with Slver.

She said: “Great Angkhdt tells usto be kind to strangers. My grandmother said you looked lonely when
you passed our tent. She sent meto give you this.”

In her right hand she was carrying a paper bowl of dahl baht, garnished with two sprigs of broccoli. In
her left hand she held aydlow pear. She was amiling as she raised them up, but then her expression
fadtered, for Radl had not moved. She looked away and then looked back.” Kamesh nidiri,” shesad.
Andtheninathird language,” Ku'un sabh,” she said, even more timidly. Then she switched back to the
firs." You understand me when | speak?”

Radl nodded. Infact hedid fed hot, his blanket scratchy and uncomfortable. He pulled it down from
around hisface and loosened it around his neck.

Thegirl smiled. “That's better. Grandmother asked meto invite you back. She said no one should be
adonetonight. She sent metoinviteyou.”

Radl loosened the blanket from his shoulder until his hands were free. His fingers were shaking as he put
his hands around the paper bowl; it was still hot. Heraised it to hislips. “Thank . . .” he said, and then
stopped, interrupted in histhinking by asingle mental image of Mr. Sarnath in the woods, his hand
upraised for slence, trying to teach him how to use the thanking word. “Y ou,” he concluded, after along

pause.

His mouth was burning, for the dahl baht wasfull of chili peppers. As he chewed, he could fed atingling
flush overtake his cheeks, could fed the swesat bead on hisforehead. In front of him Great Angkhdt and
the yellow gypsy shuddered to new life, after several minutes of darkness.

“Let’sget away from here,” said thegirl. “I hatethisone.” Shetook afew stepsinto the dark and Radl
followed her.

Shewas dressed in agrey leotard and denim shorts. Her arms were bare. Ragl followed her, chewing the
fiery rice, hisface covered with sweat. Then she turned back toward him, holding out the yellow pear.
Hetook it gratefully and gave her back the empty bowl, which she crushed together in her hand. “ Thank



you,” hesaid again.

The pear was s0 cool in hismouth, so fresh. The taste of it seemed to spread through his body. His
blanket had fallen open to reved his chest, covered with dirt and streaked with swesat. There were four
cuts on his stomach, scabbed over but still 0ozing blood.

“Look at you,” shesaid. “You're shaking. How long since you last ate?” He didn’t answer, because he
didn’t know, couldn’t remember, couldn’t bring back any image from the recent past. Only the Six notes
that had occurred to him upon the mountain—seaven, eight notes now, and she wasright. Hefelt tired.

“Look at you,” shesaid again.

She had followed him aong the outer circle so as not to miss him. But going back they took the short,
Sraight way, which led them through another section of the fair. Merchants and peddlers had set up
booths. Some were merely lamp-lit tents, or stools supporting wooden boxes, their small shelveslined
with toothpaste, incense, aspirin, biscuits, razor blades, and bags of stde bread. Others were more
elaborate: permanent wooden booths on whedls, with windows cut into one side and lined with neon or
electric bulbs. People sold kaya gum and hashish ail, comic books, icons, syringes, antibiotic capsules,
fireworks, and, donated by aforeign government, strings of condom prophylacticsin bright foil packages.
People sold imported rhinestone jewe ry, and calculators, and trans stor radios—these booths especidly
were packed with customers, for it was dl untaxed contraband, and the prices were low. People sold ice
cream, curried sweet potatoes, and fried dough from little stalls. Radl found his mouth till chewing ashe
followed his companion through the crush, even though his pear waslong gone, and he had swallowed
even the stem and the seeds. The girl turned back to him. And she only hesitated for amoment before
shetook his hand and led him past rows of blackjack booths and whedls of chance. He dlowed himsdlf
to beled, for his eyes were overwhelmed by the cascade of lights. People touched him with their greasy
skins, touched him everywhere. His blanket was gone, lost, snatched away, and his ears were deafened
by the shouts and yells, the scratchy carnival music from the loudspeskers.

His companion bought some cotton candy from agtdl. “I promised my sster,” she said. Then she
stepped into adark place between two tents, and instantly the noise wasless. The lights scarcely
penetrated ten feet from the thoroughfare; she led him down acorridor in back of arow of tents, and it
was dark there, and they were alone except for someone urinating in aditch. Again Ragl looked up at the
sky. He could see the stars, and again that small song occurred to him—ten, a dozen notes now, just a
amadll flicker of musicin hismind and it was gone.

“Comeon,” said the girl. “We redmost there.” She pulled his hand. She turned between two rows of
cardboard shacks, stepping daintily over the entwined legs of aman and woman copulating in the sand.
Tied together in asheet, their pulsing bodies blocked the way. Radl followed the girl past them afew
yards, and then he stopped. “Look,” he said.

Shefrowned. Radl could seeasmall creasein her brow. “Don’t bother about them. It' strue—they don't
quite understand. Not yet, says Grandmama. But they’ re closer than some others.”

Radl shook his head and tried again. “Looking now,” he said. “Not find her isfinding. A sweet now,” he
added, turning his face toward the sky.

“What did you say?’
“Yes” interrupted Radl. “ But not seeing.”

They had reached athoroughfare, quieter than the one they’ d left. People sat outside their tents, smoking
cigarettes.



The girl walked out into the middle of the road and peered dlong it. “What did you' . . . 7’ she started, but
guestions dwaysirritated Radl.

“Many,” hesaid, raising his handsto the sky. “Many many many.” He fet adow uncertain nausea, deep
inhisguts. “Log her,” hesad.

Thegirl pushed out her lips. “Who?’" she asked, but Radl did not reply.
“A friend of yours?’ she asked.

“WEll help you if youwant,” she said after a pause. “Me and my sister. Not now—most people are
ingde. You'll never find her. But when Paradise comes up, they’ll dl go down into themiddle. You'll
have a better chance down there.”

“You'll never find her” waswhat Rael understood, because it was so close to his own thoughts. He let
hisarmsdrop to hissides. “Don’'t worry,” said thegirl. “You'll fed better once you' ve had somefood.”

A smdler girl was running toward them up the street. “Oh, Enid,” shecaled. “You got him.” But then she
stopped. “Oops,” she said. “1 know we' re not supposed to use our names.”

She was younger, perhaps haf Enid’ s age. She wore ared satin dress and red shoes. She wore a scarlet
mask over her eyes, glitter in her hair, and ahibiscus blossom pinned over one ear. The yelow tongue of
its stlamen protruded out a Radl. Behind him, the couple in the sand were generating soft wet dapping
noises asthey made love.

Almost he turned to go away, but Enid had grasped hold of histhumb. Her other hand was on her hip.
“Jane,” shesaid, “1 told you, Jane, what Grandmother told me.” And thento Radl: “My sSster’ snameis
Jane.”

“Oh, wel, it sstupid anyway,” protested the younger girl. “We redl friends now.” Shetook Radl’ s hand
upon the other side. “ Come on. They’re waiting to seeif you came back.”

She pulled him forward afew steps and then she stopped. “1 dmost forgot. Grandmagave methisto
givetoyou,” she said, pulling the hibiscus flower from her hair and holding it up. “ She said to tell you that
God lovesyou.”

The blossom fdlt fragile and tired in his hand. It had no scent. “Humph,” said Enid. “He knows that
aready. Everyone knowsthat.” She was angry. She pulled him dong by his thumb and he went with her.
She pulled him dong arow of cardboard crates, each one with alittle cookfire outsde. Men and women
sat on blankets and they called out greetings. They raised up their right hands, their fingers spread apart,
to show the mark of the shining sun, crudely drawn in charcoa on their pams. Thiswas aquiet section of
the spird, with no fireworks or loud commotion, though Rael as he looked upward sometimes saw a
rocket speeding off into the night.

But asthey came around the turn, they saw some people grouped in front of them. “It’ sthe
apothecaries,” cried Jane. She pulled down Rad’ s hand so that she could see his naked pam. “Did you
get some? No. Comeon.”

A stedl cagelay in the middle of the road, and at each of itsfour corners stood aman in ared robe with
an automatic rifle strapped across his back. Inside the cage was the largest insect Ragl had ever seen, a
fat ax-legged cockroach or aflea, more than two feet long from its blind head to the end of its abdomen.
Its snout protruded through the bars; its mandibles and claws made a spasmodic clicking noise.

Besideit, another cage lay upended in the sand. Three old men, also dressed in red, were sittingon a



spread-out sheet. In front of them lay the gutted husk of another insect. They had pulled off part of its
carapace, and on aglass mortar sone they were crushing it to apowder. They were mixing it with other
powders from arow of bottles.

Men and women from the tents and shelters stood in a circle around them. “1t’ s the fleas of Angkhdt,”
whispered Enid as she pulled Radl forward. “It’ sfor thefestival.” Never letting go of histhumb, she
dithered to the front. Jane was there already, knedling before one of the old men, holding out her hands.

Hewasasmdl, fat-bellied man. Helifted up afragment of the insect’ sleg, and with it he made
portentous passes over the head of a brass statue of Immortal Angkhdt, also cross-legged, aso
fat-bellied. “ Y ou' retoo young,” he said to Jane. “ Besides, weren't you here dready?’

“It'snot for me. It sfor him,” she protested, motioning back toward Radl.
“Thenlet him come.”

The gpothecary’ s voice was hollow and empty. Hiswords meant nothing to Radl. But Enid pulled him
down until he too was squatting in the sand, and she tugged on histhumb until hispalm lay open. People
made way for him; smiling and friendly, they helped him down onto hisknees. They held him by the
shoulders as the apothecary passed a smoking stick of incense over his hand, and then marked it in
charcod with the mark of Abu Starbridge.

The apothecary seized him by thewrist. Rael could see the man’s bare arm up to his shoulder, and it was
flabby and unmuscled and relaxed. Nevertheless, Radl felt hisown arm pulled forward, and hewas
garing into the apothecary’ s cold grey eyes. At the same time, another man with equaly strong hands
scratched him on theinside of hisforearm with aniron stylus. He sedled off the veinin Radl’ s elbow with
his thumb, and then massaged the scratch that he had made until aline of tiny beads of blood appeared
amid the smudges from hisdirty fingers.

And that was al. Suddenly released out of the old man’s grasp, Rael staggered to hisfeet. He staggered
backward out of the circle of onlookersinto cooler, less obstructed air. Already as he did so, a peculiar
sensation was preading up hisarm. He caressed theinside of his elbow, and rubbed hisfingertips
together. “Don’'t worry,” said Enid, reaching for histhumb, pulling hishand away. “1t' sfor thefestival.”

Already hefelt giddy. Her words seemed distorted and remote. But it was only afew more stepsto her
grandmother’ stent. When he reached it, he sat down on a blanket, staring straight in front of him.
Someone brought him food from a pot by thefire, and he just managed to finish his sixth bowl of
cauliflower curry before hefell adeep. His head sank down upon his chest, and it required the help of
severa neighborsto move hisbody inside the tent, and stretch him out upon a cotton mat. He was not
aware of them. His deegp was smooth and black and till.

Cassia, though, was ralling and tossing in her bed. She was mumbling, and shaking her head back and
forth. Her hands were clenched, her breath ragged and hoarse, for she was drowning in apool of
dreams.

But after thefirst hour she stopped struggling and did down to adarker level. Then shewas quiet: her
body iff, her spine taut. For forty minutes the only movement which her observers detected wasthe
trembling of her fingers, the trembling of her eydids.

In the middle of the second hour she relaxed somewhat, and rolled onto her back. Her breathing now
was dow and deep. Thefist of her right hand unclenched, and her fingerslolled open on the coverlet.
Miss Azimuth, waiting for the change, chose that moment to pull back thelid of her Ieft eye. Miss

Azimuth held the lantern up, to demongtrate to Karan Mang and to the priest how Cassia s pupil was



expanding and contracting, expanding and contracting. The old woman had observed the process, but
she had no way of understanding whet it meant: how at that moment Cassid s dreams were changing.
Images appeared to her. A series of images appeared to her. On the surface of the pool where shewas
drowning, there appeared a knotted rope. It wasthe story of alife. She seized it; she grasped hold of it,
and moved aong it knot by knot, and the first knot was the image of a cat, scratching at the outsde of a
windowpane.

“I do not understand,” said Karan Mang in his accented, careful voice. He had come late, after the end
of thefirst hour. Y et of the four observers he was the most restless, often getting up and moving to the
entrance of the big S|k tent and looking out over the festival grounds. Now he pulled back the white silk
flap so that the others could see the workmen at the dltar, a hundred yards away. With ablock and
tackle they were hoisting up onto the stage the enormous wicker statue of dog-headed Angkhdt. Under
the klieg lights the God' s twisting shadow reached amost to the tent.

Cassawas dreaming: First there was anoise a the window, an anima scratching at the pane.
Precipitation had coated the outside of the glass with sugar scum, and the animd’ s claws cleaned out a
circle. Through it she could see acircle of black night and glimpses of afurry face. And then the
casement gave way, the window swung open, and a cat jumped down into the room.

“| do not understand,” said Karan Mang. “What are we waiting for?’

Miss Azimuth wasin an armchair, the lantern by her side. The otherswere gill sitting on the floor beside
the bed. One of the priests was dozing and the other was running his big thumb adong theinside of aslver
bowl, hunting an elusive shred of okra. During their wait they had been served dinner, and the remnants
of it lay around them. Miss Azimuth had eaten nothing.

“Ah,” shesad, “don’t you remember? When | was achild | watched a chrysdlis change to a butterfly. |
watched it for two days.”

Cassadreamed that she was standing by the window of her own room in her own high tower. The room
was smdl and spare, with wals of quilted Slk. Part of it was aprivate temple lit with candles. Therewas
an dtar lined with brass bowlsfull of water. The wind from the open window roughened the light. It
disturbed the surface of the water in the bowls. Outside, she could see the lights of the city, far below.
Beyond, lightning caressed the hills, soft and thunderless.

“I do not understand,” persisted Karan Mang. “It isthe effects of anarcotic, isit not? Where | am from
we do not have thisdrug.”

“Ah,” continued Miss Azimuth in her faint, clear voice. “1 must have had some of the powder on my skin.
| touched the blood upon her foot—sheis susceptible. It will be hard for her. Harder for her than for the
rest of us, you see, who have asingle nature.”

“What do you mean? What isthisdrug?’

“Ah,” said the old woman. “Even in my childhood the fleas of Angkhdt weretiny.” She held up her finger
and thumb an eighth of aninch gpart. “ ‘Mutations,” said my father. | don’t know. | have read the treatise
on the subject, by Dr. Thanakar Starbridge. Cousin of our saint. It was a case study, but not religble. An
overdose, you see, and not reliable. The effects speak for themsalves.”

Cassacould hear these voices at the outermost limit of her consciousness. They were like the lightning on
the hills outside her window.

She stood with the cat in her arms. Its golden fur was caked with sugar rain. Though she was a strange,



it was docile, not stirring when she bent to take astrip of fabric from the atar—astrip of ikat once used
by the God Himsdlf after abath. Not stirring when she rubbed its fur clean with theikat, and tried to pull
out some of the hunks of sugar crystal from itsfur. And then she stopped. She stood holding up the cat
againg her cheek, as anaked arm reached up over the sill. She said nothing, only muttered one of the
fifteen anthems againgt fear. She was reassured, because the cat was purring now, as the boy dragged
himself up over thesill.

The statue of Angkhdt now hung suspended in the air, twenty feet above the stage. It spun first clockwise
and then counterclockwise, asits cable twisted and untwisted. It was built of painted paper on awicker
frame.

Karan Mang let go of the tent flap, obscuring it from sight. He turned around into the silken room,
breathing as he did so abarely audible sigh. He came back to his stool beside the bed and sat back
down, crossing hislegsfagtidioudy. He was ingpecting some of the embroidery upon the deeve of his
gown, the slver image of abird. He said: “What effect?’

Miss Azimuth had dozed off between sentences. But now she woke. Her thin neck jerked her head
upright; her thin lips smiled sweetly, and she Started speaking again where she' d left off. “It givesyou
images from your past life, you see, and from your lifein Paradise. It gives you images from Paradise,
you see. Not me, of course. But I’ ve seen other places. I’ ve seen eleven moonsin ared sky, which must
be ProximaVermell. And I’ ve felt sensations, horrible sensations of heat and pressure. Intolerable
sensations, but only for amoment. Sometimes an image of afiery lake, awind of fire, which must be
Chandra Sere. Thefiery planet, but it never lastsfor long.”

“Paradise” said Karan Mang, examining his painted nalls.

The priest had found some candied gpricots on acut-glass dish. “Paradise,” he agreed, sucking hisfinger.
“I have seenit. | and my friend. We saw avision of an empty desert, and the grains of sand were made

of gold.”
“That soundsvery nice,” murmured Karan Mang.

The priest’ s black eyes were rimmed with red, and then another circle of black. He wasthin, but hisflesh
had that unhealthy |ooseness that suggests dangerous fluctuations of weight. He said: “We saw avision of
agarden, and the grass was made of emeralds. A tree grew in the garden, and its bark was made of
agate strips. Its boughs were made of chal cedony, and its leaves were maachite and chrysoprase. A bird
stood on abranch. It was made from stedl clockwork, and itswings from silver mail. Every hour on the
half hour it would open its jeweled beak.”

As he spoke, adow wash of color spread across the walls of Cassia s small tower room. In her dream,
she was standing by the atar with the cat in her arms. The front of her grey velvet dresswas stained with
sugar efflorescence. It stank in her nostrils—an acrid odor that rose also from the boy’ s naked back as
he dragged himself up over thedll.

He crawled toward her on his hands and knees. Rain from the window spread a phosphorescent sheen
across the cotton mats. Purring, the cat jumped down. The boy, gathering strength, sat back on his hedls
and then rose trembling to hisfeet. He was trembling with fatigue. His massive arms, his massive hands,
were trembling. Heraised his head for thefirst time, and hisface was Radl’ sface.

Or rather, not completely. Even in her dream, Cassiawas aware that Ragl’ s face was not as strong, not
as beautiful. Neverthdess, it was him; it was him in some more perfect world. Shefdt no fear, just a
small mix of joy and trepidation and uncertainty, and she went to him as naturdly as shewould if she had
seen him in hisflesh. She had the cloth of ikat in her hand, and she touched his face with it and wiped



some of therain out of hisface. “Why did you leave me?’ she said. “Why did you leave mein the
wood?’ In her dream his tongue was loosened, so that he could answer her.

Someone pulled open the flap of the slk tent, and adraft fell across her as shelay upon her bed. In her
dream, awind came through the open window in her tower room. Time had moved, and shewaslying
on her bed with Rael in her arms. To her observers at that moment her body was perfectly ill, but a haf
amile away acrossthefestiva Rael stirred upon his mat and cried out, even though his deep contained
no dream, but only empty blackness. Enid and Jane' s grandmother had undressed him, and were
scraping the dust from his body with amixture of ground pumice and ginger oil; when she saw his penis
diffen, sherolled him over onto his ssomach, to hide him from the girls.

But in her dream Cassiawas making love to him, and the sensation in her body thistime was one of pure
fulfillment. Gently, tenderly he entered her and searched her body for their happiness. And hewastaking
to her dso, saying, “Isthisright? Isthisright?’

Brother Longo Starbridge was standing at the entrance to the tent, and now he took afew big steps
insde. He looked over toward Cassia on the bed, and then turned to the bulimic priest. “You!” he said.
“Why can’'t you give me asraight answer? Everything isready.” He pulled his deeve away to show his
wristwatch. “Half an hour ago. Why can't you ever get it right? Y ou’ ve had a hundred generationsto
work out the math.”

His voice woke up the deeping priest: abearded pardoner in scarlet robes. He raised his head from his
fat breast, and opened hislidsto disclose white blind eyes. The bulimic, meanwhile, had found a piece of
sugared ginger and was rubbing it benesth hisnose.

“It isone of the enduring mysteries of Paradise,” he said at last, “that we can never predict exactly when
it rises. Try aswe might. | told you that. ‘ Between seven and nine o' clock,’ | said.”

“Y ou said seven o' clock, you stupid piece of shit.” Brother Longo rubbed hisface and rubbed his
broken nose, then ran his fingers back through hisred hair. “1 haven’t dept,” he muttered, Sitting down on
the Sde of the bed where Cassialay dreaming. Then he caught sight of Karan Mang. “Y our guns have
darted to arrive,” hesad. “ At least that’ s one thing going right.”

The eunuch shrugged. “I am gratified to hear it. But you do not surprise me. A caravan of seventy men, is
it not? They were never more than twenty hours behind me.”

He was examining the back of hishand, an arch expression on hisface. Longo Starbridge sat forward
with his ebows on his knees and studied him with nude contempt. Then he shook hishead. “I’'m glad you
can afford thetime,” he said, and the gesture of his hand encompassed al the dirty plates and dishes, the
hashish pipeinitscrystd ashtray. “God,” he sad, turning to Miss Azimuth. “1 fed like I’ m running this
entire show mysdlf. Shouldn’t you be doing something?’

All the timethat he was speaking, Cassaand Rael were making lovein Cassia sdream. Brother Longo's
voice was like athunder in the hills—threatening, but meaning nothing. “1 have missed you,” Rael said. “|
have missed you s0.” But she sat up and put her finger to hislips. She had heard a step upon the stair.

“Tedting,” said avoice outside thetent. A stagehand blew into amike. “Tegting one,” he said, heavily
amplified. Then came athumping sound, followed by awhine of feedback. The klieg lights on the stage
moved back and forth. They cast patterns of blue shadows even in the tent, for they burned brighter now.
Even a ahundred yards they penetrated the thick silk.

“Ah,” said the old woman. “ Ah, my dear, don’t scold me. If you knew how we ve been blessed. Look
here”



She gathered hersalf up out of her chair, gathered together her thin arms and legs and stepped carefully
among the dishes to stand by Brother Longo’sside. “We are blessed,” she repeated in her highest,
faintest voice, for it was full of suppressed laughter. She had smoked alot of hashish, which had helped
to calm her; she put her hand on Brother Longo’swrigt. “Only believe,” she said.

Behind her, Cassahad rolled onto her side. Her face was hidden in her hair. But now Miss Azimuth sat
down on the coverlet, and she drew Longo Starbridge by hiswrist so that he turned around. “L ook at
her face,” said the old woman. “Look.” She leaned over Cassia s shoulder, and did her hand into her
thick black curls, and brushed them from her cheek.

“I’ve seen her before,” grunted Brother Longo.
“Yes, yes, yes, but do you know?’

Cassiawas responding to the old woman'’ s touch. She pushed her face againgt the old woman’ s hand,
nuzzling her dry pam. In her dream she put her cheek against Radl’ s cheek, and put her finger to hislips.
“Hush,” shesad. “Be quiet—we are not done.”

On the pillow beside her head was an dbum of old photographsin agilded vinyl binding. Miss Azimuth
held it open with her free hand. The klieg lights made a pattern of blue shadows on the page.
Neverthelessit was still possible for Brother Longo to make out rows of snagpshots, postcards,
newspaper clippings: the record of avanished world. They were photographs from wintertime and early
spring in Charn, before the revol ution. Each was marked in the old woman's spidery smdl hand; the
bulimic priest had gotten up now and was standing by the bedside with the lantern in his hand, so that
Brother Longo could read the captions—Prince Mortimer Starbridge and his sister. The Amethyst
Pavilion (East View, Center). Officers of the Bishop’s Purge. Monks a Drepung Monastery. Men of the
11th Cavdry. Skatersin the Snow.

Miss Azimuth had taken her fingers from Cassia shair, and she used both hands to turn over the tiff
page. There on the other side, amenu from Old Peter’ s restaurant, the golden letters barely faded.
Recipesthat werelost forever, and underneath the date: September 92, Spring 8, 00016. Lessthana
month later, the mob had sacked the temple.

On the facing page awatercolor portrait of Lord Mara Starbridge, the high constable of Charn. The artist
had captured an expression of the purest vacuity upon his handsome face.

Agan Miss Azimuth turned the page, using both hands. Brother Longo put out hisforefinger to touch a
photograph: Princess Charity Starbridge, age deven months. Still achild, she smiled glesfully out of the
picture, hands on her hips. For the sake of the portrait she was dressed in the clothes of achild laborer, a
glassminer, perhaps. Artfully ripped, yet they were dl of slk and velvet. She was carrying apair of
goggles and awhite asbestos mask.

Brother Longo ran histhumb across the print. The phosphorescent paint upon his hand was bardly lit
now. Y et ill it mocked him. These were the red Starbridges, not like him. Heraised hiseyes. “ So
what?" hesad.

Miss Azimuth was crooning faintly in her throat. “ Patience,” she murmured. “ Patience.” Morerapidly
now she pushed back the big pages, until she reached the find three. A single photographic print was
mounted on each one. Thefirgt: Chrism Demiurge, secretary of the Bishop's Council. After the bishop's
degth, Lord Regent of Charn until the revolution. He was Sitting on his obsidian throne, hisancient
emaciated face, hisblind eyes raised toward the camera. And underneath, areproduction of the tattoos
of hisright hand, showing the Slver skeleton.



The next: Prince Abu Starbridge, photographed upon the day of his execution. His bald forehead, his
jowly and unshaven face, his panicked drunkard’ s eyes. He stood on the steps of Wanhope hospital in
the white robes of amartyr, his hands locked together in apair of silver handcuffs. Underneath, in pen
and ink, areproduction of his golden sun tattoo.

The last: Cosma Starbridge, thirty-second bishop of Charn. Also dressed in white, the photograph also
taken on her execution day. An expression on her face of angry sadness, which only added to the
poignancy of her doomed youth, her black-eyed, black-curled, black-browed beauty. Undernesth, a
photograph of her right palm, showing the bishop’ ssilver crown. Caught in itsSix points, the silver
cratered face of Paradise.

Longo Starbridge chewed hislip. “Sowhat?’ he said at last.

Thebulimic priest held up hislantern. “Her own council condemned her. She was burnt by Chrism
Demiurge before the first uprising. The people—it wasfor her sake. That’ swhy they attacked the post
office—the generd strike of October forty-eighth, al that. And so forth—because the people loved her.
Tokill her was an act of mania.”

“What was her crime?’ asked Karan Mang from the other side of the tent. “ It was sexua imperfection,
wasit not?’

The priest’ svoice was guttura and dry. “Chrism Demiurge had her sequestered in the Temple of
Kindness and Repair. But there was aboy from one of the persecuted sects. An antinomia. He found his
way to her tower. He climbed up by the drainpipe. Hetried to kill her, but of course he couldn’t. She
seduced him. She kept him hidden in her room. Chrism Demiurge—he had them burnt for witchcraft.”

The priest talked in odd breathy gasps, swallowing air after each phrase. Now he swallowed asmall
belch. “That was his excuse. He had them burned in Kindness and Repair. My great-uncle saw it done.”

As hewas speaking, Miss Azimuth had put her hand to Cassia s head again, to stroke the hair out of her
face. She dtirred; she cried out softly and rolled onto her back. Miss Azimuth stroked the girl’ s hair away
and Longo Starbridge chewed hislip. Cassia s face was the same as the face in the photograph.

She il had some silicon dust from the road stuck to her cheek, and she il lay in the torn dressthat she
had taken from the village in the trees. Her hair was dirty, and in her posture there was no Starbridge
grace—her skirt had pulled up above her knees. But in a sense that too increased the similarity, because
the photograph was taken on the day when the bishop had |eft dl of her wedth, dl of her power behind
for thelast time. Perhaps it was just an imperfection in the print, but she too had a black stain under her
eye, and for her execution she was dressed in asmple white shift. Her legs and feet were bare.

“Look,” said Miss Azimuth. She brought Cassia' s hand up from her side and stroked back the fingers.
The birthmark on her palm, which had been gathering shape al through that week, seemed to be clearer
now. It was asif during that timeit had been rising to the surface of her skin, and now it was obscured by
just afew thin layers. The six points of the bishop’s crown were clear now. The face of Paradise was
Clear.

“But shedidn’'t go, you see,” said the old woman, and her high voice was barely audible. Yet it wasdl
around them, diffused and filtered, like the light from the klieg lanterns which was making a blue pattern
on the bed. “ She didn’t go to Paradise. When she stepped onto the pyre, she disappeared. Instead there
was atree, atangerinetree, flowering and bearing fruit. Though of courseit was not the season,” she
said, and the bulimic priest was nodding. Hisarm wastired. He had |et the lantern dip, so that it was
darker now. Mogt of the light came from the klieg light through the wall.



“Chrism Demiurge made ashow of burying her bones,” Miss Azimuth continued. “ But when the place
was dug up, there was nothing there. And the graverobbers, they found amessage. ‘ Look for me,’ it
said. ‘Look for me among the daysto come.’ ”

“I know the story,” murmured Brother Longo.

“And | knew it too!” exulted the old woman. “I knew it when | saw her. It isthelily on the sump—itis
the sign, which Freedom Love predicted. Thisisour hour, you see. Thisisour hour of need.”

“Theresemblanceis cartainly extraordinary,” sad Karan Mang, examining his painted nalls.

On the bed, Cassiawas stirring. She moved her head back to one side, and rubbed her cheek upon the
counterpane. “ She’ swaking up,” said the blind priest, who up to that moment had not spoken.

Now she could distinguish what they said to her. * She' swaking up”’—she heard it clearly. In her dream
shewas gtting by the dtar in her prison cdll, and she was praying to the image of Beloved Angkhdt. She
was moving incense undernesth the brass nose of his statue. And she could hear the spirits closeto her,
conversing in low tones—the old woman, she was death. And then the men: the loud voice, the foreign
voice, therasping guttura voice. These must be the different aspects of Immortal Angkhdt, indicated by
the four faces of the statue. Two human faces peeked out of the dog's ears, and another was peering
through the fur at the back of his head. Now these faces were conversing to decide her fate; they were
arguing with death and with each other. “ Shel swaking up,” said the face behind the fur—thefirst timeit
had spoken. All-seeing, yet itseyeswere blind, at least in thisworld. It looked into her heart to see that
shewaswaking to aworld of spiritsand aworld of miracles. It wastelling her that her prayerswere
answered.

Rad cdled to her from the window of their prison cdll. He was Sitting on the windowslII with hiscat in his
Iap, and he was |ooking out through the bars. “ Comelook,” he said, but she could seeit al from where
she sat by staring into the dog’ s head of Angkhdt. She could seeiit reflected in hiseye. She could seethe
courtyard below the prison tower. She could see the funera pyre and the assembled monks. She could
seetheimage she had put in dl their minds: The great tree spread its boughs above the courtyard. The
firelicked itsleaves.

The blind priest clapped hishands. In her dream, Cassiaheard a crack come from behind her in the
dark. It was the breaking of the lock upon her prison door, the bresking of the lock that held her to this
world and to thistime. Beside her lay the bag that she had packed for their journey—no warm clothes,
for it was hot where they were going. Just alittle fruit from her garden, just a cotton blanket, and
wrapped insde of it, the earliest codex of the Holy Song, together with the holy skull of Angkhdit.

“Thelocks are broken,” she said. In the silk tent, Miss Azimuth bent aslow as her dry boneswould
permit, to try to decipher Cassia' s deepy mumbling. She could not. But Radl heard her and Radl
understood her; he was lying on his scomach in another tent ahalf amile away, and when Cassia spoke
he was ingtantly awake, his eyes open, hismind clear.

An ail lamp was burning afew inches from hisface. Helifted his cheek up from the mat and then turned
to the other sde, away from the light. Now in front of him he saw alow, narrow table, and it had astatue
onit, and severd brimming bowls of water.

He heard awoman’svoice. “It isAngkhdt,” she said. He squinted in the uncertain light and saw asmall,
potbellied, animal-headed figure with seven hands. It sat surrounded by plastic and wooden models of
machines. Radl recognized afew—abicycle, agun.

He raised himself up onto his elbows. The woman spoke out of the shadow behind the lamp. From his



raised position he could see her Sitting there. He could see something of her face.

“ItisAngkhdt,” she repeated, responding to his baffled expression and mistaking its cause. He cared
nothing for the statue. He was trying to remember where he was.

“It isan incarnation you might not have seen. But an important one. Especidly now. Heis surrounded by
the gifts he brought to humankind. To dl of us, athough the rich have stolen them away. There you
see—amotorcar, acamera, aradio, afreezer, an eectric range.”

Radl waslying in acanvastent. It had a peaked ceiling, supported by two poles. The woman sat next to
the zippered entrance, the ceiling only afew feet above her head. It wastoo low for her to stand upright.

“ Angkhdt teaches usto share ourselves,” she continued. “If the poor don't help each other, who will help
us? Not the factory owners and the bureaucrats.” In asweet low voice she quoted:

“1 was lost; you found me.

| was hungry, so you fed me.

| was empty and you filled me.
Then you kissed me on the lips.”

To Radl shelooked both old and young. Her body was supple, her face was smooth and unlined. But her
eyeswere ancient, and her hair, which hung in along braid over her shoulder, was coarse and white. Her
hands upon her knees were wrinkled, and the veins on them were thick and knotted.

“I saw you wandering in the crowd,” shesaid. “Thisisthefegtiva of loving kindness—no one should
look like you. No one should have aface like yours. Y ou have lost apreciousthing. Isit not o7’

Now he remembered. A string of firecrackers exploded outside the tent, and he remembered.
Somewhere he could hear Enid' s laughter, and hisworld, which had seemed so dark and cramped when
he awoke, now expanded to include the entire unseen festival outside. “Yes,” he said.

Smells and noisesfiltered through the canvas wals. And part of it wasthe smdll of hisown body. He lay
naked on the mat, and his skin was sengitive and fresh, asif severa unnecessary layers of skin had been
scraped away. He raised himsdlf to his knees, searching for his shorts.

“Takethese” said the woman. She put her hand upon apile of clothing by her knee. “ They belong to my
husband, yet he will share them. Great Angkhdit tells usto share everything we have.”

A pair of baggy trousers and agrey cotton shirt—Rael fumbled the shirt over his head. The woman sat
watching him. He struggled with the trousersin the tight space, saved from embarrassment by the gravity
of her expression, which neverthel ess could not concedl a certain soft amusement. “My hushand isa
gmdler man,” shesaid. “ Smaller than you. But these arelarge for him.”

Outside, Enid shrieked with laughter. “Y ou’ ve been adeep two hours,” thewoman said. “Now itistime.
Paradiseisrisng now. | canfed it risnginmy heart.”

“Something gone,” said Rael carefully. “Now logt.” He was on hisknees, with his head closeto the
mildewed calling. He too could fed something in his heart; he raised hisfingersto hisbreast and tested
the flesh there experimentally. He looked into the woman’ s face and he saw something. Her eyeswere
brimming over with tears.

“Hush,” shesad. “Hush.”

She was dressed in aloose tunic made of the same fabric asthe clothing she had given him. Her deeve
fell away from her arm as she raised her hand to her cheek. “Ah,” she said—her face wasfull of pain,



and then she smiled. And at that moment there was a noise outsde the tent, a shouting and awhistling
and abanging of pots and bells and fireworks—a sound so full of layers, so full of different tonesand
loudnesses that Rael wondered whether everyone on the entire mountain had found a noise to make,
except for him and the old woman.

But then the zipper near her hand was torn open from the bottom to the top, and the quiet darknessin the
tent was severed by an edge of light. First asingle straight line, and then atriangle, and Enid’ sfacewasin
the burning gap; she had asparkler in her hand. “Come out,” she cried, “it’ s happening.”

She yanked back the flap to show them, and even from inside the tent they could see how the horizon
above the eastern wall of the calderawas ablaze. There were strange patternsin the sky, shifting waves
of iridescent light, streaks of orange that opened up the sky in the same way that their tent had been
ripped open, to reveal someimpaossibly bright firmament.

The old woman was dready scrambling out, and Rae! followed her. “ Grandmal Grandmal” shouted Enid
and Jane, dancing up and down with sparklersin their hands. A whole group of men and women were
with them—neighbors from other tents, perhaps, and they were laughing and embracing one another, and
pointing at the sky. From al around came the noise of firecrackers, of shouts and screamsthat mingled
with the smell of gunpowder and hashish. People were cheering and clapping, because at that moment, as
Radl and the old woman stood side by side, the silver rim of Paradise showed above the eastern wall.

There was a cooking fire outside the tent, and afew men ill squatted by it with bottlesin their hands.
Onehdd ametal spatula, and he was covering over the embers with dirt. When he wasfinished, he came
and shook Radl by the hand. “Welcome,” he said. “I’m glad to see they fit okay.” He reached out to
brush some sand from Radl’ sdeeve. “How was your trip?’ he asked, indicating the scratch on Radl’s
forearm. “Did you learn anything?’—words that were scarcely audible in the blare of the crowd. Radl
smiled and nodded, not understanding, not listening, for he was staring toward the east, where Paradise
wasrisng. “All of usarelooking and not finding it,” the man continued. “I just want you to know, you're

among friends”

He was a dense and compact man, with a strong handshake. His head was shaved on top, to
commemorate the badness of St. Abu Starbridge. “It istraditiona tonight not to share names.” He
gmiled. “But you' ve met the girls. They told you—we re from Cochinoor.”

“Thank you,” said Rael, shouting above the din, which every moment had grown louder.

“I’ve asked the girls to take you to the stage tonight. But remember, you' re free to come back here
afterward to deep.”

“Thank you,” repeated Radl. “ Eating, deeping in the darkness, and that sweet slver, that bright golden,
and that orange light.”

For thefirst time the man’ s frank gaze was complicated with asmall trace of uncertainty. Then he
smiled—"Exactly right,” he said. In hisleft hand he still held his spatula, while with the other he caressed
Radl’ sforearm. Now helet go to turn and face the sky.

Above them, the mists on the summit of Mt. Nyangongo had blown away, reveding red streams of lava
dripping through the rocks. Now Paradise wasrising, impossibly huge, dmost too bright to tolerate. Ragl
lifted up his hand. He turned back to the mountain, where the silver light of Paradise was chasing its steep
flanks. Now the darkness was cracked open, and Rael put his hand to his head.

“Snow,” he said, aword which Cassia had taught him, when she had told him about the north part of the
world. “Snow,” he said again. For he saw the high mountain in the snow under the moon. The snow thick



asthe slver light of Paradise, and the light was catching at the mist upon Mt. Nyangongo, o that the sky
wasfull of slver flecks.

Around him, the crowd, the clamor, and the bustling din fell slent. He took afew steps forward and
amost fell. And with one part of hismind he was aware of the man’s hand upon hisarm, and the old
woman' svoice saying, “It’sthe drug, don’t worry—it’sthe drug.” In the other part hewasaonein the
bright snow, in that far northern land.

But not for long. Paradise was rising. The sound of the crowd rose up around him, and now another
sound too, the stuttering of gunfire.

Sowly, laborioudy, a helicopter struggled over the cadera srim. Painted silver, shining with the light of
Paradise, it wobbled like awounded insect in the sky. Something was wrong with its steering mechanism,
and itstail wasrevolving dowly around its head. It was flying low. And it wasfiring rockets and flares out
of itsbelly. They were hitting something; Radl could see the flamesrise up nearby. Y et in the crowd
around him no one seemed to be afraid. The hdlicopter was amagica and, for most of them,
unprecedented sight—only afew had ever been imported.

Built for adifferent climate and a different atmosphere, it seemed fragile and unwieldy inthe air. For that
reason, perhaps, it was unthreatening. Its thumping rotors and its blinking lights made it seem part of the
festival. Some children clapped their hands asit turned dowly overhead. Enid was trying to make out
some of thewriting on itsside.

“ *Property of the Univergity of Charn,” ” shesaid. “ ‘Rurd Initiative #2: Donation. Inter-Cooperation
Friendship Group. Carbontown.” ”

But then a klaxon was sounding over the loudspeakers, and in time the gunfire was returned. Soldiers
moved dong the street dressed in black uniforms and carrying automatic rifles. Their captain carried a
megaphone, and he was warning the people to stay calm.

Thiswas amost thefirst deployment of Longo Starbridge s militia, the so-called “ soldiers of Paradise.”
Unkempt, barefoot, young, they gave no indication of the expert ferocity that later would distinguish
them. Except asthey came past, the harsh mist of their perspiration rose around them, and Radl turned
his head aside.

A rocket had exploded, and two cardboard shelters were in flames. The soldiers moved around them.
Some werefiring gunsinto the air, dthough the helicopter was already out of range. It had drifted away,
off to the eadt.

But suddenly Jane and Enid were tugging on Radl’ s hands. “Come farther in,” they shouted. “ Thisisthe
children’spart.” And in fact children were making up most of the crowd now that the soldiers had
passed. They were crawling from the tents; they were leaving their parents behind. They were clapping
their hands and shouting. Their faces were painted in strange bright colors, or they were wearing masks.
They had capguns and sparklers and noisemakers and squibs, and they were moving in adow mass
down the spiral toward the center of the caldera, toward the dtar of Beloved Angkhdt. Rael could only
see the top part of it where it rose above the arcades and the booths, the shelters and the tents—two
towers of scaffolding, hung with spotlights and crowded with people with their legs hanging free over the
edges or poking through the struts. They were pointing up at the face of Paradise, and some had turned
their spatlights from the stage between the towers, so that beams of multicolored light shone upward.

But now Paradisewasrigng likeaslver sun, overwheming al but the brightest lights, bleaching the faces
of the children in the crowd, bleaching the faces of Enid and Jane asthey pulled Radl inward through the
spird. Helooked behind him to see the old man and the old woman with their arms around each other,



and the woman waved. Then they were gone, and they had disappeared around the bend. Enid and Jane
were chattering to each other, pulling Radl until he lurched into arun. Hefet confused and shy but
somehow happy, and the silver light of Paradise was besting down upon his head, flattening his thoughts.
There was no movement in hismind, just the mirrorlike reflection of image after image. “Look,” sad
Enid. “Look at the servant. Look at the Servant of God.”

In the middle of the arcade a space had been kept clear, where the booths were arranged in aring. The
crowd was parting around awhite circle of sand, where al night there had been fire eaters and trick
cyclists and jugglers. Now awoman with piebad hair and piebald skin had spread a sheet out on the
ground. Two men in robes held torches, while between them, ablack squat pregnant woman was
dancing. She had arope of bellstied around each wrist and each knee, but gpart from that and a cloth
over her sex she was naked, and the torchlight was shining on her buttocks and her belly and her fat bare
breasts. She wasraising her wrists to the sky and knocking them together until the bells clashed; she was
whirling round and round with her head flung back. Her eyeswere rolled back and her tongue was thrust
out past her teeth. Her skin was dick with vegetable grease, and the sweat ran down her breasts. Radl
could smdll her. In al that mass of people Radl caught awisp of an odor that could be her alone,
something raw, something dive, something so hungry that he found himself attracted, drawn forward by a
force that was grester than the two girlstugging on hishands. “Let me see!” they shouted. “L et me seel”
And he gathered Jane up, and put his arm around Enid’ s shoulder, and then he pushed hisway through
the people, not understanding their curses as he trod on their feet. He pushed them aside until he stood in
the front rank of the ever-thickening crowd, with the girls beside him.

Between two men with torches, the woman was whirling in acircle. She was describing a circle perhaps
twenty feet across.

The piebald woman was spreading out the sheet in the middie of it. On the sheet lay a cripple with
massive arms and shoulders and thin, withered legs. He was al so naked. He was lying on his back under
risen Paradise, with afrightened expression on his face. He was |ooking toward the edge of the crowd to
where another man was drawing figuresin the sand—long strings of numbers. He squatted over them and
rubbed his jaw, often consulting his wristwatch and a pocket astrol abe.

A copper lantern stood before him on the sand. It was fashioned in the shape of aman with an animd’s
head and along penis, which he held out in front of him between his hands. Now the man in red took out
abutane lighter, and helit the lamps so that asmall jet of flame protruded from the statue sforeskin. This
wasasgnd, for a that moment some peoplein the crowd started to sing, and many others started
clapping to the rhythm that the dancing woman made. She waswhirling in acircle, shaking the bells upon
her wrists, but now she stopped. She knelt down beside the piebald woman.

The cripple lay on his back, hislong legs crossed, each ankle locked over the opposite knee. The two
women were knedling on either side of him. The piebad woman had unscrewed the top from ajar of
ointment, and she was rubbing this ointment on the cripple slegs. Still the crowd was singing and
clapping to the rhythm that the pregnant woman had abandoned; she was out of breath. Her naked
breasts were heaving as she bent down low and took some of the ointment on her pams.

Now the man from the edge of the circle joined them. He squatted down by the crippl€e sright knee,
which hetook between his hands. There was a bandage on it, which he removed. Then he was pushing
histhumb into the joint, while with his other hand he kneaded the pitiful flesh. Then he seized hold of the
cripple sright ankle, whereit lay crossed above his other knee. Bracing himself, he yanked the leg
straight; there was a crack asthe frozen joint unlocked, and the crippl€e’ s back arched off the sheet
where hewaslying. Around Radl, the clapping and the singing wavered and then recommenced. The
cripple sface was twisted up with pain and fright, but then he relaxed somewhat. He was staring up at



risen Paradise while the pregnant woman rubbed histhigh.

Now hisright leg lay straight. It seemed to flop around under the woman’ s hands as though it had no
bones. But hisleft leg was till bent. The priest moved to it, and again Radl heard the sharp crack of the
joint. Again he saw the cripple sback lift from the sheet.

The noise from the crowd was more urgent now. The priest got up to retrieve hislantern from the circle's
edge. It had gone out, and he stood fiddling with it while the two women massaged the crippl€ s knees.
Hislegswere so frail that they could easily join their hands around them, even at the thick part of the
thigh. His penis seemed as big around as either of hislegs. It was swelling and distending underneath the
women'’ s hands.

The two men with the torches stood as il asrocks. The priest had lit the lamp again, and now he
walked between the crippl€’ s outstretched legs. He was saying something that Raegl couldn’t hear, and he
was making gestureswith his hand.

Rad turned his head toward Enid, who was standing beside him holding his hand, her face soft and
composed. And then toward Jane, who had climbed up upon the crook of hisarm. She had her right arm
around his neck. She had pushed back the red mask from her face, and she was sucking her thumb. Her
eyeswere open wide. Radl could see the glare of the torchesin her pupil, and in the contractions of her
iris he could see the scene; he didn’t have to look. In the minute adjustments of her iris he could see pity
and anxiety and disgust and fascination al succeeding one another, acrossthat tiny circle. He could see
the pain in the cripple sface. And in the waxing, waning noise of the crowd he could hear how the priest
wastrying to raise him to hisfeet—trying and failing, trying and falling until findly, with thewomen’s
hands under hisarmpits, the cripple took afew fase steps.

Jane closed her eyesfor severa seconds and then opened them. Her pupils now contracted to hard dots,
and she hid her facein Radl’ s shoulder. He could smell the hennaiin her hair.

“Come,” he said. They went. Jane climbed down to the ground, and then she was off, her dight figure
fading through the crowd. Radl and Enid followed more dowly; they turned again into the spird path,
which was widening as they approached the center of the caldera. Soon it led out into an open space
around the atar of Beloved Angkhdt. The crowd was thicker there, but it was mostly made of children.
Radl moved through it easily, not stopping until he stood between the towers of scaffolding. Then he
looked up. A wide stage rose in front of him, ten feet off the ground, and it was surrounded by soldiers
dressed in black.

Heraised hiseyes. A painted wicker figure dangled from a chain above the stage, just grazing it, swaying
dightly to and fro. Besideit, aman stood with amicrophone. Radl examined hisface and saw that hewas
saying something. Then Radl heard his voice, coming from the loudspesakers on either side of the stage.
What had been aloose rattling in Rael’ s ears now became words, and he realized that he had been
hearing thisnoise for along time. It had been meaninglessfor along time, growing louder ashe
approached it through the spiral. But now, when he saw the movement of the emcee’ slips, he could
digtinguish for the firgt time the shape of the words, and he could even understand some of them, although
many were till beyond his comprehension: “. . . yessr ladies and gentlemen, a gift of seventy-five
thousand dollarsin cash, aswell as twenty-five hundred fully automeatic assault rifles, and you have only
just seen demonstrated tonight how necessary that kind of firepower isto us and to our cause—though
I’m happy to say that the injuriesto Mr. Myron Callisher and hiswife are not as serious as werefirst
reported. But even S0, that airship, now luckily repulsed by our brave freedom fighters, just goeson to
demongtrate how we can never be safe from these attacks. Our basic freedoms have been consistently
denied us. Well | say it’ stime to stand up and be counted. | say it’ stimeto say that we won't tolerateit.

| say it'stimeto stand up for our rights, time to say no to torture and death. So | know you'll join mein



giving avery warm round of gpplause for hishigh excellency Karan Mang, who arranged for the ddlivery
of thisgift. Also avery, very warm round of applause for his sponsor Prince Catillion Starbridge, foreign
minister of the royal episcopa government-in-exile of Charn, who naturaly could not be here tonight, but
who has sent thisingpirational message from his paace near Lake Baadur, which | will reedtoyou. . .”

The emcee was a short, bald man, with awhite satin shirtfront and awhite mask over his eyes. Radl
looked away from his mouth, and instantly the words from the loudspeskers turned back into random
noise and datic. But Radl had something new to look at, although again it took awhilefor himto
decipher. Behind the emcee, abig white curtain formed the backdrop for the stage. A portrait of a
woman had been projected onto the surface of this backdrop. Rael could see the beam of light from the
projector, full of motes. And he could see the image of the woman drifting in and out of focus asthe
curtain tirred.

Rael bent down to the girls on either sde of him. “Finding thanks,” he said. “ Sheand | and joining. Now
go back.” He shook each of them gravely by the hand. Then he stood. He turned toward the stage,
toward the row of soldiers, and walked forward with his hands open in front of him, because the
woman' s face upon the curtain was Cassia sface.

Part 10:
The Skull

Two generations before these events, in the eighth phase of spring, 00016, arevolution had cometo
Charn. Following the executions of two popular figures, Prince Abu Starbridge and the beautiful young
bishop of the city, there were demonstrations in the streets. The loyalty of the army was plit apart. Even
some priestsjoined in the rebellion, which culminated in the Sege of the Temple of Kindness and Repair.
There Lord Chrism Demiurge had sat with his council, but on the fiftieth of October in the eighth phase of
Sporing, the templ€e' s gate was broken. The thirty thousand shrines of the Beloved Angkhdt were looted
and ransacked, the idols smashed or smeared with excrement. All over the city the Starbridges were
hunted down, dragged from their palaces and offices and barracks rooms and sacristies. Four thousand
men, women, and children were executed during the month of November aone, though many more were
able to escape abroad.

In that purge the power of the Starbridge caste was broken, asit had been in many other springs. The
bishop' s council was overthrown. The pass laws, the trangit laws, the birth laws, the laughter laws, were
al repeded during asingle triumphant sesson of the new Nationad Assembly. In the following weeks, dl
the thousands of lesser statutes by which the priests had regulated peopl€ s lives—whom they married,
where they worked, what they wore, where they lived, what they named their children—were abolished
one by one. And most important, the system of belief was banned, the cult of Angkhdt, the Paradise cullt.
For it was at the heart of the old davery—those found practicing itsriteswerejailed or flogged.

But despite the best endeavors of the police, these bdliefs persisted underground, mutating and
transforming as the season changed, and spring changed into summer. It acquired new prophets and new
saints—Abu Starbridge, the martyred bishop, Freedom Love.

Thislast was adefrocked priest. During the revolution he had lived with afew followersin the catacombs
of Charn. He had celebrated secret massesin the lower crypts, and on Fridays people had climbed
down from the streets of Charn to listen to him spesk. “Theword of God islike acregping vine,” he said.
“It hasits seasons underground.”

These gatheringsin the dark formed the small root of agreat movement, caled at thet time the New



Society of Loving Kindness. The nameitsaf Freedom Love borrowed from an extinct heresy. He
borrowed aso the precepts of human brotherhood and spiritua equality, which he combined with new
interpretations of the Song of Angkhdt. He rewrote certain portions, claiming that the Starbridge priests
had mistrand ated them. He rgected the old vision of asocia hierarchy of grace, described in Angkhdt
113-117, which the winter priests had used to sanctify an entire caste.

In place of the dead oligarchy, he envisoned something new. He envisoned anew kind of society,
governed by anew class of saints. Accidents of birth would be discounted; these saintswould choose
themsdves

In the days following the Paradise festiva, Miss Azimuth explained these thingsto Cassaasthey sat
together in the silken tent. “ They take the Starbridge vow,” she said in her faint voice. “You saw it inthe
mission hospital. Anyone can do it, who has the strength to live the perfect life, you see. They arethe
soldiers of Paradise—bound for Paradise, yes, well. They livethe purelife; it isnot for everybody. |
would hateit.” The old woman smiled, and looked down at her bright tattoos. “Five hours aday for
spiritud meditation. Five hoursaday for bodily exertion. They eat only water, and the holy grain that
Angkhdt brought down. They do not . . . procreate.”

Here shegavealittle giggle. She sat in an armchair, dmost overwhelmed by itstal back and sides. On
her narrow knees she balanced a book. Its bulky title—The Posthumous Epigrams of Freedom Love
Dictated from Beyond the Grave to His Disciple X—was printed in gold |etters a the top of every

page.

“Y ou see how heforetellsal things,” she said. She put her finger on the open page. * ‘ Theword of God
islikealiving thing. It hasits season underground. In winter it recedes. Hard it is then. Tough and dry and
crude. But in spring the sap is stirring, and the root ingde the earth. In the summertime aflower will grow.
Flame of theforest, and its colors will be white and silver and bloodred. Ten daysit will lie open onthe
sump. Thenitwill fal.” ”

Cassia sat shivering on her bed, her arms around her knees. Two days after the end of the festivd, it was
unseasonably cold, and awet, cold wind blew over the caldera of Mt. Nyangongo. The door flap to the
tent dapped open miserably from timeto time. Now it curled back upon itsdf, and through it Cassa
could see some of the deserted stalls.

“What doesit mean?’ she asked.

“You. You, my dear.” The old woman smiled. “A lily flower upon astump. White and silver and
bloodred—the colors of your father’ s family, you see. They are the colors of the bishops of Charn.”

Cassaclosed her eyes. “Ah,” shesad.

“That’ swhat they’ re claiming now. When the bishop’ s grave was opened, there was nothing iniit. No
body. No bones. The urn for her ashes was sealed with Lord Chrism'’ s sedl, but it was empty.”

“Yes. Youtold me”

“Y es. When they reached the cell where Chrism Demiurge had held her, they found amap under the
bed. ‘ Look for me among the daysto come,” it said. There was adate.”

“What date?’

The top part of the old woman’ s body was wrapped in ablack shawl. Nevertheless, the cold did not
seem to bother her much. Her legs, too short to reach the floor, were bare. Her sticklike ankleswere



uncovered, and her feet kicked rhythmically against the wicker leg of the chair. “No one knows,” she
sad. “Themap islost. Stolen by the Desecration League during the revolution.”

She put her hand upon the open book. “This man saw it in adream. But even then the numberswere
obscure. The pattern of the continents—he says we must have faith to keep oursalves prepared. To
recognize the moment when it comes.”

“And haveyou. . . recognized it?’

“Yes. Weare al agreed. The map was of Mt. Nyangongo. The date was the sixty-third of September in
the sixteenth phase of summer.”

“And from that day,” said Cassia, “the flower is open on the sump—how long?’

“Yes,” sghed the old woman. “ Ten days and the woodman comes. The gathering man. He cutsthe
flower on the ssump. But where the axe hits, there the blood runs down. Blood from the flower runs
down through the bark. It runs down into the root. Ah yes, that is the freedom day. Eight daysfrom

“But | will die,” said Cassa

“Ah yes—you will not fed it. Y ou have not cometo livein thisworld, but to redeemiit. Y our life was
over more than twenty thousand days ago. Lord Chrism burned you at the stake.”

“Ah” said Cassa

“Lifeand death, they are not real to you,” crooned the old woman. “Nothing is real, except the love of
Angkhdt.” She wasintoxicated. The backs of her fingers were stained with hashish oil. She had dipped
Sx tobacco cigarettesin acup of hashish ail, and aready that day she had smoked three, though it was
not yet noon.

“Why was she condemned?’ asked Cassia.

“Witchcraft. That was his excuse—she was a sorceress. Lord Chrism had her burned because the
peopleloved her, yes. But he had a pretext when he found her coupled with the antinomia. The
meset-eater. It was an impurity, he said.”

That morning, the antinomid lay in acorner of the tent, lashed down to the naked springs of asted bed
frame. Hisface was till puffed up from the besting the soldiers of Paradise had given him. One eye was
gl swelled shut. On the night of the festival he had tried to push through them asif they weren’t there, for
he was searching for Cassaamong the tents. They had struck him with their rifle butts and perhaps they
would havekilled him. But the old woman had come running. “It isthe mesat-eater,” she had cried. “Itis
the cannibal,” she had shouted, before faling into anarcotic swoon.

Now helay quiet on the bed, tied down with canvas cords, which he tested from time to time with his
crushed hands. From time to time the bedsprings sang as he moved hisweight. Hisleft eye was swollen
shut, but hisright eye was open, staring up at the roof of the tent asit billowed and shuddered in the
wind.

And now Cassaasked her: “What do you mean, acanniba?’

Miss Azimuth giggled. “Oh, not literdly. That' swhat they used to cal them. Y ou know, likean animd. A
carnivore. Oh, they wereawild lot. North of the River Rang—they had lived there in the snow.
Vagrants, you see, no property. No families, no language even. Nothing but the music. My mother told



me about it when | wasalittlegirl.”
“Music,” repeated Cassia.

“Y es—she said you used to hear them sometimes, singing in the abandoned buildings. They used music
asakind of language. In Charn, that was, before the revolution. They were big and yellow-eyed, like
him.”

Cassiagot up and walked over to the steel bed frame. She stood aboveit. She said: “1 looked for
you—where did you go?’

Behind her the old woman was il talking. “He cameto kill her in the temple, because her soldiers had
attacked his people: Shelay down with him—as you must know.”

The tent flgp curled open to reved the grey day. A grey mist was gathering. Still visible on the dtar, the
wicker statue of Immorta Angkhdt waslying onitsside. Only its charred skeleton was left. It had been lit
onfireat thecrigsof thefestival.

“I looked for you,” said Cassia. “Two times | looked for you. Why did you leave me with these people?
Now itistoo late”

Radl moved his handsin the canvas straps. The bed frame sang alittle song. He opened his bruised lips.
“Freeme” hesad.

She shook her head. “1 am not that person anymore.”

It wastrue. There had been a surface in her mind like the surface of apool, and everything that she had
known about hersdlf had floated on it. Now some new creature whose shape she had sometimes seen
moving in the darkest water had lurched to the surface, scattering it into athousand tiny flecks. How to
put back together that broken mosaic of light? How to retrieve what she had thought, what she had felt,
with that cregtureflailing in the pool? Deformed, inhuman it had seemed, and yet not strange.

Behind her the old woman had sunk into a drugged perusal of the book. Cassia, standing in the draft
from the open doorway, shivered and looked down. A tear had formed in Ragl’ s eye, the first one she
had ever seen there, and she watched it with akind of fascination asit grew and grew until it leaked out
past his eyelash and down his cheek.

Many of the pilgrims had aready dispersed. Most of their tents were gone. The cold wind picked
through a debris of newspapers, balloons, and plastic cups.

The last night of the festival, Brother Longo had stood upon the stage under risen Paradise. He had
shown Cassiato the people, and he had asked them to share this piece of destiny, for it was of limited
duration. Ten days, and it was done.

The people had cheered. They had shouted themsalves hoarse, but by morning some had aready
decamped. More | €ft the next day, especiadly parentswith their children. Many had teken their small
vacations to coincide with the festival. Others were content just to have seen the bishop’ sface.

By the morning of the second day, Brother Longo had begun to understand abitter fact. The miracle had
happened, and he was unprepared. How many times had he exhorted his followers? We do not know
the hour, nor the minute, nor the second when these truths will come. Therefore be prepared, he had
said. Therefore be prepared to seize the moment asit comes. Y et he had eight days |eft before the
woodman cameto cut the lily from the ssump, and he was stuck upon the dope of Mt. Nyangongo—a
stethat he and Azimuth and Mang and Porphyry had chosen for itsisolation. Furthermore, he had no



food. The pilgrims had carried what they needed for the week. Those who had stayed—he thought as he
stood in the doorway to histent, looking out over the caldera—must aready be reckoning what they had
|eft.

Behind him the bulimic Reverend Porphyry sat in acanvas chair. He was examining anewspaper. “Did
you seethis?” he asked, folding the page back to revea along column.

“Somebody’ sread it. They marked it with a pencil. * Egghead Professor Discovers Skull of God.” ”
In the doorway, Brother Longo turned to stare a him.

“ *Carbontown,” ” continued the priest. “ * September sixty-first. Professor Benjamin Cathartes, working
at the new plantation eighty miles east of here, has claimed to have discovered an old rdlic, which
disappeared from Charn in revolutionary times. Using acombination of photographic and textua
evidence, he hasidentified the so-called “ Skull of Angkhdt,” which until its disappearance had been on
public display in the old Temple of Kindness and Repair—now the metropolitan campus of the University
of Charn.” ”

“I looked for you, but you were gone,” repeated Cassia

To Radl shelooked beautiful standing above him. And it wasthe first time that he had ever been
conscious of her beauty. Always she and he had been too close for that. They had been together every
day sincethey were born. Evenin the village in the trees when he had gone away from timeto time, till
she had been with him. When he turned around, when he stood steaming, out of breath, often he could
fedl her vanished presence, asif just that moment she had passed behind atree. Sometimes milesfrom
the village he had heard her talking in hisear.

She was as close to him as his own body, and for that reason he had never stopped to think: Sheisthis
way, sheisthat way. He had never, during al the times that he had seen her, thought to himsdf—sheis
s0 beautiful, the way she pushed her hair behind her ear.

But now hefdt it, and hefdt aso the sngle tear roll from his eye, because he knew something had
changed. Not just because she said so, but he could fed it in her new beauty, her new distance. He could
fed itinthefutility of his bruised hands as he Strove againgt the straps. She had changed, and yet she was
the same. Only she was wearing new white clothes of some soft, smooth material. She wore stockings on
her legs. The corners of her eyes were painted with a purple powder, and her hair was clean and
fastened up in anew way.

“Not understand,” he said, but he did understand. For it was true: For two morningsin the forest he had
thought to leave her, to go away and not come back. He had gone away and let these changes come.

“Don’'t know,” hesaid. “Freeme.” She sat down beside him on the bed frame, and the springs made a
soft groaning noise. She bent over him to untie his hands, and the smell of her skin was so bewildering,
the soft skin over her jawbone was so close to him, that he closed his eyes and turned away hisface. But
he could fed her fingerson hiswrist. And in alittle while hefet them on his cheek, pushing tentatively at
the swollen place. His hands were free; he rose up from the bed and took her into hisarms, but shewas
cold and awkward there.

Reverend Porphyry was reading from the paper. “ * “ There have been objections to the nature of my
project here,” says Professor Cathartes. “My discovery must answer those objections. It shows that this
gmall village was the center of acomplex net of witchcraft, devil worship, and reaction. It isnot a neutral
act to romanticize such things.” * ”



“Where does he mean?’ asked Longo Starbridge.

“It’ sthe Treganu ste—the new plantation. Manioc and lumber. That’ swhat the plans are. Forty miles
southeest of here”

“I never heard of anything that way.”
“Nor I. They kept to themsalves.”

Heread for awhilein slence. Then he said: “ That was on page four. But look at this. * Graduate Student
Clams That Bone May Be of Extraterrestria Origin.” ”

Miss Azimuth had falen into deep. Her head had fallen back on her thin neck, and the hinge of her jaw
had fallen open. A creaky whistling emerged from her dry mouth. Rael turned his head to listen.

After amoment he turned back, and pushed hisface into Cassid s hair. “Bitter gone,” he said. “ Sweet
gone and disappear. Now door.”

The door to the tent curled open. Mist lingered there dong the flap asif awaiting permisson to comein.

Outside the tent atorch was stuck into the sand: burlap soaked in oil and set dight at the top of along
pole. Thefog clungto it, blurred it, spread the weak flame into aweaker glow, an imperfection in the
dark day. “No,” murmured Cassia. “They won't let me.”

“Secret. Dark in dark. Soft in soft.”
“No,” repeated Cassia. “They won't let me go.”

Rael nodded. “Let,” hesaid. “Let—not let.” Heraised hisfist up to the doorway. Then he spread open
hisfingers, quickly, suddenly, so that they made alittle noise.

Cassashook her head. “They haveguns,” shesad. “ They will hunt for me.”
Rad nodded. “Hunt. Thenfast.”

Outside, the fog was thicker, condensing on the flap. Cassa shivered, and Radl picked up a blanket
which had lain at the bottom of the bed frame. He wrapped it around her shoulders. Again the frame
made asmall music.

“You don't understand,” she said. “Maybe | have amission to the truth. Sarnathwould say . . . | don’t
know. Hewasn't afraid to die. These people need me—they will not abandon me.”

She brought her hand up to her face, to look at the tattoo upon her pam. “And even if they did, what
difference would it make? | have no place, except for here”

She put her hand out to touch him on the forehead. “What are you thinking?’ she asked. “I’ ve known
you dl my lifeand you' reastranger.”

Radl frowned. “Y ou know what they told me?’ she went on. “They said your mind was empty. They said
you had no word for love. They said you climbed up to my tower window to kill me. That much |
remember t00.”

Radl turned hisface away. “Not no,” he said.
Again Cassiareached out to touch hisforehead. “ Or part of you,” she said. “Part of you and part of me,



when we were together on the night before they burned us.”

Radl fet an anger in him that was building, building. With his clenched fist he touched her on thelips.
“Burned,” he said, “not burned. Isahitter, isablack soft hard, isasad. Isadead thing dying now and
counting—one, two, and nothing gone. Now far away | know now isasomething. Somewhereisa
something. Now your heart is some, your heart, and thiswill die. Me, and killing you.”

Cassiashivered, and pulled hersdf againgt him. “Yes,” shesaid. “Eight days. That'sdl. But what elseis
there?’

Radl stared out through the open doorway. “Don’t you understand?’ she said. “ There' s nothing there.
Here at least there s something.” She looked around the tent, empty except for the old woman snoring in
the corner. “ These people listen to me. | can teach them something. They have aritud—that' sal. This
dog’ s head that they worship, what doesit say to them? Doesit teach them how to live? Does it teach
them how to free themselves and live in peace, according to the thirteen honorable precepts of the
master? No, the body isin place, but it can’t move. It lacks the power of truth.”

Reverend Porphyry was reading from his paper. “ * “Itisless solid, and less dense. Theratio of animal to
mineral materia has been reversed. Initsmakeup, dmogt it islike achild’ s skull—plastic and
cartilaginous, even after so many full years. Y et you can see how largeitis....” ' ”

The priest raised hiseyes. “ That's a quote from the graduate student. There's asketch.”

Longo Starbridge had squatted down behind him, to read over his shoulder. “What aprize,” he said.
“yes”

“Whereisit?’

“At Carbontown. Dr. Cathartes has removed it to the aerodrome, to wait for transport. Both these
stories come from there.”

Longo Starbridge said nothing. He was staring at the diagram of the skull, his eyes narrowed down to
dits

Part 11:
Carbontown

| n those late summer days, the mines at Carbontown were just beginning to approach their peak
efficiency. They werelocated in mountainous country about sixty miles southwest of Nyangongo, which
formed part of the same massif. At Carbontown the mountains were arranged in aclose circle around the
pit—an enormous open quarry whose lease had been renegotiated in summertime of each of the past six
years. The minerslived perched aboveit on aledge of rock in forty-six loose rows of barracks. Thiswas
thetown of Crystal Lip, with a population in that season of dmost seven thousand men and women.

The blast furnaces at Carbontown, the company offices, and the processing plant were al located on the
low point of the ridge above the town, near the terminus of the new road. There the ingots of polished
glass wereloaded onto trucks to begin thefirst stage of their journey al over the district and aboroad. The
road descended sharply from the plant, down through the gate, out into the forest.

Ontheinsde of the circle, away from the forest and the road, the ridge was piled thick with the



accumulated dag. A mountain of garbage, refuse, loose rock, and smashed glass loomed above the
town, dwaysin danger of collgpsing. Occasiondly aflow of dag would rumble down into the Streets; it
was a source of friction between the miners and the company. Earlier in the summer, the minershed
initiated a series of dowdowns and strikes, and had even succeeded in extorting some promises from the
universty provost. That had changed by the sixteenth phase of summer, when the pressures of
production had required anew kind of management. Charn and the new quality-of-life laws were far
away. The mine was more than half owned by aforeign holding company.

By the last months of the sixteenth phase of summer, 00016, the mine was functioning around the clock.
By night the miners headlamps made moving skeins of light over the glassfaces of the pit aslines of men
trudged upward, trudged downward, carrying baskets of raw shards.

By night the pit wasilluminated by torches, and dozens of smdl fires. By day acloud of smoke hung low
over the town, and everything down there was covered with afilm of soot. The tarmac Streets were
dippery with soot.

Tuesday was the obligatory washing day. On Tuesday afternoon, the sixty-seventh of September, Dr.
Benjamin Cathartes stood at the window of the company welght room, looking down on the maidan.
Some of theminers wiveswere boiling their grey laundry in communal outdoor vats, poking at it with
long dticks.

Hefound it adispiriting sight. Also dispiriting was the constant roar from the blast furnaces behind them,
the pounding and clanking from the cog railway. Every effort had been made to keep the company
offices pleasant. They were Situated on acrag of rock next to the heliport, and were surrounded on three
sidesby gardens. Y et because they were high up, they commanded amore complete view. That was
enough, Cathartes thought, to make them the most depressing section of the whole.

The athletic facility was well appointed, though, with thick carpets and new equipment. Since hisarriva at
the minefive days before, Cathartes had spent much of histime here. Hot mineral water was pumped up
by some mechanism into awhirlpool bath, which occupied a cabinet in one corner of the room. Cathartes
had just come from there; he stood by the window in his spandex exercise shorts, atowe around his
neck. Hisarms and chest were naked. He rubbed them with the towd, liberating the smdll of the minera
water—a byproduct of anindustria process, he knew, yet pleasant nevertheless. It gave his skin achaky
fed.

He examined his body in arow of wood-framed mirrors aong the far wal. Each one presented a
different view. He frowned, and rubbed some water from his neck. Then he walked over to the sdewall
and put both hands upon the vinyl seatcover of the new universal exerciser—acomplicated pile of brass
whedls and weights and pulleys, set in awooden frame.

For severd minutes he stood chafing the seat between his palms, frowning at hisreflection, feding anew
and uncustomary inertia. The sight of his own body, normally so satisfying, touched him not &t al.

Behind him came aknock at the door. “ Enter,” he said without turning round.

Still looking in the mirror, he watched them march the fellow in until he stood next to thetrainer’ sdesk, a
guard on elther side of him. His eyes were bloodshot, hislipsdry. Hisface was dack and vacant, mere
flesh over the bone, and his student’ s uniform hung off of him, asif it had been made for amuch larger
man. To Cathartes there was something contemptible about how close he was to dissolution. How long
had it been since he had first sumbled into the Treganu Site, sick then aready, but till plump? Not forty
days. Since then three weeks of dysentery, one week of confinement, and the poison that had crept into
hisblood from hisinfected leg had stripped him down to dmost nothing. Had affected hisbrain adso, or



elsethey would not be in this predicament.

“Give him his spectacles,” Cathartes said. One of the company guards pulled them from the pocket of his
shirt. They at least were still unchanged—the bows repaired with tape, the lenses dtill asfat asever. The
guard thrust them at Blendish and he took them, and balanced them upon his pockmarked nose.

The spectacles were the key to hisface, which opened up histhoughts and his expressions. They were
the detail that gave senseto the rest of him. Turning to look, Cathartes now conceded that the amiable
but foolish student, whom he had taken in that first night in the village and nursed until hisfever broke,
was not completely gone. At least his eyes were there; his eyes remained, stubborn and futilein hisnew
thinface.

“Leaveus,” hesad. The company guards, stolid men in brown uniformswith truncheons on their belts,
sauted smartly, turned crisply, and marched out. It was adisplay of efficiency diluted only by the bovine
boredom on their faces. As he watched them go, Cathartes found himself wondering whether in the
coming crisisthey could be depended on, whether they were capable of more than the routine
punishment of strikers and trade unionigts.

Again hewandered over to the bank of windows. Below and to the I €ft, the helicopter stood on acircle
of grey concrete, alone mechanic working onitstail section. If it had been functiond, if it had been
capable of thelong flight, he would have commandeered it to return to Charn. Already he would have
returned in triumph to the university, the skull of Angkhdt locked in his pouch. But in thiswilderness of
zealots and fanatics even his safety wasin jeopardy, since the damned student had made hisidiotic clam
inprint.

The effect of hisbath was dissipating, and the sweat felt cool upon his chest. Cathartes flicked the towel
from around his neck and dropped it into the laundry can. An attendant had laid his bathrobe over the
trainer’ schair; he strode over to the desk and dipped it on. Ashe did so, hiseyesfell once more upon
the issue of the Carbontown Gazette, now almost aweek old. He picked it up from the linoleum surface,
scanning the headline for the hundredth time, fegling once again arush of hesat suffuse hisface—it was
unbelievable. “Idiot,” hesaid. “Youidiot.”

Blendish flinched. A shudder passed over hisface. But then he seemed to relax somewnhat, to pull himsalf
together. Hisvoice, when it came, managed to achieve some sickly dignity.

“Sr,” hesad. “I want to know why you are treating me like this. Y ou have taken me from my researches
and locked me up asif | wereacriminal. | have not been alowed accessto alawyer, nor have | yet been
told what I’'m accused of .”

Thiswas aspeech that he' d rehearsed. As he completed it, hisrelaxation left him, and when Cathartes
struck the sde of the desk with the folded newspaper, he flinched again.

“Lawyer—are you crazy? | am an associate professor of theology.” Cathartes wiped hisforehead with
his deeve, and when he spoke again his voice waslower and more soothing: “It isfor your own
protection. | have felt mysalf responsible for you and for your welfare. Where you were, you could not
be given the correct medica supervison. Y ou're sick—you understand that.”

“Yes, | know.”

“Doyou?1’m glad. Because your sickness seems to have infected your mind. It' strue—I had to bring
you here. | meant to bring you back to Charn with me. | think you should be grateful for my abuse of
university funds, instead of trying to destroy my work.”



“It was my work,” said Deccan Blendish. He squinted and then looked down at hisfeet. “I found it,” he
said. “It was part of my research.”

“Your research! You lunaticl” Again Cathartes let hisanger rise, and the student took one step
backward away from him.

Cathartes threw the newspaper back down upon the desk. 1 was responsible for the project. Naturally |
claimed responsibility. Besides, | knew immediately what it was, and you had no idea. Y ou thought it was
some ape. Some ape from outer space.”

“I stick to my conclusions,” muttered Deccan Blendish. He gave his head a sudden shake, asif aninsect
were caught insgde his ear.

“Y our conclusions have destroyed my reputation. Y our conclusions have robbed me of my greatest
triumph. What were you thinking of, to say such thingsto areporter?’

“Y ou could issue aretraction.”

“Thank you. Thank you for your advice.” Cathartes moved alittle way into the center of the room and
then turned round again. He crossed his arms upon his chest and stood with hislegs spread wide, his
pelvis straining forward. “ Successin academia,” he said, “isalong, dow, humble process. For every step
you climb, a dozen people are trying to pull you back down. So you have to be careful. Now, | made a
clam—amodest claim in someways, but it would have been enough. Because | had the facts behind
it—I had documents, | had photographs, | had witnesses' reports. A valuable artifact disappeared from
the Temple of Kindness and Repair during the revolution. | have found it—it'sas ssmple asthat. | make
no claimsabout what it is. | make no claims about how it got to where | found it, except to say what
everyone aready knows—that there was more to the Treganu cult than just asceticism and nonviolence.”

“But you didn't find it,” said Deccan Blendish. “I found it. | found it in abag with those old
manuscripts—you il don’t know. It was my discovery, and | don’t understand why you stoleit. You
didn’'t need it. But they might have given me some funding, some grant money, I'm sure. Perhapseven a
lectureship.”

Hisvoice sank to amurmur, and he was staring at hisfeet, saring at a pattern in the heavy carpet that
might have been awater stain. As aways he was confused by the professor’ s presence, hisred lips. His
white terry-cloth bathrobe was open down the front, and Blendish could see the fur on his muscular
chest, hishard, flat ssomach. Lower down, the outline of his sex was visible against the sheer blue

Spandex.

Also, Blendish found it hard to think. Therewas aroaring and abuzzing in hisears, and hisvison was
tormented by small flecks of color in the periphery. They darted back and forth, making geometric
patterns which vanished when he moved hiseyes.

Cathartestook afew steps closer, and as he did so, he seemed to penetrate some barrier of intimacy.
“Ah,” said Deccan Blendish. “What’ swrong with me?’ he said, his nose attacked by a strong male odor,
made softer, sharper by the hint of some cologne.

Deccan Blendish found it hard to think. Cathartes s words sounded distorted: “ The doctor here saysyou
have devel oped quite a combination of exotic illnesses. Hepdtitis, of course—you must have known that.
From the food. But that infection on your leg—do you know what thet is?’

“I don’t know,” said Deccan Blendish. Over the past week, histhigh had swelled up so that he had had
to cut his pants dong the seam. And he could see there was an infection in hisblood, for the veins and



arteries of hisleg had swollen and changed color, and his thigh was crisscrossed with angry purplelines.

“Itistheguineamoth,” Cathartes said. “It breaks out of the skin. The doctor says you dug it out
yoursef—without sterilization, without antibiotics. You didn’t get it dl. The eggs have spread into your
blood.”

“Shedidit,” mumbled Deccan Blendish.

He raised his head. Cathartes was staring at him, hisface intolerably close, hisdark eyesradiant. “What
didyou ssy?’

“Shedidit for me. Thegirl who ran away.”

Cathartes et hisbreath out in adow, even rush, and Blendish caught the odor of some mint. “She
poisoned you,” Cathartes said.

“l don'tthink s0. .. ."

“Yes. The sorcerer isdead. He buried hisrelic of the devil Angkhdt and burned himsdlf to death rather
than give up his secret. But the girl escaped—you must have heard.”

“Heard what?’" Deccan Blendish stood up straight. He took a step backward so that he could press his
leg into the desk, and he was blinking and squinting, for his eyes had trouble coming into focus. “Heard
what?’ he repeated. “I’ ve been in the hospital.”

“The girl’s come back. She' s claimed to be the new bishop of Charn. She' sraised somekind of armed
rebellion. The Cult of Loving Kindness—they attacked atown. Four days ago she was at Nyangongo.
Now she’ scoming here”

Cathartes had moved behind the desk. There were some papers spread across it; helifted one to reved
an envelopefull of photographs. “ These were taken from the airship the night of the full moon.”

He shuffled through them. “ As you see, there were sometechnica difficulties. But some are better. We
had an agent in the crowd.”

Severa showed the stage at Nyangongo, at the moment when Longo Starbridge had lit the statue of
Beloved Angkhdt on fire. Off to the Sde stood awoman, hidden by the raised hand of someonein the
crowd. But in the last photograph, the man’ s fingers had spread apart somewhat, and Cassia sface was
clearly visble, dazed and bleached under the spotlights.

But Deccan Blendish paid no attention to that one. He reached out and plucked another from the
envelope: asmear of yellow inthe sky. It was aview of Paradise, taken from the crippled helicopter.

“That night | saw it from the window of my room,” he said.

The guards took him away, leaving Cathartes done inside the weight room. And as soon as the door
closed, his posture changed. He dumped alittle bit as he pulled in his chest and tied his bathrobe closed.
Hewas amiling to himsdlf in a soft way, and shaking his head as he walked toward the bathing cubicle
where he had |eft his clothes. Water had condensed on the glass screen. He pulled it open, releasing a
small mist of steam. Then he stepped inside and closed it behind him, just at the moment when the center
mirror on the wall opposite the windows levered outward on its frame to reved alistening booth. An old
man stood behind it, his hand upon the one-way glass.

He peered into the room and then climbed down. He closed the mirror carefully behind him. Then he



stepped across the carpet toward the desk.

Hewasasmall man, robust, vigorous, and barrel-chested. His dominant feature was his sharp bony
nose, so big that when hisfacewasin profile, al his other features seemed to recede from it—his brow,
his skull extending backward from the ridge while his chin doped away under hisnostrils. Hisgrey hair
was combed backward.

Thiswas Professor Marchpane, the inventor and metalurgist. He was dressed in an old uniform that gave
no hint of his prominence in the company or in the university. In thisway he contrasted with Cathartes,
who awayswore his dissertation ribbon and hisvariousinsgnia. When he regppeared out of the cubicle
he was wearing a starched shirt and linen pants.

“Y ou do seem to have ahold on him,” said Marchpane.
Cathartes smiled. “I'm using what | have at my disposal.”

“Quite.” Marchpane crossed his hands behind his back. “I appreciate your expertisein this,” he said. “I
appreciate your help inthese. . . spiritual matters. I’ m not sure | saw what | was supposed to see.”

“| haveanidea”

“Quite” Marchpane stepped over to the desk. He picked up the envelope of photographs. Shuffling
through them, he aso hesitated at the photograph of Paradise. “Why did you bring him here?’ he asked.

Cathartes shook his head. “1 gave my evidence to the police, and | was done. Kurt Sofar isin charge of
the plantation now. | waslooking for afast way back. | never thought that I’ d be stuck here while they
fixed your damn machine.”

“Ahyes, our helicopter. But what about him?’
“I was doing him afavor. After al, he had made the actua find.”
“Ahyes, thefind,” said Marchpane. “Y ou never told me what histheory was.”

Cathartes shrugged. “It’ s not even that original. It's just another hope that science will conform in some
way to mythology. Y ou’ ve heard the story of amonkey called the hypnogogic ape?’

Professor Marchpane raised his eyebrows. He often answered questionsin thisway.

“Yes,” Cathartes said after a pause. “He became convinced of the existence of this creature. It was part
of hisresearch—all from secondary sources, but he came to the Treganu site to look for it.
Unsuccessfully. And he was sick too—he was dready sick. As he got weaker, he got more obsessed,
especidly asthe Ste was changing; hisfailureto find traces of the cresture seemed one more proof of its
powersof illusion.”

1] &?’

“So he has atheory. Histheory isthat this creatureis earth’ s only true indigenous primate. He thinks
we' re dl descended from it. He thinksit’ s the source of our capacity for deception, which, according to
him, digtinguishes usfrom other mammals.”

Marchpane looked up from the photographs. He had rearranged them in a careful block; now helaid
them down upon the desk. “Interesting,” he said. * And what about the skull?”

“He believesthe skull to be the relic of some godlike cregture, which in prehigtoric timeswas able to



mate successfully with this ape. Who knows how, but anyway, he' s quite a gifted draftsman. HE smade
al kinds of diagrams from what he claimsto be thefossil record. Y ou know the sort of thing. Just apiece
of jawbone an inch long, and he' s reconstructed an entire skeleton.”

“Interesting,” repested Marchpane. “And am | right in thinking that thiscresture. . . 7’

“Camefrom the moon,” Cathartes interrupted. “ Of courseit came from the moon. It came down from
Paradise in achariot of gold. Can you see why thisis dangerous and reactionary? How it’ sjust another
verson of the same reactionary nonsense?’

Marchpane pressed hislipsinto aline. “I would like to see the diagrams,” he said.

Cathartes shrugged. He produced a key from his pocket and then walked around the desk. Sitting in the
trainer’ s chair, he reached down to unlock the left-hand bottom drawer, and then he pulled it open. He
lifted out ameta box, which he placed on the desk.

“I'll show you the whole thing,” he said. There was a combination lock above the box’ s hasp; he entered
three numbers and flipped open the top.

“Here,” hesaid, taking out asheaf of drawings.

Marchpane pushed aside the photographs and newspapers, and made a space for them upon the surface
of the desk. Then helaid them out with hislong, pale hands. He ran hisforefinger down the paragraph or
50 of text that explained each one, hislips moving as he read.

Each drawing showed a skeleton, and then beside it anaked figure, sometimesin profile. Each one was
labeled at the top: TREGANU, STARBRIDGE, CAUCASIAN, ANTINOMIAL, DUAURVEDIC, and afew more.

Notations aong the right-hand margin described differencesin bone structure, hair growth, pigmentation,
average size, brain capacity, dentition. Occasionaly these differences wereillustrated. Three or four
circles decorated the bottom of each page, containing close details of fingers, tailbones, teeth.

The last two pages were unlabeled. One showed the gpe—a small squat-legged primate with an anxious
furry face. The other showed a human body, heroically muscled. Its head was disproportionate,
deformed, with aprotruding jaw.

“1 see,” murmured Professor Marchpane. He raised his eyebrows. “ And the mode ?’

Catharteslifted it out of the box, il initsnest of paper. “Here,” he said, raising the skull. Marchpane
placed an interrogatory finger on the manuscript.

“It isthe Bekata Codex of the Song of Angkhdt,” explained Cathartes. “It disappeared from the temple
a thesametime.”

“Ah,” murmured Professor Marchpane. He took the skull into hishands, and then lifted it up to Sare et it
face-to-face.

“It' sinteresting,” he said, “what a seductive explanation this could be. It explains, for example, the sexua
character of thetext, aswell asthe sexua emphasisin the iconography.”

“Of course,” answered Cathartes, a hint of impatiencein hisvoice. The professor was turning the skull in
histhin hands, examining the minute carvings.

“What arethese?’ he asked.



Cathartes shrugged.

“Ah.” Marchpane lowered the skull again, and hisface took on a soft expression. “My grandfather once
told me how Paradise was anew arriva in our system. He didn't explain. But hetold me stories of a
perfect world. There were no men yet, just smaler animals. He used to make up stories about them.”

“Itisan ancient myth,” said Cathartes coldly.

“No doubt. But that’ s the point, you see. Now |I’m an engineer, but | know enough astronomy to
understand what a peculiar scienceit is. Peculiar in this way—there seemsto be a separate explanation
for everything that hasto do with Paradise, a separate category of natural law. All of the nine planets
describe smple, regular orbits, or at least they would, except for the gravitational effect of this one rogue.
But Paradise—I once saw my teacher compute on the blackboard the time and date of the next
gpparition—thiswas along time ago, when | wasjust a student. It was inconceivably complicated—he
posited literally hundreds of smadl epicycles, aswell as many strange fluctuationsin speed and gravitation.
And even then his calculations were off by afew hours.”

As he spoke, he patted the top of the distorted skull, and then replaced it on the desk. “Who can explain
it? Who can explain the strange lack of consensusin our history from season to season, year to year?
The reports of even trained observers differ wildly, and | have read some which swear the moon has
phases like the other planets; otherswhich claim that it itsalf isa source of light, and that it moves around
uslike another sun. Now the other night it ppeared clear to methat | was witnessing areflective effect
only. Sowhat am | to make of that? Can | dismissfor that reason the statements of so many other
observers...?

“Andwhy not?’ demanded Cathartes. He leaned forward in his chair. “Why can’'t you conclude that
eyes diseased by superstition and religion cannot observe properly? For example, people from the period
tell many stories about the sugar rain, which falls here at the end of spring. They describe how itislike
snow or glassor fire or ice or sone or acid faling from the sky. They analyze its chemical composition.
They fill book after book with speculations. Y et we know for afact that it isonly rain. Itsforce and its
duration make men losether objectivity.”

“| see” said Marchpane. “ Still it was not so very long ago.”

But Cathartes was angry. He leaned forward, and his handsome face was flushed. “What do you mean?’
he demanded. “ Explain yourself—what do you mean to say about it?’

“Nothing at dl. Only that cleverer men than | have speculated whether Paradise was quitea. . . natural
phenomenon.”

Hewas staring out past Cathartes s shoulder. Outside the window, the sky had gotten dark. The
exercise room was provided with eectric lights set into the celling. At seven o’ clock they had turned
on—automaticaly, unobtrusively. Asthe day had darkened they had grown brighter, maintaining dways
the samelevd of illumination in the room. It was a steedy, ydlow, shadowless, pervasvelight.

A lamp stood on a corner of the desk. Now Professor Marchpane turned away from it. He stepped over
to the bank of windows and stared out into the night. He spread his ddlicate thin fingers out against the
glass.

“You told your spy | wanted to seehim,” said Cathartes after alittle while.

“Yes. He' s off infifty minutes. We re going to meet him.”



“After dark?” Ceathartes frowned.

Marchpane stared out past his own reflection, out into the night. “He sin the pit. It' s never dark.”
“Butisit safe? What kind of manishe?’

“Hesasy.”

The glass under his hand was vibrating—a steady rhythm from the mine. Marchpane stared out past the
reflection of hiseye.

“Shdl wego?’ hesad after alittlewhile.

Outsde the window Carbontown was burning in the darkness. Below and to the left, five conica
smokestacks rose beside along, low building—the top levd of anine-tiered gdlery. Long streams of fire
blew out of each stack, twenty, thirty feet into the air, aternating with putrid clouds of ash.

The gdlery spilled down over the steep dope toward the mine. A ydlow glare was pushing through its
nine rows of ditted windows. It was alivid, constant glow. But over the course of afew minutes the color
shifted somewhat, became deeper, blacker, redder, according to the cycle of the Marchpane convection.
The building housed the famous blast furnaces of Carbontown, rebuilt and improved, now operating
around the clock, through dl the twenty hours of the day.

Light streamed a so from the cars of the cog railway, which climbed up toward the gdlery from the mine.
At the terminus the ten-acre off-loading pit was full of fire, because here aso was collected the raw dag

from the furnaces. From above Marchpane could see the tendersin their helmets and their insulated suits,
gtanding in aline upon the concrete rim of the containment reservoir, raking off the distilled brandy-glass.

Asaways, he was astounded by the scale of it. Seven thousand men and women lived and worked in
Carbontown. From where he stood he could see how dl the pieces moved together—the furnaces, the
rallway bringing up the raw shards from the pit, the excretion unit, and the find product being loaded in
the platforms—asif the mine were just asingle mechanism, tended by its miniature crew.

But in another sense the view was insufficient, he thought later, when the el evator had deposited
Cathartes and himsdlf a the building’ s base. Asthe meta cage had sunk down through the scaffolding,
Marchpane had fdlt the temperature rise. In the trembling guywires he had felt the churning of the engines.
Y et even s0 he was surprised, as dways, by theintensity of the noise and heat which closed around him
and enveloped him as the doors did open and he stepped outside into aworld of harsh sensation. He had
perceived only light from the window of the exercise room. Infantsin amother’ swomb, thought
Marchpane. He felt the sweat rush to the surface of his skin.

With them walked a single overseer, armed with arubber truncheon and a gun. Cathartes was grinning
for some reason, and the light was shining off histeeth; as they moved on down the concrete maidan,

past the heliport, past the security post, Marchpane felt his clothes grow limp and damp. His saturated
collar curled away from hiswet neck; they were waking through afine hot drizzle, which was partialy
the blowoff from the slamping press and partialy a genuine piece of weather. Overhead the clouds were
low, and they reflected back some of the fire from the stacks. They reflected back aso some of the noise
from the press—a hollow booming al around them.

They took the escalator down toward the collection pit. Again, every meter of descent brought with it a
corresponding rise in temperature. At the bottom, the heat was gifling, the humidity terrific. Marchpane
fet it asasolid force, pressing againgt his body from al sides. It required al hisenergy and strength to
cleave a passage through. Cathartes was smiling, and Marchpane was amazed to see hishair ill dry, his



uniform till crisply pressed. Marchpane, asthey hurried past the dag poals, felt the sweat pour from his
face, and he was squinting, and blotting his eyes with hiswet deeve. The overseer said something that he
couldn’t understand above the noise from the crushing bins. But Cathartes heard it and made some

response.

Professor Marchpane was the managing chief engineer at Carbontown. He was aso, as his own bad luck
would haveit, the only member of the Board of Directors not to have attended the September
Conference of Metalurgy in Charn, whose dates had corresponded to the mayor’ s celebration. They had
gone to protest the new production schedule, which had made conditions so unsafe.

Later, people would speculate that if adifferent man had been |ft in charge of the facility, perhapsthe
miners would not have dared to go on gtrike at such acrucia time. Perhaps the mine would not have
fallen to the Cult of Loving Kindness.

Later historians, stretching taut the chain of circumstance that led up to the reconsolidation of Starbridge
power in Charn, al would remark on the beginnings of the movement: how it seemed to grow up out of
nothing, how except for afew crucia successesit could have dissipated just asrapidly. Three thousand
days after these events, Prince Regulum Starbridge himself seemed to acknowledge this, when he took
his oath of officein Durbar Square. In hisinaugurd address he expressed his gratitude not to Genera
Mechlin Starbridge, not to the Reaction Corps, who in the last days of summer had defeated the New
People’ s Army on thetulip fields of Caladon. Instead he praised the martyrs of the Cult of Loving
Kindness, which nevertheless he had by that time ruthlesdy suppressed—L ongo Gore (called
“Starbridge’), Porphyry Demidle, Karan Mang. Then he spoke another lessfamiliar name, and at the
time it was consdered lucky and conciliatory that a prince of the old blood could even put histongue
around the name of such ahumble figure—Nanda Dev, aglass miner from Carbontown.

It was this miner that Marchpane was seeking on the night of the sixty-seventh of September. Another
more practiced administrator would have sent for him, would have had him summoned to the company
offices. But Marchpane thought it wasimportant to show himsaf among the minersfrom timeto time, so
that they could understand the human face of power.

It was abad decision. Already for the past week, since the appearance of the article in theGazette , the
mine had been dight with rumors of some big mythic discovery. At the same time, Marchpane had taken
advantage of the absence of the Board to implement some new reforms. As he and Cathartes climbed
down the concrete dope toward the terminus of the cog raillway, they camein among a crowd of miners
at their leisure, and some had been able to buy acohol. They were dangerous, exhausted men, their
bodies and their faces streaked with sweet and grease and wrapped in rags, their breath bloody with
accumulated glass. They turned their bleared and drunken eyesto look at the two men, and then swung
back to stare up at the company officesfar above. The windows were all dark.

Every miner knew about the changes of the past week. The security battalion had been reassigned. They
were piling sandbags by the gate, they were camping in the woods; in consequence there were fewer in
the mineitsaf. Now the overseerswalked singly, or in groups of two. And there were rumors
everywhere of some new hope, ayoung girl who had come down from Paradise the last night of the
festival to walk on earth for ashort time. The keysto Paradise werein her hands.

Obliviousto this, oblivious to the speculation in the faces that surrounded them, Marchpane and
Cathartes continued on. At the terminus they took the elevator, though the cage was |oaded with children
on the seventh shift. They squeezed in among them—shard gatherers and seekers, their bodies and their
limbswrapped in strips of mudin, their little faces covered with black grease to guard against the dust.
Some wore doppy turbans pulled down over their ears, and afew lucky ones had plastic eyeguards and
nose filters—too few, thought Marchpane, for the lips and nogtrils and the eyedlids of the rest were caked



with scabs that would not heal. He made amental note. On thefirst of every month, each family was
reissued the protective gear they lacked, but it was obvioudy not enough. There was corruption and
thievery, he knew. He had read the report—how men would stel apair of goggles and then sdll it back.
The children were always the losers. Now they stared up at him with red, accusing eyes—how had it
come to this? Conditions had not aways been this bad. Not when the plans had first been drawn.
Workers had moved here voluntarily; the cottagesin Crystal Lip had been written up inlndustry Today ;
they had been widdy copied. Children had not been alowed to work until their familiesinssted. There
had been a school.

“It stinksin here,” whispered Cathartes.

The eevator did down straight into the ssomach of the mountain. Through the bars of the cage,
Marchpane saw among the layers of schist a seam of glass catch at the lamplight, and then another. They
weresmdl and few at fird, glittering with pyrite and impurities. But as the cage moved down the shéft,
the texture of the glass began to change. The seams were smoother, darker, richer. They mixed into one
another, and from time to time Marchpane could see the fugitive reflection of hisface as he pressed up
againg the bars.

When the overseer rang the bell at Leve 29, the doors opened on a sheer blue tunnd through the glass.
Thiswas Marchpane sfavorite section of the mine—the crystal heart of it, the only place where the pure
schemes of the Board had not been dirtied by the needs and the desires of men. It was the access tunnel
to the Ranbagh Lode: amost athousand feet straight through into the pit, and Marchpane could hear the
gas hammers of the miners asthey labored on the face.

Sometimes the noise seemed sharp and piercing, sometimes dull and flat, asit caught resonances deep
inddetheglass.

The three men moved away from the loading dock. Twelve children had descended aso; now they
rushed off down the tunndl, dapping their meta lunchpails againgt thewals. Their laughter reverberated in
the vault, glancing from the rough-cut surfaces.

The car rattled out of sight. The three men were aone. “Y ou’ ve never been down here?’ asked
Marchpane. For once Cathartes|ooked uncomfortable, and he was staring upward with his mouth open,
toward where a cloud of glow-flies buzzed around alamp. It was very hot. The smooth blue wallswere
dick with condensation. Streams of moisture had worn channelsin the glass.

Asthey moved forward, their footsteps were muffled by the thick sand on thefloor. “ Y ou' ve never seen
the pit?’ continued Marchpane, and Cathartes shook his head. The overseer followed them afew feet
back.

“It' sworth alook. The man we re going to meet isworking on thisface. I'll show you.”

He turned back toward the overseer. “Y ou know the man | mean. Nanda Dev—he' sin the cutting crew.
Tdl himwe are waiting in the guardhouse.”

The overseer sduted. And when the tunnel divided he went to the left, while Marchpane and Cathartes
continued straight.

Now the tunnel broadened out, the walls doped away, and the noise from the mine was louder and more
varied. They descended afew steps and then paused before an dcove that was cut into the wall. Inside,
the raw glassfloor was covered with candles and smdl oil lamps, and photographsin frames, and many
persond effects—a pair of shoes, of eyeglasses, ahammer, anestly folded pair of pants. “We ve had
our share of accidents,” said Marchpane.



They continued on. Then finally they reached the guardhouse at the end, asmall square chamber cut into
the glass, near where the tunnel opened out into the pit. Asthey waited for the overseer to return, they
looked out into the open air. The tunnel ended on ameta platform which was bolted to the rock, and
which was joined by ladders and rope elevators to amass of bamboo scaffolding over to their left. It
descended out of sight below them down the doping surface of the Ranbagh Lode. In the dark, the
whole network of scaffolds and rope bridges that covered the insde of the greeat glass pit at Carbontown
was glistening with light. It waslike aweb covered in dew, and each drop was an oil lantern swinging in
the ropes. Elsewhere along the face the surface of the ore waslit with arc lamps and magnesium flares,
and Marchpane could see the figures of the miners made gigantic and grotesque by their harsh shadows
on the glass. Here the pit at Carbontown was more than half a mile across—an open gulf seething with
light from many hundred sources, for every miner carried in hishelmet or histurban asmall carbide lamp.

They stood there for about aminute with the humid wind in their faces, listening to the crash of the
pneumatic hammers and the drills. Cathartes shuddered. He pulled avay when Marchpane touched his
am. “Therethey are,” said the old engineer, pointing toward the scaffolding below them, where two
lamps swayed across along rope bridge.

They went ingde. They waited in the guardroom, which was empty, except for awooden table and some
metd folding chairs. The glassthat formed the outsde wall was only three feet thick. A bluish underwater
light pierced through it from the pit, vanishing when Marchpane lit the [antern on thetable.

They sat down with the light between them. “Was it necessary to come down here?’ Cathartes asked.
Marchpane rubbed his big nose. “ The boy requested it.”

After five minutes there was aknock at the door. It was adab of wood on metal hinges bolted to the
rock—they had not closed it. The overseer reached ingdeto rap it with his knuckles, though they had
heard his footsteps coming down the corridor.

Hedidn't enter. He stayed outside to guard the door. Marchpane could see his shadow on the floor
beyond the threshold, thrown by hislantern. It stretched across the doorway, thick and black. Then it
was disturbed by the small young man who stepped over it and stepped inside.

He had aminer’ slamp strapped to his forehead undernegth his turban. 1t was down low: ayellow jet of
flame, which seemed to obscure rather than illuminate his features. His eyeswerein black wells. His
mouth was hidden undernesth the shadow of hisnose.

Hisface was smeared with thick protective grease. Flecks of glass, imbedded iniit, glistened in the [antern
light. He was wearing shorts and sanda's, and hislegs were muscular and delicate. They too were
greased, and speckled with the shining glass.

“ThisisNandaDev,” said Professor Marchpane. “He' sthe boy whom | wastelling you about. The boy
who took those photographs at Nyangongo.”

Nanda Dev bowed his head, and came afew more stepsinto the room. “Thank you, sir,” he said.
“Thank you for coming down. It s good to show you' re not afraid.”

Marchpane frowned. A drop of sweat was running down the ridgepole of his nose, and he stroked it
away with hislong fingers. “Yes. Of course.” Hetouched hislips. “Thisis Dr. Cathartes, from the
Department of Theology. He' s helping me—he sgot alot of expertise. | have repeated to him some of
the things you told me. But he wanted to talk to you directly.”

As he was speaking, Cathartes took out from an inside pocket the envelope of photographsthat had lain



on thetrainer’ sdesk in the exercise room far above. He put them on thetable. “Here,” he said. “Now tell
the story in your own words. | also want to clear up some details.”

The young miner took another step forward. He stripped off his canvas gloves. He said: “Mr. Sebastian,
from the Board. He' sgone now in Charn. He gave me the camera | did work for him.”

Marchpane nodded.

“He gave me aweekend passto Lameru. So | went up there on the last night, on the sixty-third. To
Nyangongo. It'sadozen miles”

“St down,” said Marchpane.

“I want to stand. | don’t know morethan | told you.”

Cathartes sat forward in his chair. “How many people were there?’ he asked.
The miner shrugged. “Maybe ten thousand. Maybe more.”

“Tell mewhat they did. Wasthere ardigious ceremony?’

“Therewas astage, lit up. There was abig man with adog’ s head. Made of paper, maybe—paper and
bamboo. They torched it at the end.”

“What else?’

“Sir, there were speeches. A man stood up and spoke about some guns. Someone had given them alot
of guns. | saw guns everywhere.”

“What was the man’s name?’

“I don’t know. | don’t know names.”

Cathartes shuffled through the photographs until he found one of Cassia. “What about her?’
“That' sthe bishop. They called her the bishop.”

“Did she spesk?’

“Shedidn’t have to speak. She wasjust there.”

Cathartes squinted. “What are you telling me?’

“It'snot what sheis, it' swhat she means. Just her. Without her, there' s nothing there.”
“Did you see any drugs?’

“Lotsof drugs.”

“Any sxud activity?’

“I guess 0. It was a party. When the moon rose they were singing songs.”

Cathartes shuffled through afew more photographs. “ Sir,” continued the young man. “1 want you to
understand, it’ sdl anybody talks about right now. Since | got back. | say there' salot of discontent here
now. A lot of problems. They read the papers. They know you’ ve got something. Somekind of relicin



your office”
He and Cathartes stared at each other. “1’ ve got to get back,” said Nanda Dev, picking up hisgloves.

“Just aminute,” said Cathartes. He sat frowning in his chair, and then he spoke. “Y ou think thisisa
dangerous woman.”

13 Y&, S r.”
“A threst to the security of the mine.”

Theyoung manrolled hiseyes. “ Sir, I've been telling you . . .” he said. But he stopped talking when
Cathartes moved his hand.

“What could | offer you to do somework for me?’ Cathartes said.
“What work?’
“ Some dangerous work.”

The miner made asmall impatient gesture with hisgloves. “ Sir, | do what | do. No more—I| have awife
and child. Besides, what do you want with me? Why don’'t you just go in there?’

He turned to Professor Marchpane. “Sir,” he said. “Why can’t you go there? Y ou have the men.”
Professor Marchpane cleared histhroat. “They’ ve moved now, isthat true?’

“Y es, they're closer now. They moved again last night.”

When he had gone, Marchpane and Cathartes sat together in the close heat and talked for afew minutes.
“He sright,” Cathartes said. “We have the men.”

“Dowe?Hethinks|’min danger just by visiting the pit without an escort. I ve got five hundred
men—ample for most circumstances. Not for attacking ten thousand armed fanatics.

“I'll tell youwhat | want,” he said after a pause. “1 want to get that bone of yours out of here as quickly
as| can. | want you to go with it. The girl—I don’'t give adamn about her. | want to hold on here until
the Board returns, and then after about two months | want to turn in my resignation.”

Catharteswasn't listening. “Y ou know | had her,” he said. “ At the plantation—I had her in my hand. |
could have avoided all of this” He shook his head. “I was soft-hearted. She was so young.”

“Y ou couldn’t have known.”

“Yes, | should have known. | thought it was the old Treganu, the old man. | wasafool. What was she
doing out there by hersdlf, in that village full of aberrations and monstrosities?’

“Y ou couldn’'t have known.”
“Ten thousand people—she sinfecting thiswhole digtrict. | will not forgive mysdlf.”

Catharteswasleaning forward in his chair, hisface sunk in shadow. Now he raised his head and squinted
out the open door. “Never,” he said. “ These popular delusions have long roots, which must be torn out
daily.” Hegot to hisfeet. “| find this place oppressive.”

Again on the way back Cathartes walked with the overseer while Marchpane lagged behind. There were



five minerswaiting at the eevator a the end of the glass tunnel. Marchpane nodded at them while they
looked at their shoes.

Suddenly hefelt frightened. Y et why should he’? The miners knew him. He knew hundreds by their
names, he knew their families.

The cage arrived and he stepped into it. The minersfollowed him, shuffling their feet. They would not
meet hiseyes.

Why should he be afraid? Always he had fought for them—they knew that too. The disability pensons,
the new hourly wage—all that was hisinitiative. Once he had gone adone into the prison to meet with the
trade unionigts.

Cathartes was talking with the overseer. The cage made severa stops, and it was crowded. Someone
stood on Marchpane sfoot.

Then they arrived upon the ridge and they descended. There was quite a crowd. The cog railway had
halted for no reason he could see. Idle men and women stood next to the boiler hole with tin cupsin their
hands, though it was past the hour. They stared at him with red-rimmed eyes, their faces gleaming in the
firdlight. One had the impudence to spit, and Marchpane was relieved to see that Cathartes took no
notice.

Part 12:
Nanda Dev

Thi rty-five hours later, Nanda Dev stood in Longo Starbridge’ stent. In his speech and in his posture, he

showed the same proud submissivenessthat he had in the crystal chamber in the mine. Here, Karan
Mang took the Marchpane role. He was Sitting in his canvas chair, and with hisright index finger he was
stroking the back of hisleft hand. Longo Starbridge stood behind him, hisbeard sunk on his chest.

It was midmorning. Sunlight was piercing through ahole in the flap. Washed, scraped free of grease, in
different clothes, Nanda Dev was a handsome man with hairlessskin. “Yes,” hesad. “It went dl right. It
went likel said.”

“Tel us” Karan Mang' sthin lips moved more than those two words judtified; he seemed to be
suppressing ayawn.

“Hée sdonefor. He wasthe last one. My man hit him with a spanner as he got out of the evator.”
“Did hekill him?’

“No. | told him not to push. But he crushed his skull behind the ear. He sin the hospita .”

“And 07’

“And so theré sanew man, likel said, Sir. HE s an associate professor of religion. But no one knows
him. No onein security. No oneinthe hole.”

“I %.”

If Karan Mang had any interest in the answersto his questions, he didn’t show it in hisvoice. With his
right forefinger he stroked the back of hisleft thumb. Longo Starbridge stood behind him.



Nanda Dev was barefoot. The red turban on his head was carefully knotted. The tasseled end hung
down over hisear. “Now’ sthetime,” he said. “ Y ou shouldn’t wait more than afew days, sir. The phone
isdown, but there' s another one in Cochinoor. One way or another, he'll get a message through.”’

Karan Mang shrugged his smal shoulders, and rearranged the silk cuff on hiswrigt.

“Sir, maybe you don't get it quite,” said Nanda Dev. “He s just one man. He doesn’t know the mine. He
doesn’'t know how close things are to breaking open. | told him, but he doesn’t know. Marchpane knew.
But Marchpane sgone.”

“It'snot up to us.” Longo Starbridge spoke for the first time. Hisvoice was low, degp in hisbeard. The
hair trembled around his mouth. He shook hishead. “1t’ sfour daystill the woodman comes.”

Nanda Dev clicked histongue. “Who says you have to wait?’

“I do. It'sthesgn. Thefirst Sgnisthelily on the sump. The adversary cutsthelily on the sump. The
woodman, and the golden blood flows down into the root. The second sign isthe flame-of-the-forest
tree, and the fire burning on the mountains. The third Sgn isthe groaning in the earth. Thefourth signis
the cracking of the tower. Thefifth Sgn isthe splitting of the Sky, when Angkhdt will comeinto his
country.”

“That'sdl right,” said Nanda Dev. “ But maybe we can hurry it dong.”

“Nowecan't. It'snot like that. Y ou say there are five hundred security in Carbontown. That’salot of
men. Everything must be exactly right for us, on our Side and on yours.”

Karan Mang pursed hislips, and then he raised his hand to hide them. Longo Starbridge took two steps
backward and lifted hisarm, arhetorical gesture, out of place in that cramped tent. Hisfingers grazed the
roof; it was streaked with sunlight.

“Thefirgt dgnisthebishop’ sdeath,” he said. “The second signisthefal of Carbontown. It isthefire
burning on the hilltop. It isthe flame of the forest, which Freedom Love saw burning in adream. He says,
‘| was on the crack of the abyss, and | felt the flameinside my heart. And the pistons of my heart were
pumping, and the furnace of my heart was bursting, and the engine of my heart was bresking. My arms,
my chest, my belly, and the cavity of my brain wasfull of liquid fire.” ”

He paused. “In fact the text retainsits ambiguities,” said Karan Mang, staring at histhumb. “But Brother
Longo is persuasive, and a the moment the leve of sophigtication among our followersislow.
Unfortunately the commentary on thefirst sgnisclearer. And the schedule is specific—unfortunately, |
say, because we are uncomfortable here.”

“| don’'t understand,” said Nanda Dev.

“I’'m saying she' sgoing to die,” said Longo Starbridge. “ She’ s going to die according to the prophecy.
Everybody knows it—she knowsit, even. Do you think these people follow us because they like us?’

There was adlencein thetent. Karan Mang broke it: “Naturaly, this hasto be arranged from your side.
The woodman isthe enemy. Helistheincarnation of the enemy.”

“What does he look like?’ asked Nanda Dev.
“Heisdressed in black. It isnot complicated.”

“Two hundred dollars,” said NandaDev.



“Asyoulike”

“I’vegot afamily,” said NandaDev. “I’'mright, aren’'t I? Whoever it iswill not survive. | bet the
prophecy isclear onthat.”

“Itisambiguous,” said Karan Mang.

That day, the Cult of Loving Kindness was camped adong ariver bottom seven miles from Carbontown,
inagrove of fig trees. It was apeaceful place. Light filtered through the leaves, speckled the canvas
rooftops of the rows of tents. Nanda Dev, stepping out into the open air, was hoping for abreeze. His
skin was dick with swest. In fact the air outside Brother Longo’ s tent was dmost aswet, dmost as
close, dmost as il asit had beeningde. All was quiet in the grove, and whatever noises did
penetrate—the buzz of an insect, the laugh of some smal child—seemed muffled and made dull. The
tents were empty. The soldiers of Paradise were in the forest, scavenging for food.

“Come,” sad Longo Starbridge. “ She' swith the children.”

They waked through the trees. The flies were thick upon the leaves, thick upon the fallen unripefruit. As
they reached the fringes of the grove, Nanda Dev wrinkled his nose. The path split Ieft for Carbontown.
It ran down by the river, which ran thick and dow and noisdlessin its banks. He didn’'t go that way. He
followed Longo Starbridge through a.clump of gutted bamboo huts. The meeting house, built of heavier
wood, still smoldered.

They passed a shdlow ditch in an open space where the ground was black and beaten flat. The dirt was
looser there, turned over, and flieswere crawling out of it. Nanda Dev wrinkled his nose, because a smell
of carrion was rising with the burnt wood. The soldiers of Paradise had burnt the town; almost he turned
asde Thisisnothing, he thought. Thisis nothing, he thought to console himself. They’ll be apile of
bodies stacked up to the moon when Carbontown goes up. There was amurmur of voices coming from
somewhere up ahead. They werein the forest now, pushing through atangled mass of manzanita,
following atiny path which neverthel ess was rutted deep with footprints. The manzanitagave out into
separate clumps of tall bamboo. Here the light penetrated the foliage in sharp and dirty spears, flatter and
wide-bladed and more numerous as they progressed, until they stepped out into an open glade. At the far
end the bishop sat on alow bamboo bench, surrounded by children. Their motherslay back in the shade.

Nanda Dev took out his camerafrom the pocket of his shorts. He had promised Cathartes some
photographs. Some for hiswife aso, and one for the miner’ s shrine, cut out of the glasson Level 36.
Already he had brought awooden mask from Nyangongo, aswell asasmall wooden image of Beloved
Angkhdt.

He made ten photographs that day, most of which werelost. One of them, however, formed the model
for the portrait which later hung in amuch larger shrinein the new Autumn Temple. In that dark and
pungent place, full of incense and acolytes and urgent prayers, it glowed like asource of light. For the
painter captured with his crusted oilsthe brilliance of the sunlight in that forest glade where Cassasat in
her white dress. She had raised one hand. She was talking to the children who flocked around her feet.

The photograph, however, included figures missing from the painting—the figures of three adultswho
were with her by the bench that day. Two sat cross-legged: a grinning piebad woman, and an old man
with hislegs shrunken away to the bare bone. And one young man erect, hiselbowsraised, hisfingersin
histangled yellow hair, hiseyes mere holesin hisdark face.

Nanda Dev' s camerawas new, imported, so smdl it could fit easily upon his pam. Unlike models even
from afew months before, which had required that the subject pose for severd minutes without moving,
this one could capture minute fluctuations of expression. He folded back the plastic lid. He looked for a



moment through the aperture, and then he let the lenswander over the scene. He rejected as a point of
focusfirst the bishop’s pensive face, next the young man’ s expression of tense hatred, of violence barely
suppressed. Findly he pressed the shutter ten times at random. Looking up, he thought he could fed the
tremor of a breeze floating toward him down the glade, bringing with it some sweet smll.

“God in Paradise, she' s beautiful,” he murmured.

At hisside, Longo Starbridge grunted assent. Then he walked forward into the glade and squatted down
by the ssde of an old woman dressed in black. She was Stting on a blanket in the shade of alitmus bush,
an old, dried, withered woman, loosely put together like abundle of dry ticks.

Thiswas Miss Azimuth. She was busy sewing, and her brittle fingers moved over the surface of awhite
expanse of slk. Her joints were swollen and arthritic, yet perhaps there was some medication in the
drugs she took to keep her skillful, to make it possible to Sit that way upon the blanket without pain. The
pupils of her eyes, when she raised them to look at Brother Longo, were shrunken down to dots.

“It'sashroud,” shesad.

She had thimbles on three fingers of her right hand. Her needle fluttered over the surface of the silk,
making exquisite small stitches with a golden thread. Occasiondly as she moved her elbow or her wrist
the joint would creak. Nanda Dev, standing adozen feet away, heard it from timeto time, interrupting the
rhythm of the bishop’svoice.

The bishop raised her hand. “ The tragedy is,” she said, “how the best intentions go astray, and you can
do such harm. Maybe in your own families you have seen how someone might have someidea about
what to do, what game to play. Maybe your brothers or your sisters have tried to convince you to do
something against your will. And even if you can admit later that their ideawas good, it doesn't matter.
It'stoo late. Sometimes | have seen such anger among the youngest children, such bitter words and
fighting. It' s because your idess clash together, even with your friends, and they draw your bodies after
them. A wise man taught mewhen | was achild. Now heis dead—hetold me: ‘What isit worth fighting
for? Worth hurting and worth being hurt. Nameit, and you will seeit disgppear into theair.’

“No. Wemust pull back our bodies from these conflicts. My father said that they will disappear, but not
immediately. Maybe these ideas will fight againgt each other dl around usfor alittle while. But then
maybe it will be like a cradle when your mother’ s hand stops rocking. First it rocksfor awhile by itsdf,
then less, and then it stops.

“Now this old man once told me the story of awar. And he said the tragedy of thiswar, which started as
afight againg aterrible unfairness, was how quickly it turned into nothing, even though the people kept
on fighting. Even asthe forces of oppression were defeated, how quickly the men who understood ideas
were replaced by men who understood ideas and power, and then by men who understood power only.
So that in afew months nothing had changed, after al that death. Only the names and faces of the kings.

“Itisfor thisreason that we must not hurt each other. It isfor this reason that we must not try to hurt
another living creature—not the smallest insect. It isfor this reason that we must love each other and
ignore our differences. It isfor thisreason that we must try and livein loving kindness with each
other—because we have no choice. People say that these things can be disallowed sometimes, because
of their ideas. But their ideas can never befulfilled. Their goa can never be achieved, and we areleft with
what we do. What we do and what we are. And once we redlize this, once we let go of theseideas
which hurt us, then can wefind peace.”

In the glade, the children sat with their mouths open, staring with blank incomprehension astheir mothers
dozed in the shadows. But Miss Azimuth was listening as she stitched, nodding her little doll’ s head



sometimes. Longo Starbridge was squatting on his heavy hams. Nanda Dev went to him and bent down.
“Sir—does she know about dl that?” he whispered, gesturing with his head back to the burnt town.

Brother Longo shrugged. “Her tent ison the far sde. We have kept her separate.”
“She does't know?”
“She doesn’t want to know.”

When he stood up again, Nanda Dev felt suddenly light-headed. For an instant, hisvision was clouded
with small shining specks. As he watched, they vanished. So beautiful she was, the last bishop of Charn,
her words disappearing as she spoke them. Behind her, the big stranger with hisragged T-shirt and his
angry face.

“She spesks of Paradise,” said the old woman on the blanket, her voice faint and far away. “ Already her
thoughtsarein Paradise.” She had put aside her sewing, and wrapped it into an untidy ball in her
black-skirted lap. Needles stuck from it at odd angles, each with its pennant of thread.

Longo Starbridge took out a stick of chewing gum. He rubbed the gum into aball and placed it in the
pouch of hislip, dropping the bright paper on the grass. “Tell him about the woodman,” he said.

The old woman cocked her head. “1 have prepared amap, you see. It shows the location of her tent.
And heré saligt of what you' | need. Though it'snot you, isit? The woodman is not you.”

“Not me” said Nanda Dev.

“No, heisdressed in black, you see. The gathering man. All black with ablack hood. And heiscarrying
an axe with asingle blade. And when he cuts the flower on the ssump, he never needs more than one
stroke—just one, you see. It'sal he needs.”

“Thetentisisolated,” said Longo Starbridge. “ There will be no guard.”

“No guard but the angdl of our God,” pursued Miss Azimuth. She held an envelopein her dry hand. “I
have marked the hour on the margin. These are my caculations, which | made with Reverend Porphyry.
Five-fifteen on the morning of the seventy-third. Just after dawn, you see—in thefirst light of day. The
woodman, is he astrong man?’

“I don’'t know,” said Nanda Dev. He was|ooking at Cassia, and his mouth was dry.

“Heistheincarnate crudty,” sghed Miss Azimuth. “Heisthe evil of the world. Heisthe woodman, who
chopped the tree of the Lord' sfaith, who chopsthe flower on the ssump. But that stroke will be hislast.
Wewill riseagaingt him. For there is something breaking in the engine of my heart—we will rise up.”

“Taketheenvelope,” said Longo Starbridge. The smile on hisface was strange, illegible, and it reveded
ingdehislip the plug of gum.

But Nanda Dev was waking forward through the glade.

“My father had ateacher,” Cassawas saying. “I saw him once, and thisiswhat hetold me: ‘It isin your
heart that you are free or bound, happy or unhappy. Therefore do not strive againgt events. .. ” She
broke off when the miner stood before her, among the seepy children.

He knelt down by Mama Jobe, by Servant of God. “1 need your blessing for my wife and son,” he said.

The emergency at Carbontown brought out the best and worst in Benjamin Cathartes. When Professor



Marchpane was attacked, he had sent the overseer to run for help while he faced down the crowd. He
had stood alone over the inert body of the old man. In the heat and the glare and the crashing of the
rallway he had seen little, he had heard little. Thelight reflected off aring of ugly faces. There were shouts
and curses. Someone threw a stone. And no one came to help, athough the old man was bleeding from
the back of his head. Cathartes had ripped part of the deeve from his new shirt and bound it round the
wet placein the old man’ s hair. Then he lifted him into hisarms and struggled afew stepswith him aong
the concrete curb, until one of the engineers came out from the blockhouse. He took Marchpane' slegs.
Then athird man, aminer, had appeared out of the crowd, and al together they carried the professor by
the runoff sheds, up aong the maidan. There they had met the hospital security detachment.

In the days that followed, Cathartes took over the operation of the mine. This was made possible by his
gtanding in the university hierarchy, aswell as his energy and presumption. No one else among the corps
of engineers and officers was eager to take responsbility during such adelicate time. But Cathartes had
his baggage moved from his guest bedroom to the office of the president’ s executive assistant, and he
commandeered the boardroom for his meetings. Unknown to the staff, ignorant of any principle of
metallurgy or engineering, ignorant of any fact reating to the daily function of the company or thefacility,
nevertheless he was decisve. He was sure of hisdecisons. Professor Marchpane flickered in and out of
consciousness, he languished in intensive care, and in the meantime Cathartes met with the captain of
security and al the area commanders. He toured the razorwire chain-link fence that ran dong the
forty-mile perimeter. He sent runners out of Lameru, to Cochinoor, to Baahl—to anywhere that they
might have aworking telephone or an ansible. He sent arunner to the radio transmitter at Raban—a
ninety-mile distance—and then another and another, in case the first was waylaid. He had technicians
working round the clock upon the helicopter. Walking in aphalanx of armed overseers, hetoured every
section of the mine. He gave a speech. He met with the miners' grievance committee and released from
prison some of the old union leaders.

On September seventieth, the Cult of Loving Kindness blew up the access road in seven places and
destroyed two bridges on therail link to Charn. On the seventy-first, asmal detachment of the soldiers
of Paradise attacked the fence; they were easily repul sed.

On the seventy-second, Cathartes met with Nanda Dev for afew hours. That morning the security
police, acting on atip, had caught the man who had attacked Professor Marchpane. They had cornered
him in Carbontown in hiswife s cousin’ s house. They had dragged him out and dragged him up to the
company for judgment. A rat-faced man, he had refused to talk.

“What do you think?’ asked Cathartes, standing with his hands clasped behind him, looking out the
window of hisnew office. Hewas dressed in hisfull academic uniform with the star-shaped insigniaof his
degree—first-class honorsin comparative theol ogy—pinned over histhroat.

Behind him stood Nanda Dev, working his bare feet into the carpet. “Now isagood time to be strong,”
he said, his voice soft and deferentidl.

“| wonder.” Cathartes turned into the room. He leaned back againgt the windowsill. “What if thiswas
part of aconspiracy?’

Nanda Dev was sllent. He waited, his eyes amost closed, while Cathartes picked at the corner of his
lip—"I wonder. The man said nothing. And | asked him pointedly. | asked him repeatedly. Doesn't that
suggest something to you?’

“I tdl you dl I know,” said Nanda Dev.

“Y es. But maybe your methods of communication are not what they once were. How do you explain
these conversationsto your friends?’



“I say | anfeeding you lies, sr.”
((l %l”

The officewasasmal rich room. The executive assstant had lined the walls with hardwood paneling,
covered the floor with knotted carpets. Three framed photographs of the present governor of Charn hung
above the desk. The onein the middle was dedicated and signed.

Nanda Dev contemplated the governor’ sglassy smile. “1 don't think it matters. If there wasaplan or
not—you want to show your strength, sir. Y ou want to show you don't care.”

“I wonder. My security head told meto be careful. And Marchpane was conscious long enough to ask
for the man’s pardon.”

“No,” said Nanda Dev. “Y ou have aready released some prisoners. That's good. Now you can show
your srength.”

Cathartestouched hislips. “Perhaps,” he said. “In principle.”
“Thereisawhipping post on the maidan,” suggested Nanda Dev.

On the desk, under the governor’ s photograph, lay Miss Azimuth’ s map. Beside it ablack shirt, ablack
pair of pants, and ablack hood. Weighing down the pile, asingle-bladed axe, which Nanda Dev had
bought at Lameru.

Cathartes stood up from the window. He moved over to the desk. “It seemscrudl,” he said, laying his
finger on the map. “ But maybe there are times when cruelty isthe only language people understand.”

“They are strong men,” said Nanda Dev. “ They respect strength in others.”

“Tell mewhy her tent isleft unguarded. Y ou' re sure they won't have moved during the night?’
“I'msure”

“Why issheleft done?’

“Because you gave me money. So | paid the guard. Besides, there is someone in the cult who wants her
dead.”

“Perhaps you could have paid him to do the thing himsdlf.”

“No, gr,” said Nanda Dev. “It must be like | said. Paying the guard, that’ sjust to make sure. But they're
S0 scared of the gathering man, they’ d let him walk right through the camp.”

“I wonder. Will they let him walk away again?’

“I told you. They won't lift afinger to protect her. Not if he' sdressed likethat. They think it's—I don’t
know—a spirit. Sent to punish the false prophets.”

“Hunh. Isthat what it's come to mean?‘ He cuts the lily on the sump’—it’ sfrom the dreams of Freedom
Love”

As he spoke, Cathartes moved his hand to the axe blade, and ran hisfinger down the edge. “All thisis
digasteful,” he continued. “1 am anintellectud.”



“Just tdl himto be quiet,” said Nanda Dev after apause. “ Tdl him to make sureto hide. They'll
recognize the cut and that’ s enough. Tell him to leave the axe. Leaveit asit lies. The clothes—that’ sjust
incase”

Soon after that, heleft. And asthe door closed behind him and the air expanded in his chest, hefelt a
sudden urgeto cry out. He stood in the open air, on the steel catwalk. It was | ate afternoon.

There was ared glow in the dark polluted air of Carbontown. The wind, strong for that season, was hot
and full of grit. AsNanda Dev ran down the meta steps, it whistled through the open girders.

He paused to pick asplinter from his eye. The catwalk led across toward the elevator cages, and it was
gtirring dightly in the wind. Six people waited at the devator; unable to tolerate the sight of them, Nanda
Dev turned ingtead toward the emergency stairs, which zigzagged out of sight. Disused, it wasllittered
with loose newspaper and soda cans. Two hundred stedl steps descended to the rock—not a huge
distance, but Nanda Dev wastired. He stopped to rest at the halfway balcony, and stood looking at the
lights of Carbontown through the intervening struts.

The company offices had won the governor’ s gold meda for design six months before. The architect, a
foreigner, had since gone on to other projects, but this one was his best. The company had given him the
gte: asheer rock ridge above the mine. And they had requested him to keep the building separatein its
look and fedl from the other squat concrete mine buildings nearby, while a the same time staying within
certain budgetary congraints. The result was a cube of sted scaffolding with rooms and offices
suspended in it, joined by open walkways. The architect had wanted to maintain acertain utilitarian
character—the catwalks and the bridges were stedl versions of the ones down in the pit, and the
elevators were authentic miners' cages. He had thought the contrast with the luxurious suites of offices
would provide the building with aesthetic tension.

To NandaDev, it represented everything he hated. It seemed to squat above the town like a huge insect
on therock, adelicate yet evil presence. Standing on the ba cony, he felt unclean, contaminated, sad.

To hisright and to hisleft, the crests of the mountains were lit with winking beacons. They described the
arc of acircde high around the mine—red and green, red and green, diminishing and findly vanishing.
Through the thick air he could not see the beacons on the opposite peaks, five miles awvay. But below
him the town was glowing red, and the wind seemed to rise out of the pit, carrying fumes, which
disturbed his eyes. He turned away and trudged on down the steps; asthe stair turned he looked
westward down the dark side of the ridge, the wooded dope that fell toward the perimeter. He could see
the lights from the gate. They were shining through the trees.

The road which rose up toward him was dark now. There were no trucks on it. The mine was till
producing, but in the emergency only two furnaceswere lit. Since Thursday, dl shifts, al wages, had
been cut in half. People wandered amlesdy on the maidan.

The stair came down onto the rock. Nanda Dev |eft the building and walked down along the ridge. He
had no wish to see anyone, no wish to talk. Instead of heading toward the terminus, where the big cars
rose and sank diagonally along the greased rail to Crystal Lip, he took another way. Someone waved to
him; without responding, he hurried down a concrete embankment on the ridge’ s outer lip, until he was
out of Sght.

There were some storage sheds upon the outer dope, afew boys working. He didn’t stop. He crossed
the road behind the empty loading dock, and skirted around the far sde of the furnace compound. He
climbed down through the rocks and thornbushes, until he reached another service dair.

Here the ridge was narrow. The stair, which antedated the construction of the road, fell awvay below him,



aseries of concrete bastions. He stood for amoment looking down toward the gate and toward the
razorwire fence, trying to find the small path that led off through the trees. There were no lightsto mark i,
no lightsto mark the camp among thefig trees seven miles out, and he wondered if perhapsthe
woodman might get lost.

Then he turned around and climbed instead up to the summit of theridge, which he reached in afew
minutes. As he crossed over he could seethe lights of Carbontown again. Or rather, he could seethe
glow, for the dope below him now was gentle, and the town itsalf would be out of sight for most of the
hour’ s descent.

Again the stair was broken and cracked and clogged with refuse. He kicked down through the beer cans
and plastic containers. The stair was scarcely used; it ran down parald to the car, and occasiondly
Nanda Dev could hear a smooth metalic hiss over to hisleft behind the rocks. It was getting dark. The
wind was hot and strong, stirring the refuse around him.

On the upper dopethe stair ran straight. But as the angle of descent increased, it wound back and forth,
searching for the gentle way.

There was a place above the town that he knew well. When he had first been shipped out from his
neighborhood in Charn, often after school he had climbed up with afew friends to smoke cigarettes and
drink. It was asmple turning of the concrete stair, yet dmost it was the only placein the gigantic complex
where it was quiet enough to talk. Out of earshot from the processing plant upon the ridge, out of earshot
from the pit, the stair seemed to hang suspended between two worlds. Later, when he knew hiswife,
they had often met there at the three-quarter mark after his shift was over, before her shift began. Inthe
evenings, Carbontown was spread out like agrid of fire. There was some shelter, and the wind was less.

She waswaiting for him. She was waiting in the bastion. The boy was perched on the concrete parapet,
kicking his bare heds. She stood with her arms around the child, staring down over thelights, her
pregnant belly pressed into the wall. She was wearing her black flowered dress, and her grey hair was
braided down her back.

The boy saw him firdt. Like so many of the children at Carbontown he was backward, not spesking yet,
though he was past the age. Still he recognized hisfather; he clapped hislittle hands, and Kate turned
round.

“I knew you’' d come,” she said. She smiled as he came down and put hisarms around her. He hugged
her, but there was atension, a shynessin her body. She wanted to touch him, but there was something
shewanted to say, dso. She twisted away from him but kept hold of his hand. She held on to his hand
and squeezed hisfingers as he pushed the hair away from his son’ s forehead. Then she cleared her

throat, showing partly asymptom of anew medical condition—anew outbresk of sllicon sdivainthe
town—and partly something true to her own shyness. When they had first known each other, evenin bed
she could not meet his eyes, and often she would be clearing her throat and making small, soft, tentative
noises. Now she spread his hand out on the parapet. She spread his fingers apart one at atime, not
looking up except for quick glances at the boy. “1 knew you'd come,” she said. “Where were you?’

“Taking to the new director.”

“Rasmus saw you at the offices.” She glanced up a hisface and turned away, squeezing hiswrist hard.
“Did you see the bishop?’

1] YS.”

“Oh, what's shelike? | got your note but | was worried. Maia stayed the night.” She was running her



thumbnail back and forth dong hiswrigt. “Did she. . . say anything?’

Helooked out over the grid, the red streets north and south, the blue streets east and west. Beyond, the
pit gaped like afiery jaw. Let it come down, thought Nanda Dev. Just let it come down. He pushed his
hand back through his son’s hair.

“| took some pictures,” he said. “ They’ re being developed.”
“Did she. . . giveyou anything? What was she like?’
“Shetouched me. | wasascloseas| amto you. Shetold me everything would be dl right.”

“Oh, I'm so glad,” said Kate. She rubbed her forehead on his shirt. “Rasmus said he saw you at the
offices. | waited &t the car, so then | knew you' d come thisway.”

Again there was something important that she wanted to tell him. She cleared her throat. “ The union met
last night. They’ re meeting now. As| came up | heard the loudspeaker.”

“Tdlme”

She shrugged. “Maia s husband’ s cousin. Y ou know him—Enver Shaw. He' sthe one they said attacked
Professor Marchpane. He' sto be whipped. The message just came down.”

Nanda Dev said nothing. He had one hand on his son’ sfragile head, and the boy was staring at him out
of black-rimmed eyes.

“Tonight,” said Kate. “Hiswifeiswith the union now. Two hundred cuts—it will kill him.”

When Nanda Dev spoke, he seemed to hear two voices, and one was coming from someplace outside
himsdlf. “Marchpane banned that punishment three months ago. Now we' |l have alot to say.”

As hewastaking, helistened to the second voice—itstone, itsinflection, its accent, and it seemed
absurd to him, acrud piece of mimicry. “Marchpanewasal right,” he said. “But thisnew man isvery
hard.”

Thewind was coming up out of the mine. Kate was rubbing her forehead againgt his chest. And now his
son was amiling for some stupid reason, smiling and clucking.

Part 13:
The Gathering Man

Deccan Blendish stood next to the desk in Cathartes s office. From time to time his wrists would twitch,
both together.

Cathartes was looking past his shoulder. “Y ou have an academic training,” he said. “Y ou understand the
importance of these things. Not just in terms of your own interest, or because | tell you.”

He was encased by his distinctive odor—swest, oppressive, mae. Deccan Blendish knew that to
approach closer wasto risk distress; from three feet away, the smell of the professor’ s breath was diffuse
enough for him to tolerate. But even afew inches closer, and he could fed it in hisnostrils—it wasa
temptation, always atemptation. He closed hiseyes. Y et till he could picture the professor’ sred lips
tensing and relaxing, puckering minutely around each word: “| trust you. These others, they have no



education. They follow ordersand that’ sdl. I'm not comfortable with them. They have no loyalty to me,
and | don't trust them.”

“But | an gck,” whispered Deccan Blendish.
“Don't you fed better?’

Hefdt better. For the past few days, anurse had given him ashot of morphine every four hours. Now
his joints were greasy in their sockets.

“Y ou're getting better. Already you are stronger. Modern antibiotics—but you know that woman was
the cause of this. When she' sgone, you will fed better till.”

Blendish had begun to sway off-baance just alittle bit. Nauseated, he opened hiseyes. Thered lipswere
very closeto him.

They weretelling him the weakest of the three arguments. Y et the conviction never varied, the sure tone.
What did thismean?

Infact all the arguments were week, in various degrees. Over the past few days he had heard them many
timesin many different permutations, when Cathartes had visited him and stood beside hisbed. The
words never repeated and they never seemed to stop. Even done, after his shot of morphine, sometimes
hewould still seethe thin chain of words, glistening with sdliva, drawn out link by link from that wet
mouth, the red lips puckering around each link.

“I don't trust them,” said Cathartes. “You, | trust. | respect your dedication as a scholar. That work you
did with the Treganu, that was finework. | was angry, perhaps dightly jealous. | know scholarship when
| seeit. | think thiswork could form the basis of a publishable dissertation.”

“Under your direction,” whispered Deccan Blendish.

“Partly under my direction. But | wasthinking of Professors X and Y.” Here he named two famous
primatol ogists from the University Extenson; in every cycle of the argument, the names were different.

“I think | could arrange afellowship,” thered lipssaid. “And of courseif you agreeto help me now, the
company will sponsor you.” Link by link, the chain dipped through. Y et it was awesk chain, and the
flaw wasthat Blendish was adead man. He could fed it in hisbody. Every morning, hisfecesin thetoilet
werefull of wriggling shapes. Every evening when he threw up after supper, even the lightest broth had

wriggling shepesinit.

“It would mean you' d have to teach a couple of undergraduate sections. Y ou could be my TA next
semester, when my leaverunsout. I’ d like that.”

Blendish nodded. “Sowould 1,” he whispered.

Hewas dying. He could fed it in the dissolution of the world. It was contracting. It was coming gpart.
Already hisvison had contracted. Though Cathartes slips were preternaturdly distinct, therest of his
face receded into wriggling shadow. That morning, staring at his wasted and unrecognizable face in the
mirror of his hospita room, Blendish had noticed the parasites moving in aring around the outside of his
cornea. He had taken off his spectacles and held hisface just inches from the glass. He had seen the
small shapes struggling, poking through the pale membranes of hiseyes.

“Itisbecausel trust you that | offer you these things. Because you understand the importance of what we
aretrying to accomplish. And you understand therisk. | must tel you—the possibility of astrikein



Carbontown isred. Perhaps aviolent confrontation. | am expecting the return of company management
anytime now, of course. A response to my gpped. But until then the security of themineisin plain
jeopardy, and it ismy responsibility to defend it. Y ours and mine. During Professor Marchpane' sillness,
| have taken over his duties, but these men are not my men. | don’t trust them as| trust you.”

“Thank you,” whispered Deccan Blendish.

“And thiswoman must be stopped. Y ou saw what she did at the plantation. What she did to you. Now
she has spread her poison through the mine.”

The question was: Why him? Even if Cathartes believed what he was saying, did he think Blendish was
capable of doing what he asked? There was another reason.

“If you do thisin the way that I’ ve described, dressed in these clothes, no one will stop you. Her guards
areonour side”

Maybe. Whatever elseit was, thisjourney was not safe. Maybe Cathartes wanted him dead, not
knowing he was dead already.

Blendish dropped his eyes down the front of the professor’ s uniform, over the bulgein his pants, over to
the desk. The black shirt was there, the hood, the map. The axe was there. Also the skull wasthere,
taken from itsbox. Thecircle of parastes around his eye kept al thingsindistinct, save for that grinning
fece.

“I"'m asking you to do something illegal,” said Cathartes. “Under ideal circumstances she would be
arrested and returned to Charn for trid. There' s no doubt of the outcome—for witchcraft and sedition,
your testimony aone would be enough. That’ swhat you have to remember. Y ou and | are men of idess,
and we can make this legp of judgment. For other men it would be murder. It would be an unwise
precedent.”

As he spoke, he moved away from Deccan Blendish toward the window. The young man didn’t see him
move. He was staring at the skull. He was no judge of the passage of time. Only he was aware that the
professor’s smell was lessintense. And he was aware of an orange glow outside the window; it threw a
muted, diffuse light. Cathartes stood looking into it, looking through it, looking down through it to the
world. There on the maidan, Blendish knew, amiddle-aged miner was being whipped to death. No more
than ahundred yards away, and yet there was no sound. No sound from the whip, and no sound from
the man. Nothing from his shattered back and buttocks. The rhythmic spray of blood upon the concrete
made no noise. Nothing from the crowd, which was packed dl over theridge, over the gdllery roofs and
everywhere that might afford a view—a thousand or five thousand children, women, men, drinking
company beer from company cups.

In their tent beyond the fig grove Rael and Cassiawere making love. That morning they had woken up
gtill joined, and al day they had been making love with an urgency that had replaced words, replaced
tenderness, replaced comfort. Rael wondered whether it was possibleto liveingde her, hissex losing
and regaining stiffnessin arhythmic cycle that would become their only meansto measuretime.

They lay immobile, side by side. They were too sore and sengitive to tolerate even the dightest movement
now. Even the dightest chafing was enough to make them cry out loud. Histesticles contained an
emptinessthat was like hunger. Their lipswere sore from kissing, even after they had oiled their mouths
with oil from the lamp. Histongue had araw place dong the underside.

Hewas as deep inside of her as he could penetrate, yet it was not enough. It was a pitiful few inches, and
even though it felt like the whole world, still it was nothing. She had secrets on every square centimeter of



her skin, and he could search for them hiswhole life and not find them. He stared into her eye. What was
at the bottom of that shaft? What thoughts were in that brain, what fedingsin that heart, each so

separate, so immune to touch? Joined by their one small aching link, even their bodies were like grease
and water. “Ah,” shesaid. “| can't and it,” and she pulled away.

It was evening. It was dark outside the tent. Light came from a single lamp beside the mats and pillows
wherethey lay. A singlefingernail of flame reached up to scratch the belly of asmall bronze god, and
scratch along the sde of hisbig phdlus. It wasasbig ashisarm, dmost.

He sat cross-legged, apool of oil between hislegs, asmall wick floating in the poal. “Ah, God,” said
Cassia. Sherolled onto her back.

A littlewind wastugging at the canvas of the tent. All day it had been hot. The sheets, tangled at their
feet, were damp with sweat—cool now, and their bodies too were cool and dry, crusted with salt.
Without touching her, Radl ran his hand aong the curve of her body, severa inches from her skin. Heran
his hand down over her plump throat. Without touching her, he cupped each breast dong its outer side,
whereit had flattened down from its own weight. Her ssomach had sunk down. Without touching her, he
stroked it. Then he ran hishand over the soft mound of her belly, the soft mound of her sex.

He changed the direction of hisbody, and put his cheek down on her thigh. “Ah, God,” shesaid, “no
more.” And so heraised his head, squinting in the darkness toward the flickering flame and then beyond
it. Shadows moved aong the outside of the tent.

A light burned out there too, perhaps alantern. Softly, tentatively, with hisdry tongue, he licked dong the
outside of her thigh until she stopped him. She sank her fingersinto the tangles of his hair. She clasped
her fingerstight around his hair and held him ill. “No more,” she said, her eyes shining in the lamplight.

Shewas cold. Under hislips her skin wastight and bumpy; shelet go of him and then sat up, fumbling
with the bedcl othes, pulling the sheets around her, hiding her body for the first time that day.

There was abowl of water by the statue of Beloved Angkhdt. She drank from it and offered it to him,
but he paid no attention. Instead he pulled open the flap of the tent and crawled outside.

A basket of food had been |eft next to the entrance with a plate over the top of it to keep the bugs away.
Radl stood up. Naked, he walked into the center of the glade. All was quiet. The embers were still warm
upon abald placein the grass. Men had dept there for the past few nights, guards for him and Cassia.
Now they were gone.

Beyond, down past the burned-out village, he could hear voices. In the fig grove the soldiers of Paradise
had set up their tents. He could see the glimmer of cookfires where they prepared whatever miserable
rootsthey had collected from the forest.

Naked, he raised hisright hand above his head, stretching the muscles of his back. He reached down to
touch his aching sex. Someone was here, someone was lurking in the bamboo, squatting in the
manzanita—he could fed them squatting there. Whoever they were, they had to be used to seeing his
body. He understood the game he had to play before these people. He had to fuck their goddess, and
the more the better. 1t was the only compensation they expected for their food and for their careful
treatment. It wasthe only circumstance from his past life to have seeped through into their legend.

It was a strange sad game. It angered him to haveto play it. On him and Cassianow, he dwaysfelt the
touch of other people, the breath of other people. Sometimes at night he had gone down among the cult,
and watched them play the tragedy of Abu Starbridge before an audience of soldiers. Now it waslike
that for him and Cassia, and it was robbing something from them now, even now in the most urgent time.



Thisurgeto bewith her, thisurge to touch her every minute—what wasit? Surely he had fdt it hiswhole
life. But this physical hunger—was it because time was short? Maybe there was more to it than that.

Helumbered in acircle, to give the squatting audience a complete view.

Cassiahad made him angry. “Do you remember, do you remember?’ she had said. She had described
her tower bedroom in old Charn. She had described her prison cell. She had described their climb up to
the Temple of St. Basilon. She had described their journey to the crossroads where Mr. Sarnath found
them, where they had been born into the world. And all these words had meant nothing to him, nor did
they bring back asingleimage. Nor did it ignite asingle feding except anger when she said, “Y ou were
with methere.” Her eyeswould be far away, full of the reflection of that time, and asdwayshe waslike
abeggar at her feast becauseit was all dark to him, and every single moment of it was dark. Hewould
make love to her until she cried out, and even then part of her was rutting in her tower chamber with a
stranger who had been himsdif.

He went back to the bucket at the entrance to the tent. It was made of silver, carved in ageometric
pattern. Everything they gave her was made of silver now, and they were dways given the best food,
more than they could eat while the rest went hungry.

He lifted the cover and | et the steam escape. They had found some rice somewhere, and cooked it with a
swest potato. He thrust his hand down into the wet, hot grains. “Food,” he said. The lamp insde the tent
was burning brighter, and he could see Cassia through the mosquito net, knedling by the statue.

“In the wind now coming inthe dark,” he said. “Isatree ledf flutter now.” He breathed the cool and
pungent air. In the distance he could hear the river, the wind stirring the trees. Bugsin the grass.

He cocked his head. Competing now with the night sounds, he could hear chanting from inside the tent,

part of the song cycle of prayer that Cassanow offered daily to thelittle god. “Come out,” he said, but

he could see her it back on her hedl's, her head bowed low. He pushed the net aside and crawled back
into the tent, wanting to disturb her.

“Rice,” hesaid, but she was saying words that made no sense:

“ Nutmeg from the Orient,

Candied ginger will | bring you.
Topaz, diamonds, and quartz,

From the mines at Ranakpore,
From the turbaned Negro’stail,
From the fabled mountainside,
From the bottom of the sea,

Pearls as big as plover’s eggs.

| will bring a bag of pearls,

Enough to spell my name out on the ground,
And | will spell it ANGKHDT,

And you will say my name,

And you will say my name out loud.”

He put the bucket down beside her. He scooped out adollop of the rice onto the plate and started
eating. She had lit some incense, and she had sprinkled some powder on the lamp to makeit burn up
bright.

“Tonight isthelast night,” she said.

The food stuck in histhroat. There was no moistureinit. It was dry assand. “1 don’t say it to hurt you,”



shewent on. “But it isthe truth.”

She sang another song while he lay back upon the pillows, chewing dowly. Then he cleared his mouth.
“Go,” hesad. “Isgoing through the trees. Foot and foot and foot, in thewild run.”

“No,” said Cassia
“No,” repeated Radl.
“l can’'t bewhat | am not,” she said.

In the bucket was asilver spoon. Shetook a spoonful of the rice and swalowed it. “ Thisis drugged to
make usdeep,” shesaid.

Infact, after just afew mouthfuls alethargy was spreading over his body. He picked up aglass ewer
from thefloor. It wasfull of water, and he drank it dry.

“Don’t let us be gpart tonight,” she said. “1 know thisis hard for you.”

There was abronze crown between the statue’ s feet. Cassia poked the stick of incense through the tines
and left it balanced, so that the column of smoke divided around the muzzle of dog-headed Angkhdt. She
had the spoon in her right hand, and with her left she reached out to touch Radl’sleg. “Don't let usbe
gpart,” shesad.

And s0 he put hisarms around her. He stripped away the sheet from her soft body, and after an hour
they made love again, softly and deepily asthe drug took hold. At different times, each one was adeep,
but the other was so gentle that it didn’t matter.

Soldierstook Deccan Blendish down the road. In the guardhouse by the loading dock they gave him a
nice med, thefirst he d had inalong time. He aeit dl, and then he threw up on the plate.

Soldierstook him to a shower in the courtyard. He stood in it and watched the cold water bead on his
body while they took his clothes away to burn them. He could tell that they were frightened. They didn’t
let him use atowd. They just turned off the water. He stood on a dotted wooden platform in the
courtyard and let the dark air dry him. Helifted up his hand, examining it in thelight of asingle naked
bulb, which was set into a corner of the yard.

He had kept hiswallet when they took his pants. He had kept his spectacles, hismedlcard, his
wristwatch, and his student I1D. When the shower stopped, they were arranged on the bench next to his
new clothes. Even the currency wasthere.

He put on his spectacles and arranged his belongingsin the pockets of his new pants. They were made of
comfortable black cotton, loose and light; he admired the fabric as he dressed himself. The pads of his
fingers seemed unnaturaly sengitive as he buttoned up his shirt and put the hood around hisneck. The
pads of hisfeet seemed unnaturally sengitive as he dipped on apair of rope-soled shoes. The axe hung
from aloopin hisbelt.

“Youinthere. You finished?

Hewasfinished. He caught aglimpse of himsdlf in abroken triangle of mirrored glass, set into the stucco
of thewall. He caught aglimpse of himsdlf in the face of the guard who opened the wooden door and
stood asideto let him pass. It was different; he could fed the difference just by putting on the clothes.
The clothes made him understand how to walk and where to put his hands. The costume madeit just a
little more real—the black hood around his neck, the axe in his belt. The costume told the audience that



the performance had begun. Now suddenly, the gathering man had stepped onstage—his shaved head,
his pockmarked face stripped to the bone, his eyes red with broken blood vessdls, histeeth too heavy
for hismouth. He was the incarnation of dark death, hisflesh seething with parasites, and he could seeit
inthe guard’ s disgust, the way he lifted up his hand.

But this new sharpnessto his senses, thiswas not part of the costume. It was not part of the act. They
took him out and put him into a car with plastic seats and an € ectric motor. An intolerable hum wasrising
from the gearbox. Deccan Blendish put hisfingersinto his ears. When the soldier let the brake out, they
moved dowly down the roadbed, and the metal wheels were screaming on the crushed volcanic stones.
Hecouldfed itintheinsde of hisear, and it was asif theinsde of his ear was ahouse with separate
chambers, and in each chamber lived a sound, and he could move back and forth up the corridors,
opening doors and closing them, mixing soundsin any combination: the squed of the meta on the rock.
The muttered questions of one soldier in the seat behind him. The responses of the other.

Those were the big rooms. But there were numerous small cubbyholes and closets; asthe car headed
down the roadbed toward the gate, he rushed back and forth. In one room, arow of boxes, and each
contained asingle insect. Thereto hisleft, an owl in thewoods. The crack of abranch. He dug hisfingers
tight into his ears. And then he was moving backward down the corridor toward the cellar door. He
leaned his cheek againdt it. Indde, the whisper of hislungs. The thumping of his heart upon the cdllar
steps. Down below, a scurrying in the blackest dark.

Or hiseyes. It was true—the circle had contracted. The parasites had closed out the periphery. But in
that circle everything was clear. It was asif he were inhabiting aworld of darkness, aworld that
nevertheless contained a single spotlight. Whatever that light touched, stood out with apainful starkness.

Helooked into the woods on either side of the descending road. Electric lanterns shone at intervas, hung
from branches or €l se perched on top of poles. And when the spotlight hit them there was areaction. The
compass of hisvison filled with brittle, crystaline, prismatic patterns, spreading out into the leaves.

But when they drove up to the fence he couldn’t tolerate it. He put his head down on the plastic
dashboard. He pulled his hood around hisface. He made a space of darknessfor hiseyes. Init he began
to see what it might mean to be the gathering man, and to be waking backward down the path toward
desth. In that space of darkness he could fed himsalf receding from the world. The stringswhich held him
to the world were snapping one by one, and these last strings, the five strings of his senses, were
sretching and aching and twisting now. He didn’t have to look. Even without looking he could smdll the
beery sentries at their watch. He knew the brands that they were drinking. He could tell their ages.

The car scraped to ahdt and he could hear through the plug of his fingertips and through his thumping
heartbeat the murmured conversation. “What the fuck isthis?’ they asked. And alittlelater: “I can’t
believethisshit.” They pulled him from his seat, siood him up straight, and stripped his hood away.

The razorwire fence, dectrified and sparking gently, cast along bright shadow of intersecting lines. At
intervals concrete towers rose through the trees; he stood between the guardtowers of the gate. He
looked through into the blessed darkness on the other side.

One week ago, two weeks ago—when had he last come through that gate? It had been daylight then.
Coming from the village, sitting with Cathartesin the university car, he had passed by acres of sweet
potato fields. He had passed through the security barracks—how different it had seemed. Now black
night had come. In his hospital bed in Carbontown, he had achieved a metamorphosis. Or maybe not.
Maybe it was only that he had lost so much flesh. Maybe there was an essentia core of death in every
man and woman, covered up by layers of life. Maybe as time went on you shed each layer likeaskin,
until you died. Maybe it was so gradua that you didn’t notice. But with him, in one week or two weeks



they had pecled away alayer, many inchesthick.

One said: “He sgot amap. But I’ m supposed to take him to the camp.”
“Don’t get killed.”

“The prof saysthere satruce tonight. This one—he s the messenger.”
“Isthat right? They were stedling food this afternoon.”

He was the messenger. They were gecting him into the world, hoping that whatever rag of skin he ill
retained would last the night. He put hisfingers on the axe blade at hiswai g, feding with minute clarity
the imperfectionsin the stedl.

The guard talked. Deccan Blendish stepped through the gate. The wind brought him ahundred forest
amdls. Off to hisright, the flooded fields.

He wasthe messenger. Yet it was not his plan to kill awoman in an isolated tent at five-fifteen precisdly.
Someone who had helped him. Someone whom aready he’ d betrayed. Lying in his hospital bed while
Cathartes talked, he had rehearsed how he would say yes. Then he would take his money and hiswallet
and strike out along the path toward Cochinoor, toward Charn. He had the map. Oh, yesin Charn he
had been happy, in that fellowship of scholars, and in the evenings he had waked on the embankment,
egting peanutsin hiswaddling body, thick with layers of life. Eating peanuts through sheer londinessand
listening to the street music near the Lamont Thesatre while the lights on the marquee shone green and
white

The breeze brought him ahundred dirty smells. Y et Charn was out there somewhere with its hot grease
and itsginger and its peanuts, perhaps touched by a cousin of this same wind. Right now, he thought, fat
lonely men were walking undernegth the lights of the embankment.

And now he wanted anew plan, because he was dying. He needed anew plan, to go with his new
clothes. Heran hisfinger up and down aong the blade. “One stroke,” Cathartes said. He had to amiile.
Hewould need dl the painkillersin al the world to accomplish such athing.

“You comeon. You—asshole—yeah, let’ s get thisover. It saseven-milewalk.” The guard passed him
and went on down the road. Blendish followed, and in alittle while a path split off into the woods.

“Asshole, thisway,” said the guard. Blendish followed himinto the trees.

Cassawoke up. She kept an image from her dream. It was the woodman standing over her in hisblack
robe; his bright axe was raised above his head.

She lay back on the pillows until she could no longer fed her heart. Ragl was adeep, his mouth open.
Breath whistled through hislips, acomforting sound. She put her hand out to his shoulder and touched
the pack of muscle there.

Now she was coming to the end. Sheraised hersalf up onto her elbow and looked at the image of
Beloved Angkhdt, sitting cross-legged around the burning flame. The lamp cast awavering shadow on
the side of the tent—dog-muzzled, black, ominous. How can we give these things such power? For a
moment she was Cassiaagain. For amoment the bishop was adeep, still deeping in her prison cdll the
night before her execution. For amoment, the burden of her was gone—so beautiful, magnanimous, and
full of destiny, the center of aworld striving toward death, her degth the spark of the new revolution. For
amoment all that was like the woodman in her dream, empty, inflated with emptiness, and as shelay
back on the pillow and the time ticked by, she wondered whom they had found to play the other part in



the performance, to mimic the killer while she mimicked hisvictim. What smdl cresture would be
struggling inside the woodman’ s robe?

Miss Azimuth had given her awristwatch. It lay beside her pillow, the hands at ten to four. More than
enough time. Shelay back. And to compose her mind, sheran it through an exercise that her father had
taught her in the happy days. First with her eyes open, then with her eyes closed, she tried to reconstruct
the face of aperson she had known. Shetried to fill her mind with it and to exclude dl else, and to
rebuild asif from the skull outward, layer by layer, the skin, the cheekbones, the complexion, and the
eyes, nose, ears of Palam Bey, of Mayadonna Bey, of her old teacher Langur Bey. And of her father,
Mr. Sarnath. The point wasto allow no trace of sentiment to pollute memory—these were not images,
these were not judgments of men. These were the men themselves, as close as she could come now they
were dead, and she was careful to exclude any regret, any pleasure, any sadness, any sense even of
recognition as she rebuilt Mr. Sarnath’ slong-ridged head, hislong nose, hisdry eyes. The point wasto
alow athought to grow inside that head, a product of that brain which would be separate from her
thoughts.

Her imagination faltered. She wasfull of warm, soft fedings of regret. She was degpy now, drifting
toward deep again, and as her thoughts started to tumble in dow motion away from her control shefelt
something change, a chasm open up, because somewhere on the other sde of her mind now the bishop
was firring. Theimage in her mind was no longer Mr. Sarnath, but some other old man with tattooed
hands, agolden robe, a shrunken scavenger face—so different.

“Ah,” she murmured. Cold, perhaps, sherolled away off of the pillow, and put her head on Radl’s
shoulder. Though it was not quite Ragl anymore. Though hisface and smell and body were the same, her
last thought as she fdll into deegp wasthat he had changed and the bed had changed and everything had
changed, and a last it was the bishop’ swild unnamed lover lying by her sde.

Deccan Blendish sat beside the forest path two miles away. The guard had gone on ahead. Blendish
could see hislantern shining in the trees; he had no need of it. He had stopped to rest. He sat on alog,
and with his axe he chopped at the bark. He looked from side to side, because dl around him crestures
lurked now in the dark periphery of his cramped eyes. He thought to surprise them by quick erratic
changesin hisline of sght. It did no good; they weretoo fast. The wood wasfull of questing life, of
seething darkness. Thick heavy branches hung above him—masses of dick leaves, their undersides
gleaming with reflected Sarlight. Clusters of white locusts or of roaches, two or three hundred of themin
atrembling ball were packed into a crack between the branches. And al he had to do was look at them
to make them disgppear, to make them explode into awinged flurry too fast for himto follow. A luna
moth did through the air, ghostly, transparent, swooping down toward him; it was gone. Tarsersand
bats whistled around him; he knew they were there. The undergrowth wasfull of larger beasts, and they
were fearful and conniving too, dissolving into darkness when he turned his eyesto them. And maybeit
was because they knew he was dying, and already hewas living asaguest in this strange world. And
maybe they knew that although one part of him was weaker by the moment, another part of him was
stronger, adangerous errtic part, the woodman, the gathering man. Now he was holding the axein his
hand, and he was chipping at the bark of the downed log.

“Asshole” camethe voice of the guard, brilliant and piercing. “What the fuck do you think you're
doing?’

The guard was coming back now, hislantern wandering through the trees. “Comeon,” hesaid. “I don’t
want to bedl night.”

No, thought Blendish, not al night. It was not safe. Not here—thiswasthe lair of the hypnogogic ape,
who could alter the perceptions of its predators, its prey. Thiswasthelair of the hypnogogic ape, from



whom all men and women had inherited that piece of darkness at their core. When the gods came down
to mix their golden blood with the polluted earth, thiswas the result—this bulging net of darkness, this
forest of decat. All around him, the hypnogogic ape was chattering in the bush just out of earshot. It was
grinning in the bush just out of sight. Dark shapes scurried away from the guard’ s gpproaching step.

Deccan Blendish got up, hisaxein hisright hand. And with hisleft he grabbed hold of the guard’ sdeeve,
making the lantern waver, making long patterns of light spin around them. He peered up into the guard's
face, and so great was the power of his expectation that he actually saw the mocking worried cheeks and
little eyes of the hypnogogic ape, asif they had been copied from his drawing onto the guard’ s blank
face.

“I’vegot you,” hewhispered. “Now I’ ve got you.” But he was premature. The guard dropped the
lantern and stepped back.

“Y ou goddamned lunatic,” he said. And then he was moving backward up the path as Blendish came
toward him. The lantern, cocked under abush, shed only a steep angle of light, and so the guard
disappeared as though he' d stepped out of the world as Deccan Blendish stumbled up the path, his axe
held out, his mind empty as an open hand. It wasn’t until he had gone too far, until he had reached the
noiselessriver, until he was standing on the riverbank that athought began to coaesce and he grabbed
hold of it. Cathartes has done this, he thought. Cathartes has destroyed me. Big-penised Cathartes, and
thegirl.

Hewas at theriver, and in time he reached the camp. He walked through the camp among the fig trees,
and no one chalenged him. He was the gathering man; they were expecting him. The soldiers of Paradise
werewaiting in their tents, and they were lying deepless. They were listening to histread. He found the
glade, and the glade’ sedge. Aching, tired, and in need of medication, he squatted down among the
undergrowth to wait.

Rael woke up with an urge to urinate. Cassiawas deeping with her face againgt hisarm. Her mouth was
open, her cheek and lips pushed out of shape against hisarm. The pillow under her was damp. A strand
of hair was stuck aong her teeth. And when hetried to take hisarm away she grunted in her degp and
said something he couldn’t understand. Then she turned her face away onto the other side.

Helooked for awhile at the sweet curve of her skull, her black tangle of curls, the semicircular
indentations that her curls had left upon her cheek. He put hishand out, dmost touching her. But her
dumber barely covered her; even now she was muttering, and a crease had appeared between her
eyebrows. He didn’t want to wake her, and so he sat up instead, suddenly grateful that the night had
passed without danger, grateful for the smal grey light which seeped into the tent through the triangular
opening. It had all been nonsense, and all Cassid s fear had been nonsense, part of the world of
nightmares that had put that crease between her brows—amost he woke her then. But his bladder was
full. Hethought that if he emptied it, then he could wake her in adifferent way, at least if their sore bodies
would alow it. They were free now—that he knew. It was the tenth day, and the myth that had held them
captivefor atime was dissolving in thelight. It had been her dream, and now thiswas his—to makelove
and then to go away. To take some food and go together. To travel northward to that high placein the
mountai ns where the snow was on the crest. Where the cooling wind would bring you a stray wisp of
sound.

Theair wasthin in that sparse landscape, and it was far away from thiswet forest and these tangled
thoughts, this dense articulation which had kept them separate and dark, which had hampered them and
pricked them. These words to which they had surrendered such importance—in the accumulating light he
could see a path through to the end of them.



How could they have thought that these words meant something? How could they have given in to them?
How could they have let themsalves surrender to temptation, when the earth was full of empty spaces?
He crawled out of the tent. There was awhite mist on the ground. The sky waswhite,

He walked over to the edge of the glade. Again he could sense people around him, squatting in the
bushes, waiting for him. As he became aware of them, he became aware aso of himsdf, the movements
of hisbody. He yawned, he stretched, he rubbed his armsin the cool air, and midway through each
motion it acquired asmal exaggeration, asmall untruth. He spread hislegs and leaned into a bush to
urinate, aware of people near him; he closed his eyes. The act seemed to require concentration; he could
fed himsdf frowning, and the spray just begun when he heard a sound behind him, so gentle, not asmash
or abang but just asudden intake of breath, as of someone suddenly awakened. With part of hismind he
had been waiting for it dl dong.

Many things happened at once. He turned, and saw a shadow dip out of the tent and into the bamboo. A
chatter of automatic riflefire, then silence. He could fed the urine on hisleg. And he was running toward
the tent, again aware of every movement, every step, because there were people around him in the
bushes and the mist. Brother Longo was there, suddenly, and the old puppet crow woman, and the
priest. Mama Jobe was there, and then some soldiers. And they weren’t doing anything except just
ganding there. They didn't go insdethetent. They left that for him.

The statue of Angkhdt had been kicked over, and the oil was soaking through the canvasfloor. Cassa
lay on her back, in atangle of bedsheets. Her eyes were open, and astrand of hair was caught between
her teeth. And shewasfull of life—her eyes were open and her mouth was smiling and making silent
words. She reached out one arm toward him and he stumbled down across her body, and he was
grabbing her and holding her as she struggled for words. Her lipswere by hisear. She had onearm
around his neck, but with the other she was holding awad of cloth againgt her belly—at first when he
saw the yellow stain spread through her fingers he thought maybe it was the pilt oil, and then maybe it
was some of hisown urine which he could il fed on hisleg, and then maybe when there seemed so
much of it he knew it was her amber-colored blood, and it was leaking out of her.

“Get something,” he shouted. “ Go and help.” And it was asif the words were spoken by another person.
They seemed so out of placein that small tent. In the outside world, people were standing, waiting,
moving—nhe could see some legs outside the entrance, and he could see the shadows of some other
people move across the side of the tent, cast by the rising sun.

“Don’t worry about them,” shesaid, closeto hisear. “Be with me now.”

Part 14:
Sweet Rangriver

Early that morning, Enver Shaw died in Carbontown hospital from the whipping he' d received. A
candldight vigil, organized by the miners wives, turned violent when the news came. At seven o' clock
the executive committee of the UGM announced afour-day protest; by midmorning, the blast furnaces
were slent for thefirst time since the mine had been reopened. The cog raillway was slent, the pit was
dlent, the mountain and the town were muffled by anew cloud of slencein which individua human
voices could acquire anew stridency. Four thousand people stood silent on the maidan when Nanda Dev
read the petition and the list of grievances. They were il there at three 0’ clock when rumors of the
bishop’ s death began to seep in through the fence.

All that day, a pressure had been building in the forest. Brother Longo had erected his branding iron by



the bishop’ stent. By dusk his voice was hoarse with constant preaching, and he had managed to baptize
more than athousand new convertsto the Cult of Loving Kindness. Only he had changed the ceremony
S0 that the temperature of the brand was lower, and so that the initiates did not recelve the brand upon
their dominant hand; he wanted them for fighting.

At nightfal helit bonfires, and gill the converts came. Miss Azimuth had laid out the bishop’sbody ona
plastic tarpaulin, and for nine hours she labored over it. She drained out the blood. She cut smal holes
through the back of the bishop’ s nostrils and her mouth, and with along silver hook she pulled out the
heart, the brain, the lungs, the viscera. These she set aside for relics. Then she packed the body’ s empty
case with cotton wadding soaked in tincture of formaldehyde: She rubbed the bishop's skinwith a
bicarbonate of soda, which she had mixed with perfume and with many astringent herbs. She worked far
into the night, and pilgrims from every village in that sector of the forest came to watch her, cameto

admire the bishop's placid beauty. Many of them would not have crossed arice field to see her when she
was alive. Her dead body had a more compelling power than her words or her ambiguous self.

Rael had dept most of the morning. But in the afternoon he sat with the others, watching Miss Azimuth.
Hesat inthefirg circle, hisface aternating between concentration and abstraction, and he watched the
old woman stitch up Cassia s body under the bright sun. Occasiondly he would wrinkle his nogtrils as
Miss Azimuth applied some new spice or herb or compress; he didn’t speak. He seemed taken by a
peculiar lethargy. Nor did he seem to notice that he dso had excited some attention, and that the pilgrims
were staring at him and whispering to each other.

In the evening Longo Starbridge cameto sit beside him. He had been talking al day in his deep public
voice, and it was al used up. Even though pilgrims sat close by, he spoke to Rael in athin private tone.
He put his curved pam up to Radl’ s ear and whispered into it. But he couldn’t tell whether Rael
understood; after afew minutes the boy raised up his hand. He made a brushing motion by hisear.

It was Longo Starbridge’ s intention to attack the sweet potato fields at the perimeter of Carbontown. All
day he had been preaching to his soldiers. And as the hours wore on he had been preaching dso to a
growing crowd of pilgrims. They were unarmed but they were hopeful. All together they made an
impressive Sght—impressive enough, thought Longo Starbridge, who didn’t anticipate much actua
fighting.

It was hisintention to attack the fence at dawn. He imagined the soldiers of Paradise led by two men
carrying abier, on which in awful splendor lay the body of the last bishop of Charn. For thisreason he
had asked Miss Azimuth to hurry with the process of embaming; though the old woman had been eager
to gart, she had been grumbling and complaining dl day because her fingers were so giff, because she
did not have the correct tools, because she did not have the time to do a perfect job. Her small voice had
buzzed around her as she worked, and by the time the lanterns and the bonfires were lit, she was dmost
finished. The plagtic tarpaulin had disgppeared under abed of flowers, on which Cassalay in state. She
wore a golden wedding dress which had been donated by arich shopkeeper from Cochinoor. Her skin
was painted and her hair was carefully arranged. Two local cosmeticians had hel ped Miss Azimuth &t the
end, and they had combed out Cassia stangled curls, and had arranged them in the latest style around a
rhinestone tiara. She wore agarter belt, silk stockings, and high-heeled shoes.

All thetimethat they were dressing her, Ragl sat afew feet away, sometimes watching, sometimes not.
Longo Starbridge, when he cameto sit beside him, couldn’t tell whether he understood what he was
supposed to do—that he was supposed to be one of the two men who carried the bishop’s bier inthe
attack.

Toward midnight when Miss Azimuth wasfinished, the Cult of Loving Kindness brokeits camp. Carrying
torches, they moved through the woods toward Carbontown, a disorganized and random crowd. In the



middle of it moved Cassid s body, and she was surrounded by a swell of voices and her litter moved like
asmall boat caught in acurrent—hesitating often, turning often to avoid small obstacles. A burly soldier
carried the front end, and he was replaced every hour or so when he wastired. But Rael carried the
back end; at the last moment he had come forward and had pushed aside the soldier—Longo
Starbridge' s dternative—who was spitting on his palms. Rael picked up the burden and refused to
surrender it. Glowering, hisface set in amask of anger, he carried it throughout the night and in the
morning too.

At six o' clock, in small dazed groups, the crowd began to come out of the wood, and they moved
through the fields to Carbontown. Many stopped to dig the sweet potatoes from the ground, and some it
firesfor breakfast. They had met no onein the forest, no onein the fields. The security battalion had
withdrawn to the fence, and as the morning progressed there was some shooting. There were casudties.
But from his position near the gate, Longo Starbridge could see through his binoculars acrowd of miners
on the ridge beyond the fence. He could see the company office building surrounded by amass of
miners. They had climbed up into the scaffolding and had hung the colors of the UGM from the main
cawalk.

The security battalion could see thistoo. At ten o' clock they surrendered their weapons and opened the
gate, in return for certain guarantees. They turned over Benjamin Cathartes to a del egation of the union,
led by Nanda Dev.

At ten-thirty thefirst relief arrived, adetachment of riot police on horseback, sent from the lumber farm at
Cochinoor. They were commanded by an adjunct from the school of forestry, aman who favored direct
action. He came riding up the road, and when he saw the banners of the Cult of Loving Kindness
grouped around the bishop’ s bier, he gave an order to disperse the crowd. This order he rescinded as
soon as he understood what was happening, but for about twenty minutes there was mayhem. A
company of horsemen, carrying riot shields and dressed in plastic armor, charged acrossthefield into a
mass of unarmed pilgrims.

Longo Starbridge and the rest had aready entered Carbontown. He had the skull of Angkhdt; at that
moment he was standing in the guardhouse at the gate, the skull of Angkhdt between hisbig red hands.
At that moment, only Miss Azimuth gtill accompanied the bishop’s body—Miss Azimuth, four soldiers,
and about three dozen women, for everyone e se had moved forward to the gate. When she saw the
horsemen coming toward her, she screamed. She hobbled away over the uncertain ground. The women
and the soldiers scattered aso, dropping their flags. The dog’ s head of Angkhdt, the shining sun of Abu
Starbridge wafted to the ground, and over them rode the heavy horses, their hooves and claws impeded
by the mud, impeded by the furrows. The riot police had nightsticks, and they chased the women back
into the trees.

Radl watched them go. The soldier who had been supporting the front of the bier had fled with them,
leaving him alone. The bier had collapsed forward, and Cassia s body had did down the wooden ramp,
pushing amound of lilies, orchids, and white hyacinth off onto the ground. Ragl stood with hisarms
aching, hishands still clasped around the poles. He was |ooking down at hisfeet. He was not paying
much attention; the air was cool. Sounds seemed muffled to him. Clouds had covered over the sun.
There had been people around him; now he was done. Through the morning ground mist, which seemed
to have persisted in this corner of the sweet potato field, he could see traces of erratic movement. He
could hear shouts, and even alittle gunfire. Hisarms were cramped and wesk.

But he raised his head when he heard anew kind of noise. In front of him, ten feet away, stood an
animal. It was four-legged, black, and huge.

Mr. Sarnath had owned a donkey once, when Radl and Cassiawere very young. They had ridden on its



back. And Rael remembered horses from the towns where they had lived. But not likethis. Thisone
stood without moving. Its arched neck, its heavy head were higher than his own. Its horns, its begk were
painted red, and the flesh around its eyes was painted aso. Its wide strong back was |oaded with
bundles, loaded with bags behind its plastic saddle.

Itsrider had falen. Maybe he' d been shot. There was no sign of it; there was no mark. But he sat with
his legs splayed in the mud, his round plastic helmet sunk upon his breastplate. He too made no maotion.

Redl laid the bier upon the ground. He rubbed his elbows and his forearms for amoment, thinking,
listening to the high, thin, airless breeth of the animad, whitling through the dit inits beek.

A high, thin, cresking music, and it meant something. Radl let it seep into hismind, displacing thought. He
used atechnique that Mr. Sarnath had once shown him. Sarnath and Cassia—no. But that was gone.
Instead helet hisbody move, and it seemed to him then that he was the only moving agent on that field.
Other horsemen, other pilgrims had disgppeared in the smdl migt.

And the plastic rider in front of him was Sitting with hislegs splayed out. He didn't even raise hishead as
Rael approached. He didn't even raise his head as Radl untied one of the bundles from the horse’ s back.
It was azippered duffel bag. Ragl opened it and dumped out into the mud a primus stove, adozen pots
and pans. They clanged and banged and that too was akind of music.

Cassiahad fallen from the litter and was lying on her sde. Flowerslay around her; he brought the duffel
bag back to the bier and loaded it with flowers. He loaded Cassiain. Her body was lighter than he had
remembered. He plucked off her high-heeled shoes and dropped them to the ground. He eased the
zipper shut over her feet.

Now at thelimit of hismind he could hear shouting. But he did not alow himsdf to hurry. He knew this
was part of the myth aso, how the antinomial took the bishop’ s body and disappeared with it into the
wood, leading his horse north along the road, to Cochinoor and then beyond. In the story he was not
pursued. The rider had not raised his head.

Hetied the bag across the saddlebow. It sagged down on either side. He took the horse’ shbridle. By
pulling it, he set the world in motion once again.

Epilogue

T hat summer, anew irregularity in the mechanism of the heavens brings Paradise within the reach of
earth again, two hundred days after the bishop’ s death. On the night of December third, in the
seventeenth phase of summer, it rises again over Mt. Nyangongo, whaose crater is again filled with an
expectant crowd. To them it seemsto take up haf the sky. It shedsagolden light.

In Carbontown the light touches the skeleton of the burnt-out office building. It touchesthe cold
smokestacks. It finds the grave of Deccan Blendish by the fig tree. Benjamin Cathartes, taking supper in
his cell in Cochinoor, seesit glow upon the window ledge. It casts a shadow of the grate.

Intheforest, thelight is soft, liquid, thick. It fallsfrom leaf to leaf. Farther north where the treesfalter in
the chalky soil, thelight seems harsher and more uniform, more aqudity of theair.

Thetrees give out entirely on the bank of ashallow river. On the night of the third, a horseman walks his
horse over the stones.

The land rises quickly on the other side. Therider takes his horse along the gorge and then dismountsto



lead it up through the thick grass. Heistired. It's been a hundred miles since he passed atown.

The grass a thetop of theriseisfull of insects and rodents, and the horseis distracted by small sudden
noises. Itishungry. It pullson the bridle. But the man islooking northward, to where the light of Paradise
is bresking on the glaciers of arange of mountains.

He pullshimself back up into the saddle. They ridefor afew hours. At midnight the land changes and
they come out into abroad shalow bowl. The light is overhead now and it is underfoot, reflected from a
circle of old concrete which lines the bottom of the bowl. It forms aflat expanse perhaps two thousand
feet across, split apart in some places and in others il retaining vestiges of paint. Everywhere the moss
has spread in complicated patterns, following the cracks.

The horse' s hooves make aflat sound like the clapping of ahand. They pass by the remnants of three
small buildings, surrounded by arotten wire fence. Rael doesn’t ook at them, and heignores aso the
four gigantic metd tubes—all broken, al falen on their sdes but one, which is il pointed like an arrow

at the sky.

It doesn't take long for stedl to crumblein this country. Evenin summer, thewind is cold and harsh here,
Therider doesn't fed it. He bloats hislungs with the cold air. It islike food to him, better food than the
dried turnip which he gnaws without dismounting.

Heismoving faster now. The duffel bag on his saddlebow knocks againgt the horse' s shoulder. The
bundle of wood which he collected in the forest knocks againgt the horse’ s rump. They have left the
metd tower, left the tarmac an hour behind, and they areriding dong agranite cliff. They are coming into
shelter from the wind beside a stream which runs down to Rangriver. The water istalking on the stones.
Itiswarmer. A line of gorse runs adong the bottom of the cliff, and some dead juniper trees. The rider
drawsrein here. He dismounts.

He unloads the horse and setsit free to hunt. It goes down to the stream to drink, then it moves off. The
rider sandswith hisbundles at hisfeet. Heislistening to the wind, his head cocked asif straining to hear
something over the sound of the water, but there is nothing. He setsto work.

With athick-bladed knife he cuts down some dead trees, and digs up some of the dead gorse. He drags
it to the stream. He breaks up the sticks that he brought from the forest and on the dry grey strand he
lays abonfire—firgt the brush, then the juniper, then the boughs of sandlewood. He buildsit into a
gx-foot cube. It takes him severa hoursto get it right. Toward the end—it is the deep part of the night
now, and Paradise is down behind the cliff—he works dowly, resting often.

When heis done, he goes down to the stream to smoke a cigarette. He squats down by the water and
takes out the battered pack. He lights the cigarette with a plastic lighter. The butane is amost gone.

When the cigarette is half-finished, he stands up. He walks back to where he | eft the saddle. Holding the
cigarette between histeeth, squinting at the smoke, he lifts the duffel bag. It islighter now than when he
gtarted thisjourney. Still, he has to use both handsto hoigt it to the top of the pyre.

Then he squats down again. He smokes the cigarette down to the filter. When it isamost done, he holds
it out into the gorse. A few receding specks of red—he cups his hand and blows a them until they make
aflame.

There sabig rock adozen feet away. He Stsdown on it to watch. He is humming abit under his
bresth—fragments of tunes, fragments of words. It's not much of a ceremony; the flame spreads dowly.
Occasiondly it flares up when it hitsaknot of pitch.



The smokerises up into the sky. Light comes early to these latitudes.

Rael stamps his plastic boots against the stones. He stretches his hands out toward the fire, which has
begun to roar now inits heart. The canvas duffel bag is smoking, and after awhileit splits open. It burns
back to reveal part of Cassia sarm, part of her hand, part of the deeve of her gold dress. The herbs
make asweet smell.

Radl rubs hisface with his hot hands. He gets up, and with along stick of juniper he reachesin to pluck
back the burning canvas from her face. Such isthe embalmer’ s skill, for amoment it isrecognizable.

The fire burns up bright and then it Startsto fall apart. Ragl watchesit asit subsides, asthe day gathers.
Heis il standing when the horse returns, nor does he look up when two more riders cross the stream.
He pays no attention when they jump down barefoot on the stones, even though they sing soft words of
interrogation. He goes back to hisrock and he sits down.

In time, the men come to squat beside him. After half an hour one holds out alesther bottle. Heis hungry,
thirsty, and they give him thingsto eat and drink he' s never had before.
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