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PART ONE

1-

Strongbow

Sanding straight out in front of him, thick and menacing, was a medieval lance twelve feet long.

The Arabic Jew, or Jewish Arab, who owned the entire Middle East at the turn of the century passed his
early lifeexactly ashad his English forebearsfor six hundred and fifty years.

At the family estate in southern England he was taught to care for flowers, especidly roses. His parents
died while he was young and his aunts and uncles moved into the manor to raise him. In duetime he
would receive histitle and become the twenty-ninth Plantagenet Strongbow to bear it, merely one more
Duke of Dorset.

For it seemed that destiny had found aresting place among the Strongbows. At onetime, thought to be
about 1170, one of their line had hel ped subdue eastern Ireland and been given atitle because of it. Snce
then the family had lapsed into patterns. Confusion had been lost or forgotten. Instead there was
repetition and order.

The oldest son in each generation dways married on the day he assumed his mgority and became the
new lord. Hiswife matched him in wealth and shared his concern for flowers. Children appeared a
regular intervals until five or six had been born, more or less equally divided between maes and femaes.
By that time the duke and his duchess were thirty, or nearly thirty, and both abruptly died by accident.

The accidentswere routingly silly. After drinking an excess of meead late a night they might fall adeep and
fal into the fireplace. Or they might doze off in atrout stream and drown in afoot of water.

Following the flight of a butterfly after breskfast, they would wander off a parapet. Or they would
absentmindedly swallow amutton joint whole, causing suffocation. Or amild sexud diverson such as
dressing up in medieva armor would lead to fatal hemorrhaging in the pelvic region.

In any case both husband and wife died at the sametime, at about the age of thirty, and it was then the
duty of the deceased lord's younger brothers and sistersto return to the manor to rear their five or Sx
nieces and nephews.

It was afamily custom that these younger brothers and sisters never married, but being closein age they
had no difficulty resettling in the manor of their childhood and enjoying one another's company. At the
beginning of the Christmas season they gathered together in the large banquet hal for twelve days of
fedtivitiesthat had come to be cdled the family game, atraditiona sport in which the hal was cleared of
furniture and opposing teams were formed with the god of running a satin pillow from one end of the hal
to the other.

During thefirst hour of play each day intensive grappling was permitted. But thereafter afirm grip onthe
genitals of an opposing player was sufficient to stop the advance of the pillow and bring on anew
scrimmage for its possession.

Under these conditions, despite their wed th and genuine concern for flowers, it was unlikely the Dukes of



Dorset would ever have distinguished themsalvesin the world even if they had lived beyond the age of
thirty, and in fact none ever did.

From the end of the twelfth century until the beginning of the nineteenth century, successive Plantagenet
Strongbows grew up with asound knowledge of roses and avague memory of their parents, learned the
family game by watching their aunts and uncles, passed into manhood and sired an heir and anew brood
of aunts and uncles before succumbing to another silly accident, thereby perpetuating arandom family
scheme which was their sole contribution to God and man and England.

Until in 1819, the year of Queen Victoridsbirth, adifferent sort of infant was born in the Dorset manor,
different either because of amutation in genes or because of the terrible disease he suffered at the age of
eleven. In any case this dight boy would one day end six hundred and fifty years of placid Strongbow
routine by becoming the most awesome explorer his country ever produced.

And coincidently the most scanda ous scholar of his era. For whereas other famous theoreticians of the
nineteenth century formulated vast, but separate, concepts of the mind and body and society, Strongbow
ingsted on dedling with dl three.

That is, with sex in itsentirety.

Not sex as necessity or diversion or in therole of precursor and memory, not even sex as animmediate
cause or avague effect. And certainly not in terms of natural history or inevitable law.

Sex neither as habit nor suggestion but smply sex by itself, unplanned and chaotic and concomitant with
nothing, beyond al hope of conspiracy, previoudy indistinguishable and now seen ininfinity.

Sex as practiced. Sex asit was.

At thetime, an inconceivable proposition.

In addition to the family gamein Strongbow Hall there was dso afamily mystery. Inamanor so old it
was only to be expected that some arcane relationship must exist between the structure and its
inhabitants, its source secret, probably a hidden diding panel that opened onto dark passageways leading
down into the past.

In fact the huge manor was said to include in its foundations the ruins of amgjor medieva monastery,
unnamed, thought to have been desecrated when its monks were discovered practicing certain
unmentionable acts. And close bes de those ruins were the ruins of an underground Arthurian chamber,
vaulted and impregnable, which had also been desecrated when its knights were discovered practicing
other unmentionable acts.

Even deeper in the ground, according to legend, there were the ruins of a spacious sulphur bath only
fitfully dormant, built during the age of the Romans.

Next to these baths was a small but impressive sacrificia circle of stonesfrom the even more distant era
of thedruids.

Whilelastly, surrounding al these subterranean relics, was an immense erratic design of upright monoliths,
agtronomical in nature, erected in antiquity by amighty people.

No one had ever discovered the secret passageway's that |ed to these buried remnants beneath the
manor, even though they had always been hunted. For centuries Strongbow aunts and uncles, on rainy



afternoons, had armed themsel ves with torches and organized search partiesto try to find them.

Of course minor discoveries had been made. In any given decade a group might come across a cozy
unused tower cubicle hegped with furry rugs or asmall snug cdllar hideaway just big enough for three

people.

But the family mystery remained. Tradition claimed the secret diding panel might well befound in the
dark library of the manor, yet strangely Strongbow aunts and uncles never led their search partiesthere.
When arainy afternoon came they invariably went in other directions.

Thus the aunts and uncles who became the overseers of the manor early in the nineteenth century might
have sensed irrevocable changes afoot when they saw the eldest of their wards, the future lord, spending
his afternoonsin the deserted library.

Theawful truth became clear when the boy was eleven, on the winter night set aside each yesar for the
family's heritage to be recounted by the older generation to the younger. On that night everyone gathered
infront of the greet fireplace after dinner, the aunts and uncles with their snifters of brandy, dtting
solemnly in large chairs, the boys and girls absolutely still on cushions on the floor. Outsde thewind
howled. Insgde thelittle children stared wide-eyed at the crackling logs as the ancient lore of the place
was recounted.

A shadowy medieva monastery, began an aunt or an uncle. Hooded figures thrusting yellow tapers aoft.
Chantsin archaic syllables, incense and bats, rites at the foot of ablack altar.

Underground chambers from the age of King Arthur, whispered another. Masked knights riding through
themigsin eterna pursuit of invisible combat.

Roman legions fresh from the land of the pharaohs, hinted athird. Barbaric foreign gods and pagan battle
standards. L uxurious baths wreathed in steam behind the walls of sumptuous palaces.

Druidicd rituas, suggested afourth. Naked priests painted blue clinging to mistletoe, asingle towering
oak in alost grove, apparitionsin the gloom on the moors. From the deeper recesses of the forest, eerie
birdlike cries.

And long before that, whispered another, massive stones placed on the plainsin amystica pattern. The
stones so gigantic no ordinary people could have transported them. Who were these unknown people
and what was the purpose of their abstract designs? Y estruly we must ponder these enigmas for they are
the secrets of our ancestors, to be recalled tonight as so often over the centuries.

Indeed, murmured an uncle. So it has aways been and so it must be. These undying marvels are hidden
inthe ancient library of our manor, reared by the first Duke of Dorset, and there liesthe secret within all
of us, the impenetrable Strongbow Mystery.

A rustle passed around the fireplace. The children shivered and huddled closer together asthewind
whined. No one dared think of the maze of lost passageways spiraling down into the earth beneath them.

A thin voice broke the silence, the voice of the futurelord.
No.

Sitting erect, farther from the fire than anyone e se, the boy gazed gravely at the heavy swords suspended
above the mantle.

No, he repeated, that's not quite correct. In thelast year I've read dl the booksin the library and there's



nothing like thet there. The first Plantagenet Strongbow was asmple man who went to Ireland and had
the usud success daughtering unarmed peasants, then retired here to polish hisarmor and do some
farming. The early books he collected were about armor, later there were afew dedling with barnyard
matters. So it seemsthe family mystery issmply that no one has ever read abook from the family library.

The disease that felled him the following day was meningitis, which killed hisyounger brothersand ssters.
Thus there would be no aunts and unclesin the next generation and a comfortable routine dating from the
reign of Henry 11 was suddenly shattered.

Inits placelay asickly wasted boy, dying, who made up his mind to do what no Strongbow had ever
done, to enter confusion and not let destiny rest. Hisfirst decison wasto live and as aresult he became
totally deaf. His second decision was to become the world's leading authority on plants, since at that
early age he wasn't fond of people.

Before the attack of meningitis his height had been average. But the reveations that came with the
approach of death, and his subsequent bargaining with fate, brought other changes. By the time he was
fourteen hewould bewell over six feet tal, and by the age of sxteen he would have reached hisfull
height of seven feet and seven inches.

Naturaly hisaunts and uncles were utterly bewildered by these strange eventsin histwefth year, yet they
tried to go on living as the Strongbows had dways lived. Therefore while he lay recovering in bed, it
being the Christmas season, they gathered in the great banquet hall for the customary pillow match. And
athough fearful and disturbed they bravely carried on asusud, resolutely polishing family tradition just as
thefirst duke had once polished hisarmor.

While the furniture was being cleared away they picked their teams and playfully jostled one another,
smiling and nodding and politely guffawing and lightly petting a bottom or two, patiently forming queues
and just as patiently reforming them amoment later, stolidly standing one behind the other asthey
commented on therain and tittered hopelessy in agreemen.

The hour closed to afew minutes before midnight on Christmas Eve, what should have been the
beginning of twelve companionable days of nuzzling and scrimmaging. But when the playing fidld was
cleared, precisely when the satin pillow was ceremonioudy placed in the middle of the floor and the fun
was ready to begin, adreadful silence swept through the hall.

They turned. In the doorway stood their gaunt nephew, already an inch or two taler than they
remembered him. Standing straight out in front of him, thick and menacing, was amedieva lance twelve
feet long.

The boy went directly to the middle of the room, skewered the satin pillow and hurled it into the
fireplace, whereit burst and blazed briefly. Then in words dternately booming and inaudible, for he
hadn't yet learned to modulate his voice without hearing it, he announced they were dl dismissed from his
house and lands forever. Any aunt or uncle found on the premises when the clock struck midnight, he
shouted, would receive the same punishment asthe pillow.

There were shrieks and arush to the door asthe future Duke of Dorset, twenty-ninthin hisline, calmly
ordered the furniture returned to its place and assumed control of hislife.

Y oung Strongbow'sfirgt act was to make an inventory of the artifactsin the manor. With his botanist’'s



interest in cataloguing he wanted to know exactly what he had inherited, so with aledger in one hand and
apen in the other he went from room to room noting everything.

What he found gppaled him. The manor was an immense mausoleum containing no lessthan five hundred
thousand separate objects acquired by hisfamily in the course of six hundred and fifty years of doing
nothing.

There and then he decided never to encumber hislife with materia goods, which wasthe red reason, not
vanity, that when the time came for him to disappear into the desert at the age of twenty-one, he did so
carrying only hismagnifying glass and portable sundid.

But such extreme simplicity wasfor the future. Now he had to master his professon. Methodicaly he
seded off the rest of the manor and moved into the centra hdl, which he equipped as along botanical
laboratory. Here he lived austerdly for Six years, at the age of sixteen writing to the Rector of Trinity
College gtating that he was prepared to take up residence at Cambridge to receive adegree in botany.

Theletter was brief, attached to it was a summary of hisqudifications.

Huent ability in Early and Middle Persan, hieroglyphics and cuneiform and Aramaic, classcd and
modern Arabic, the usua knowledge of Greek and Hebrew and Latin and the European tongues, Hindi
where relevant and al sciences where necessary for hiswork.

Lastly, asan example of some research already undertaken, he enclosed a short monograph on the ferns
to befound on his estate. The Rector of Trinity had the paper examined by an expert, who declared it the
most definitive sudy on ferns ever written in Britain. The monograph was published by the Roya Society
asaspecid bulletin and thus Strongbow's name, one day to be synonymous with rank depravity, made
itsfirst quiet appearancein print.

Almost at once three sensationa incidents made Strongbow alegend at Cambridge. Thefirst occurred
on Halloween, the second over atwo-week period prior to the Christmas holiday, the third on the night
of thewinter solstice.

The Halloween incident was afistfight with the most vicious brawlersin the university. After drinking
quantities of stout these notorious young men had adjourned to an dley to pummel each other inthe

autumn moonlight. A crowd gathered and bets were taken while the sweating fighters stripped to the
wad.

Thedley was narrow. Strongbow happened to enter it just as the brawlers went into a crouch. Having
spent along day in the countryside collecting specimens, the wild flowers he now carried in hishand, he
was too exhausted to turn back. Politely he asked the mass of fightersto stand aside and |et him pass.
Therewasabrief slencein thedley, then around of raucous laughter. Strongbow's bouquet of flowers
was knocked to the ground.

Wearily he kndt in the moonlight and retrieved his specimens from the chinksin the cobblestones. When
he had them dl he moved forward, flowersin one hand and the other arm flailing.

Because of hisextraordinary reach not ablow fell on him. In seconds adozen men lay crumpled on the
pavement, al with broken bones and severd with concussions. The stunned onlookers pressed against
thewalls as Strongbow carefully dusted off his flowers, rearranged his bouquet and continued down the
dley to hisrooms.



The second incident involved England's nationa fencing tournament, which wasto be held a Cambridge
that year. Although unknown as afencer Strongbow applied to enter the preliminaries to the tournament,
akind of exhibition for amateurs, on the basis of |etters of recommendation from two Italian masters with
internationa reputations. When asked which event he wished to enter he said dl three, foil and épée and
sabreaswadll.

The proposa would have been ridiculous even if he had studied privately under two masters. But in the
end he was dlowed to enter al three classes because the letters from the Itdians, as he pointed out,
failed to mention which event was his specidty.

Actualy none of them was, nor had he ever studied under thetwo Itdiansor anyone else. A year earlier,
awarethat hisrapid growth might render him awkward, he had decided to improve his balance. Fencing
seemed as useful as any exercisefor that, so he read the classical manuas on fencing and dueled with
himsdf infront of amirror an hour each day.

Thetime camefor him to go up to Cambridge. While passng through London he learned that two
famous Itdian magterswerein the city ingructing members of the roya family. Curious about severd
techniques hewas using that didn't seem to be in any of the manuds, he offered the Itdians alarge sum of
money to pass some judgment on his moves.

An hour was duly arranged. The masters watched him do hisexercisesin front of amirror and wrote the
letters of praise he carried on to Cambridge.

But secretly the two men were less enthusiastic than darmed by what they had witnessed. Both redized
Strongbow's unorthodox style of fighting was revolutionary and perhaps unbestable. Therefore they
cancdled their engagements and | eft London that same night to return homein the hope of eventudly
mastering histechniquesthemselves.

At Cambridge, meanwhile, the nationa tournament opened early in December. Refusing to wear amask
because he wasn't used to one and refusing to reved his methods, Strongbow won straight matchesin the
foil and épée and sabre and advanced from the preliminariesinto the main competition. There he
continued to fight maskless and continued to win with as much ease as ever.

At the end of two busy weeks he had reached thefinalsin al three events, itself an unprecedented
accomplishment. The finals were meant to occupy most of aweekend but Strongbow insisted they be
held one after another. All together they took less then fifteen minutes. In that fierce span of time
Strongbow consecutively disarmed his three masked opponents while himself receiving only one dight
prod in the neck.

Furthermore, two of the champions he defeated had did ocated wrists by the end of their matches.

In less than fifteen minutes Strongbow had proved himself the grestest swordsman in English history.

Having done so, he never entered afencing contest again. The cause for this was assumed to be his
extreme arrogance, aready unbearable to many. But the truth was smply that Strongbow had stopped
growing. He no longer needed a special exercise and had given up the tiresome practice of parrying with
himsdf in front of amirror.

He never logt his style as aswordsman, however, and decades later it was still distinct enough to betray
histrueidentity, as nearly happened in atiny oasisin Arabiamore than forty years after he left
Cambridge.



Strongbow was then over sixty and living as the poorest sort of bedouin. The oasis was on the hg route
from Damascus and one day Strongbow had to move quickly to turn aside amurderer's sword, which he
did, causing the murderer to wound himsalf. Then he squatted on the ground and began to bind the man's
wound.

Traveling in the caravan that year was Numa Numantius, the German erotic scholar and defender of
homosexuality, who happened to witness the performance and was astounded by it. At once heled his
Arab dragoman over to Strongbow.

Who are you redly? asked the German, his interpreter repeating the wordsin Arabic. Strongbow replied
meekly in an ignorant bedouin diaect that he was what he appeared to be, astarving man of the desert
whose only cloak wasthe arm of Allah.

Numantius, the leading Latinist of the day and an exceedingly gentle man, said he knew for afact only
two European fencing masters had ever been able to execute that particular technique, both Itadians now
dead, and that athough no one esein the Levant might be able to recognize the wizardry it implied, he
certainly was. For emphasis he even gave the maneuver itsofficid Latin designation. The interpreter
repeated dl thisto Strongbow, who merdly shrugged and went on binding the wound. Numantius was
growing more curious.

But master, whispered the interpreter, how can such a one be expected to answer? Look at hisfilth and
hisrags. He'sawretch and adog and that was alucky blow, nothing more. Surely there can be no
learning of any land in such abrute.

But thereis, said Numantius. How it can be| don't know and it's making me dizzy just to think of it. So
pleasetdl himif he swears by his God he has never heard of thesetwo Itdians, I'll give himaMaria
Theresa crown.

The words were repested in Arabic and alarge crowd gathered. The money offered was afortunein the
desert and there was no way a poor bedouin could be expected to refuseit. But Strongbow had never
sworn fasdy in hislife. Thus there was a more lengthy exchange between him and the interpreter.

What does he say? asked Numantius in ave. Does he swear?
No, he doesn't swear. In fact he says he once knew these two men in his youth.
What?

Y es, in adream. In this dream he went to alarge city from alarge estate he owned. In that large city he
hired these two men to watch him use a sword, and that was when they learned the secret of this
particular maneuver aswell as others. And he adds that since it wastruly his secret in the beginning, what
you saw him do here afew minutes ago was origina and real, whereas what you saw those two
Europeans do years ago was imitation and unredl. And dl thishe saysin alanguage so barbaricitis
amogt impossble to understand him.

Numantius staggered.
Origind and red? Imitation and unreal ? What gibberish isthis? What madness?

Just that, whispered the interpreter hurriedly as he and the frightened crowd fell back. Now quickly,
master, we must leave. His eyes, don't you seeit?

And indeed Strongbow's eyes wererolling in his head, his head was swaying on his shouldersand his
whole body had begun to shake uncontrollably. He was sending himself into a dervish trance, atrick he



had learned long ago when hefirst came to the desert and the impenetrability of his disguises might have
been in danger. As he knew, no Arab would remain close to adervish suddenly possessed by spirits.

The crowd withdrew muttering charms and adazed Numantius retreated with them fearing he might be a
victim of brain fever, rgoining the caravan and leaving behind the only opportunity there would ever beto
discover what had redlly happened to the young Duke of Dorset after his shockingly obscene
disappearance in Cairo on the eve of Queen Victorias twenty-first birthday.

But it was the third incident at Cambridge that was most sgnificant to Strongbow in the end because it
involved the Secret Seven, or the Immortas asthey were also known.

This undergraduate society had been founded in 1327 to mourn the passing of Edward |1 after ahot
poker had been thrust up the king's anus. Through legacies the society had graduadly grown in wedlth until
its endowments surpassed those of any other private indtitution in Britain. It supported numerous
orphanages and hospitals and commissioned portraits of its membersfor the National Gallery.

The protection it provided its members was absol ute and perpetud. If amember happenedtodieina
remote corner of the Empire his body wasimmediately pickled in the finest cognac and brought home at

the society's expense.

Among itsaumni were kings and prime ministers, scores of bishops and battalions of admirasand
generds, aswell as many country gentlemen who had never been known for anything other than certain
eccentric dedingswith their vaets. The dumni of the Secret Seven, in short, congtituted the richest and
most influentia old-boy network in the land.

Of dl the masturbation societiesin the public schools and universities of England, none could maich its
enduring prestige.

Asindicated by its name, only seven undergraduates were members a any onetime, their term running
from midnight on awinter solstice to midnight on the following winter solstice, when anew group of
seven was chosen. During their year as members the reigning Seven, other than engaging in masturbation,
gpent their time discussing the merits of their potentia successors.

The Christmas holidays began well before eection night but all Cambridge undergraduatesin Britain, by
secret agreement according to tradition, sneaked back to their university rooms by devious routes on the
day of the winter solstice. There every gate and door was left unlocked and no one stirred in the wild
hope of amiracle. The Seven were known to begin their visits at eleven o'clock at night under cover of
darkness and end an hour later, the last man chosen being the most illustrious of the new group and its
future leader.

Thus Strongbow, who hadn't bothered to interrupt his research with the Christmas holidays, was Sitting in
his rooms one winter night perusing a botanical treatise in Arabic when seven loud knocks struck his
door. The handle then turned but nothing happened. Strongbow's door was locked. He had just emerged
from abath and, still warm, hadn't bothered to dressyet.

Of course he didn't hear the knocks but he did notice the handle turning ineffectualy. He went over to
investigate and immediately seven young men filed into the room and drew themsdves up in arow. They
didn't seem surprised by his nakedness but the leader of the group spoke hisclasscd Greek ina
confused tone of voice.

Y our door was locked.



That'sright.

But it'smidnight on the winter soltice.

Correct. And s0?

But don't you know what happens on this speciad night?

I know we have more night than any other night, but who are you anyway? Amateur astronomers?
Y ou mean you don't know who we are?

No.

The Secret Seven, announced the leader in a hushed voice.

My God man, thundered Strongbow, | can see you're seven but what's your inferna secret?

Y ou mean you've never even heard of us?

No.

But were the most ancient and honored secret society in England.

Wil what's your secret? What kind of asociety isit?

A masturbation society, said the leader with dignity.

Strongbow roared with laughter.

Masturbation? Isthat all? What's so secret about that? And why in God's name are we speaking Greek?
You are elected, intoned the saven young men in unison.

| am? To what?

Our society. The Seven Immortals.

Immorta you say? Because you masturbate?

The Seven were stunned. There had never been any question of explaining their society to anyone, let
aonejudtifying its purpose. They stood in line speechless. Strongbow smiled.

The Seven Sages of Greece, are you? How often do you meet to exchange your wisdom?
Two evenings aweek.

Not enough, said Strongbow. Am | to confine mysdlf to masturbating only two evenings aweek?
Ridiculous,

No one's confined. That's just when we meet formally.
But why beformal abouit it a al? A ludicrous notion.

Theleader began talking about charity and fraternity. He even mentioned kings and archbishops and
famous statesmen who had been members of the society, but dl these impressive names Strongbow
waved aside with along sweep of hisarm.



Listen, o wise men. Masturbation is certainly relaxing, but why have a society for it and one that is secret
at that? Nonsense. Purefarce.

Y ou don't mean you're refusing election, sammered the leader.
Of course that'swhat | mean. What an absurdity.
But no one has refused eection in five hundred years.

Distinctly odd. Now I've cooled down from my bath and | think | should dress and get dong with my
duties. The chapter I'm reading has to do with Solanum nigrum, probably known to you as deadly
nightshade, compaosed in Cordobain 756, learned but not quiteright. Shdll | explain theirregularitiesto
you? Well haveto switch from Greek to Arabic but of course you can carry on with your usua activities.
The door opened. The seven young men dinked away into the longest night of 1836. Midnight had come
and gone and in refusing to accept immortality Strongbow had insufferably affronted over three hundred
of the most powerful Englishmen of hisday, not to mention the memories of another three thousand dead
heroes of hisrace, an insult that would be well remembered nearly half a century later when he published
his monumenta thirty-three-volume study entitled Levantine Sex.

Nor wasit merdly hisintelectud ferocity, his savage fighting skillsor hisinsolent disregard for tradition
that caused him to be viewed as dangerous at Cambridge. There was dso his unfathomable manner.

For of course no one redlized Strongbow was deaf and that he could only understand others by reading
their lips. Therefore anyone outside hisfield of vison wasignored asif nonexigtent, just as any event
occurring behind hisback wasignored asif nonexistent.

There was the disturbing occasion in the spring, for example, when aheavy downpour caused half the
botanical laboratory at Cambridge to collapse at dawn. The laboratory was thought to be empty but the
thunderous crash was S0 greet the entire university rushed to the spot within minutes.

What they saw standing on what had once been the third floor, the precipice only afew inches behind his
feet, was Strongbow bent over amicroscope studying the lines of anew spring leaf, obliviousto the
destruction that had jolted everyone from their beds.

Strongbow's concentration, in sum, was frighteningly aoof and gpart. Because of hisunnaturad height he
bore only a distorted resemblance to aman and the only voices he seemed to hear were those of plants.
In other eras he might have been burned at the stake asthe Antichrist, and undoubtedly it was only
because his nineteenth-century world was so rationa that he was merely regarded as exceptiondly
perverse, maniaca and un-English.

But sgnificantly, it wasthis very rationdity that Strongbow would one day assault with such devastating
results.

His career at Cambridge culminated in an episode both brilliant and typical, yet so extravagant it was
considered intolerable by many, including the Archbishop of Canterbury and possibly the new monarch
then awaiting her coronation, Queen Victoria

Strongbow stood for histripos examinations at the end of one year rather than the customary three, and
his achievement was such that he had to be awarded atriplefirst, the only time that ever happened in an



English university. Asaparting gift to English scholarship he proceeded to announce he had discovered a
new species of rose on the banks of the Cam.

Even if proposed quietly the discovery would have been shocking. In aland devoted to rosesit seemed
unthinkable that Sx centuries of British scholars could have gone punting on the Cam and entirely
overlooked a species.

But the proposal wasn't made quietly. Instead Strongbow noisily nailed it to the chapel door one Sunday
morning just as the service ended and the faculty began to appear.

The uproar throughout the nation wasimmediate. An officia board of experts was convened, to be
chaired by the Archbishop of Canterbury, who would cast adeciding vote should that ultimate resort to

fair play become necessary.

Strongbow's evidence, arranged in ninety-five theses, was removed from the chapel door and sudied in
full by the board. The Latin was impeccable and to their dismay they found there was nothing to consider
or vote on. The discovery was genuine. There was Smply no way to assign the rose to any of the existing

Species.
And asitsdiscoverer Strongbow had the indlienable right to nameit.

The archbishop led a sdlect delegation to Strongbow's rooms. After congratulating him warmly the
archbishop eased into a persuasive discourse. A new rose had been found for England, a new monarch
was soon to be crowned from the House of Hanover. How magnanimousit was of God, working
through a brilliant young scholar and nobleman, to blessthe land and Her Britannic Mgesty at thistime,
inthismanner.

While the archbishop spoke Strongbow remained bent over hisworkbench examining a blade of grass
with his enormous magnifying glass. When the archbishop finished Strongbow straightened to hisfull
height, still holding the glassin place, and stared down at the delegation.

Behind the powerful lens of the magnifying glass his unblinking eye was two incheswide.

During hisyear at Cambridge Strongbow's disgust with hisfamily's history had fully matured. He could no
longer abide the memory of the silly accidents that had killed twenty-eight successive Dukes of Dorse,
the slly aunts and uncles who had been returning to the manor for centuriesto raiseits orphans, the silly
family mystery which wasjust another namefor illiteracy, above dl the silly sexuality that had gone by the
name of the family game.

At the sametime he had grown increasingly contemptuous toward England, which he found too small and
prim and petty for hisneeds. And being still young, he preferred to believe his country was moreto
blame than hisfamily for sx hundred and fifty years of Strongbow silliness.

So his enormous eye rested on the archbishop and his speech was short.

Y our Grace has made reference to the House of Hanover, Germans who arrived here some five hundred
and forty years after my own dukedom was established. It is certainly true the Plantagenet Strongbows
did nothing for England in six and ahaf centuries, but at least they had the decency to do it on English
s0il. Therefore we will honor that soil and Victoriaof Hanover by naming this discovery the rosa
exultata plantagenetiana. Thank you for coming, and thank you for recognizing the inevitable existence
of thisrare flower.

Nothing more was said on either side of the workbench. The huge eye continued to hover near the ceiling



as the shrunken del egates crept out the door.

Strongbow immediately disgppeared from England, hisfirst journeys dlusive and unrecorded. From time
to time a detailed monograph on the flora of western Sudan or eastern Persia appeared in some
European capital, posted from Damascus or Tunisand privately printed according to hisingtructions.

And at least once ayear adozen new species of desert flowers would be described, the discoveries
invariably genuine. So athough he continued to be feared and didiked even when far from home, the
English botanica community had no choice but to admire his accumulated research.

Y et in fact Strongbow was spending very little time on botany. Instead, unexpectedly, he had turned his
vast powers of concentration to the study of sex, an endeavor that eventually would bring about the fall of
the British Empire,

But that was of no concern to Strongbow. What was important to him was the startling discovery he
madein aSina cave after only afew yearsin the Middle Eagt, that the lost origind of the Bible actudly
existed, a secret he would share with only one other man in his century.

With that discovery began Strongbow's forty-year search for the Sinai Bible and hislifelong speculations
about what the mysteriouslogt origind might contain, of dl hislegaciesto the twentieth century the one
that would most intrigue and baffle his sole child and heir, the idedistic boy one day to becomea
gunrunner named Stern.




-2
Wallengtein

Men tend to become fables and fables tend to become men.

Before being killed at the order of the Habsburgs, aformer Czech orphan named Wallenstein had twice
risen to become the adl-powerful Generdissmo of the Holy Roman Empire during the religious daughter
known asthe Thirty YearsWar.

A variety of enemies had hunted the fugitive through the mists of northern Bohemia, but when finaly
trapped the halberd driven through his chest was held by an English captain commanded by an Irish
generd. The year was 1634 and that killing, followed by the specter of an eagle, whichin Arab lore
traditiondly lives athousand years, brought to the Mediterranean the apparent ancestor of the man who
would one day undertake the most spectacular forgery in history.

While helived and scavenged, Generdissmo Wallenstein had immersed himsalf so excessively in
adrology that everyonein hisfamily detested stars— with one exception, an indolent nephew who
believed in nothing ese. Therefore the morning the nephew learned of hisfamous uncle's degth he
immediately rushed to consult hisloca wizard.

Thewizard had been up al night nodding in his observatory. He was on hisway to bed but he couldn't
turn away his most important client. Wearily helaid out his charts and tried to come to some conclusion.
By thetime he did hewasfdling adeep.

Bribes, screamed the nephew. Can they save me? Should | fleg?
Eagles, muttered the wizard.

TheWadlengtein nephew legpt from hischair.

Flight. Of course. But whereto?

I'm sorry, dl dseisunclear.

Walenstein shook the wizard by his beard but the old man was aready snoring. He galloped back to his
castle above the Danube where his confessor, a Jesuit in the habit of dropping by for aglass of wine at
noon, was waiting. He saw that the nephew'sleft eyelid was drooping, a sure sign of profound agitation.
Having traveled widely for his order, he suggested Wallenstein unburden himself. Asthe nephew talked
the priest camly emptied their bottle of wine.

Shaiperi, he murmured at length. An excellent vintage, my son.

What's that? asked W lengtein, peering out from under his drooping eydlid.
| said thisisaremarkably fine vintage.

No, that other word you used.

Y ou mean the ancient name the Albanians used for their country? Thought to have meant eagle
origindly? Certainly an old race, the Albanians, who have survived because their land is mountainous and



inaccessble. Probably they once identified themsealves with the eagles of the place.

The Jesuit seemed unsurprised as Wallenstein dropped to his knees and confessed he had never believed
ingars. Therewas afurther exchange, after which the priest praised the young man for not falling victim
to hisuncleésadrd follies.

He then absolved him of various sins, suggested anumber of Hail Marys and wished him successin the
south, if he should ever travel south, meanwhile accepting responsbility for the wine cdllar beneath the
cadtleif its owner were ever absent.

Thefirgt Wdlengtein in Albania consgdered himself atemporary exile from Germany. The country was
barbarous and he intended to leave as soon as possible. Nevertheless he had to live so he moved into a
castle and took alocd wife.

When ason was born he alowed the baby to be named after Albanias national hero, a fifteenth-century
Chrigtian turned Modem turned Christian who had been given the name by which history knew him while
ahostageto the Turks, Lord Alexander or Iskander Bey, or Skanderbeg as his countrymen pronounced
it when hefinaly returned to his native land and became its most famous warrior, tirdessy sorming
Chrigtian fortresses for the Turks during thefirst haf of hislife, then tirdesdy defending those same
fortresses againg the Turksfor the second haf of hislife.

After severa decades of exile Wallenstein learned that his dead uncle was no longer considered athreat
to the Holy Roman Empire. It was now safe for him to return to his home above the Danube. Elated, he
drank aquantity of arak one evening and climbed histower to see what the stars of an Albanian night
might say of hisfuture.

Unfortunately a condition that wasto afflict hismae heirsfor generations came over him. His drooping
left eyelid dipped lower and lower until it closed.

Unable to gauge distances with one eye, he stepped off the tower and landed on hishead in afountain
one hundred feet below, instantly dead and never ableto reved that the stars had told him it was his
degtiny to found a powerful Albanian dynasty, and that a pardon from Germany resulting in hisimmediate
death was the surest way for thisto happen.

Theresfter the drooping left eyelid was gpparent in all Skanderbegs soon after birth. Aswith the
progenitor of the clan, the eyelid tended to droop more severely under the pressure of alcohol or when
death was near.

With it went other unmistakable traits inherited from the origina Albanian Wallengtein, who had dways
sugpected his uncle's Holy Roman enemies were sending spies down from the north to nate him.

Asaresult the Skanderbeg Wallensteins were deeply suspicious men. They moved furtively and never
dared look anyone in the eye. When guests were in the castle the master disappeared frequently, being
seen now dinking aong the far side of the garden, next in the kitchen behind a cupboard sneaking aquick
glass of arak, amoment later peeking out of atower with aspyglass.

What the family malady amounted to, in short, was an unshakable conviction that the entire universe was
ordered with the sole purpose of endangering Skanderbeg Wallengteins. The plots they imagined were
vague yet pervasive and thereby explained al events on earth.

By tradition they received no education. War was their vocation and they |eft home at an early ageto



pursueit, fighting fiercely againgt either the Turks or the Christians as had their contradictory namesake,
the nationa hero. Y et curioudy not one of them was ever killed in battle. Although aways campaigning
they somehow managed to survive the massacres perpetrated by their enemies and return to their castle
to become extremely aert shrunken old men.

Thusin dmost every way the Wallenstein men were the exact opposites of the Strongbows, who died
young never suspecting anything. In their dark damp castle perched gloomily on awild Albanian crag, a
windy and insecure Bakan outpost, these aging illiterates were forever given to rampant ingtabilities and
extravagant reversals of character.

Then too, the Skanderbeg Wallensteins had never been father and son. Combining love with sensual
pleasure was beyond them and they were impotent with their wives. Sexually they could only be aroused
by very young girls of eight or nine.

When anew bride was brought to the castle this situation was ddlicately explained to her by the resident
mother-in-law. There was nothing to worry about, however, since the castle had alarge staff of loyd
retainers. Matters could be easily arranged, as indeed they had been for nearly two hundred years.

The resident matriarchs were always quick to claim that the Wallenstein men loved their women well. Y et
the fact was that successive Skanderbegs were never related, perhaps the real reason why these masters
of the castle so violently distrusted everyone at home and spent most of their livesaway in wars.

Generdly their fathers were stolid Albanian butlers or gamekeegpers whose interests were limited to the
confines of apantry or anest of grouse. But in 1802 the new wife of a Skanderbeg happened to take to
her bed ayoung Swisswith apassion for details, ahighly gifted linguist who was on awaking tour to the
Levant. Later that year aWalengtein heir was born for the first timein history without a drooping left
eydid.

The boy was unusual in other ways, being both shy and ascetic. At an age when other Skanderbegs
would have been glancing lascivioudy at girls of four or five, preparing for their adult sex life with girls of
eight or nine, he seemed to notice no one a al. Nothing interested him but the Bible, which he read
incessantly. In fact this Skanderbeg passed his entire youth without leaving the castle, dl histime spent in
the private conservatory he had built for himsdf initstallest tower.

From the conservatory he had superb viewsthat stretched al the way to the Adriatic. The walls of the
room were lined with Bibles and there was an organ a which he sat playing Bach's Massin B Minor long
into the night. Before he was twenty it was said he had memorized the Biblein dl the tongues current in
the Holy Land during the Biblica era. So of course no one was surprised when he paused at the gate one
morning, there to cross the moat into the outside world for the first time, to announce he was on hisway
to Rome to enter the Trappist monastic order.

When Wallengtein professed hisvows he did so as Brother Anthony, in honor of the fourth-century
hermit and founder of monasticism who had died in an Egyptian desert at the age of one hundred and
four. Asamonk he continued to live much as he dways had until he was sent to Jerusalem and ordered
to make ardligiousretreat to St Catherine's monastery.

Thislondy enclosure of gray granitewalls at the foot of Mt Sinai, fortified by Justinian in the Sixth century,
was supported by a curious tribe caled the Jebdiyeh, bedouin in appearance, who had been forcibly
converted to Idam athousand years earlier. But actually the Jebeliyeh were descendants of Bosnian and
Wallachian serfs, and therefore not very distant neighbors of the Wallengtein castle, whom Judtinian had



forcibly converted to Christianity three hundred years before that, then sent to the Sinai so the monks
could tend to their prayers while others tended their sheep.

When aTrappist first arrived in the Holy Land it was common practice for him to be sent to St
Catherine'sto consider these and other wonders concerning time and emperors, prophets and the desert.

As part of hisworking day at the monastery Brother Anthony was directed to clear away the debrisin
the dry cdlar of astoreroom long in disuse. He uncovered amound of hard earth, and in kegping with
God's plan for regularity in the universe he began chipping away the mound to level thefloor.

Histool struck the edge of acloth. A few minuteslater alarge bundlelay in hislap. Carefully he unwound
the lengths of tiff swaddling and found athick stack of parchment. He lifted the cover, read thefirst line
of Aramaic in thefirst of the four columns on the page, closed his eyes and began to pray.

After some minutes he opened his eyes and gazed a the flowing mixture of Aramaic and Old Hebrew,
knowing that no Biblica texts survived in those dead tongues, suspecting, therefore, that here before him
was one of the oldest Old Testamentsin existence.

Thelost origina perhaps?

Once more Brother Anthony closed his eyesto pray, thistimefor ddiverance from vanity. Then he
opened the manuscript again and it struck him asablow. The New Testament aswell? Centuries before
Chrigt hed lived?

His hands trembled as he turned the pages, recaling the various Bibles he had memorized. It was
absolutely impossible, but by the end of the afternoon two facts had enveloped hismind in darkness.

Firgt, this Bible was complete and without question the oldest Bible in the world.
Second, it denied every religioustruth ever held by anyone.

The soriesit told distorted every event that had taken place over three millenniain the Eastern
Mediterranean, in the Holy Land and more particularly in Jerusalem, legendary home of Melchizedek,
King of Salem which aso meant King of Peace, the fabled priest of antiquity who had blessed the future
patriarch of al three faiths when first the shepherd Abraham journeyed forth from the dawn of the esst
with hisflock.

Mél chizedek's very existence was in doubt and so was that of Jerusalem, which since Me chizedek's
reign had aways been the ultimate destination of al sonsand prophets of God toiling up from the desert,
stern with their messages of sdvation for the eterndly queasy souls of that city.

Possibly, the pages implied, M chizedek had lived e sewhere or been someone else. And just possibly,
there had never been a Jerusalem.

To Brother Anthony the words before him were terrifying. What would happen if the world suddenly
sugpected that Mohammed might well have lived six centuries before Christ rather than six centuries after
him?

Or again, that Christ had been aminor prophet in the age of Elijah or a secret messiah in the age of
Isaiah, who aone knew histrueidentity and rigoroudy followed hisingtructions?

Or that Mohammed and | saiah were contemporaries, brethren in acommon cause who comforted one



another in moments of trid?

Or that idols were indeed God when made in the shape of Hector or David, Alexander or Caesar, if the
worshipper was living in the same era as one of these worthies?

Or more or lessin the same era.
Or at least thought he was.

Or that the virtues of Mary and Fatima and Ruth had been confused in the minds of later chroniclers and
fredly interchanged among them? That the virtues ascribed to Fatima more properly were those of Ruth?
That the song of Ruth had been sung by Mary? That the virgin birth caled Mary's belonged to Fatima?

Or that it was true from time to time that innumerable Gods held court in al the high and low places? That
these legions of Gods were varioudy deek and fat or gnarled and lean, asvicious as crazed brigands or
as gentle as doting grandfathers?

That they passed whole epochs vaguely preoccupied with the dit necks of bulls, ambrosia, broken
pottery, war, peace, gold rings and purple robes and incense, or even gurgling vacantly while sniffing and
sucking their forefingers?

Although at other times there were no Gods anywhere? Not even one? The rivers wending their ways
and the lambs blegting with mindlessinconsstency?

Or that the carpenter who had gone down to the Jordan to be cleansed by his cousin was either the son
of Fatimaor the father of Ruth? That Joshua had gained his wisdom from thefifth Abbasid Caliph of
Baghdad, who might himself have been Judas or Christ if only he had foreseen apainful future as clearly
asherecdled ablissful past?

That David and Julius Caesar had been secret card-playing cronies? That Alexander the Great had
chdlenged them both to a primitive sort of backgammon for nomind stakes, winning eesily, yet had gone
on to lose his earnings to a chattering barber whose only other distinction in history wasthat he had cut
Mohammed's hair?

That Abraham had passed on hislegacy to the Jews through hisfirst son, Ishmael the wanderer, and his
legacy to the Arabs through his sedentary second son, 1saac? And since he had no more sons, that he
regjected outright the paternity claims of the Gentiles and refused to take any responsibility whatsoever for
them?

Or that the trumpet benegath the walls of Jericho had been blown by Harun a-Rashid, not stridently but
sensuoudy aswas his manner, as he seductively circled the oasis seven times and brought his peopleinto
ahappy land?

In order that Joshua might take a promised bath in the Jordan and Christ might retire to a sumptuous
court on the banks of the Tigristo spin forth a cycle of tales encompassing the dreams of a thousand and
onenights?

And so on in the windblown footsteps that fled across the pages of this desert manuscript where an entire
fabric of history waswoven in magical confusion, threaded in unexpected knots and colored in reverse
patterns, the sacred shadows of belief now lengthened or shortened by a congtantly revolving sun and
shifting moon.

For inthisoldest of Bibles paradise lay everywhere on the wrong side of theriver, sought by thewrong
people, preached by a prophet different from the one who had been heard, an impossible history where



al events occurred before or after they were said to have occurred, or instead, occurred smultaneoudly.

Numbing initsdisorder and perplexing to the edge of madness. Circular and unchronicled and calmly
contradictory, suggesting infinity.

But the worst shock of al came on the final pages, where the compiler of the Bible had added an
autobiographica footnote.

Hewas blind, he said, and had been blind since birth. His early life had been spent sitting beside dusty
waysdesin Canaan with abowl in hislap crying out for dms, aways closeto starvation.

Intime he learned afew more coins dways came hisway if he chanted imaginary histories and the like,
for there was nothing poor toilers on the road loved more than a description of wondrous events, their
own lives being both dreary and hard. And perhaps not surprisingly after so many years spent gathering
gossip, he had no difficulty making up tales.

Before long an old couple had come to him with their son, animbecile. The boy couldn't tell night from
day or summer from winter, but while he was till young his parents had discovered he drew shapesin
the sand very wdll. An ideahad come to them. Why not seeif the boy could memorize the alphabet?
Very few people could write. If the boy learned to do so he could become a scribe and copy down the
documents others dictated to him. The advantage, of course, was that he wouldn't have to understand
what he waswriting.

It took many years and al their money but the task was accomplished. Their son could write beautifully,
his teachers said so. When areed was placed in his hand he wrote down exactly what was said, no more
and no less.

The problem was that the other difficulties till remained. Now the parents were both ill and wanted to
make some provison for their son's future. They thought of the blind storyteller. What if the boy
accompanied the blind man on histravels and wrote down hiswords, in exchange for which the blind
man could show their son when to deep and eat and wear more or fewer clothes? Wouldn't it be afair
and useful partnership™?

Wl it had seemed a good arrangement, said the blind man, and from that day forward they had
proceeded from dusty waysi de to dusty wayside making ameager living. Affection had grown into love
and they had become like father and son. All had worked out for the best in the dusty waysides of
Canaan.

But here the blind man had to make a confession. The histories his adopted son had faithfully copied
down weren't histories at dl, for severa reasons.

For one, because the blind man only knew what he heard, having no eyesto verify anything.

For another, because his position in life waslowly and he knew little about great events, having never
heard more than bits and pieces of rumors.

Thirdly, because the din beside a dusty ways de was often deafening, and how could one old man be
expected to extract a coherent theme from so much noise?

And lastly, perhaps because he fdlt the truth could be rendered more accurately anyway when dealing
with the open spaces of the future rather than the murky depths of the pagt. In the future anything might



happen, so he could be flawlesdy correct in reporting it. Whereas in the past, athough some events were
known and others suspected, many more were neither known nor suspected.

Furthermore, why belabor his poor listeners with the past? These wretches longed for new worlds, not
old. Between them they had only afew coppersto hear hopefully where they might be going, knowing
full well where they had aready miserably been.

In any case, the blind man humbly noted, men tend to become fables and fables tend to become men, so
inthe end it probably didn't matter whether he was dealing with the past or the future. In the end it must
al bethe same.

And wasn't it dso possiblethat al prophecieswere redly histories misplaced by tricks of time?
Memoriesin disguise? Pains and torments spilled out in weariness when memory no longer could bear its
heavy burdens? When it lightened itsdlf by taking a part of the past and putting it in the future?

He thought o, but even if he was confused he had Hill taken care not to cheat hislisteners, by varying his
accounts so there would aways be new matters for them to consider. Occasiondly he chanted about
mighty wars and migrations and who begat whom, and athough he sometimes presented the solemn side
of life he adso included the sensuous and sacrificing, al the while enlivening his chants with anecdotes and
sayings and reports, curious inventions, every manner of adventure and experience that might cometo
mind.

And so the entertainment had gone on for yearsin dusty waysides, the blind man giving hisrecitasand
hisimbecile son recording them word for word.

Until with increasing age atime had come when they had both grown gtiff in the joints. Then they had
sought awarm place to assuage their aches and gone south into the desert, to the foot of amountain
cdled Sinai, where they were sitting at the very moment this last chapter was being dictated.

Having aready been in the desert for some time, the blind man could not be sure what erawas current in
Canaan. But not too long ago atraveler had passed their way and he had asked him what news there
was in Canaan, and the man had replied that a great temple was being built on agreat mountain by a
great king caled Solomon, which of course meant little enough to the blind man since aslong as he could
remember great temples were dways being built in Canaan on great mountains by great kingswho al had
one name or another.

So here the dictation was coming to an end. Unfortunately he couldn't add his own nameto these
recitations becausein his blindness and poverty, being no one of importance, he quite smply had never
had aname.

And findly, in conclusion, he advised that the verses had their best effect when chanted to the
accompaniment of alyre and aflute and aram's horn, these pleasing sounds tending to aert passersby
that something of interest was taking place beside the road.

But gentle blind man doth not will not shat not knowing [it was written after that, the lines indented
to set them apart from the previous text, the words formed in a particularly proud and el egant
script], saith imbecile of imbeciles adding few some several own thoughtsfirst Abraham last Jesuslast
Isaiah first Mohammed thought of thoughts adding over years of years saith wanting hoping hope of
hopes here Matthew Mark L uke John sharing work here Prophet love of loves here Lord never adding
much Gabrid doth not will not shat not adding much adding little Ruth little Mary little Fatima here Elijah
there Kings here Judges there M el chizedek word of words Lord of Lords saith soon doth not will not
shdt not winter summer day night ending imbecile of imbeciles ending desert end gentle end blind end no



name man end doth not will not shat not too cold too hot too hungry tired saith deepless saith starving
saith holding hands ending father of fathers son of sons no name ending kingdom come ending amen
ending be with you ending saith end ending of endings end.

Brother Anthony closed the book and groaned. He had read the last pagesin horror. The mere thought
of it paralyzed him.

A nameess blind beggar chanting whatever cameinto his head? His mutterings recorded by an imbecile
who saw fit to insert afew shadowy thoughts of his own? The two of them moving their shabby act from
ways de to ways de with no other purpose than to make ameager living?

Drifting away to the desert while Solomon was building histemple? Coming to rest at the foot of Moses
mountain for no other reason than to ease their arthritis? L unatic prophecy and moronic fancy
collaborating to produce original Holy Scripture fully seven hundred years before the first ppearance of
the Old Testament? More than eleven hundred years before thefirst tiny fragments of the New
Tesament?

Chants by dusty waysides varied to vary the entertainment? Lyres and flutes and ram's horns squeaking
and rumbling to attract attention? Roads de gossip overheard and repeated? Men begatting in Canaan?
Curious inventionsin Canaan? These and other odd bits of rumors twisted and retold for a copper coin?

Then on to another dusty wayside? Eventualy to retirement in awarm place good for the joints? The
divine source of ingpired religion, these whimsies concocted by two rambling anonymous trampsin 930
B.C.?

Brother Anthony went down on his knees and prayed for enlightenment

Night came. He wrapped the manuscript in its swaddling cloth and reburied it in the storeroom cdllar. On
the way to his cell he made signsthat God had ingtructed him to remain in seclusion until he found the
solution to a persond problem.

For the next week hefasted in his cell, drinking one small cup of water at sunrise and another at sunset,
and at the end of those seven days he decided what had to be done.

Meél chizedek must have his City of Peace, men must have their Jeruslem. There had to befaithinthe
world and if the cause for it wasn't there, he would provideit. If the Father of the red Bible was an aging
blind beggar and the Son was an imbecilic scribe, then Wallenstein would become the Holy Ghost and
rewrite Scripture the way it ought to be written.

The decision he had madein his cell wasto forge the origina Bible.

Of course he couldn't place hisforgery in the tenth century B.C., when the imbecile had recorded the
blind man's recitations. His Bible had to be agenuine work of reveded history, not ajumble of capricious
tales assembled by two stray tramps. Thusit had to come sometime wdl after Christ, which meant
writing it in Greek.

But when?

In prayer he turned to his namesake for guidance and at once the question was answered. The great St



Anthony had gone into the desert in the fourth century, so that would be the date of hisforgery. Time
enough after Chrigt for dl the truthsto have been gathered, yet il earlier than any complete Biblein
exigence.

Secretly he revisited the storeroom cellar and buried the real Sinal Bible more deeply in the clay so that it
would not be discovered in his absence. Then without warning he left the monastery and returned to
Jerusalem, to the quarters of his order, where his unauthorized arriva during the morning meal caused
worried looks from his brothers.

Immediately he shattered the silence by announcing he had learned something at St Catherine's that
transcended his vows of obedience, silence and poverty. He must be allowed to go hisown way for a
number of years or he would be forced to abandon the Trappists.

The monks in the refectory were stupefied. When his shocked superior warned in aquavering voice that
merely suggesting such blasphemy congtituted afatal nakedness before God, the former Brother Anthony
at once removed not only his cassock but hisloincloth, exposing even hisgenitals, and | eft the room
without an explanation of any kind. Behind him hisweeping former brothers stayed on their kneesfor
hours praying beside their bowls of grud.

Wallenstein meanwhile, penniless and naked and shivering violently in the cold winter wind, limped
through the narrow aleys of Jerusalem abjectly begging coins. And athough soon starving and frosthitten,
hisfirst coinswent not for acrust of bread or aloincloth but for astamp and an envelope. In thisletter to
Albania he directed that ahuge sum of family money, hisby right as the Skanderbeg of his generation, be
sent to him.

Whilewaiting for the money he continued to beg in the streets but also found time to begin his specid
studies, the cumbersome process of teaching himself the secrets of ink, more specificaly the techniques
of making ancient inksfrom dyes and crude chemicas. He a so began teaching himsdlf to analyze ancient
parchments by fed and taste and smell in order to determine their exact age. Lastly he applied himsdlf to
the eccentricities of writing styles.

Throughout this period of second initiation he wore only aloincloth and lived in amiserable basement
hole in the Armenian Quarter, supporting himsdf by begging.

When the money findly arrived Wallengtein equipped himsdlf as awedthy and erudite Armenian deder in
antiquities and journeyed to Egypt seeking alarge supply of blank parchment produced in the fourth
century, neither weathered nor well cared for during itsfifteen hundred years, parchment that had been
quietly resting in some dry dark gravefor dl that time.

In Egypt he was unsuccessful and returned to Jerusalem nearly insane with despair only to discover the
parchment he sought was dready therein the Old City, apparently buried at the bottom of an antique
Turkish safein a cluttered shop owned by an obscure antiquities dealer named Hgl Harun, an Arab so
destitute and bewildered he readily parted with the treasure asif unaware of itsimmense value.

Wallenstein rgjoiced. Undoubtedly aman lessfanatical could never even have conceived of such a
forgery, for the task he had set for himsdlf was no less than to deceive al scholars and chemists and holy
men in hisown eraand aso forever.

But Wdlengtein wasfixed in hislovefor God, and in the end he did succeed.

It took him seven yearsto assemble his materids. Another five years were spent in the basement hole
meastering the precise style of writing he would need for the forgery. During thistime he assumed many
disguises so that every step of hiswork would aways remain untraceable. And he had to spend the entire



Wallengein fortune, sling off farmsand villagesin Albania, to maintain his disguises and buy what he
needed.

At last when all wasready he traveled once more to St Catherine's and presented himself asaragged lay
pilgrim of the Armenian church, requesting and being given atiny cdl in which to meditate. Thet night, as
planned, while the moon waned to nothing Wallengtein crept into the storeroom cellar he remembered
and solethered Sinai Biblefromitshiding place.

The next morning the shabby Armenian confessed he needed an even more lonely retregt and said he
would seek a cave near the summit of the mountain. The Greek monkstried to deter him, knowing him to
be mad, but when they saw he couldn't be swayed they blessed him and prayed he would find relief in
the examination of hissoul.

Oncein the cave Wallenstein unpacked the supplies he had cached there, the chemicals and stacks of
precious fourth-century parchment. Then he knelt and embraced the sensuous gloom of his martyrdom.




-3-
Cairo 1840

Dropping from sight with a whoop precisely as the clocks chimed midnight and announced the
arrival of the Queen's birthday.

When last seen and recognized as himsdlf, in Cairo at the age of twenty-one, Strongbow was described
as athin broad-shouldered man with straight Arab festures and an enormous black moustache. Summer
and winter, no matter how hot the weather, he wore a massive greasy black turban and a shaggy short
black coat made from unwashed and uncombed goats hair, these barbaric garments said to be giftsfrom
some wild mountain tribe in outer Persia. His face was proud and fierce and melancholy, and when he
amiled it was asif thesmile hurt him.

In the streets of Cairo, even in the most e egant European didtricts, he carried athick heavy club under
hisarm asif on guard, some kind of polished twisted root. But by far his most striking characteristic was
his piercing stare, which seemed to look through a man and see something beyond.

It was said he dept only two hours aday beginning at noon. One of his pleasuresin those days was
floating down rivers on his back, naked, at night. In this solitary nocturna manner he had explored dl the
great rivers of the Middle East and he was fond of repeating that no single experience could compareto
ariving in Baghdad under the stars after long hours drifting on the dark languid waters of the Tigris.

His professiona work, which was gill assumed to be botany, occupied only three hours of hisday.
Specimens were examined and catalogued from eight to nine-thirty in the morning and again from
ten-thirty until noon, therest of histime being given to thinking and walking or floating.

He saldom spoke to Europeans and if one of them said something irrelevant to his needs he either turned
his back or menacingly raised his polished twisted club. Y et he would tarry for hoursin the bazaars with
the poorest beggars and charlatansif he thought they had something interesting to tell him.

It was claimed he ate dmost nothing, restricting himsalf to asmall raw sdad at sunset.

His drinking habits were even more abstemious. Alcohol in any form was out of the question, aswere
Bovril and dandelion brews, milk, coffee and orange presses and mild malt mixtures. But what was most
disgugting to his countrymen, he absolutely refused to drink tea.

Instead, at teatime, he s pped mare's milk warm from the animal, a cup then and another at sunrise.
When last seen and recognized as himsdlf, Strongbow had aso begun to acquire scarsfrom histravels.

A javdin thrown by atribesman in the Y emen transfixed his jaw, destroying four back teeth and part of
his palate. With the wegpon siill in his head Strongbow fought off the tribesmen with his club and spent
the rest of the night walking to a coasta village where there was an Arab with sufficient understanding of
anatomy to remove the javelin without taking hisjaw withit.

The work was done but the jagged mark down the side of hisface remained.

While swimming acrossthe Red Seaunder afull moon hefdl victim to afever that blistered histongue
with ulcers and made it impossible for him to speak for amonth.



Near Aden, after secretly penetrating the holy sites of both Medinaand Mecca disguised as an Arab,
only the second European to have done so, he was stricken with another fever that he treated with
opium. Whilelargely unconscious he barely escaped being bled to death by aloca midwife who
solicitoudy shaved his body and plastered his groin with athick mass of leeches.

Groin and paate and tongue, Strongbow early acquired scar tissue from his strenuous explorations. But it
wasn't these Levantine wounds that were to determine his future course in the Middle East. Rather it was
certain unsuspected conversations he had on both love and ahgj in Timbuktu, and not long after that,
loveitsdf in Persa

Strongbow first learned of the man known as the White Monk of the Saharain Tripoli, where the former
peasant priest from Normandy had been an insgnificant White Father missionary for some years before
abruptly deciding one evening, after along lonely afternoon spent lying in the dust under apam tree, that
the Chrigtian dictum to love thy neighbor meant what it said. Abandoning his order and traveling south, he
eventualy crossed the wastes to Timbuktu.

There Father Y akouba, as the renegade peasant priest now called himsdf, became anefarious legend
throughout the desert because of his heretical message that |ove should be al-encompassing, so complete
asto include sexud relations between large numbers of people dl a once, strangers and familiesand
whole nelghborhoods tumbling together whenever they chanced to mest.

When many bodies are pressed together, preached the White Monk, the need for vanity vanishes. The
aphaand the omegaare one, coming and going are one, the spirit is triumphant and al souls enter holy
communion. So God is best served when as many people as possible are making love day and night.

It isespecidly important, preached the White Monk, that no one should ever find himself doneand
unoccupied and fedling excluded on ahot afternoon, gazing longingly at passing groups of people. Nor
should passing groups of people stare defiantly at asolitary outsider. Instead both sides should mix at
onceinthelove of God.

Even though Timbuktu was strictly aModem city, Father Y akoubas Christian message was
well-received from the beginning, perhaps because that caravan outpost was far from nowhere, perhaps
aswdl because so many of itsinhabitants were digplaced villagers accustomed to knowing everyone they
met.

In any case Father Y akouba was increasingly surrounded by enthusiastic converts of al agesand colors
ranging from light brown to deep black, who in time produced agrowing community of children until his
polysexua commune accounted for fully haf the population of Timbuktu, surpassng inszedl but the
largest towns between centra Africaand the Mediterranean.

The story fascinated Strongbow the evening he heard it in an Arab coffee house. Before midnight hewas
out in the desert beyond Tripoli, magnifying glassin hand should any rare specimens gppear in the
moonlight, tramping south aong the ancient Carthaginian trade route that led through Mizda and Murzuk
to Lake Chad, adistance of thirteen hundred miles.

There he paused to soak hisfeet at dusk and dawn before turning west to Timbuktu, a distance of twelve
hundred miles.

Asone of thefirst Sx or seven Europeansto arrive in the city since the Roman era, Strongbow expected



at least some kind of welcome or demonstration when he appeared in its Streets. But to hissurprise no
onetook any notice of him, the place apparently so remote al events were equally plausibleto its
inhabitants. Although disgppointed, Strongbow recorded thisfact for future use and began asking
directionsto the White Monk.

The replies he received were useless. A man pointed backward and forward, awoman nodded to the
right and left. Wearily he sat down in adusty square holding the flowers he had picked that morning in the
desert. There was nothing ese to do so he examined them through his magnifying glass.

They're very pretty, said a soft voice.

Strongbow peered under his magnifying glass at what appeared to be an ederly Arab dwarf. Thetiny
cresture was smiling up at him. Somefifty or Sixty children suddenly arrived to play in the square.

I'm an English botanist, said Strongbow.

Then you're new here and you're probably lonely.

At the moment I'm just tired.

Well won't you come play with the little children then? That ways helps.
With his magnifying glass Strongbow adjusted the dwarf to life-size.

Little man, I've just walked two and a half thousand miles to meet someone cadled the White Monk of the
Sahara, and now that I'm here | can't find him. So you see| don't exactly fed like playing with little
children.

L'appétit, said the dwarf, vient en mangeant.

Strongbow dropped his magnifying glass and the flowers dipped through hisfingers asthetiny old man
merrily wagged hishead.

Didn't they tell you | was adwarf somewhat advanced in years?

No.

And s0 you pictured quite adifferent man?

Yes.

The dwarf laughed.

Wil of courseyou're dtill very young. Would you care to come to my house for some banana beer?
Strongbow smiled.

Which isyour house, Father? No onewas ableto tell me.

Oh they told you dl right, you must have been distracted by your walk. In this part of town al the houses
aemine

Father Y akouba guessed amost at once that Strongbow was desf, the first person ever to do so. But
when Strongbow asked him how he had known, the elderly man only nodded happily and poured more



banana beer.

Just then two or three hundred children ran by the bench where they were sitting in acourtyard, the dust
risng high in their wake and settling dowly asthey swept away.

My birds of the desert, said Father Y akouba, passing from one hour of life to another. Prettily they come
with their chirpings, lightly they go on their wings. And who isto chart their course but me? And where
would they dight if not in my heart? Now and then | may missarainy day in Normandy, but down herea
rainy day isamemory that belongs to another man. Y ou walked over two thousand milesto get here but
do you know I've often made such journeysin an afternoon following the flights of my children? Yes,
their footprintsin the sky. Y ou haven't begun it yet?

What's that, Father?
Your hg.
No. | haven't even considered one.

But you will of course, out here we al make one eventudly. And when you do remember there are many
holy places, and remember aswell that a hgj isn't measured in miles no more than aman is measured by
his shadow. And your destination? Jerusalem? Mecca? Perhaps, but it may also beasmpler place
you're looking for, amud courtyard such asthis or even ahillsde where afew trees give shadein the
heet of the day. It'sthe hg itsdlf that's important, so what you want isalong and unhurried journey. A
flight of birdsjust passed us, going from where to wherein the desert? | don't know, but when they dight
I'll have arrived a my holy place.

Father Y akouba leaned back against the mud wall, his face wrinkled into athousand lines by the desert
un.

Will you go from plant to plant? he asked.
No, Father, I'm beginning to think not.

Good, from people to people then and arich and varied journey iswhat you want, so pray you are dow
inarriving. And when you meet someone aong the way stop at once to talk and answer questions and
ask your own aswell, as many as you can. Curious habits and conflicting truths? Mirages aswell?
Embrace them dl as you would your own soul, for they are your soul, especialy the mirages. And never
question the strange ways of others because you are as strange as they are. Just give them God's gift,
listen to them. Then you'll have no regrets at the end because you'll have traced the journey in your heart.

A hg, mused Strongbow, | hadn't thought of it that way.
Father Y akouba smiled shyly.

It'stime for my afternoon ngp now. Tell me, do you think you could do me asmall favor when you return
to Tripoli?

Anything a dl, Father.

Do you think you could send me a bottle of Calvados? Would that be too much? It's true we change our
lives and banana beer isfine, but now and again | do recdl arainy day in Normandy.

They laughed together on that hot afternoon in adusty courtyard in Timbuktu, laughed and parted and
talked for several more weeks before Strongbow |ft to cross the Sahara once more, pausing again at



Lake Chad to soak hisfeet at dusk and dawn.

In Tripoli, Strongbow arranged for the first of many shipments of Cavadosto hisnew friend and aso
began that enthusiastic exchange of |etters, later assumed to have been lost during the First World War,
that was to become the most voluminous correspondence of the nineteenth century.

Thefollowing spring in Persig, during a choleraepidemic that killed seventy thousand people, Strongbow
contracted atemporary and partia blindness that made it impossible for him to read books, but not lips.
He made use of histime by having the Koran read to him so that he could memorizeit. While
convalescing he fasted and prayed and was subsequently ordained a Master Sufi when his eyesight
returned.

But more important, at the beginning of that epidemic he had fdlen in love with the mysterious Persian girl
whose desth was to haunt him for years. He only knew her for afew weeks, no more, before the
epidemic carried her off, yet the memory of their tender love never left him. And it waswhile memorizing
the Koran in his sorrow that he decided he would make a hg as Father Y akouba had suggested, when
the time came, and that because of the gentle Persian girl it would be a sexua exploration into the nature
and meaning of love.

Thusfor many reasons Strongbow was considered morbidly vain and pedantic by Englishmen in the
Levant. The opinion was genera and even universa, although it aso had to be admitted that no one knew
Strongbow &t all.

Nor wanted to, as was made agpparent at the lavish diplomatic reception given in Cairo in 1840 to honor
Queen Victoriastwenty-firgt birthday. The highest-ranking officias were there aswell asthe most
important European residentsin Egypt. Because of hisimposing lineage Strongbow had to beinvited, but
of course no oneimagined hewould attend. A formal evening lawn party with reverent toaststo the
gueen was exactly what he could be expected to detest.

Y et Strongbow did appear, entirely naked.

Or rather, naked of clothes. As so often he wore his portable sundia strapped to his hip, amonstrousy
heavy bronze piece cast in Baghdad during the fifth Abbasid caliphate. But the huge sundia hung well to
the side and itsleather strap crossed his hipswell above the groin, thereby conceding nothing.

Strongbow's entrance was dignified, his step measured and even ponderous. He presented himsdlf to the
reception line and bowed hisway gravely down it, then chose to position himsdlf at the end of the garden
infront of the orchestra, as conspicuous a spot as could be found.

There, done and erect, he stood displaying hisfull figure of seven feet and seven incheswithout saying a
word or moving amuscle, in one hand abulging lesther pouch, in the other hisfamiliar and gigantic
meagnifying glass, which he kept closeto his eye while gazing down on the waltzers.

For perhaps an hour he stood studying the dancers until he was evidently satisfied with his performance.
Then he broke into asmile, laughed loudly and strode straight across the dance floor to the far sde of the
garden, wherethewall was highest.

One legp carried him to the top of thewall. He shouted that he had once loved well in Persiaand they
could dl go to hdll, swung the sundid behind him and lingered amoment longer, dropping from sight with
awhoop precisdy asthe clocks chimed midnight and announced the arrival of the queen's birthday .



But so commanding was Strongbow's presence and so bizarre his reputation, not one of the guests had

seen his nakedness. All the comments made later had to do with his unpardonable rudenessin leaving at
the moment he had, his raucous laughter and unseemly yelp upon doing so, hisequaly blatant reference
to some obscene experience in Persia, his defiant exit over the wall instead of through a gate, the heavy

bronze sundid he had once moreinssted on wearing and tossing back and forth to impress people with
his strength, and especidly the great discomfort everyone had felt having that grotesquely large eye, two
inchesin diameter, saring down at them from its unnatura height.

Insofar as hisattire or lack of it was concerned, it was assumed he had ignored propriety as usual and
comein hisnormally outrageous costume, the massive greasy black turban and the shaggy short black
coat made from unwashed and uncombed goats hair.

Outrageous behavior as usua, but that night in 1840 when he climbed over agarden wall wickedly
flashing asmile and shaking his sundia and shouting about love, his nakedness unrecognized, wasthe last
time anyone would ever seethegiant in his guise as Strongbow.

The sundid and the gigantic magnifying glass were both remembered from that night but not the other
article he had with him, the bulging leather pouch. In fact he had to walk many blocksto a poor section
of the city before he met a blind beggar who could relieve him of it.

Or rather amiserable old man sitting in asqudid dley with acup in hislap pretending to be blind. When
Strongbow's shadow approached the beggar began his whining chant, but when the apparition was
closer the old man's eyes jumped even though he had trained himself for years never to let them register a

thing.
By Allah, whispered the astonished man.
Y es? said Strongbow.

The beggar gasped and turned his eyes away. Foolishly he held up his cup and struggled to find the
cringing words of his profession.

God givetheelong life, he mumbled at lagt, for astruly as| come hither, by Allah | am naked.

The voicetrailed off hopelesdy, the cup wavered in the air. Strongbow nodded and intoned the stately
words used to turn away abeggar.

In God's name go then with such aonefor He will surdly give thee garments.

Then he squatted and smiled and put his hands on the beggar's shoulders. He drew close and winked.
Now that we have that out of the way, my friend, what isit you were about to say?

The beggar dso smiled.

For forty years, master, I've sat on this very spot in astinking loincloth repesting those same words to
thousands and thousands of passersby. And now.

Yes?
And now | face aman who redly is naked.

Strongbow laughed. He opened the |eather pouch and a shower of Maria Theresa crowns poured into
the beggar'sap. The man gazed at the thick gold piecesin awe.



Bite one, said Strongbow. Timidly the beggar picked up acoin and hit it. His eyeswidened. His hand
was shaking so badly the coin clattered againgt histeeth.

They'rered?

Quite s0.

A fortune. A man could retire and live like aking for the rest of hisdays.
And | prophesy you will.

They're not to be mine?

Every lagt one.

But why, master?

Because I've been carrying them al night to give to someone blind enough to seethe world asit is. Now
on your way, beggar. Allah givesthe blind man garments in abundance when he seeswell.

Strongbow turned and marched down the dley laughing, the bronze sundia clinking againgt the stone
walls. It was over. He was ready to begin hishg in earnest. Behind him atriumphant yell roseintheair.

A miracle, o degping Cairenes. God is great and Mohammed is His prophet




4-
Sinai 1836-1843

And the building of the wall it was of jasper, and the city was pure gold.

It took Wallenstein seven years, working entirely from memory, to forge the origina Bible. He dso
added two noncanonical booksto his New Testament, the Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of
Hermas, spurious texts that would serve to assure experts his codex had indeed been written during the
early unformed days of Chrigtianity, before bishops had agreed which books were Holy Scripture and
which bel onged to the Pseudepigrapha.

In the summer Walengtein's cave blazed with amerciless hedt. In thewinter ice hung inthe air and
torrentid rains crashed down the mountain. Fevers blurred hisbrain and rigid pains crippled hisfingers.

When he logt the use of one hand he switched hisreed pen to the other and went on writing, letting the
warped hand hedl, something e se he had taught himself in Jerusdlem because he knew thework in the
cave would surpass any man's endurance unless he could write with both hands.

From the wandering Jebeliyeh he received alittle food and water as the Greek monks had ordered,
placed in asmal pot at the foot of the mountain where he could retrieve it every third day or so,
unobserved in darkness. For athough the monks honored the crazed Armenian's desire to see and be
seen by no man, they aso knew that God with His manifold duties might not always remember to
replenish the suffering hermit's diet of worms and locusts.

Fromfirg light to last he bent over the sheaves of his thickening manuscript, unaware of the incessantly
chewing sand flies and the swarms of insects that rose to feed on hisfrail body at dusk, so absorbed he
no longer blinked when an ant crossed his eyebdll, hisact of creation witnessed only by an occasiona
ibex or gazelle or mole, awildcat or jacka or leopard, the timid and ferocious beasts who came to Sare
at the unfathomabole patience of thisfellow animd, whilein theinvisible sky beyond the mouth of the cave
eagles swooped through the thousand-year lives granted them in the desert and thin flights of quall and
grouse and partridge passed briefly in their seasons.

Until one morning Wallenstein found himself raving about legions of locusts as large as horses, wearing
lurid crowns and iron breastplates, atrocious beasts with the hair of women and the teeth of lionsand the
talls of scorpions, relentlessly charging the cities on the plain to trample and poison and dismember
transgressorsin the valley of his Book of Revelations, blood running in riversin the name of God.

And reverently one evening helifted his eyes from theriot of plague and daughter to behold agreat high
mountain with agreet city upon it, the holy Jerusalem descending from heaven amidst incandescent
jewds.

And the building of the wall it was of jasper, hewrotein his Satdly fourth-century Greek, and the
city was pure gold.

A few days|later he made hisfinal warning, saying that if any man ever took words away from this book
of prophecy God would take him out of the book of life and out of the Holy City.

And then hewrote, The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all, Amen, and suddenly he found
his enormous gpocayptic forgery at an end.



Wallenstein stared at theragsin hislap. He had turned the last sheet of parchment and his lap was empty.
All at once he was frightened. He reached out and touched the walls of thetiny cave.

No more pagesin the book of life? What place was this?

He gazed at the reed in his hand. How straight and beautiful it was and how grotesque the bits of skin
and bone that clasped it. Crooked repulsive fingers. Why were they so ugly now when the dender reed
was unchanged?

Walenstein shuddered. Thereed fdl from hishand. He crawled out of the cave and squinted up at the
mountain. The sun had just set. A mole was watching him with wide eyes. Humbly Wallenstein knelt and
the mole asked him aquestion.

What have you done today for God?

Walenstein bowed his head. He drew hisrags around him in the dying light and his head dipped lower
until hisbrow rested in the dust, where the answer was given.

Today in His name | have rewritten the universe.

And there he remained dl night, not stirring, accepting the last hours he would know on Mt Sinal, the last
lucid momentsof hislifeaswell.

What he had done he had done only for God, yet dl the same he knew what would happen to him now.

At dawn he gathered up his materials. Once more the cave was as he had found it, small and bare and
crumbling.

Walengtein limped down the mountain toward the gate of St Catherine's. The monks came running to
gppraise thewild hermit unseen in seven years, but when the gate was opened al but the older fell back.

What face was this? What body? No man could possess them. Had the soul aready been taken up by
God?

The older monks knew better. Meekly they bowed their heads and prayed as the abbot ordered the bells
of the monastery to be rung in celebration. The bells peded, the abbot stepped forward to address the
twigted figure with the terrible face.

Thetask isdone? Y ou have found what you sought?

Walenstein groped to find a voice men could understand. His contorted mouth opened and closed in
agony. He made a harsh uneven sound.

Done.
The abbot crossed himsdf.

Then will you rest with us, o brother of the mountain? Y ou have succeeded after dl, you have
accomplished what you set out to do. Nourish yoursalf now and let your wounds hedl, and let us help
you. It will be an honor to serve you, brother.

Walenstein staggered. A jagged scar had appeared on the horizon of the desert, someinddible
halucination. He tried to wipe away the scar but his hand couldn't reach it



God's cregtures had doneit, the antsin the cave crossing his eyesfor seven years, tracing a path with
their footprints. Each day the scar would grow more jagged until soon there would be no landscape at all
and the scar would be al there was to see. How much time did he have? Weeks? Days?

Y ou will rest with us? repeated the abbot.
Onenight, whispered Wallengein. A cell for onenight if you will.

The abbot crossed himself again. The hermit in front of him was clearly near desth. He began to protest
but the anguish in Walengtein's face stopped him.

Asyou wish, he murmured sadly. Will you be traveling then tomorrow?
Yes

Where must you go?

Jerusdem.

The abbot nodded. Now he thought he understood. The hermit was taking his soul to the Holy City to
reinquish it. Who knew? Perhaps histask wasn't yet completed. Perhaps there was thislast covenant he
hed made with God during his suffering on the mountain.

Jerusalem, hesaid softly. Yes| see.

That night while the monks dept Wallenstein'sforgery of the Sinai Bible found itsway to the back of a
dusty shelf in one of the storerooms of St Catherine's. Most of the other books there were of little value,
but not so inggnificant that some future scholar would fail to examine them.

Asfor the origina manuscript with itsterrifying ambiguities, he was going to take that with him to
Jerusadlem, having no intention of destroying it. For athough written by an anonymous blind man and an
anonymous imbecile who had lost their way in the desert, hadn't the great St Anthony aso goneinto the
desert in search of the Word?

Yes, Walengtein told himsdlf, St Anthony had dso donethat. And if other poor souls had made the same
attempt and been confused by ghosts and mirages and succumbed to untenable visions, il their work
couldn't be destroyed for they too had tried, only the Word as they heard it had been wrong. So it had
never entered Wallenstein's mind to destroy the original manuscript, awork of God's like any other.
Rather it would belaid to rest in adry dark grave just as his own once blank parchment had been before
it.

And given hishumility it aso never occurred to Wallenstein that in the course of hislong sojournina
desert cave, following the example of St Anthony, he might have performed a monastic feat equd in
magnitude to St Anthony's and thereby become anew St Anthony.

Or amply thered St Anthony, ahermit who knew no erain hislove for God.

Or what could have been stranger till, that in the course of histrid of fatigue and hunger, tormented by
the glaring sun and londly starsand yet surviving in his cave, he had in fact relived the lives of thosetwo
unknown wanderers whose recitations in dusty waysides had findly led them to the foot of the mountain
three thousand years ago.



That Wallenstein had thus found nothing and forged nothing.

That instead, in bewilderment and wonder, no less than a blind man and an imbecile, he had construed his
own sacred chant to the mystical accompaniment of an imaginary lyre and flute and ram's horn.

Intricate poss bilities and revolving speculations, in any casefar beyond Walengtein's ravaged mind. With
thelast of his strength he dragged himself out of the desert and up to the gates of Jerusalem, which
immediately overwhelmed him with its multitude of sights and sounds and smells, so shocking after seven
yearsof solitudeinaSinai cave.

Infact Wdlengtein wastotaly lost in the maze of dleys. He wandered in circles and might have kept
wandering until he collgpsed in Jerusdem, an indgnificant clump of rags on the cobblestones clutching a
precious bundlein degth, if he hadn't chanced to stumble upon the antiquities shop where he had once
bought the parchment for hisforgery.

The elderly owner of the shop, Hg Harun, didn't recognize hisformer acquaintance at first, but when he
did he quickly offered food and water and abed, dl of which Wallenstein refused, knowing histime was
amogt at an end. Instead he begged Hg) Harun to lead him to the Armenian Quarter, to the basement
hole where he had acquired the skills for histask so long ago.

Y ou're not going down into that again? said Hg) Harun, disturbed as dways by the filth and darkness of
the hole.

| must, whispered Wallengtein, for my bundle's sake. Good-bye and God bless you, brother.

With that Wallenstein turned and painfully crawled down into the hole. He searched the dirt floor. Where
should he dig?

A crack appeared in the dirt, the scar on his eyes.

He bent over the crack and pawed furioudy at the earth, ripping his nails and tearing hisfingers,
desperately working to dig the well of memory while there was ill time. Whenever another scar
appeared in the earth he attacked it savagely, in dismay, boring ever deeper into the spreading cracksin
hismind.

The bonesin his hands broke against stone. He had dug down into a paved hole, old and dry and airtight,
what might once have been a cistern before it had been swallowed up by the endless razings and
re-buildings of Jerusdlem. An ancient well in an underground horizon? Exactly what he needed.

Helad hisbundlie in the cistern and replaced the stones and repacked the well, trampled down the
basement floor until it was hard and flat. No one would ever suspect. The heretical book was safely
hidden forever.

Walengtein screamed. The smooth earth at hisfeet had suddenly shattered and broken into athousand
scars. Histerrible presumption on Mt Sinai had led to an end in the desert footprints of God's ants and
now he had to flee, an outcast to the wastes, his Holy City lost to him forever because he had created it.

Moaning softly he dragged himsdlf up the stairs and away from the basement hole, blinded by the scars
on his eyes and thus oblivious to the thin figure who had been watching him from the shadows, the man

who had led him back to hisformer homein the Armenian Quarter and then lingered on out of curiosity,
agentle deder in fourth-century parchment and other antiquities, Hg Harun.



Deaf now to the raucous cries of Jerusalem and blind to itswalls, Wallenstein ssumbled out of the city
and crawled north, reaching afirst ridge and then a second. Each time he looked back he saw lessand
less of the great high mountain and the grest city upon it. The jasper was gone and the gold, the domes
were splintering, the towers and minarets were toppling.

The landscape cracked afind time and the city waslost in haze and dust. As promised, the raw network
of scarshad engulfed hishbrain.

Wallengtein sank to his knees and collapsed on the ground. A white film covered his eyes, fevers shook
him, open sores spotted his skin, his hands were immovable claws, one ear hung by cartilage and his
nose was eaten away, to dl appearances aleper in the fina stages of decay, utterly broken by his
nineteen yearsin the Holy Land.

And untouched by the world. So of course he never knew that a German scholar, searching the shelves
of St Catherine'sashort timelater, came across the issue of hisunparalleled devotion and proudly
announced the discovery of the most ancient of Bibles, abeautifully written manuscript that both refined
and authenticated dl subsequent versions, irrefutable proof of the distant origins of traditiona Holy
Scripture.

Scholars were entranced, the young German was world-famous. And after some decent haggling the
exquisite manuscript was acquired by Czar Alexander 11, at that time as powerful as any defender of any
faith and gppropriately enough, like the now insanelost hermit, anamesake of one of the military heroes
the origina storyteller and scribe had seen fit to have die at the early age of thirty-three dong with one of
their spiritua heroes.

Alexander the Great and Chrigt, ablind man and an imbecile, the czar and Wdlengtein dll steadfastly
sharing their profane and sacred concerns over the centuries.




-5
TheHagj

In the end nothing could be said of his work except that it was preposterous and true and totally
unacceptable.

After Strongbow disappeared from Cairo his botanica monographs appeared less and less frequently. A
year might go by with only one page published in Prague. Y et his exercises were so masterful and
obscure it was generdly believed he had begun some extraordinary project of which these meager
presentations were but random footnotes. Given his brilliance in botany, no other explanation could be
found for his gpparent indifferencetoit.

After the middle of the century this opinion was strengthened when nothing whatsoever was heard from
Strongbow for a dozen years. By then botanists everywhere were convinced the eccentric scholar had
taken refuge in some remote corner of the desert to assmilate hisfindings, which he would soon present
to the world as amonumenta new theory on the origin of plants, much as his contemporary Darwin had
recently done with the origin of species.

And indeed Strongbow was assmilating findings and formulating atheory but it had nothing to do with
plants, aphenomend change brought on by his brief encounter with the gentle Persan girl. And there was
no way his subject could dude him in hisendless disguises asapoor camel driver or arich Damascus
merchant, aharmless haggler over pimperne or adesert collector of sorrel and smilar spring herbage, an
obsessed dervish given to trances and an inscrutable hakim or hedler, dispensing quinine and calomel and
cinnamon water, afew grains of rhubarb and one of laudanum.

It was true no European had the opportunity to speak with him during those decades of wandering, yet
there were suggestions of what wasto come.

In one of hisflower monographs, published in 1841, he hinted that Englishwomen in the Levant were
known to swesat and that their sweat had a strong odor. If anyone at the time had considered the unholy
implications of this statement it might have been redized that Strongbow was aready moving inexorably
toward some vast and unspeakabl e indecency.

But no one did notice. Scholars concentrated on his daring descriptions of new flowers, and thuswhile
his peers rummaged through the English countryside awaiting a botanica study, Strongbow continued his
epic journey across a quite different landscape.

Then too, dl the accounts of Strongbow brought back to Europe over the years were more than
mideading. Without exception they were totally false, the ludicrous fancies of other Europeans.

With genuine Levantines his behavior was prodigious and volatile. With them he devoured whole lambs
and braces of pigeons, washing down these mountai nous meals with gallons of banana beer and quarts of
afrighteningly powerful acohol he made by tapping certain pam trees and letting the juice ferment, which
it did rapidly, doubling its potency every hour.

When the eating bout had been a serious one he often dept for aweek, hisimmobile and immensdly long
frame stretched out like a python digesting akill. And if the alcohol consumption had been greater than
usua he might liein histent for as much astwo weeks etting his head and organs repair themsalves.



Nor did he disdain tea. On the contrary, Strongbow probably consumed more teathan any Englishman
who had ever lived. Regularly each month atea chest ordered from Ceylon arrived for himin Agaba. In
the course of asingle month he drank it to the bottom, then packed the tight dry chest with the notes and
journals he had accumulated during the same period.

Teaout. A great stream of piss. Notes and journasin.

Asfor conversation of any land, he could find no end to it. For three or four weeks hewould sit with a
man, any man, feverishly discussng cryptology or music or the course of an invisible planet, the
manufacture of trangparent beehives, the possibility of atrip to the moon or the principles of anonexistent
world language. Wherever he found himself he would ingtantly seize on any stray topic that chanced to
arisein theflames of acampfire or the dimness of asmoky tent, in abazaar back room or under the stars
inawatered garden.

InTripali, having long noted the affinity between deeping and mysticism, wakefulness and madness, he
learned the techniques of hypnotism while curing some progtitutes of their price-reducing habit of snoring.

In Arabia he observed that the temperature in the summer &t five thousand feet was one hundred and
seven degreesin the shade at midday, whilein the winter al land above three thousand feet was covered
with snow.

Miracles of rain occurred in the desert but not in every man'slifetime. The Wadi er-Rummah, forty-five
came marches or one thousand milesin length, had once become amighty river with lakes three miles
wide where Strongbow had lived for atime on araft, ferrying stranded bedouin from sideto side.

On one day aone, atwenty-third of June, he recorded sixty-eight varieties of aminor sexud act
practiced by aremote hill peoplein northern Mesopotamia. And in asingle small notebook he catal ogued
no less than one thousand five hundred and twenty-nine types of sexud activity practiced by an even
more remote tribe unvisited by an outsder since the age of Harun a-Rashid, a people who had spent
their entire history circling an oass on thetip of the Arabian peninsula

Darwin was said to have performed afeat smilar to thefirst of these with aspeciesin Brazil, and afeat
amilar to the second with specimensin Uruguay.

But Darwin's species had been aminute beetle and his specimens had ranged from fish to fungi, which he
then shipped home in winefor later classification, whereas Strongbow's L evantine subjects were
life-sized, could only be plied with wine on the spot and even then tended to dter their characteristics
incessantly before his eyes.

Deep inthe Sinai, Strongbow sat with the elders of the Jebeliyeh tribe and asked them what unusua
information there might be in those parts. They replied that not too long ago a hermit had spent ninety
moonsin a cave on the mountain above the monastery of St Catherine's.

The monks had thought the hermit was praying but the Jebeliyeh knew better. Actually the hermit had
been scribbling on old paper, composing a thick volume which also appeared to be very old. They hadn't
seen it cdlosdly but they knew it was written in ancient languages.

How do you know? asked Strongbow.

One night, they said, an old blind man familiar with many tongues happened to come to our camp and we
led him up the mountain to hear what he could hear. The old man said the hermit was muttering amixture



of archaic Hebrew and archaic Greek and some tongue he'd never heard before,
Did the old man just listen?

No, being blind he was aso clever with sounds. He listened long enough to know the hermit thought he
wastaking to amole, then he cast hisvoice asif gpeaking for the mole, making the squeaks but using
words aswell. Since the hermit was mad he wasn't surprised at the mol€e's questions and he answered
them. But of course the answers didn't make any sense.

The mole asked what was being written?

He did, and the hermit replied that he was rewriting a sacred book he had unearthed nearby, perhapsin
the monagtery.

Why was he rewriting it?

Because it was chaos, avoid containing al things.
And what was he going to do with his rewritten copy?
Leaveit where the world would discover it.
Andtheorigind?

Bury it again so the world wouldn't discover it.

Strongbow leaned back by the fire and considered this dial ogue between amole and a hermit. Ashe
knew, the Bible manuscript known as the Codex Sinaiticus had only recently been foundin St
Catherine's. But what if it was aforgery? What if the real document presented atotally different view of
God and history?

After atime hetook aMaria Theresa crown from his cloak and placed it on the ground in front of the
Jebeliyeh dders.

Thismarveloustaewd| pleasesme. Isthere moretoit?

Only that the old man who was the mole forecast the hour of his degth upon his return from the mountain
and went to bed to await it. He never woke up. Subsequently the hermit left the cave and never came
back. We can take you up thereif you like.

Strongbow agreed and they climbed the mountain in darkness. Outside the cave helit acandle. The
opening wastoo smdl for him to crawl insde but he pushed one arm in and took measurements. Then he
thanked the e ders for their information and | eft toward midnight for Agaba, normdly adistance of eight
marches. But Strongbow was intrigued by what he had heard and the next thing he knew a dog was
yapping around his hedls, asure sgn he was near an Arab village. For thefirgt timehelaid asde his
speculations and raised his eyes from the ground. A shepherd boy was watching him.

What placeisthis?
Aqgaba, answered the boy.
And the day?

Hewastold. He looked back at the desert and smiled. He had walked through two sunsets and three
sunrises without noticing them. The shepherd was saying something. He turned to the intent little face.



Wheat's that, son?

| asked, master, whether you're agood genie or abad genie?
Strongbow laughed.

Andwhy might | beagenie?

Because you're twelve feet tal and because you've just walked out of the Sinai without awaterskin or a
pouch of food or anything else.

Nothing?
Only your empty hands.

Y esonly those, said Strongbow dowly. But agenieisn't dwaystdl, ishe? Hemay be smdl and liveina
tiny cave and never go anywherein ninety moons. And in dl that time he may speak only once and then
only toamole.

The boy grinned.

So that's what you were doing out there, master, and now you've just changed your shape and Size again
the way your kind isaways doing, from amoleto agiant asit pleasesyou, in an ingtant or after ninety
moons. Well the water isthat way if you want to wash your face, | know you don't need to drink it. But
before you go, genie, won't you tell me the one thing you said to the mole?

How's this? Confide the whol e truth to a shameless scamp, amere dip of arogue?
I'm not arogue, magter.

Promise?

Yes, pleasetdl me.

And you won't repeat aword of the secret to anyone?

No, master.

Briefly then Strongbow recounted an obscure tale from the Thousand and One Nights and walked on,
leaving the little boy gazing dreamily down on the gulf where adhow was approaching with spicesfrom
Indiaand abulky wooden chest bearing afamiliar inscription in Singhalese Sating that therein wasto be
found the finest selected teafrom Kandy, site of the temple that housed atooth of the Buddha.

After the middle of the century therewas aperiod of adozen years when nothing was heard from
Strongbow, the time he spent producing his study, not in aremote corner of the desert as was generdly
assumed but rather in the very heart of Jerusalem, where he both lived and worked in the back room of
an antiquities dedler's shop.

For Strongbow those were peaceful years. The sturdy tea chestsfilled with his notebooks lined the walls.
He used severd teachests as his desk and a giant Egyptian stone scarab, cushioned with pillows, was his
segt. An antique Turkish safe was hisfiling cabinet and arusting Crusader's helmet served as an object of
contemplation, much asa skull might have rested in front of amedieva achemigt.



With its heavy masonry the vault was snug in the winter, cool in the summer and nearly soundproof.
When hewas at hisdesk smd|l cups of thick coffee were sent in every twenty minutes from ashop down
the aley aong with afresh handful of strong cigarettes. During that period of concentration he seldom
spoke with anyone but the antiquities dedler who was hislandlord, and, less frequently, with afat oily
Arab in the bazaar from whom he bought hiswriting paper on the first Saturday of every month.

A cognac with your coffee? asked the stationer as Strongbow settled himself on the cushion indicated, a
the front of the shop.

Excdlent.
The usud order of fifteen reams?
If you please.

The man shouted ingtructionsto his clerks and then arranged his robes on the cushion opposite
Strongbow, where he had a clear view of the narrow street outside. He patted his glistening hair and
puffed lazily on his hookah while they waited for the order to be counted oui.

The compostion goeswell?

It s;emsto be on schedule.

And it sill concerns the same subject? Only sex?
Yes

Thedeek Arab listlesdy gpplied afresh coat of olive oil to hisface and gazed at the passing crowds.
Occasiondly he exchanged anod or asmile with someoneinthedley.

Indl truth, he said, it seems extraordinary to me that seven thousand sheets of paper amonth could be
required to write about such an ordinary matter. How can that be?

Indeed, said Strongbow, sometimes| don't understand it mysdlf. Do you have awife?
Four, Allah be praised.
Of dl ages?

From amatronly housekeegper down to a mere feather of agirl who giggleslife away in brainless
inactivity, praise Him again.

Y et you are often not homein the evenings?

Work demandsit.

And in the evening who are those young women | see parading near Damascus Gate?

The barefaced oneswho gesture obscendly and sdll themsalves? It's true, Jeruslem's appalling.
And the young men therein equa numbers?

Painted no less? Winking asthey curtsy? Shameless.

And thelittle girlsin the shadows so young they only reach aman'swast?



Y et who make al manner of suggestive Sgns? Y esit's shocking for aholy city.
And the swarms of little boys no taler, dso in the shadows?

Y et who are so lascivious they will hardly let a man pass? Disgraceful.

Who was that old crone who passed the shop just now wagging her toothless smilein thisdirection?
An ederly dattern who runs a private establishment near here.

She comesto vidit you on occasion?

In the dack periods of the afternoon.

To barter?

Allah be praised.

Offering to arrange spectacles and diversons?

Quite so, praise Him again.

But aso in her toothless state to act in confidence on a specific matter?

Quite specific.

Continuing vigoroudy, this crone, until busnessrevives?

Very vigoroudy.

And the leering old man in front of her who aso threw a secret smilein thisdirection?
Her brother or cousin, who can remember.

He aso comesto barter on occasion?

Work must go on, Allah be praised.

This man has ingenious episodes to recount?

Very ingenious, prase Him again.

Tdes offering unheard-of excursgons?

Quite unheard of .

Y et hedwaysvidtsat different timesfrom hissster or cousin?

If acts and tales were to coincide we would be dizzy.

And in addition to dl e se, both this man and thiswoman have innumerable orphans of every description

a their disposa?
Innumerable. Every. In addition.

A clerk bowed and announced that Strongbow's order was ready. He rose to leave. The deek stationer
smiled through half-closed eyes.



Won't you have just apuff or two of opium before you go? The quality is excellent thismonth.
Thank you but | think not. It tends to cloud my work.

Areyou sure? It's only ten o'clock and you have the whole day ahead of you, awhole night too. Ahwell,
perhaps next month.

Strongbow nodded pleasantly and stepped down onto the cobblestones, leaving the fat man languidly
massaging olive ail into hisface asaclerk refilled his hookah.

The owner of the antiquities shop whose back room he rented was quite a different sort of man. Meek,
thin and otherworldly, he seemed to live morein the past than in nineteenth-century Jerusalem. With
objectsthat dated back to 1000 B.C. he had a phenomenal familiarity, but when a piece was older than
that he was always confused and had to ask Strongbow's opinion.

When Strongbow returned, the dedler, Hg Harun, was examining some of his better jewdry, transferring
the stones and rings from one tray to another. Strongbow bent hislong frame over the counter to admire
the solendid gems sprinkling light to al Sides, dazzling him with their colors.

Would you mind? asked Hgl Harun timidly, holding up aring. | just acquired it from an Egyptian and I'm
not sure at al. What do you think? More or less the middle of the New Kingdom?

Strongbow pretended to study the ring, with his magnifying glass.
Did you make ahg twenty-one years ago?

Ha Harun looked startled.

Yes

But not in acaravan? Not following the regular routes? Keeping by yourself to remote tracks that weren't
tracksat al?

Yes.

Strongbow smiled. He remembered the dealer dlthough of course the man couldn't remember him since
he had been disguised as adervish at the time. The man had stumbled across him one afternoon near the
great divide of the wadis of northern Arabia and remarked that the sky seemed strangely dark for that
hour, which indeed it was, because a comet happened to be passing overhead.

In fact Strongbow had been in that particular spot precisely for that reason, to take measurementswith a
sextant and chronometer and prove to himsalf that the unknown comet actually existed, Strongbow
before then only having deduced its cycle of six hundred and sixteen years from certain celestial evidence
to befound in the lives of Moses and Nebuchadnezzar and Christ and Mohammed, in the Zohar and the
Thousand and One Nights. That afternoon he had explained thisto the frightened Arab, who had then
nodded vaguely and gone dreamily on hisway.

Strongbow's Comet. He hadn't thought about it in years. For amoment he considered the possibility of
writing it up in an astronomica monograph, but no, it would be an idle indulgence. His method for deting
the comet was difficult, he already had enough to do and couldn't afford to be deterred by heavenly
matters.



Strongbow licked the ring. Older, he announced.

Redly?

Yes.

The Arab sighed.

| can't seeit. The very oldest | might venture would be early New Kingdom.
No. Older till. End of the XVII Dynasty to be exact.

Ah the Hyksos, an obscure people. How did you know?

Tage.

What?

Meta content.

Hg Harun thanked him profusely. Strongbow smiled and disappeared into hisvault. To him it seemed
appropriate and comfortable here. Out front the Arab deder was trading baubles from the past whilein
back he was catal oguing the evidence for the present on amountaintop called Jerusaem.

And more than once as he sat down at his desk he recalled a conversation between amole and a hermit
in the moonlight on another mountain. Who had he been, that recluse? What had driven him to undertake
such an incredible task?

Of course hewould never know. There was no way to know.

Saturday morning. Another fifteen reams of paper for the month ahead. He drew afile from the antique
safe and drank a cup of thick coffee and lit astrong cigarette. Briefly he gazed at his rusting Crusader's
helmet, then patted the nose of his giant stone scarab and went back to work.

Only once did Strongbow falter in the course of those dozen years of work in Jerusalem, but the
consequences were so significant it caused his study to be almost three times longer than he had planned
origindly.

The episode occurred one hot summer Sunday afternoon in his vaulted room at the back of the antiquities
deder's shop. Toward midnight the night before he had finished a chapter as usud, and the next morning
at sx o'clock, aso asusud, he had arranged himsdlf on the giant stone scarab and gazed at the rusting
Crusader's helmet before picking up his pen.

Sometime later he found himself till gazing at the Crusader's hdmet. The pen wasin hishand but the two
hundred and thirty sheets of paper scheduled to be covered with handwriting that day still stood
untouched in anesat pile. With his sundid strapped to his hip Strongbow marched outside to see what
timeit was. He brought the bronze piece up to the level and gasped.

Three o'clock in the afternoon? He couldn't believe it. Frowning deeply, he wandered back inside.

Ha Harun was stretched out in a corner of the front room perusing old manuscripts, as he often did on
Sunday afternoons. Although he was always respectful of histenant's privacy, the man's face looked so
troubled at that moment he decided to venture afew words.



Is something the matter? he asked in avoice so low the question could have been ignored. But
Strongbow abruptly interrupted his stride and stopped, causing the sundid to swing into thewall and
noisily knock loose ashower of plaster.

Yes. Timeis. It seems|'ve done nothing for the last nine hours and | don't know what to make of it. It's
unheard of for me to do nothing.

And you were doing nothing at al?

Evidently. It seems| wasjust Stting at my desk staring at my Crusader's hemet. Nine hours? It's
incomprehengble.

Hg Harun's face brightened with hope.
But that's not nothing. That's daydreaming.
Hewaved hisarms enthusagticdly at the shelves which were crowded with artifacts.

Look at al these memoriesfrom the past around us. | spend most of my time daydreaming about them.
Who owned that and why? What was he doing then? What became of it after that and what became of it
later? It's enchanting. Y ou meet people from every eraand have long conversations with them.

But | don't daydream, said Strongbow emphaticaly.
Not even today?

Wil it seems| did but | can't imagineit, nor can | imaginewhy, it'ssmply not my way. If I'm waking to
Timbuktu | walk there. If I'm floating down the Tigristo Baghdad | don't get out of the water before
Baghdad. And if I'm writing astudy | writeit.

Wl perhaps you're leaving something out of your study that should be included. Perhaps that's why you
were daydreaming.

Strongbow looked puzzled.
But how could | be leaving something out? That's not my way either. | don't do that.

The old Arab smiled and disappeared into the back room. A moment later he stuck his head out and
Strongbow burgt into laughter a the ludicrous sight.

Ha Harun had put on the Crusader's helmet, which was so big on him it floated around on his head.

Here, he said happily, aregular thinking cap, thiswill help us. When | want to daydream | gaze at one of
my antiquities and pretty soon I'm dipping back in time and seeing Romans and Babyloniansin the streets
of Jerusalem. Now let's see what you see. What's your study about?

Sex.
Then it must be awoman you've left out. Who was she? Look deeply.

Strongbow stared at the old man in the helmet and it worked, suddenly he saw her again asclearly asif
shewere standing in Hg) Harun's place. He clasped his hands and lowered his eyes.

A Persian girl, he whispered.



And you were young?
Only nineteen.
A gentle Perdgan girl, mused Hg Harun softly.

Y es, said Strongbow, so very gentle. There was a stream in the hills far from any city, where | chanced
to pausein aglen one day to rest, and singing to hersalf she came upon me there. She wasn't frightened,
not at al, it was asif she had expected the meeting. We talked for hours and laughed and splashed in the
water, played in the water like two little children, and when darknessfell we were lying in the shadows
promising each other we'd never leave that beautiful place we had found together. The days and nights
that followed were boundlessin their minutes of love, they seemed to stretch on forever, but then one day
she returned briefly to her village and soon after she came back she collapsed on the grass, cholera, and |
could only whisper to her and hold her helplesdy in my arms asthe life ran out of her and dl at once she
was gone, smply that. | buried her in the glen. A few weekswe had, no more, yet | remember every
blade of grassthere, every spot of sun and every sound made by the water on the rocks. A memory by a
stream, the most rapturous and wretched moments | have ever knownin life.

Strongbow sighed. Hg Harun came over and rested afrail hand on his shoulder.
Yes, hesad, agentle Persan girl. Yes, you certainly must include her.
Strongbow got to hisfeet and shook himself out of the mood.

No it's not that kind of book. And anyway, that was all too long ago.

Too long ago? said Hg Harun dreamily. Nothing is ever too long ago. Once | had a Persian wife mysdlf.
She was Attar's daughter.

Who do you mean? The Sufi poet?
Yes.

But helived in the twdfth century.
Of course, said Hg Harun.

Strongbow studied him for amoment. There was something startling and transforming about the old Arab
shyly smiling out from under the large Crusader's hdlmet. Hgj Harun was rubbing his hands and nodding
encouragement.

Won't you do it? Please? At least afew pages? Just to prove to yourself that nothing is ever too long
ago?

Strongbow laughed.

All right, why not, I will include her. But | think you should keep that helmet. Y oull obvioudy be ableto
put it to better use than | can.

Strongbow turned and went into the back room humming to himsdlf, eager to begin on thiswhole new
aspect of hiswork. Behind him he saw Hg Harun aready beginning to nod over the faded manuscript in
hislap, the hdmet dipping dowly down over his eyes as he drifted avay on somereveriein the ftillness
of that hot summer Sunday afternoon.

A curious man, thought Strongbow. He actualy seemsto believe what he says. Perhaps someday therell



be timeto get to know him.

Strongbow's forty-year hg ended with the publication of his gigantic thirty-three volume study, the
volumes containing some sixty thousand pages of straight exposition and another twenty thousand pages
infinetypelisting footnotes and dlied contortions, al together a production of well over three hundred
million words, which easily surpassed the population of the Western world.

Most of the footnotes could only be read with amagnifying glass equal in power to Strongbow's own,
but aglance a any one of the volumes was sufficient to convince the most skeptical reader that
Strongbow had immersed himsdlf in the details of his subject with unerring scientific skill, making full use
of therational premises of the nineteenth century.

And this a atime when the authoritative English medica manua on sex stated that the mgjority of women
had no sexual fedings of any kind, that masturbation caused tuberculosis, that gonorrhea originated in
women, that marital excessled to afull spectrum of fata disorders, and that other than total darkness
during asexud act caused temporary hallucinations and permanent brain damage.

Strongbow's dismissal of these and other absurdities was nothing compared to the demented esoterica
that followed, such asthe Somali practice of dicing off thelabiaof young girlsand sewing their vulvas
together with horsehair to assure virginity upon marriage.

Nor was the massive presentation in any way hampered by the engraving on the frontispiece which
showed a scarred determined face swathed in Arab headgear, permanently darkened by the desert sun
yet till undeniably that of an English aristocrat whose family had been honored in England for sx and a
half centuries, despite a certain inherent lethargy.

Nor was the impact lessened by the author's note in the preface that for the last forty years he had been
an absolute master of every didect and custom in the Middle East, and that he had spent those forty
yearsvarioudy disguised in order to penetrate freely every comer of theregion.

Strongbow's study was the most exhaustive sexua exploration ever made. Without hesitations or
dlusons, with nothing in fact to cdm the reader, he thoughtfully examined every sexud act that had ever
taken place from Timbuktu to the Hindu Kush, from the dums of Damascus to the palaces of Baghdad,
and in al the shifting bedouin encampments aong the way.

All clamswere substantiated at once. The evidence throughout was balanced in the Victorian manner.
Y et the facts were still implacable, the sense and nonsense inescapable, the conclusionstermindl.

Given his subject matter, it was only to be expected that the great mgjority of people would find the work
revolting. For even if such practices did occur in the infamous hot lands of the Eastern Mediterranean,
there was ill no reason to put them into words.

And especidly such explicit words, wogs for example, which had aways been used to designate
everyone east of Gibratar but had never before appeared in print, even in the most scurrilous
publications. But here was Strongbow making it the contents of his entire first chapter, tirdlessy repesting
it line after line and page after page together with its customary prefix bloody, bloody wogs bloody wogs
bloody wogs bloody wogs bloody wogs bloody wogs bloody asif to signd the utter contempt for al
known standards of decorum that wasto follow.



Y et other revolutionary thinkersin the nineteenth century were aso confronting topics subversive to
society, and what was surprising at first was that unlike them, Strongbow solicited no initial support
whatsoever. Instead his thesis outraged both the contemporary defenders of Darwin and Marx and the
future defenders of Freud.

And aways for the same reason. In both cases Strongbow contradicted the new masters by denying all
precepts and mechanisms whether subtle or bold. He had the effrontery to suggest that far from there
being any lawsin history or man or society, there weren't even any tendencies toward such laws. The
race was capricious, he said, thrusting or withdrawing asitsloins moved it at the moment.

Nothing dse was discernible. In the framework of Strongbowism events were random and haphazard
and lifewas unruly and unruled, given to whimsy in the beginning and shaken by chaos at the end, akind
of unbroken sensua whed made up of many sexes and ages revolving through time on the point of an
orgasm. Thusthose who courageoudy held liberd views, and who might have been expected to be
Strongbow's natural champions, found themsalves forced to denounce him bitterly with persond cause.

For there was an unmistakable hint in VVolume Sixteen, and again twenty million words later in Volume
Eighteen, that dl unorthodox thinkers were being indicted for secret crimes. Under the tenets of
Strongbowism, these seemingly brave believersin modern times stood accused of an abominable retrest
into respectability because they embraced grand schemes of order.

Thisthey did, said Strongbow, solely to conceal from themsalves the rank disorder of their true natures,
the inner recesses where sexua fantasies somersaulted down dippery dopes with the gamboling abandon
of lambs drunk on spring grass.

So much for his possible defenders, Darwinians and Marxists alike. Having been apprehended as
undercover sex maniacs, they had no choice but to become vehement enemies of Strongbowism.

Asfor the great bulk of his countrymen, who weretraditionally in favor of dispatching large armies
oversess, they were appalled by Strongbow's assertion that any military expedition was merely a
disguised sexud sickness, more specificaly a profound fear of impotence.

InVolume Twelve, repeated ninety million wordslater in Volume Twenty-two, he pointed out that fuck
you and fuck them and fuck off were the common terms of hogtility preferred by imperidistsand
patriots. Thus armies were raised, he said, because it was likely their raisers could raise nothing else.

Asfor the very foundations of imperiaism, the profits accruing from military expeditions oversess, he
likened them in avulgar manner to excrement. The revolting passage gppeared in Volume Eight.

Thereis nothing ayoung child vaues as highly as his own feces, for the smplereason that it isthe only
product he can produce at such an early age.

Therefore builders of empires and others with aconcern for money are the perennid children of every
erg, a play with ther feces, and in yet another guise we find men contriving to clothe their formidable
sexud chaosin respectability.

For it isaxiomatic in the West thet it isimproper to spend oneslife playing with shit, whereas athoughtful
accumulation of lucre is seen commendable and even noble.

Nor did Strongbow limit hisand assaults to those caught with money in their hands. He dso included
club members and anyone who propounded ceremonies or band music. The offensive material could be
found in afew short sentencesin VVolume Twenty-six.



What are these enthusiagts actudly up to? Could it be they fear the dippery and dithering and wholly
unmarchable rhythms of true sexudity?Isthat why they organize themsalvesinto a counter-orgy of
numbing rituals and dreary Sunday afternoon concerts? Because they are reduced to expressing pridein
the only sensud act of which they are capable?

Teking ashit?

Strongbow's text was equaly offensive to many who cherished romantic notions of the East, such as
those who wanted to believe arumor long current in the more exclusive London men's clubs that there
was a unique mae brothel in Damascus, with aspecia dungeon, where aman could pay to have
Moroccan mercenaries cane him for therest of hisnaturd life.

Not true, said Strongbow, who then listed dl the brothelsin the Middle East dong with their equipment
and ectivities.

In addition many of Strongbow's more homely observations on life among the bedouin were smply
misconstrued, such asaminor aside on came cows. When they gave birth, he said, two of the four teats
were bound with twine by the bedouin so the family could share the food by halves with the new calf.

Thiswas seen to imply incest complicated by bestidity, the whole further debauched by mutilation and
bondage and aberrant |actation methods, the striking multiple perversons at work so complex asto be
unthinkable.

So too some of hissmpler travel notes. A passing remark that shrimps elght inches long were generally
avallablein the markets of Tunis, only one entry among tens of thousands on food and egting habitsin the
region, was singled out as a confession that proved for al time the patient treachery and generd depravity
long associated with the Eastern mind, trapped asit was in an erotic coma caused by excessive sun and
blue skies, deprived of thefogs and mists and rain that maintained human composure in Europe.

But above dl there was that major aspect of Strongbow's work that had been suggested by hislandlord
of twelve yearsin Jerusalem, the shy antiquities dealer Hg Harun. Asaresult of their brief discusson on
daydreaming one hot summer Sunday afternoon, when the old Arab had put on the rusting Crusader's
helmet and smilingly insisted that no event was ever too far in the past to be forgotten, Strongbow had
devoted two-thirds of hisentire text to his memories of the gentle Persian girl he had loved so long ago.

These tender passages described his few weeks with, her in exquisite detail, the stream in the hillswhere
he had found her and the new flowers of spring and the soft grass where they had lain under the sun and
under the stars, the words they had whispered and the joy they had shared in those endless minutes of
springtime when he was only nineteen and she afew years younger, love from long ago recdled now ina
tale that spanned two hundred million words and was thus the most complete |ove story ever told.

Y et that part of Strongbow's work was completely ignored. The beautiful passages devoted to the gentle
Persian girl were passed over inther entirety asif they didn't exist, of nointerest at al to hisVictorian
audience when compared to such possibilities as a Damascus dungeon where Moroccan mercenaries
could be hired to administer secret caningsfor life.

Clearly Strongbow had aready abused most occupations and al political positions. But he refused to let
meatters rest there. Indomitably he pushed deeper into alicentious morass of insults until in Volume
Twenty-eight, provoked by his own obscene ardor and raving out of control, he went on to pose the



possibility that everyone dive, regardless of status or opinion, was sexualy suspect.

Men have atendency to project their own persona cause as the general cause at large. Thus a cobbler
seesthe world as a shoe, the state of its sole dependent upon him.

A naturaigt with the wit to redize he has evolved upward since infancy by sdlecting thisand not that, or
that and not this, views al the species of the world as having done the same thing. And lastly apalitical
philosopher with heavy immovable bowel s finds the past turgid and ponderous, the future necessarily
destined to experience explosive upheavas from the lower regions or classes.

Of course each of these hypothetical menisright asfar as he goes, which isto say al men areright when
describing themselves.

As seen by acobbler, the world isashoe. Men do evolve out of their infancies and pent-up bowels may
well and probably will explode. But dl these innumerable individua acts must not be allowed to obscure
what they only take part in, a chaotic universe boundlessy mad.

Strongbowism, it was apparent, ranged wide. It could and did attack every sort of person. And it was
especidly damaging to those who wanted to believe there was some kind of scheme operating in the
universe, preferably an imposing or drameatic scheme that could provide an overdl explanation for events
either through religion or nature, society or the psyche.

Or a least apartid explanation. And if not daily events then eventsthat occurred oncein alifetime. Or
oncein acentury. Or even once in an epoch.

Or & the very least one reassuring explanation for some event somewhere since the beginning of time,
sometiny structure no matter how pathetic. For otherwisewhat did it all mean?

And here Strongbow appeared to be smiling. Exactly the point, he seemed to be saying.

For nowherein histhirty-three volumes was there to be found even a nascent conspiracy. Not even that.
On the contrary, as seen by Strongbow al yearningsfor the existence of aconspiracy in lifewere
hopelessillusons from childhood that surfaced later inidle moments, theillusions having been caused by
achild'sfalse perceptions of order above him, the subsequent yearnings arising from an adult'sinability to
accept the sexud chaos beneath him.

To thewhorésinterim statement, I'm Sitting on afortune, Strongbow now added avastly enlarged findl
gatement, I'm Sitting on everything which isaso nothing.

Thisargument appeared in its most cogent form in abardly legible footnote in VVolume Thirty-two, printed
in such fine type an acuity of eyesight worthy of abedouin was needed to decipher it.

All of these various Levantine acts, heretofore described in detail and accounting for lifeasitis, | have
found to be repeated incessantly among the nine sexes, in low stations and high, but never with aview
toward organization or design.

The effect everywhere and at dl times has been incoherent, and as much as | would like to think
someone has known what he or she was doing at these most crucial momentsin life, or even paused to
consider the matter, | can't honestly say | do.

Rather the obverse obtains. Forty years of research have taught me that men and women fuck with greeat
avidity. When they finish they fuck again and if they are not fucking when next you see them, or gathering
the strength to do o, it isonly out of some bizarre lack of opportunity.

In point of fact thereisagreat ded of fucking in the world but no oneisin charge of it, no organization
controlsit, no recommendations affect it.



Instead men and women fuck right ong asthey dways have and awayswill, paying no particular
attention to kingdoms or dynagties, ignoring the universal theoremsthat are regularly announced over the
ages as applicableto al when they arent, in rapture and headlong chance, spinning round and round the
sensua whedl.

It would be comforting newsindeed if we could find ascheme or aplan or even ahint of aconspiracy in
life, some dtationary point where we could sit and be till at last But having long studied the spin of our
whed, | have to admit thereis none. Alaswe are only right there. Each of us.

Blasting away in another orgasm.

Nor did Strongbow defend his depraved attacks on everyone by claiming hisam wasto diagnose the
rampant sexua pathologies of hisagein order for them to be cured. In fact cures wereinconceivable to
him, for it was obvious he bdieved man was insane by definition.

Thishe made plain in Volume Thirty-three.

Within the anima kingdom we are an incorrigible and lawless member, deathly ill, a species suffering from
an incurable disease. Wise men of al ages have known this, ignorant men of al ages have suspected it. It
amounts to congenitd insanity and because of it man has dways wanted to return to the orderly and
ordered conditions of the animal state where he once found contentment.

All memories of lost paradises verify this, asdo al visionary dreams of future Utopias.

Whenever a prophet or a philosopher spesks of anew manin anew age hiscreation isinvariably the
same, the old man in the old age, the animd in hisanima kingdom, the beast in the grazing herd that
browses for forage digesting and rutting and evacuating in aseemingly timeless eternity, untroubled
because unaware of the troubles on every side, undying because unaware of degath, unliving because
unaware of life.

For an anima thisismogt certainly a happy existence. But for you and meit can never be again.

Y et in the closing lines of VVolume Thirty-three, Strongbow revealed that in spite of everything he was lill
willing to live with hisfindings and even do so with acertain gusto.

It'struethat lifeis crumpled and mindless and covered with hairs. But for the few years we have its good
memories we aso have to admit it remains as pleasantly soft to the touch as an old well-used wineskin.
Or for that matter, as an old man'swell-used balls.

Thus Strongbow's thesis was nothing less than avicious ondaught on the entire rationa world of the
nineteenth century, where sensible solutions were considered available to dl problems. In his systemless
universe no one was safe and there were no solutions, just lifeitsdf.

In proof of thishe had offered three hundred million wordsin thirty-three volumes with no deviations
from thefacts.

So perhapsit was understandabl e that Strongbowism never acquired asingle adherent in the West. Inthe
end nothing could be said of hiswork except that it was preposterous and true and totally unacceptable.

When the manuscript was ready Strongbow sent it by caravan from Jerusdem to Jaffa, where alarge



chartered steamship was waiting to carry both camels and manuscript to Venice. There the caravan
would be re-formed by itswild bedouin drivers and traverse a stately swaying course across the Alpsto
Bade, which he had chosen for publication because of traditional Swiss neutrality. Strongbow himsdif,
fedling the need for avacation after twelve years of uninterrupted work in the back room of the antiquities
dealer's shop, left Jerusalem for the shores of the Dead Sea where the sun was both warm and perpetud.

At the lowest spot on earth Strongbow |olled comfortably in sulphur baths while hisvolumes duly
appeared in aprivate edition of twelve hundred and fifty copies, the same number used by Darwin for the
firg run of the Origin of Species. But the only other comparison with Darwin's study wasthat Levantine
Sex dso sold out onitsday of publication.

There wastherefore no need for the British consul in Badeto attempt to have the remaining editions
confiscated as he had been ordered to do by Her Mgjesty's government. Instead the consul went with his
saff to theleading locd British banker, who added his staff for thejoint vidt to the leading locd Swiss
banker, who closed for the day and collected his considerably larger saff for the march acrosstown to
Strongbow's printer.

Thusit was alarge and mixed group that gathered at sunset behind the locked doors of afoundry on the
outskirts of Bade. The furnaces were fired to maximum temperature and Strongbow's manuscript was
dumped in and consumed. Then they began whedling in the towering stacks of plates used to print the
study and shoveled them into the furnaces, where they were reduced to huge identical ingots of solid
dead metd.

The furnace doors clanged, shadows danced on the walls, sudden flashes of sparks shook the air and the
printing history of Levantine Sex lasted less than twenty-four hours, over before the next sun rose.
Having learned patience in the desert, that much Strongbow might have accepted. But not the act that
had occurred during the night

For it seemed that Parliament had secretly met on the night of publication to review his study, and to
booming cries of Shame Shame had found it despicably un-English without debate, thereupon
unanimoudy enacting emergency legidation stating that histitle asthe Duke of Dorset was from that
moment forever null and void, that al rights not specificaly granted him as aprivate citizen wereto be
ignored and denied him, and that he was to be deplored in perpetuity throughout the Empire.

So a contest had been joined. But there was never any doubt who would be the victor.




-6-
YHWH

Undoubtedly God passed His time in some other way, but how?

Around the middle of the century aghostly figure became familiar in certain villagesin centra Albania
Barefoot and hairless and mostly naked, a skeleton with gaping holesin its head, this diseased gpparition
lurked near water holes muttering insanely in an unknown tongue.

Normally the peasants of the place would have wasted little time beating such a grotesque derelict with
their staves, but the appearance of this gpparent leper was so unworldly they offered him vegetables
instead. Dumbly the ghost accepted their onions and carrots and floated away on an arcane route that
aways brought him back in afew days.

The language the peasants heard by the water holes was Aramaic and the ghost was none other than the
last of the Skanderbeg Wallensteins, who in the course of six or saeven lost years had somehow found his
way home from the Holy Land. The villages where he now begged had once belonged to him and the
mysterious circle he traced lay around the W lenstein castle, dthough his eyes were too weak to make
out the cliffs above, where it had once stood.

A change came when he chanced to be near a church where Bach's Massin B Minor was being played.
The music stirred dim memories of atower conservatory and the Albanian diaects of hisyouth, alowing
him to ask questionsthat led him to the castle, where he collapsed in ddlirium. By then only two people
were living there, amother and her young daughter, the mother having once been a cleaning woman
attached to the stables. All the other servants had long since died or moved away after Wallenstein had
consumed the family fortunein Jerusalem.

The castleitsalf wasin aterrible state of ruin. The roofs were gone and the upper storeys had falenin.
Bushes grew where generations of Skanderbeg Wallensteins had once sneaked down corridors, peering
suspicioudy down at the surrounding countryside. One room aone remained intact in the foundations, a
smdl kitchen in which the mother and daughter lived.

They too would have left had the mother not been crippled by kidney stones which madeit impossible
for her to walk. But asit was they had nowhere to go and couldn't have hired a cart to take them there
anyway. So the daughter tended a meager vegetable garden in an upper storey and collected firewood
from the debris of former window frames and furniture.

It was the daughter who found Wallengtein unconscious in the empty moat. Although asmall girl she
eadly shouldered the light sack of bones and carried him down through the rubble to the kitchen, where
she and her mother ripped their skirtsinto bandages and applied herbal plasters. That night they lay on
the bare sones while Walenstein dept on their pile of straw.

After being nursed for severd months Walenstein began to recover. His skin ulcers heded, hisfingers
uncurled and his eyes cleared, he could hear through one ear and control his bowels and spittle. He till
lacked the other ear and nothing could be done about the nose eaten away by ants, but the daughter
cleverly carved awooden ear for him and alifelike wooden nose, which were held in place by athin
leather thong tied at the back of his head.

The herba remedies had aremarkable effect on Wallenstein's maadies save for one, ahigh fever of



unknown cause. Wallenstein was running a steady temperature of one hundred and three degrees and
would do so aslong as helived, yet for some reason he was cagpable of sustaining thisfeverish new
condition. What worried mother and daughter aike was the way he talked upon emerging from his coma

For it seemed that after completing the greatest forgery in history, Wallenstein had inexplicably been
converted to the very heresies he had meant to correct. Twice before he had committed himsdlf to
extreme religious positions, once to the silence of the Trappists and later to the even more severe slence
and solitude of adesart hermitage.

Now camethisthird upheava, an absolute belief in the stupefying contradictions of the Sinai Bible he had
nearly died rewriting. And since hefelt hewasliving at the end of time, he was convinced he had to recite
the entire text of the buried origind lest its striking confusons be lost forever.

Thusdid Walengtein plunge from utter silenceinto utter volubility, talking and talking asif he could never
stop.

When he awoke on the straw in the morning some of what he said was still comprehensible. Ashe sat up
in bed he had the habit of shouting | am that | am over one shoulder, the shoulder below the wooden
ear. And then asif to reinforce this notion, or perhaps smply because he couldn't hear through that ear,
he would turn hiswooden nose to the other side and shout with equa conviction over the other shoulder
Heisthat Heis, these prima announcements often repesated a dozen times before he was satisfied with
their authenticity, whereupon he would legp from bed ignoring the breakfast 1aid out for him and go
griding off naked through the barren ruins of hisancestral castlein search of the innumerable shifting
characters once imagined by ablind man and an imbecile, inevitably finding acrowd of their facesina
collapsed wall and stopping there to harangue the blocks of stonetirelesdy for the rest of the day.

Or hewould lecture atree for weeks, the crumbling castle and its wild grounds having become a mythical
land of Canaan whose dusty waysides were thronged with shepherds and priests and cobblers and
traders of every description, not to mention the forty thousand prophets rumored to have sprung from the
desart since the beginning of time.

Darkness and snow, autumn and winds, pring and rain and the heavy hegt of summer, nothing could
keep Wallengtein from preaching his inspired message to the rocks and trees and bushes he mistook for
the multitudes swirling through his brain, Isaiah and Fatimaand Chrit listening to him and munching
olives, Joshuaand Judas and Jeremiah listening and sharing awineskin, Ishmael and Mary holding hands
and ligtening, Ruth and Abraham gtting on the grass and listening while Mohammed's flying horse
hovered overhead and Elijah and Harun a-Rashid eagerly pushed forward, everyone surging around him
intent on not missing aword that fell from the lips of Mée chizedek, legendary King of Jerusdem.

For Wadlenstein now realized who hewas. This secret of antiquity had been well kept, but he knew, so
down the open gdlleries of the castle he marched casting blessings and warnings, railsing ahand in hope
or insgtruction, arms spread wide as he assayed meaningless proverbs and retold in an impressively loud
Voice, to no one, the thousand and one dreams tumbling through his mind.

As hisbody healed these verba saizuresincreased in e oquence and speed, the words coming so fast
there was no time to form them anymore. Powerful tirades were delivered as mere noise. Whole sermons
were encapsuled in half abreath, where they disappeared before being uttered, the unspoken syllables
solidly entangled and indistinguisheble.

Unitil the dightest sound from the outside world, even his own footstep, might cause him to forget where
he was. When that happened he thrust hiswooden ear forward timidly and for afew secondsit seemed
he might be log, driven back once more to the profound silence of that tiny cave he had known near the



summit of Mt Sinai.

But then just as suddenly hewas dl smiles. A hundred faces appeared in arock, athousand faces lined
the trunk of atree, anew sea of admirers surged around him.

Walenstein straightened his wooden nose and adjusted hiswooden ear. He was ready. Forcefully he
launched himself into an even more incoherent monologue.

Sophia, the daughter, was elght years old when Wallengtein returned to the castle. Having dwayslived as
arecluseinitsruinsand never reglly known anyone but her mother, she had no reason to consider
Walengtein insane. Her mother had a bloated body and never spoke, Wallenstein had wooden festures
and never stopped speaking. Such was the world for Sophia, who was humble and retiring by nature.
Gradually she cameto love him as afather and he was able to fed her tenderness despite the swarms of
halucinatory events clamoring for his atention.

When she was old enough she tried to teach hersdf the intricacies of businessin hopes of repairing the
castle to make hislife more comfortable. Money could still be borrowed in his name but the
moneylenders were shrewd and she was often humiliated.

Sophia the Unspoken she cameto be called in the villages, because she never said more than afew
words at atime. People thought thiswas due to shyness but actually it came from asimple and gentle fear
that too many words on her part might somehow reved the joyful secret of her new love, and in so doing,
in some unexplained way, causeit to go away. At night she cried donein the castle, the next day she
went back to face the moneylenders, in time learning to manage the investments. Painstakingly she paid
off the debts on the castle and bought back itsfarms and villages, so that eventudly the Walengtein
holdings were as extensve as ever.

While Sophiawas ill young her mother's kidney stonesfindly burst through the organs and she died,
leaving the adopted father and daughter alone in the castle. Almost a once they became loversand
remained so for twenty years. During that time, moved by aphysica contact he had never known before,
Wallengtein had moments of lucidity when he was ableto recall the origina Bible he had found and
describe itswondersto Sophia, recalling as well the forgery he had made.

| had to do it, he whispered, | had no choice. But someday I'll go back and find the original again.

His voice cracked when he said those words and he began to cry helplesdy in her arms, knowing he
would never go back because the moments of lucidity were too rare, too brief, for him ever to do

anything important again.
The Armenian Quarter? he said with hope. It'stherewhere | left it. | canfind it again can't 1?

Of course you can, answered Sophia, holding him tightly and wiping away histears, her smplelove no
match for the memory of nineteen yearsin the Holy Land and the terror of amountain cave, the scarsin
thedirt floor of abasement holein Jerusalem. You can, she said, you can you can, she repeated
desperately as shefet his body loosen and he drifted away in her arms, the sorrowful cast of hisface
dready lgpaing into animbecilic grin.

After twenty years Sophiabecame pregnant. She didn't want to have the baby but Wallenstein pleaded
with her and finaly she agreed. She also agreed to name the child Catherine in honor of the monastery



where he had discovered his new religion.

The child was aboy and Sophiaduly named him Catherine, but hisbirth was the gresat tragedy of her life.
From that day on Walenstein never again spoke to her, never touched her, never saw her when shewas
ganding in front of him. Unknown to her, behind his grin, he had been pondering for sometimethe

possibility that he might not be merely M el chizedek, no matter how august that primary priest of antiquity.

Secretly, for sometime, he had been considering the possibility he might be God.

Now with the birth of a son his own daring overwhelmed him and the dready incredible profusion of his
brain was pushed into an ultimate or origina chaos. In hismind Catherine was Christ and he a once
descended into the limitless prophecies of the Bible he had buried in Jerusdlem, avision from which there
was no return.

And now that he was God the legions of his crestion were so vag, the dimensions of his universe so
grand, he could never stop talking, not even for an ingtant. Y et he also sensed it was beneath him to
continue addressing rocks and trees and bushes. Those were the duties of Melchizedek, bringer of the

divine message.
Undoubtedly God passed Histime in some other way, but how?

Walenstein raised hiswooden ear hoping to catch afamiliar sound. When he had become God, not
surprisingly, he learned that God was a so never silent. Not surprisingly, God talked just asincessantly as
he had when he had been Wallenstein. But what was so important that only God could say it?

A name? The very name he had been invoking for yearsin hisrapid deliveries? A name spoken so
reverently, so quickly, there had never been timeto include any vowesin it? A name, therefore, that
could only be pronounced by Him? A name that was nothing but noise to anyone el se?

Walengeintried it. Hesad it quite loudly.
YHWH.

It sounded right and he repeated it, astounded that he could sum up the entire universe and describe
everything init smply by identifying himsdlf, exactly what he had been looking for during dl those years of
tirade, one unpronounceable word at the end of time, his own name.

YHWH.
Y eshe had thetimbre of it and it was a surpassing method for affirming the truth.

Suddenly he grinned. All at once he had advanced from the blind man's secret three thousand years ago
in the dusty waysides of Canaan to the secret of the imbecile scribe. Now never again would he bother to
lecture astone or atree or abush. Never again would he eat or degp or put on more or less clothing or
march down corridors and gardens varying his accounts to verify the truth. Now there would be no more
winters and summersfor him or days and nights at the foot of the mountain.

He had finished his autobiographica footnote, saith end ending of endings end, and now he could stand
absolutely till through dl eternity repeating hisown name.

Sadly Sophiawatched him shouting his sensaless noise and knew there was only one way to save him,
only oneway that he could live, so shetook him by the hand and led him down through the deepest
recesses of the castle to a soundless black dungeon many hundreds of feet below the ground, sat him
down on the cot and locked the iron door, thereafter faithfully visiting him three times aday with food and



water and lovingly stroking him for an hour or more as he shouted out hisincomprehensble nameto the
entire assembly of worlds he had made, tenderly adjusting his wooden nose and hiswooden ear before
kissing him good-bye and locking the door once more so moments might comein the black stillnesswhen
he could forget his manifold duties as creator of al things and grow slent, finding at last each day the
food and deep necessary for life, which the former hermit and forger did for another three decades,
surviving beneath the castle until 1906, through Sophiasloveliving to the advanced age of one hundred

and four deeply buried in the boundless darkness or light God had found for Himsdf in the universe of
Hiscave.




-7-
TheTiberias Telegrams

The desire of the stranger isto his people. Speed the stranger home.

News of the triumphant book-burning episode in Bade and Parliament's emergency legidation against
him reached Strongbow by way of a Roman newspaper months out of date.

Whiletarrying in the cabalist center of Safad he had gone down to Galilee one morning to fish. Theair
was fresh, the land till, the water unruffled. In due time he caught a fish and searched hisrobesfor
something towragp it in, but al he had with him was aworn copy of the Zohar.

A clamor from the hillsde above atracted his attention, anoisy band of Itdian pilgrims climbing up to
have abreakfast picnic on the site where Christ had preached the Sermon on the Mount. Asthey
trudged dong one of the men impatiently broke out alarge sdlami and ripped off amouthful of mest,
discarding the wrapping paper, which floated down the hill in Strongbow's direction.

Strongbow was about to wrap up hisfish in the newspaper page when he saw his own name looming up
inagreasy headlinethat led into the fish's mouth. The dispatch was dimy but included al the essentia
facts.

At once Strongbow strapped his heavy bronze sundia to his hip and marched down the shore to
Tiberias, where asmal Turkish garrison was quartered. Without aword he pushed aside the guards and
dammed hisway into the private apartment of the Turkish commandant, ayoung man who was Spping
his morning coffee, not yet dressed.

The commandant grabbed his pistol from the night table and wildly fired off al nine rounds at what he
took to be animmensdy tal old Arab holding afish and wearing asundia and carrying abook of Jewish
mysticism. When the bullets stopped crashing into the wallsthe Arab camly laid the fish on the night table
and placed aMaria Theresa crown besideit.

I've just caught a herbivorous fish that thrives on dgae and | want to send news of the catch to England.
What?
A St Peter'sfish, rather bony but tasty. Are you in contact with Constantinople by telegraph?

Y es, whispered the terrified Turk, staring firgt at the fish and the book, then at the gold coin, then at the
cryptic Arabic aphorisms engraved on the sundid.

Good. Send two telegrams for me to Constantinople, to someone you can bribe or trust, with instructions
that they are to be taken to acommercid tel egraph office and forwarded to an addressin London | will
giveyou.

But | don't even know who you are.
Strongbow placed a second gold coin on the table beside the fish. The Turk's eyes narrowed.

How can | be sure your catch is authentic and your fishing expedition isn't meant to harm the Ottoman
Empire?



Strongbow placed another coin on the table and the Turk's eyes widened as he sared at the six glistening
gold breasts of the former Austrian empress, largely bare and bulging impressively after having nursed
Sxteen children.

Or perhaps even meant to destroy the Empire?

Strongbow placed afourth and last coin on the table, surrounding the fish with gold. He raised his sundia
and studied it.

At thismoment in your life the Prophet has presented you with achoice.
Hehas? What isit?

Pocket this money, send my telegrams, order the fish cooked for your lunch and shoot any of your men
who areinsubordinate. Or conversealy, refuse the money and | will shoot you and al your men, send the
telegrams mysdlf and cook the fish for my own lunch.

Thetdl Arab checked hissundid again. In fact this gpparition from the desert was so unnaturaly tall and
self-assured the Turk wondered if he might not be the Prophet himself, in which case it made no
difference what he decided. And athough he was il afraid to send the telegrams on his military circuit,
the eight large breasts of Maria Theresa made a handsome sum of money.

Time, said the apparition, Sartling the Turk out of histhoughts. Instantly he reached into his night table for
pen and paper.

Allah must have willed it, he Sighed.

Indeed it seemslikely, murmured Strongbow, who had begun printing rapidly in four-letter groups.

Naturaly Strongbow's codes were unbreakable and could only be read by his London solicitor, who had
certain sedled envelopes locked in his safe to be used for deciphering when so directed.

Thefirg telegram instructed the solicitor to sdll the Strongbow estate in Dorset and the numerous
holdings that went with it. He was aso to liquidate dl the other Strongbow assets scattered throughout
theindustrial north and Ireland and Scotland and Wales, using hundreds of intermediaries so the enormity
of thesefinancid transactions would remain unsuspected.

The huge sums of money accruing from the saleswere then to be forwarded in adevious manner to
banksin Prague for eventuad deposit in a Turkish consortium. Only when every shilling of the Strongbow
fortune was safely out of England was the solicitor to decipher the second telegram that had been sent
from Tiberias

Whereas the first telegram had been long and detailed, the second was brief. And although Strongbow
refused to addressit properly, this second telegram was directed to Queen Victoria.

Init, citing hisown family as an example, Strongbow noted that the quality of sexud lifein England had
deteriorated disastroudy over the last seven hundred years. He admitted the queen was probably
incompetent to do anything about it, but at the same time he said his self-respect would no longer alow
him to participate in such adreary decline.

Therefore he was renouncing his citizenship. Never again would he set foot west of the Red Sea. He then
concluded with an array of scabrous alegations that surpassed even the obscenitiesfound in Levantine



Sex.

MADAME, YOU ARE A SMALL AND SMUG MOTHER RULING A SMALL AND SMUG
COUNTRY. CERTAINLY GOD MADE YOU BOTH SMALL, BUT WHOM AREWE TO
BLAME FOR THE SMUGNESS?

IT WOULDN'T SURPRISE ME IF YOUR NAME IN THE FUTURE BECAME SYNONYMOUS
WITH UGLY CLUTTER AND DARK PONDEROUS FURNITURE AND HIDDEN EVIL
THOUGHTS, WITH ARROGANT POMPOSITY AND CHILD PROSTITUTION AND A
WHOLE HOST OF OTHER GROSS PERVERSIONS.

IN SHORT, MADAME, YOUR NAME WILL BEUSED TO DESIGNATE THE WORST SORT
OF SECRET SEXUAL DISEASE, A PRIM HYPOCRISY INCOMPARABLY RANK BENEATH
ITSHEAVY LAVENDER SCENT.

The address on the telegram was Hanover, England. It was Sgned Plantagenet, Arabia.

Thusthe former deaf boy, lance in hand, who had once cleared hisfamily manor of six hundred and fifty
years of frivolous history, now felt he had found his vocation at last. The huge magnifying glassand
bronze sundia wereto be left behind. At the age of sixty he had decided to become ahakim or heder
curing the poor in the desert.

Of course he had no way of knowing that the influx of hisimmense fortune into Congtantinople, nomina
ruler of the desert in hisday but dready corrupt beyond hope, would ineluctably cause repercussionsfar
beyond that city, until by the end of the nineteenth century not only the desert but the entire Middle East
would in fact be the property of one man, alean barefoot giant who spoke humbly asan Arab and was
occasiondly humiliated as a Jew, who was by then both an Arab and a Jew, an indistinguishable Semite
living in aragged opensided tent tending his sheep.

From Gdlilee he walked to Congtantinople and began to set up the banks and concessions and
subsdiaries that would allow hisfortune to run without him. One day he was a Persian potentate, the next
an Egyptian emir, the third a Baghdad banker.

He obtained a contralling interest in the posts and tel egraph system, bought up al government bonds and
issued new ones, became the secret paymaster of the Turkish army and navy, bribed the descendants of
the Janissaries, consulted with pashas and ministers and laid aside trust funds for their grandsons,
acquired rightsto thewellsin Meccaand al wellson al routes leading to Mecca, bought two hundred of
the existing two hundred and forty-four industria enterprisesin the Turkish realm, dismissed and
reappointed the Armenian and Greek and Latin Greek and Syrian Greek patriarchsin Jerusalem and the
Coptic patriarch in Alexandria, leased four thousand kilometers of raillway lines, established dowriesfor
the daughters of the principa landowners between the Persian Gulf and the Anatolian highlands,
refurbished the gold mosaics and polychrome marbles of Santa Sophia, so that by the time he was ready
to leave the city anyone who could ever be in apostion of power in that part of the world was under his
control.

Although no one knew it, he had bought the Ottoman Empire.

Nor did anyone know he had dready assured the destruction of the British Empire by sendingitinto a



dow declinefrom which it could never recover. Some might date the decline from the day when his
barbaric caravan had disembarked at VVenice with its monstrous load of Eastern lore. Or adozen years
earlier when he had first sat down on the giant stone scarab in Jerusalem to expound that ruinouslore. Or
even many years before that when he had hinted in amonograph on flowers that Englishwomen were
known to sweet in the Levant.

But all these dates were too recent. One hundred years was amore likely span for the disintegration of a
great empire, o probably the irrevocable course had been set on that warm Cairo night in 1840 when a
laughing naked young Strongbow had turned his back on the reception celebrating Queen Victorias
twenty-first birthday and legpt over agarden wal to begin hishg.

And now forty yearslater it was arainy October afternoon when atal gaunt man solemnly concluded his
businessin Congtantinople and walked to a deserted stretch of the Bosporus, saw the clouds part and
stood in adripping olive grove watching the sun sink over Europe, then ceremonioudy removed the rings
and jeweled sandals and filigreed headgear of hislast disguise, threw them into the passing waters and
climbed back through the gnarled grove to disappear forever, barefoot now and wearing only atorn
cloak, without even abundle to carry, making hisway south toward the Holy Land and perhaps beyond.

No one suspected the loss but Strongbow had taken far more than a greet fortune away from Europe.
He had dso taken an irreplaceable vision that saw new worlds and sought them, a spirit that fed itself on
theraw sdlads of mirages.

Never again would the West send out another Strongbow. After him there would be delegations and
commissions, engineers and army garrisons, circulating judicia bodies and stray wandererson
camelback. These events were till to come but the greatest of al conquests was over, the expedition that
could only be launched by one man from the vast legions he found in his heart.

As adedtitute hakim he no longer carried cdome or quinine or rhubarb grains. Now he cured solely
through hypnotism.

Hisusud practice wasto seat himsalf behind his patients so he couldn't see their lips and read the words
they thought they were saying, thus freeing himsdlf to use his knowledge of the desert to listen to their true
fedings. After atime hetold the man or woman to turn and face him.

By then the patient was thoroughly accustomed to an empty vistaand the sudden confrontation with the
hakim's huge immobile presence, especidly his gaze, was overwheming. Powerful, musing,
contemplative, the great eyes bore down upon the patient, who wasimmediately under their control.

The hakim said nothing in words. With his eyes he reshaped and repeopled the barren desert from the
rich landscape of his patient's mind, detecting distant drifts of sand and adjusting vells, adjusting costumes
and revigting forgotten corners, sampling the sound of the wind and sipping water from tiny wells.

Asabotanist might, he planted seeds and nursed the seedlingsinto flowers. Gently he blew the flowersto
and fro until their contours shimmered in the sun. Steadiily he gauged the sweep of the horizons.

The eyes spoke afinal time and the patient awoke from the trance. The hakim told himto come againina
day or aweek, and if the asthma or astigmatism hadn't improved by then he would suggest they sit
together once more staring at the desert.

At the same time the hakim took the opportunity to explore a more persond question. Ever since he had
left Jerusalem he had pondered deeply that obscure conversation in archaic languages between amole



and a hermit outside a.cave on Mt Sinai And having considered it carefully, he had cometo believe that
an astounding transformation had indeed occurred in that tiny cave, and that the Bible accepted asthe
oldest in the world was nothing more than aforgery of stupendous proportions.

Of course he had no way of knowing what wasin thered Sina Bible, he could only guess at its contents.
Y et for some reason he was convinced it held the secret to hisown life. A strange idea cameto him then
and he began asking his patients the questions he had been asking himsdlf for so long.

Have you heard of amysterious lost book in which dl things are written? A book that is circular and
unchronicled and calmly contradictory, suggesting infinity?

His patients stirred in the depths of their hypnotic trances. Sometimes they were dow to answer but the
answers seemed dways the same. They thought they had heard of the book. Parts of it might have been
read to them when they were children.

The hakim went on with his cures until the end of the day, when he sat aone and wondered at the
sameness of these replies. Since so many people knew of the lost book, could it be they were al secret
contributorsto it? That thelost original could thus be retrieved only by probing the hypnotic trances of
everyone on earth?

The hakim redled under the weight of thisreveation. The truth was staggering, the task without hope. For
thefirg timein hislife hefet hepless.

Bleakly he recdled his decades of ceasel ess wandering through tides of sand in the wake of the moonin
search of aholy place once mentioned by Father Y akouba. The memory of that serene and gentle dwarf
now filled him with aterrible sadness, for hishg was over and he knew he hadn't found his holy place.
Why had he failed? Where were the footprints in the sky?

Enormous and solitary in the twilight, the greatest explorer of his age sank to his knees and gazed dowly
around at the shadows, lost and knowing he was|ost, remaining there until ayoung man approached him
at dawn.

O revered hakim?

Yes, my child.

| am sick and weary.

Yes, my child.

Can you help me, asthey say you can?

Yes. Sit now and turn your back and fix your eyes on that distant eagle as he swoops and soarsin the
first light of day living athousand years. Are we ableto follow such paths? Could it be hisflight tracesthe
journey of the Prophet, the actua footsteps aman takes from the day of his birth to the day of his death?
The swirls of the Koran shape and unshape themselves as do the waves in the desert and yes the oasis
may be smdl. But yes, wewill find it.

One afternoon a shepherd watched the hakim hedling on ahillsidein the Y emen and came to him when
hewasfinished. Hewasasmdl plump man given to continua smileswho waddled more than walked.
The waddle carried him dong the hillside where he stood dancing from one leg to the other.



Sdaam aelkoum, respected hakim. And who might you be?

Aleikoum es-sdlaam, brother. A man astray.

Ahbut weredl astray, yet isnt it also written that each man has an appointed place?

Itis, and also that man knows not in what country he must die. Now what isit that ailsyou, brother?

So businesdike, hakim, but you seeit's not me. | only have the usua achesto be cured when that day
arrives. It'syou I've cometo talk abouit.

Me, brother?
Yes. Youreailing and no onelikesto seeakindly man ail.
Asyou said, when that day arrives.

No no, hakim, | didn't mean that at al. But won't you come to my tent for coffee? The day's over and it's
time to leave the dust. Won't you come aong now? Come.

Thelittle man tugged the hakim's deave and when the hakim rose thelittle man laughed loudly.
What isit?

Why the two of us, don't you see? When you were sitting | was astall as you but now suddenly I'm only
haf astdl. What's to be done? Must a hakim aways st while a poor shepherd dways stands? A marvel,
that'swhat itis.

What?

Hisvariety, His gifts. But come, brother, asyou cal me, the day's over and there's good coffee to drink.
Y escome at once. Yaqgub ismy name, come.

Helaughed again and they started off, the tall gaunt hakim dignified despite hisrags, the short plump
shepherd humming happily as he skipped dong trying to match the solemn strides of the man he had
cometo lead home.

The hakim arranged hisrags, Y aqub made coffee. And now thelittle man's face was serious and his
voice urgent.

I've watched you curing the sick with your eyes, hakim, and it's good work you do. But don't you know
your own eyes can be read aswell? They can and today | read them. Would it be wrong to say you've
traveled so much you've seen everything?

It may be so.
And that these things you've seen and done no longer interest you?
That'strue.

Y esof course, becauise you're growing old like me. But were not redlly that old, hakim, only sixty and a
little more, not much of anything. And isn't it dso true you're very rich? Not at al the poor man you
appear to be?



How's that, brother?

Herel mean, in your heart, because you've seen so much. Isn't it true you're one of therichest meninthe
world? Perhgpstherichest of dl?

It may be.

No no, sadly for you it isn't true. Y ou certainly should be but you're not at al. And when you said before
you'd seen everything, that wasn't true either. Y ou're a good man and kind but asickness has cometo
you in the second hdf of your life.

| grow old, that'sdl.

No noit'snot age, it's something else. With al your travels and your wisdom don't you know it? Don't
you seeit with those powerful eyes of yours, you who see so much in everyone ese? Wl if you don't I'll
haveto tdl you. It'slondiness, hakim, that's your sickness. Y ou're all done. Haven't you ever loved a
woman and had achild?

Thefirst but not the second.

Y ou mean you have loved awoman?

Yes.

But it waslong ago in some faraway place?

Yes.

But how long ago, smply years and years? A very long time?

If forty yearsisalong time, yes.

And thisfaraway place, would it be strange to a poor shepherd from the Y emen?
It might be strange, yes.

Y ou mean it has paaces and fountains and € ephants? These and other wonders without count? All that
and more? What could such a place be called?

Persa

Thelittle man clapped his hands and now dl the gravity was gone from hisface. He laughed and hugged
himsdf.

OhI've heard of it, hakim, I've certainly heard of Perdawith its e ephants and fountains and palaces but
I've never known anyone who's been there. So won't you tell me all about it? About the woman too? It's
good for men of our yearsto recall love, nothing is better save to have that love still. So pleasetell me
everything, hakim. Thisisrich newsyou bring to my hillside.

Y esyes, he whispered, jumping to hisfeet and scurrying around the tent searching in vain for more coffee
to boil, bumping into alamp in his haste and knocking it over, laughing &t the lamp and bumping into the
tent poles and laughing at them, finding coffee at last and seating himself with great pleasure, rocking and
smiling and wrapping his stubby arms around his body asif to fed thejoy that would be hiswith astory
of loveand Persa



Thetde Yaqub heard wasn't a al what he had expected. The hakim began dowly, for once unsure what
he was going to say, not even sure why he wastelling this stranger about the gentle Persian girl he had
once known for afew weeks, no more, before she died in an epidemic and hetoo had falenill and been
partidly blind for atime, memorizing the Koran in his sadness and becoming aMaster Sufi before moving
on to encompass the ritual's of athousand tribes.

AsYaqub listened to thistal gaunt man he redized he wasn't merely ahakim no matter how good and
powerful, but awanderer who had been many men in many places, afigure disguised in many robes, truly
avast and changeable spirit.

A genie?

Yesagenie, but that was before. Now he was aman with asickness.

Y aqub listened to his guest and watched his eyes. He nodded when the hakim ended.
You're desf?

Yes.

No matter. Anyone can be deaf or something dseand dl men are.

Only one other person has ever guessed that.

And heheard it too, just as| did, and of course hisnamewas aso Y aqub, wasn't it?
Y es, but why?

But why and why? repeated Y aqub happily. How could it be otherwise? When things are a certain way
that'sthe way they haveto be. But you're smiling now, hakim, and why isthat? How can aman who's
done nothing and been nowhere make you smile? And there was more to your wandering than just
wandering, wasn't there? All that time when you were pretending to be on ahg you wereredlly looking
for alost book, isn't it so? The ory of the gentle Persian girl wasin it but dso other things and that'swhy
you picked up so many jokes and riddles and scraps of rhymesin so many holy places. Admit it, because
you thought they were also part of the book.

Rhymes? asked the hakim. Jokes and riddles?
Ah I've caught you haven't 1? Now listen to meretdl your tale exactly as| heard it.

The little shepherd swelled himself up and began to hum. He rocked back and forth and whistled, spread
his short arms and clasped himsdlf, floated naked down the Tigris at night and swam the Red Seaand
penetrated Mecca and Medinaand tarried in Safad, walked twenty-five hundred milesto Timbuktu to
meet the other Y alqub and soaked hisfeet in Lake Chad coming and going, marched out of the Sinai
obliviousto two sunsets and three sunrises and plotted the passage of a secret comet in north Arabia,
conversed with an oily stationer and an ethered dedler in antiquities while composing three hundred
million wordsin a Jerusdem vault, acquired one empire and destroyed another and finally rode an
elephant to a pdace, findly sat down beside afountain in the palace to rest, finaly leaned back with a
small cup of coffeeto read the old new linesin the palm of his hand.

Do you see? said Yaqub. Isn't that how it was? Scraps from amagical book that's always being written?
Or was written once? Or will be written someday? Well | know al about that book, hakim. What? Of



course | do, I couldn't have been more than three or four years old when | first heard people talking
about it. But the point is, hakim, why go on looking for it when we can write it ourselves? Or better yet,
justtak it out in our old age? Why seek what can be lived? Could it be this very tent isthe palace
referred to in the tale? Don't the two of us know enough by now? An old man who's been nowhere, an
old man who's been everywhere? Between us dl the giftsand marvels, every one? Now admit it, hakim,
you like this hillsde don't you? Of course you do and that's why you're going to stay here. There must be
an Arab saying for that. What could it be?

The desire of the stranger isto his people, said the hakim. Speed the stranger home.

Y esyes, good, speed the stranger home, that'sit certainly. Y et it took you more than sixty years you say,
and that'swhy you smile now when you look around your new home. Well that'sjust one of Hislittle
riddles, where would the world be without afew riddles and scraps of rhymes? All solemn ceremony,
nothing but grave purpose. Anyway, how good you must feel to be with your people at last, to be home
at last. Surdly that's the greatest gift but one. No two.

And what arethey, Yaqub?

Thefirst isthe woman you love, the second is the child she gives you. But we don't have to think about
that because soon you will have both.

I will?

Of coursg, it'sin your eyes, nothing was ever clearer. Now just et metell my daughter we have aguest
for dinner, dl thistalk about faraway places has made me hungry. To find something at the end of the day
that's been lost, how sweet it is. But there you go again and not just smiling but laughing aswell. Why
laugh at aman just because he's never been anywhere or done anything? Therell be laughter enough
when people see us out walking, your head in the sky and mine on the ground. WEell look ridiculous
together and they'll laugh but no matter, it can't be helped since that's the way it's going to be.

What is, Yaqub?

What | glimpsed in your eyesjust now, why were you trying to hideit? Y our marriage to my daughter of
course. One year from now or less, ason. But why are you laughing athird time, o former hakim? Hadn't
you even read that in your lost book when | found you this afternoon? Didn't you know it was written
long ago thet this hillsdein the Y emen would one day be your home? That what you have been seeking
s0 long isthe peacefulness of this very tent?




PART TWO

-8

O'Sullivan Beare

We oursalves.

Somethirty years before the once great Generalissmo Wallenstein had become afugitive in the mists of
northern Bohemia, an Irish chieftain named O'Sullivan Beare was having his castle burned and his people
daughtered by the English in County Cork. He had no choice but to abandon hisland and go on the run,
which he did, from the south to the north of Ireland with one thousand of his people.

The month was January and the wegther was severe as usud. Armieswere in pursuit and the country
was starving as usud. O'Sullivan Beare marched two hundred milesin fifteen terrible days and arrived in
the north with only thirty-five survivors. After that heroic march the clan became famousin southwestern
Ireland, where they were alternately known as the O'Sullivan Foxes when sober and cunning and the
O'Sullivan Beares when drunk and blustering.

The bear and fox who would smuggle the first arms to the Haganah for Strongbow's son was born on
one of thetiny Aran Idandsthat lay to the west of the country, abarren windswept outpost in the Atlantic
S0 poor it had never been gifted with soil. Theidand had never supported a population of more than a
few hundred souls, yet over the centuries fully one hundred saints had been born there. No areaiin
Christendom had ever produced so many saints and it was generdly believed this was because the place
was so desolate its people had no choice but to be canonized or emigrate or stay drunk.

Or have large families, which they dso did in aundance. Seven or eight children was normd and fifteen
or twenty was not unknown, but Joe's family was unusua because he was one of thirty-three brothers,
the youngest, this enormous brood fathered by one poor fisherman who was himsdlf the seventh son of a
seventh son, which meant he had an infdlible gift of prophecy when moved to useit. Given thetraditiond
shyness of theidandersit wasn't surprisng he was so moved only when thoroughly drunk, which
happened exactly threetimes ayear, after mass on Christmas and Easter and June 14, the feast day of
theidand's patron saint.

On those days abarrel of stout was set in the corner of the room and al the men in the neighborhood
dropped in to dance and sing and tell tales, since Joe's father was the undisputed king of the idand, not
only because he had the gift but a so because he had thirty-three sons.

For young Joe there was magic in those speciad nights, the doings of the pookas and banshees and
especidly the little people, thetrooping dy fairies who were seldom seen but often experienced,
knee-high and dressed in bright green jackets and flat red hats and buckled shoes, mischievoudy passing
the agesfeasting and singing and holding their hurling matches brazenly on the strand. And then the doings
of his brothers around the world with hisfather's prophecies interspersed, supernatura eventsto ayoung
boy growing up on ableak and rainy dip of land in the Atlantic where the rest of the year was spent at
seain acanoe made of cowhide, fighting the cold wavesto lay miles of nets before daybreak.

Wondrous and specid eveningsfor young Joe until the most fateful of al prophecies arrived on that June



nightin 1914.

That evening hisfather had neither sung nor danced, in fact he hadn't even spoken. Instead he sat by the
hearth drinking and brooding until well after midnight.

Some of hisfriends made an effort a singing and dancing but nothing much came of it. The whole room
was waiting for the king's customary accounts of miracles past and future, and without them they didn't
know what to do. Y et till the king sat staring at the turf fire, downing his pints of stout and not saying a
word.

It was ominous. Thiswasn't the king'sway on aparty night. Finally sgnswere made around the roomin
desperation and the oldest man among them broke the silence with aquestion.

Joe, would something be bothering you then?

For along moment there was slence and then at |ast the king stirred. He muttered aword no one could
hear.

What's that, Joe?

Trouble. | see trouble ahead.

What kind of trouble, Joe?

War.

But wars are aways leaving or coming, Joe. What's that to us poor folk?
The king's face darkened. He prodded thefire.

Leaving or coming they are like the sea, but not like this one for me. In two weeks time, you see, aduke
isgoing to be shot in a place called Bosnia and they're going to use that as an excuse to make agreat
war. How great? Ten million dead and twenty million maimed, but that's not for me. What'sfor meisthat
seventeen of my sonsare going to fight and diein that war, onein every bloody army that makes up that

bloody war.

The silence deepened. The king took along drink of stout and everyone took the opportunity to do the
same. Theking gazed into his mug and dl the men in the room followed his example.

Terrible, whispered avoice.

Terrible? said the king. No they're men now and they can do what they want. What eats at this old heart
isthat not one of those seventeen sons of minewill diefighting for Ireland. Fight they will and bravely, die
they will too for seventeen countries and not one of them my own. | sent them out and that's fair, it'stheir
lifeto lead. But that's dso our people for you, everyone's cause but our own. Fill the mugs now. We
need adrink because | have something to say about this.

The men in the room quickly did so. Somberly they filed up to the barrel and filled their mugs and went
back to their seats. The king's mug was refilled and returned to his gnarled hand.

He sat by theturf fire staring at the floor. When he sipped they sipped, when he cleared histhroat they
cleared their throats. Prophecy was agift and couldn't be hurried. A man who was about to lose
seventeen sonsfighting in seventeen foreign armies had aright to weigh histhoughts. Still the question



escaped once again from someone.
What's to be done, Joe?
A dp. Sips across the room. Theking cleared histhroat, they did the same. Now was the moment.

What'sto be done? I'll tell you what's to be done. In two yearstime therell be an Easter rebellion, a
risng of the nation, and I'll have ason in that rebellion, one son fighting for Irdland, amerelad it'strue but
hell be there. So that's the full truth on this June 14th in 1914. I've had thirty-three sonsin my time and |
saved my namefor the last of them, and what will happen will be and that lad will do ashehasto and |
know what it is, and after that he's going to go on and become the King of Jerusalem for some reason.

Thelast words startled everyone in the room. Even the king's head jerked back in surprise.
Don't blaspheme, cautioned avoice.

And none intended. | have no ideawhy | said that. And now what's your name? he shouted suddenly to
hide his embarrassment, staring between the shoulders of hisfriends who crowded the room.

Everyone turned. They hadn't noticed the small dark boy huddled in acorner at the back, struck dumb as
aways by hisfather's oracular sessons. With dl eyes upon him he was afraid to spesk, but with his
father's eyes upon him he was even more afraid not to speak.

Joseph, he whispered.
Joseph what?
Joseph Enda Columbkille Kieran Kevin Brendan O'Sullivan Beare.

Saints of thisidand, answered hisfather, and that's my name too, saved for you so you can fight for
Ireland as | once did, two years hence in the rising. Now there's no need to swear by those saints, lad,
but we're going to raise amug to you for what's to come, that much we can do. And the evil eye be off
you and the little people be with you, and as your mother has taught you to say, If you haven't ashilling a
hapenny will do, and if you haven't ahapenny God blessyou.

Solemnly the men in the room raised their mugs and emptied them. In the corner young Joe, fourteen
yearsold, sood perfectly straight and terrified.

On Easter Monday in 1916 the rising came as predicted and the Irish revol utionaries managed to hold
the Dublin post office for several days. One of the few to escape from the post office was young Joe,
who then walked two hundred miles south to the mountains of County Cork, thereby reversing the route
of hisfamous ancestor.

What's to be done? he wondered as he walked. A man fighting aone needed distance from the enemy,
50 he decided to teach himself to use hisrifle a long range.

Therifleitsef was acurious antique, amodified 1851 U.S. cavary musketoon that had last seen service
with czarist dragoonsin the Crimean War. But Joe soon discovered that with its short thick barrd, its
heavy stock and enormous bullets, the musketoon could be used with extraordinary accuracy when fired
in the manner of ahowitzer, aimed in the air rather than at the target so the bulletstraversed ahigh arc
and struck from above.



For the next three years Joe practiced with his musketoon in the mountains mastering the trgjectories of a
howitzer, careful to let himsdf be seen only from far away. He moved at night and never dept in the same
place twice, a phantom figure in abright green jacket and buckled shoes and aflat red hat whom the
farmers of Cork, with their sure knowledge of pookas and banshees and trooping dy fairies, quite
naturally cameto refer to among themsalves as the biggest of the little people.

Then too he had to scavenge for food at night and that added to the legend. In the morning afarmer
would find achair in an outbuilding out of place and four or five potatoes missing.

He was here last night, the farmer would whisper to his neighbors, and of course no one had to be
reminded who he was. The neighbors would nod gravely, perhaps recalling asoft crack of thunder they
had heard in the distance at dawn.

In 1919 guerrillawarfare broke out and the English later sent in the Black and Tans, who roamed the
countryside looting and beating and spreading terror. Until he manifested himsdf and theterror in
southern Ireland was suddenly on the other side.

The pattern was dways the same. A band of Black and Tans galloping down aroad, alone farmer
running across hisfiedstrying to dodge their bullets. From far away asoft crack of thunder. Another and
another. Two or three Black and Tans tumbling to the ground, each with abullet wound in the top of his
head.

One day in western Cork, the next in eastern Cork. Thethird day near afishing village. The fourth day
far inland.

And the bullets dways striking from directly above asif fired from heaven. All at once the Black and
Tansfound themsalves facing divine intervention or at least adivison of éusive sharpshooters armed with
some secret new weapon. They refused to leave their barracks and he seemed to have won.

But the private war waged by the biggest of the little people couldn't last forever. When ballistic tests
proved the enemy was only one agile man armed with an old modified U.S. cavary musketoon, the
Black and Tans began ravaging the countryside with renewed vengeance. And theinformersinformed
and young Joe's hiding placesin the mountains disappeared.

Gone now were the bright green jacket and the flat red hat and the buckled shoes, gone the reassuring
soft cracks of thunder in the distance, gone the mysterious presence in southern Ireland, gone even the
old cavalry musketoon, buried now in the ruins of an abandoned churchyard along with the tiny hope that
someday he might return to reclaimiit.

It was Easter Monday again, four yearsto the day since therising, and young Joe sat in avacant lot ina
dum of the city of Cork passing hislast afternoon in Ireland. His trousers were worn with holes, hisbare
feet were blistered and what served as his shirt was alacework of ragstied together with string. Seagulls
screeched overhead. He blinked at the sky and sadly gazed back at the turf fire on thelittleidand in the
Atlantic where hisfather sat surrounded by the crowd of poor fishermen.

Jaysus, hewhispered, | just hate to disappoint but | haveto giveit up now. | can't runand | can't hide
and people are clubbed because of meand | can't help them, | only make it worse. Y ou know what
they're saying now? They're saying he's gone and it'strue, I'm lost to them.

Theroomful of men solemnly raised their mugsto him.



| know, he whispered, Jaysus | do know and I'd do anything rather than disappoint, I'd stay and stay if it
could do any good but it can't. | tried and it worked for awhile but the while's up and what | told you
just now, Jaysusit'sthe truth and I'm done, they've done mein, he's gone.

Heraised hishand in farewell and limped away from the vacant lot across a bridge and crawled down a
coabininto acdlar. There an ederly carter told him the plan for his escape was ready, adding that the
Black and Tans had tortured someone on the west coast and discovered their old enemy of the
musketoon was in Cork. By noon the next day they would arrive in force, sedl the city and begin the
search.

The Black and Tans arrived well before noon but till too late. Early that morning asmdll freighter had
sailed from the harbor with acargo of whiskey and potatoesfor the English garrison in Paestine. In
addition the freighter carried a dozen nuns bound on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.

The journey the nuns were about to make was exceptiond, for they were Poor Clareswho ordinarily
would never have been alowed out of their convent, let done out of the country. The cause of their going
was arequest for a pilgrimage made by areverend mother from aless strict order who had beenin
charge of the convent at the end of the eighteenth century, before the Poor Clares had acquired it. But
the Napoleonic wars had intervened and after that the convent changed hands.

Just what had happened to the request during the nineteenth century was uncertain. In any caseit
reappeared when the Vatican's files were reorganized at the end of the First World War, and thus one
hundred and twenty-five years later a decree suddenly arrived at the convent directing the reverend
mother to take eeven of her nuns on the pilgrimage.

The reverend mother was stunned. She wrote to her bishop, who was equaly stunned, but he could only
reply that an order from the Holy See was an order to be obeyed. Although it was incomprehensible, the
Holy Father must have had his reasons for sending Poor Clares on this fearful voyage.

The nuns were chosen on the basis of age and ranged from seventy to ninety yearsold. All were
unusudly tal savefor onewho was smal and dark with a shadow of what might have been newly shaved
hair abovethelip.

The Poor Clares weren't allowed to speak and the formalities on the wharf were handled by the bishop,
the nuns rustling their beads and fluttering in circles o that it was even difficult to count them. But their
excitement over visting the Holy Land after waiting a century and a quarter seemed reasonable enough to
the English officids, so their documents were processed quickly and they disappeared on board the
freighter in aflurry of swirling black habits.

The nunswere not seen again until the freighter docked in Jaffa. The dusty journey up through the hills
was made. The carriages approached New Gate and were soon surrounded by the usual crowds of
thieves and mastic-sellers and pilgrims spitting and cursing and praying as they squeezed into the narrow
aleys of commerce and paradise. Just outside the gate asmall dark man in a shabby Arab cloak and
Arab headgear was seen to cringe on one of the running boards, hand outstretched to beg.

But the policeman on duty at the gate was quick to give the beggar asolid blow on the head with his
baton, thereby reducing the Poor Claresto an even dozen and sending the biggest of the little people
gprawling across the cobblestones of Jerusalem.



Joe sguatted outside the entrance to the Franciscan enclave in the Old City still dressed asan Arab
beggar, whispering furtively in Gadlic when apriest came by, assuming a priest from any country other
than Ireland would mistake hiswords for some garbled Arab diadect

He spent aday at the main entrance and successive days outside the wine cdllar and the olive-oil press.
Famished by nightfdl, he dragged himself to the entrance of the bakery.

No one appeared at the door in the morning. Soon the sun was overhead. With the heat overcoming him
he dipped lower, into the gutter. Sometime during the afternoon he had a dream the door was opening.

We ourselves, hewhispered in Gadlic into the dirt, repeating the name of the Irish revolutionary party. In
his dream a shadow fell acrosshim.

What's that? said asoft voice, dso in Gadlic.
Love, the forgiving hand to victory, whispered Joe, repeating the legend of the O'Sullivan Beare clan.

Isthat s0? Isthat who you are, lad? But what ails you lying in a Jerusalem gutter dressed like that? Insde
with you before a policeman comes by.

Theold priest pulled him out of the dley into the cool depths of the bakery. He locked the door and
poured water over Joe, then stuffed his mouth with bread and watched him eat. When Joe was ableto
talk hetold hisstory, the old priest nodding his head vehemently at each new turn in the account.

Was your father in the Fenian movement? he said at the end.
That hewas, Father.

Wl so was| but the Church made me leaveit. Of the seven menin my cdl six were O'Sullivan Beares
named Joseph. Y our father might have been one of them. Anything specia for meto go on?

Prophecy.

Ahthat one, | knew him all right. He used to say he was going to have twenty or thirty sonsand |
admonished him to be happy with what God gave him. Happy | will be, he said, it'sjust that | aready
know. Well that'sfine for seventy years ago but what are we going to do now? Hereyou are aformer
terror of the Black and Tans wanted for patriotism and other heinous crimes, in English territory without
papers. Drop our lovely mother tongue and repeat after me. Yes | am English actually but | was born
with faulty vocal cords and multiple speech impediments.

Joe did so.
Atrocious, said the priest. That wouldn't even begin to fool an Arab.
We our sel ves? whispered Joe hopefully.

Not thistime, it'sjust not enough. WEIl need some help if you're not to be caught. Now st therewhile
stoke up the oven. I've been the baker here for sixty yearsand | do my best thinking at the oven, so you
stand I'll bake.

The old priest began kneading dough and baking loaves of bread that came out in variousirregular
shapes. One was clearly across and another had roughly the shape of Ireland. The third might have been
meant to represent the shape of the walls of the Old City, but the fourth was an unrecognizable ova
dightly angular at the top and more so at the ends. Before long the corners of the bakery were heaped



with bread.

What's that |oaf ? asked Joe.
Which one?

That corner there.

The Crimeaof course.

The priest turned back to the oven but al a once his cassock twirled and his sandal's dapped the stones.
He had broken into a dance.

But that's the answer, lad, why didn't | think of it? Y ou're the reason why | wasted that timein the army,
old Jo€'s son on the run's the reason.

The priest, dripping with sweet, renewed hislittle dance in front of the open oven door. Right there,
thought Joe, and at it Sixty years no less. Been doing it so long the brains have melted. Out of the gutter
but asfinished asever.

Which army wasthat, Father?

Her Mgesty'sown, what e'se. Before you jigs aformer officer of light cavary with several medasfrom
the dlies not to mention the Victoria Cross from hersdlf.

He was bouncing back and forth now dropping aloaf in the oven, now plucking one out. Hopeless,
thought Joe, totally melted. Sixty years of that could turn anyone's brains to bread.

TheVictoriaCrossyou say?

The very same, lad. Before | found my vocation | was so stupid | joined the army and off we went to the
Crimea, where some deluded ward of God ordered asuicida charge. My mount fell and brokeitsleg
and | couldn't keep up on foot, so it turned out | was one of the few survivors. That's right my boy, 1854
was the year in question and the English public was furious. The army had to find some heroeswho were
dill dive, that was me and in came the medals.

Joe shifted on his buttocks. His bottom hurt. Maybe that charge had been a disaster but sitting here was
adisaster too. The old priest danced across the room and dropped aribbon over his head. Joe stared
dumbly at the cross. Once he had seen one on an English officer before the Easter Rebellion.

That'sit and there you are, young Joe, an officia hero of Her Mgesty's forces and one of the few to
survive the charge of the Light Brigade. Two years after that piece of madnessin the Crimes, you see,
Her Reigning Presence decided to honor God and hersdlf by creating a new and highest honor for
Britannic valor on the battlefield, named for herself, this Victoria Cross we now see around your neck.
Her advisors naturaly agreed with that and suggested thefirst VC ever to be go to the most decorated
man presently in the forces. Who'sthat? asked VictoriaR. Right here on therolls, said the advisors,
checking, it appearsto be none other than the illustrious hero who was loaded with Sardinian and Turkish
and French medals only two years ago, our very own MacMael n mBo of Crimean fame. MacMadl
what? asked the queen, suddenly weary with the tasks of empire.

Theold priest smiled.

No matter. Presently she recovered and they were able to find the last sober Irishman in theidandsto
teach her how to pronounce the name and the ceremony was held and there | stood, first recipient of the



famous Victoria Cross. Well then afew years after that some worthy people established aretirement
charity in Jerusalem for veterans, the Home for Crimean War Heroes it's cdlled, and since there aren't
many of those veterans around by now as you'd imagine, heroic or not, the quarters are more than
gpacious. In fact you'll haveit practicaly to yoursalf. Commands a decent view of part of the Old City
and the bread's excellent, | bake it mysdlf. So, lad, I'll give you my old documents and that's that.

That'swhat? thought Joe. Were the old priest's brains melted or not? He was twenty and the Franciscan
must have been at least eighty-five.

Won't gpparent age be a problem then?

Not here, not in Jerusalem, answered the old priest merrily. Here young or old is about the same. Our
Holy City, everyones Holy City, isan odd place asyou'll cometo see, not an everyday commonplace
meatter.

We oursalves, said Joe.

Exactly, and just the three of usin on thetrick, you and me and God. And sometrick it was, choosing
those Poor Clares.

How'sthat, Father?

Thetrip. Thisdreadful journey the Poor Clares had to make over here seeing and being seen by dl
manner of creatures and smelling al smells known to the species. That's not their usua businessisit? Not
what they signed up for isit? No, direct intervention, that's what it was.

What?

Oh you wore a bright green jacket and buckled shoes and you set your flat red hat at a properly jaunty
angle, and you kept on the move as best you could but He knew trouble was coming and He said to
Himsdf, Thelad's going to have to get out of, Irdland and how's he going to do it?

Well naturally He took alook in thefiles of the Vatican, which iswhere He goes when dedling with
historical matters, and what does He find but an old request for some nunsto make a pilgrimage to the
Holy Land. Right you are, He saysto Himsdlf, that's the job. Who's ever going to suspect the terror of
the Black and Tans sneaking out of the country disguised as a Poor Clare when everybody knows Poor
Claresaren't even dlowed out of their convents? Who would even conceive of such athing? So after He
has Hislittle laugh He arranges for the document to be found and processed, and after one hundred and
twenty-five years the frightened Poor Clares do their duty and you're saved.

Father, | didn't redize any of it.

It'strue you didn't but there you haveit, said the old priest, who went dancing off into the corners of the
bakery collecting aloaf in each of the four shapes and proceeded to pile them in the fugitive'slap.



-O-
Ha Harun

They simply didn't have time to believe a man who had been born a thousand year s before Christ.
Whose mind, moreover, teemed with facts no one else had ever heard.

One afternoon after he had goneto live in the Home for Crimean War Heroes, O'Sullivan Beare was
wandering in the Modem Quarter when he found himself facing ablank wall at theend of an aley. Near
him awizened old Arab stood forlornly in adoorway. The Arab wore afaded yellow cloak and arusting
helmet tied in place with green ribbons. Unaware that anyone was there, the old man raised his cloak and
pissed weekly into the dley.

O'Sullivan Beare jJumped out of the way. The man'slegs seemed too spindly to support him. The heavy
helmet rolled when he moved and crashed down on his nose. After dropping his cloak he sighed,
readjusted the helmet and once more stared sadly ahead at nothing.

Just asthe baking priest said, thought Joe. He wasright as right about Jerusalem and here's another one
off in adifferent bog. He stepped back and saluted.

Beg pardon sir, could you tdl mewhat campaign the helmet'sfrom?

The old man was puzzled. He stirred and the decomposing metal released a shower of rust in hiseyes.
He wiped away histears and the hdimet went awry again.

What'sthat?

The hdmet. Which campaign might it be?

TheFirst Crusade.

Jaysus and that must have beenahard one. . .

The old Arab lowered hishead asif expecting ablow. He wept quietly.
Ridicule and defest, abuse and humiliation, 1've never expected anything else.
Oh no g, no insult intended.

The eyesdrifted in the direction of O'Sullivan Beare, the voice lessfar avay now.
What?'Y ou don't mean you believe mewhen | say | fought in the Crusades?
No reason not to.

Thereisnt? But no one has believed anything I've said for avery long time,
Sorry to hear that Sr.

Not for over two thousand years.

Dreadfully sorry gr.



And | wasn't on the Crusaders sde, | havetotel you that. | was defending my city against the invader.
| know how that is.

So naturdly | was on the losing side. When you're defending Jerusalem you're aways on thelosing sSide.
| know how that istoo. Terrible positionto bein sr.

The old Arab tried to focus his eyes more closdly.

See here, why do you keep caling me sir? No one's shown me any respect for centuries.

Because you're nobility and it's only proper.

The Arab made an effort to stand more erect, which he did for afew moments despite the arthritis
crippling his back. His face showed surprise and confusion and atiny hint of pride.

That was at least asfar back asthe reign of Ashurnasirpal. How did you guess?
Your eyesdir.

Itsgtill there?

Asdear asthelast muezzin.

The Arab |ooked even more surprised and also embarrassed.

Don't cal mesr, my name's Hgy Harun. Now pleasetell me why you believewhat | say instead of
beating mewhen | say it?

What esewould | be doing? Do you recognize this uniform?
No, I've never been too good with uniforms.

Well it's genuine Her Mgesty's Forces, 1854, and I'm only twenty years old but I'm ahero of that war,
here you behold the medals. And this specia one was given to me by VictoriaR hersdf dthough | was
only ayear old when she died. So there we are and that's Jerusalem for you in 1920, me back from the
Crimeaand you back from the Crusades, and as one veteran of the wars to another | thought 1'd look
you up.

The Arab studied the Victoria Cross. He smiled.

Y ou're Prester John, aren't you. | was sure you'd get to Jerusalem sooner or later and I've been waiting
for you. Please come right in so we can talk.

He disappeared through the doorway. For amoment Joe lingered in the alley undecided, but the sun was
hot and his uniform heavy, so he followed. Thefirgt thing he saw was what appeared to be a bronze
sundia setinto thewadll, alarge ornately-cast piece. Attached to it near the ceiling was aset of chimes.

From Baghdad, said Hg Harun, noticing him eyeing the sundia. Thefifth Abbasid caliphate. | used to
ded in antiquities before | dedicated mysdlf to defending the Holy City and lost everything | owned.

| see

It was a portable sundial once.



| see.
Monstroudly heavy but somehow it didn't seem to bother him. Heworeit on hiship.
Did he now. And who might that have been?

| can't remember his name. He rented my back room one afternoon to do some writing and gave me that
in appreciation.

Rented it for just one afternoon? | think that's al it was but he got agood dedl done anyway. Then he
packed up dl his papers and sent them by camel caravan down to Jaffawhere there was a ship waiting
to transport the caravan to Venice.

And why not, | say. In good wegther Venice would be anatura destination for acamel caravan.

Suddenly the chimes began to strike. They pedled twenty-four times, paused, pealed twenty-four times
again and once more. Joe fingered his Victoria Cross uneasily.

Jaysus they shouldn't be doing that now.
Doing what?

Striking off three daysjust like that.
Why not?

They just shouldn't that'sall, timéstime. Timeis, said Hg Harun airily. But the sun doesn't fal on the did
every day, sometimesit's cloudy and then the did hasto make up.

Ha Harun went over and sat in adecrepit barber's chair. Near the door was asmall pressfor squeezing
fruit with arotting pomegranate beside it. Next to the barber's chair was a stand holding a bottle of
murky water, apan for spitting in, an old toothbrush with flattened bristles and an empty tube of Czech
toothpaste. He picked at the moldy chair as he gloomily surveyed the room.

| went into the toothbrushing business at exactly the wrong time. Very few people find their way to the
end of thisalley and anyway, brushing teeth hasn't been the same since the war. Before the war you might
have donewell init, the Turkish soldiers had awful teeth. But since they left and the English soldiers came
it'sbeen hopeless. Their teeth are certainly just as bad but they won't let an Arab brush them.

Bloody imperidids.
They aso won't have them brushed in public. The Turks never minded but the English aren't the same.

Bloody hypocrites.

A wail rose down the dley. Hg Harun pulled his helmet down and braced himself. A moment later a
crowd of shrieking men and women burst into the shop and raced back and forth clawing at the air. The
Arab stared fixedly over their headstrying to maintain hisdignity, and in afew seconds the looters had
snatched up every movable object in the room and swept out the door. Gone were the pomegranate and
press and barber's chair with its equipment, even the empty tube of Czech toothpaste. Hgf Harun
moaned softly and shrank back againgt thewall, yellow and emaciated and haf dead from hunger.

Jaysus, who was that mob?

The Arab shuddered. He managed to wave his hand in resignation.



Mercantile eements of the citizenry, it's better to take no notice of them. They cometo raid me
sometimes. They want thingsto sell.

Bloody outrage.

There are worse. Look here.

He opened his mouth. Most of his teeth were gone and those that were |eft were broken off near the
gums

Rocks. They throw them at me.

Bloody shameful.

And these scars from their fingernails. They have very sharp fingernails.
Bloody terrible.

All true, but | suppose we have to accept certain troubles when going from Cecato Mecca. All the
women | ever married were dreadful.

Do you tell methat. Why did you marry them then?
That's so, but of coursethey didn't have an easy time of it either. Y ou know that don't you?

O'Sullivan Beare nodded and walked into the back room of the shop. After the assault by the mob of
Jerusalem mercantilists only two objects were |eft there, both far too heavy to move. He gazed at them

thoughtfully.

An antique Turkish safe about four feet high, narrow, shaped like afiling cabinet or an impregnable sentry
box.

A giant stone scarab about four feet long, ady smile carved into itsflat face.

Y ou know that don't you?
So much rust had falen into Hg Harun's eyes his cheeks were running with tears.

| mean of coursethey didn't have an easy time of it. Take my wife who was aBulgarian Greek. The
Greeks up there were educated and they aso had to serve as moneylenders because there were no
banks. The Bulgars could only sign their nameswith X, so every now and then they came around and
massacred the Greeks to cancel their debts and cheer themsalves up. My wife's family escaped during
the massacre of 1910 and when they findly arrived in Jerusalem they were destitute, so you can't blame
her for taking al my plates and cups and pots when she left me.

Joe studied the iron safe more closdly. Why wasit so tall and thin?

Then another of my wiveswas born in the deserted city of Golcondawhich used to be famousfor its
diamond trade, but it's been deserted since the seventeenth century and that's not a pleasant memory to
have either, to come from atotaly deserted city | mean. So look here, no wonder she wanted to have
the security of some furniture and carpets and took al of mine when sheleft. Y ou can see that can't you?

Joe rapped the antique safe. The muffled echoeswere out of al proportion to the size of the safe. Hg



Harun was roaming around and around the bare walls.

Still another wife was the daughter of atwelfth-century Persian poet whose song told of a pilgrimage
made by aflock of birdsin search of their king. Since the pilgrimage was over water most of the birds
died, and when the survivors finally reached the palace behind the seven seas what did they discover but
that each of them was actudly the king. So see here, given afather who saw thingsthat way it's not
surprising shetook al my vases and lamps. Naturaly she wanted to surround hersaf with flowersand

light

Joe got down on his knees and rapped the safe more loudly. The reverberations were uncanny. Deep
hollow echoes boomed up into the room. Something was going on here that he didn't understand.

Why do you wear aydlow cloak?

It was bright yellow when it was new but that was seven hundred years ago and since then it's faded.
Do you tel me so. But why yelow?

There must have been areason but | can't recdl it at the moment. Can you?

Joe shook his head. He gtill needed time to think.

What'sthat cord in the corner?

| had an dectric light once but adog was dways sneaking in behind my back and biting thewire. He
liked the shocks. Finally it was so full of holes| had to go back to using acandle. Did you know |
discovered acomet no one else has ever heard of ?

Did I?No| didn't. Tdl me about it.

Well | knew it had to exist because of certain eventsin the lives of Moses and Nebuchadnezzar and
Christ and Mohammed. | knew there had to be an explanation for al those odd things happening in the
sky so | went to my copy of the Thousand and One Nights and was able to date it from some of the
€pisodes.

Good, very sound. What's the cycle of your comet then?

Six hundred and sixteen years. It's been over five times since I've been in Jerusalem athough the first four
times| didn't know it, and | ill don't know what happened in 1228 that was so important. Do you?

No, but | haven't studied the records for that year closdly.

Nor havel asfar as| know. Anyway thelast time | saw it wasin the desert on my annua hg. | met a
dervish in aplace where no man should have been and the strange light thrown by the comet'stail made
him look seven and ahalf feet tal. It playstricks, that comet.

Comet tricks, muttered Joe, as he continued noisily sounding the safe. Now he was sure of it. The echoes
rose from deep in the ground.

He |eft the safe and went over to examine the giant stone scarab in another corner of the back room.
Why wasit smiling in such a cunning way? He thumped its broad nose. He rapped hisway down its
back.

Y es hewas sure of that too. The massive stone beetle was hollow. He sat down with the flat nose
between his legs and began besting the nose with hisfists, rapping out arhythm. Hg Harun had stopped



infront of abarewall to adjust his helmet in anonexistent mirror. The noise startled him and he peered
toward the dley.

What's that out there?

Not out there, in here. I'm riding the scarab. It's hollow isn't it?

Ohjust thescarab. Yesitis.

There's a secret |atch hidden somewhere?

Inthe nodtrils. A combination of laiches, very clever. Built for smuggling.
What?

Mummies and bones. The Romans had gtrict sanitation codes and wouldn't alow dead bodiesto be
trangported from one province to another. But the Egyptian traders here would pay well to have their
mummies smuggled home when they died and the Jewish tradersin Alexandriawould aso pay well to
have their bones brought back here. An Armenian made quite abit of money out of that trade. | must
have bought it from him when he retired.

Ever useit yoursdf?
Not for smuggling but for something else. What wasiit?
Ha Harun backed away from the empty wall and gazed at the crumbling plaster.

| seem to remember taking napsin it. Isthat possible? Why would | have done that? Age. My memory's
going, dl the years dide together. Now when were those naps, under the Mameukes? | had thefdling
scknessthen, at least | think it was then, and that might have been areason for crawling insde the scarab
and curling up there. But no, it must have been earlier. | aso seemto recal bumping my head so that |
was parayzed from the neck up for awhile. When? Under the Crusaders?

His voice was doubtful, then suddenly he smiled.

Y esthat'sit exactly. Those knights were aways clanking around in their armor so | used the scarab for
my sestas. It wasthe only quiet place | could find.

Stll as ill as stone, said Joe, who climbed off the scarab and went over to examine the mysterious safe
once more.

Noisy days, said Hg Harun, hismemory suddenly jarred into place by the prospect of a pageant of
Crusaders banging their swords on the cobblestones.

Noisy but not the worst. When the Assyrianstook the city they put rings through the lips of the survivors
and led them away as daves, everyone except our leaders, who were blinded and |eft behind in the
deserted ruinsto starve.

The Romans thought the people in the city were swallowing jewels, so they cut open ssomachs and dit
intestines but al they found was worn leather. The famine was so bad during the siege we had been
edting our sanddls.

The Crusaderskilled about a hundred thousand and the Romans amogt five hundred thousand. The



Babylonians murdered less than the Assyrians but blinded more. The Ptolemies and the Seleucids also
murdered on asmdler scale, as did the Byzantines and Mamelukes and Turks, generdly speaking just
the religious leaders and anyone who was educated. Naturaly the people were made to change the
churches into mosques and destroy the synagogues, or change the mosgues into churches and destroy
the synagogues, depending on the new conqueror. What came after that? Where was 1? Oh yes, my last
wife came after that.

Joe drummed loudly on the safe. The swelling echoes shook the walls of the empty shop.

She was the one who took what | had left, my books. Shewasafailurein life you see, and being an
Arab the only explanation was that someone had betrayed her. There had to be atraitor in the house and
who esewasin the house but me?

Hag Harun sighed and straightened his helmet, which fell forward with anew rain of rust. The tears began
running agan.

But you have to remember | ill wore socks in those days and the socks were always wet becauise my
feet were dways wet, and wet feet aren't pleasant in bed. She put up with it for atimeand | don't deny it.

Where doesit |ead? asked Joe quietly.
Always having wet feet?

No, the shaft below the safe. It isabottomless safe, isn't it?
Wl not really. Deep but not bottomless.
How deep?

Right here about fifty feet

And there's aladder?

Yes

Towhere?

A tunnd that leadsto the caverns.

How deep are the caverns?

Hundreds of feet? Thousands of feet?

Joe whistled softly. He sat down beside the safe and pressed his ear to theiron door. Far away awind
hummed. Hg Harun was retying the green ribbons under his chin.

What's down there?
Jerusalem. The OId City | mean.

Joelooked out &t the dley. A lean cat was sneaking in front of the shop with some kind of wire clamped
between itsteeth.

Isn't that Jerusalem out there? The Old City | mean?

One of them.



And down below?

Theother Old Cities.

O'Sullivan Beare whitled very softly.
How's that now?

Wil Jerusdem has been continualy destroyed, hasn't it. | mean it's been more or less destroyed severd
hundred times and utterly destroyed at |east afew dozen times, say a dozen times that we know of since
Nebuchadnezzar and before that another dozen times that we don't know of. And being on top of a
mountain no one ever bothered to dig away the ruinswhen it was rebuilt, so the mountain has grown. Do
you see?

So | do. And down there where your ladder goes?
What's always been there. A dozen Old Cities. Two dozen Old Cities.
With some of their treasures and monuments till?

Some. Thingsthat are buried tend to be overlooked, and then in time they're forgotten atogether. Look
here, in my lifetime I've seen agrest many things forgotten, the dentsin my helmet for example. Does
anyone remember how | got those dents?

The wizened Arab paced aimlesdy around the room.
Jaysus, thought Joe. Hgy Harun's ladder. We are descending.

Being anative of the city, which had aways been thronged with conquerors or pilgrims, Hg Harun had
quite naturally spent most of hislifein the service trades. During the Hebrew era he had begun his career
by raising caves and later lambs. Under the Assyrians he was a stonecarver speciaizing in winged lions.
He was alandscape gardener under the Babylonians and atentmaker under the Persians.

When the Greeks were in power he ran an dl-night grocery store and when the Maccabees werein
power he poured candles. During the Roman occupation he was awaiter.

For the Byzantines he painted ikons, for the Arabs he sawed cushions, for the Egyptians he cut stones
again but thistime with emphasis on square blocks. He was a masseur for rheumatic allments during the
Crusader occupations, shoed horses for the Mame ukes and distributed hashish and goats for the
Ottoman Turks. In the beginning he had aso spent intervals as a sorcerer and prophet and in theless
demanding field of generd medicine.

To succeed in sorcery he had shaved hishead and had his credentials engraved on his skull with astylus,
S0 that in moments of crisis he could ask that his head be shaved and thereby prove his authenticity.

Asaprophet he didn't wear a collar and have himself led around on arope from customer to customer
as was the common practice, preferring instead to St in the bazaar shouting unsolicited warningsto

passersby.

In medicine he dedlt entirely with the pasty residue of aplant with star-shaped flowers known as
Jerusdem cherry, aform of nightshade. These mixtures he prepared by mashing them on thefilthy
cobblestones around Damascus Gate, where he was frequently seen down on his hands and knees, doing



aland of dance to escape the feet of the crowds.

He also used amore potent juice from the wilted leaves of deadly nightshade, an effective narcotic which
also0 caused severe vomiting. Thisleft Hg Harun weak most of the time, since by necessity he had to take
his own cures severa timesaday. To give some substance to his vomit he consumed large bowls of

mush made from Jerusalem artichokes.

During that period he till had the ability to address dl men in their own tongues even when he himself
didn't understand the language, a great advantage in Jerusalem. In this manner he soon acquired a
reputation for being able to transform aloquat or ajackass or even the unintelligible cries of hawkersinto
astonishing portents of grandiose events.

In the course of time he had been known by many names he couldn't now remember, but after hisfirst
haj in the eighth century he had permanently taken the name Aaron, or Harun as the Arabs pronounced
it, in honor of Harun a-Rashid who figured so prominently in the tales he loved above dl others, the
Thousand and One Nights. It was also after hisfirst hg that he had dedicated himself to defending
Jerusalem and its past and future inhabitants againgt al enemies. Y et despite hisgood intentions he had to
admit his accomplishments remained vague.

Perhaps, as he said, because such atask is both immense and perpetua. Am | making myself clear?
Not quite, replied Joe dizzily. Could you bejust alittle more specific?

Ha Harun looked embarrassed.

| doubt it but I'll try. What about?

Oh 1 don't know. How about that time when you were practicing medicine. That's agood profession,
why did you giveit up?

Had to. The market for deadly nightshade disappeared overnight.
Why?

Someone started arumor that wiped out the business. Y ou see most of it was bought by women to
enlarge the pupils of their eyes, to make them more beautiful. Well ayoung man whosewifewasa
customer of mine cameto confide in me. They'd only been married ashort time and it seems she wouldn't
take him in the mouth. She thought it was unnatura or unsanitary or both. So | advised him.

What advice for such aproblem?

| told himto tell her it was perfectly natural and sanitary and furthermore there was no better substancein
the world for instantly enlarging the pupils of the eyes. For best results, | said, the dosage should be
repeated every few hours. It was only alittlelieto help their marriage you see, or maybeit wasn't alieat
al. Maybe it works, who knows. Do you know?

Itistruethat | do not. What subsequent developmentsin the matter?

Wil hetold her dl that and she asked me, as her physician, if it wastrue and | said it was, and after that
her husband went around looking so happily exhausted his friends began to wonder what was going on
and asked him.

And?



And hetold them, and they told their friends, and overnight al the men in Jerusalem were looking happily
exhausted and | couldn't sell any more deadly nightshade because the women were getting too much of
the other substance.

So the rumor that drove you out of business was started by yourself?

Hag Harun moved hisfeet uneesly.

It seems so.

Not exactly the way to maintain yoursdf in aprofessonisit, would you say?

No | guess not but look at it the other way. Didn't | help to make alot of marriages happier?
Agreed, that help you must have been. Well what dse?

What e sewhat?

What else can you be specific about?

Let'ssee. Did you know that when the bedouin are starving they cut open the vein of ahorse, drink a
little and close the vein? | learned that on ahg.

| did not know it. And if they're horseless?
They make the camel vomit and drink that.
| see. | won't ask about camel-less days.

And that bedouin girlswear clusters of clovesin their noses? That they paint the whites of their eyes
blue? That the hills around Kheybar are of volcanic origin?1 learned al that on different hgjes.

| see. Where'sthat?

A hgi? Where doesit lead you mean?

No, the place with the surrounding hills and so forth.

Oh that's near the great divide of the wadis of northern Arabia.
Good. What else?

Well oncel supplied an Armenian antiquities dealer with some parchment that was fifteen hundred years
old.

Had some left over did you?
| did. Inthe caverns. In agrave down there. | don't know why, do you?

Could you have been thinking of writing your memoirsfifteen hundred yearsago and laid in aburid stash
justin case?

It's possible, anything is. Anyway he was very desperate to get his hands on it. But you know, he wasn't
redly an antiquitiesdeder at dl.

No, not at al. He spent dl histime practicing penmanship, learning to write with both hands, | used to go



and talk with him sometimes. And you know he wasn't really Armenian either. We spoke Aramaic
together.

What's that?

The language that was used in Jerusalem two thousand years ago. And now that | think of it, that's
probably the only time I've used it Snce then.

And very sensible too, taking advantage of the opportunity | mean. Probably non-Armenianswho write
with both hands and speak Aramaic don't turn up that often, not even in Jerusdlem.

Ha Harun stirred. He frowned.

That'strue. Y ou know | didn't see him for seven years after that, not until he wandered into my shop one
morning looking like aghost. Y ou've never seen aman so dusty. And his nose gone and one ear faling
off and abundle under hisarm.

Hard timesin the desert, you think?

It would seem s0. He said something about having been in the Sinai and talking to a blind mole down
there but it wasn't clear at dl, | couldn't make any sense out of it. Hewaslost, poor man, he couldn't
even find hisway around Jerusalem. He begged me to lead him to the Armenian Quarter, to the
basement hole where he used to live there, so | did.

Excellent. What event occurring thereby?

Noneredlly. He began digging in the basement and dug down afew feet until he cameto an old unused
cigern. Then he put the bundle hed been carrying in the cistern and filled up the hole. Why did he do
that? Do you know?

Not at the moment but fresh ideas are dways coming to me.

Y ou see hedidn't redize | wasthere, he seemed to have lost hold by then. He was muttering al thetime
and passing hishand over hiseyesasif he were trying to wipe something away.

Muittering, losing hold, do you tell me so. Well that's agood onetoo. Isthere anything else now?
Only those two discoveries | made asachild.

Only two you say?

Thefirg had to do with balls.

Paying kind?

Weél, my own.

Ohl see.

Yes When | wasalittlefellow | dways thought they were for storing piss. Looking at them it seemed
reasonable enough, but then when | was alittle older it turned out to be not that way at al.

That'strue, it didn't. What second and fina discovery?

That women and even emperorstook shitsjust like | did. Once aday more or lesswith the same



explosions and gases.
A curious propostion.

Yes. Very. It took me at least ayear to get used to the idea and you know how long ayear can be when
you're achild. Doesnt it often seem like forever?

Forever, true. Often.
Y ou know how | made those two discoveries?
Not precisely | believe.

Wl it was from ablind storyteller who was chanting beside the road while an imbecile wrote down what
he said. They were adult storiesand | shouldn't have been listening but | was. | was very young then.

| see

Y es, added Hg) Harun wanly. But isn't it true we were dl young and innocent once?

By far the mogt driking influence on Hg Harun's early years was his birthmark, an impressive
phenomenon that had long been dormant and now appeared only on rare occasions.

This birthmark was an irregular shade of faded purple that began above hisleft eye, gathered momentum
around his nose, cascaded down his neck and swirled intermittently over hisentire body in arestless
proclamation of stops and starts, tentative here and emphatic there, now lashing out boldly and now
retreating, lapsing and flowing by turns asit swung across hisloins and drifted down one leg or the other
to vanish near an ankle in the manner of amap of some fabulousland of antiquity, Atlantis perhaps or the
unknown empire of the Chadeans, or the known but constantly shifting empire of the Medes.

When the purple pattern had still been largely visible there were those who professed to seeinit a
genera layout of the streets of Ur before that city had been silted over by the primordial flood. To others
it offered indistinct cluesto the essentid military strongpoints throughout the Tigris and Euphrates valeys,
while gill others claimed it was an accurate diagram of the casesinthe Sina.

In any case the birthmark drew attention to Hgj Harun early in his career. By thetime of thefirst Isaiah he
was awdl-known figure in Jerusalem, varioudly respected or held in awe by men of many racesand
creeds.

But during the Persian occupation achange setin.

Hewas no longer considered totdly reliable by ether natives or foreigners, and when Alexander stopped
off on hisway to India, Hg Harun was dready viewed as an obscure oddity, despite the fact that he had
lived in the city much longer than anyone e se. Certain disreputable soothsayers still sought hisadvicein
private, but even they had to be mindful of public opinion and ignore him in the street.

Once begun the erosion was rapid. Hg Harun's confidence in himself steadily declined. Helost his
forthright habits of speech and with them hisfearless presentations. Well before the Roman erano onein
Jerusalem took him serioudy. By then he had aready seen too many peoples come and go and witnessed
too many eras erupting and ending. He had amuddled way of lumping al eventstogether asif they had
occurred yesterday, and when strangers happened to make the mistake of listening to him they were sent
reding in dl directions, reality changing before their eyes as swiftly asthe borders of the purple landscape



that curled around hisfrail body.

Therefore from about the time of Christ therewas atota eclipsein Hgy Harun's credibility. The
inhabitants of Jerusalem were forever piling new walls and gates and temples and churches and mosques
on the ruins of the past, forever covering the old rubble with new bazaars and gardens and courtyards,
forever massing and rearing new structures.

They were busy and they smply didn't have time to believe aman who had been born athousand years
before Christ. Whose mind, moreover, teemed with facts no one else had ever heard.




-10-
The Scarab

An Egyptian stone beetle and great secret scarab stuffed with the first arms for the future Jewish
underground army.

Nearly three thousand years later in 1920, young O'Sullivan Beare was far from being ready to retire. As
soon as he entered the Home for Crimean War Heroes he began to scheme, looking for ways to make
money, hinting in various Arab coffee shops that he had extensive experiencein illegd affairs. Beforelong
aman of indeterminate nationdity gpproached him.

Smuggling arms? He nodded. He described hisfour years on the run in southern Ireland and the man
seemed impressed. From where to where? Congtantinople to here. For whom? The Haganah. What's
that? The future Jewish underground army. Whao'sit going to fight, the English? If necessary. Good,

bloody English.

You'l have the honor of bringing them their first weapons, added the man. If the money isright, thought
Joe.

Money. He remembered Hg Harun's lost treasure map, which he was sure existed. The old Arab had
referred to it only in passing as the story of my life, but Joe had been too intrigued to let the matter rest
there.

Y ou wrote it down? he'd asked Hgl Harun.

The old Arab had waved hisarmsin circles. He couldn't remember whether he had or not but to Joe the
implication was that he had and later lost or misplaced it, thisred or secret history of the richesheld
discovered in the caverns beneath Jerusdem, in the Old Cities held explored down there and then mixed
up in hismind with talesfrom the Thousand and One Nights and the other fancies that obsessed him, a
detailed guide to the incal culable wedlth brought to Jerusdem over the millenniaby conquerors and pious
fandics.

He'd pressed Hg) Harun about it.

Areyou sure you don't have any ideawhat you could have donewith it?
With what?

The gory of your life.

Hag Harun had shrugged helplessly and wrung his hands, certainly wanting to please his new friend by
recalling this or anything e se yet smply unable to, hismemory dipping ashe said and theyearsdl diding
together, pumping hisarmsin circles and sadly admitting he just couldn't be sure, just couldn't say, the
past was too confusing.

Was heforgiven? Were he and Prester John till friends?

That they were, Joe had answered, nothing changed that. But the treasure map had never left hismind
and now he wondered whether to mention it to his new employer, who seemed to know a good desl
about Jerusalem. Why not chanceit? Carefully, without enthusiasm, he asked the man if he had ever



heard of adocument that supposedly included three thousand years of Jerusalem’s history, written by a
madman and worthless, thought to have disappeared not too long ago.

The man studied him curioudy. Was he referring to the myth of an origind Sinal Bible? An origind
verson totaly unlike the forgery later bought by the czar?

The czar. Even the czar had been after it. So eager to get his hands on the map he'd been going
around snapping up forgeries.

That'sit. What do they say happened to it?

Supposedly it was buried. But no one has ever seen it and of courseit'sal nonsense, the fabrication of a
demented mind.

Demented certainly, nonsense of course, buried assuredly. Hgf Harun unlocking his antique safe one
evening and putting afoot on the ladder, ashort time later padding steathily away down atunnd fifty feet
below the ground for along private night in the caverns.

What do they say wasin it exactly?
The man smiled. That'sthe point. Supposedly everythingisinit

Everything. Persian palaces and Babylonian tiaras and Crusader caches, Mameluke plunder and
Sdleucid gold. A map so vauable the czar had been willing to trade hisempirefor it

When do they say it was buried?
Inthe last century.

Y esthat would be right, Hg Harun would still have had hiswits about him then. Hed have written it and
hidden it and then forgotten where he'd hidden it when he was seized by the idea of hisholy misson. He
saw the old man stumbling around the walls of hisempty shop staring into corners. Mission to where?
The moon. Residence? Lunacy. Occupation? Lunatic.

Jaysusthat was his Hgj Harun al right. Explorer of secret caverns and discoverer of two dozen Old
Cities, mapmaker of the centuries, the former King of Jerusalem now reduced to peering at blank walls
and absentmindedly adjusting his helmet, which released ashower of rust tofill his eyeswith tears and
blur the figure hed hoped to seein his nonexistent mirror.

The man on the other side of the table was talking about routes from Constantinople. Trails, roads, paths,
English border posts and sentries, defilesto be crossed at night. Joe held up his hand.

Here now, aren't we talking about the first arms ever to be smuggled to the Haganah? What's an
everyday wagon with afase bottom doing on such an occasion? Figsfor cover? | have abetter idea.
Therésagiant stone scarab | happen to know about, hollow inside so that it could hold alot. A scarab, |
sad. A giant Egyptian stone scarab.

The man gazed a him. Joe lowered hisvoice.

Pictureit now. From the heart of the enemy's camp a huge beetle inches across an ancient parched
homeland one day to befertile again. A relentless scarab cregping forward, an Egyptian scarab as patient
and hard as stone because it is stone as still stone. A scarab as old as the pyramids, as determined as the
people who will now escape those pyramids, agiant stone scarab scaling the dopes of the mountain to
reach Jerusdem at last in thefirst light of anew day, an Egyptian stone beetle and great secret scarab



suffed with the first armsfor the future Jewish underground army.

O'Sullivan Beare leaned back and smiled, suspecting this man Stern might pay him well.

He had the baking priest's papers and Stern'sinstructions, now all he had to do was get Hg) Harun to
agreeto thetrip, since there was no hope of parting him from the scarab. Thismorning, he said, |
overheard someone mention aman named Sinbad. Who is he anyway? A local trader?

Ha Harun abruptly stopped pacing dong thewalls.
A local trader? Do you mean you've never heard of Sinbad's mighty adventures?
No. What were they then?

Ha Harun took a deep bresath and launched into a headlong account. Twenty minutes passed before the
sundia chimes struck, causing him to pause.

Midnight though the sun's out, said Joe. When wasthe last time you went to sea?
Hg Harun's hands hung in midair.

What?

Tosea

Whao?

Y ou yourself.

Me?

Yes.

Hag Harun lowered his head in embarrassment

But I've never been to sea. I've never |eft Jerusalem except to make my annud hg.
The hell you say. Sinbad did al that and you've never been to sea even once?

Hag Harun covered hisface, overwhelmed by the pathetic failure of hislife. His hands shook, hisvoice
quivered.

It'strue. How can | ever make up for it?
Why well make atrip of course. Well follow resolutely in the wake of Sinbad.
| can't. | can't leave my treasures unprotected.

No need to. No one can make off with the safe, it'stoo heavy or too deeply rooted or both. Y our helmet
you can wear, Sinbad probably wore one himsdlf. And the scarab well take with us.

Wewill?Would aship cgptain dlow it?

Well tel himit's cargo. Well say we'rein the antiquities business and were lugging it to Congtantinople



to sell for somelighter pieces. Hell understand. Who wants to own something that heavy? Then when we
come back well say we couldn't get aproper pricefor it, al neat and tidy and no one suspecting athing.
What do you say?

Ha Harun smiled dreamily.
Resolutely in the wake of Sinbad? After dl these years?

The same afternoon the sea voyage was proposed Hg Harun noticed something that bewildered him. All
at once his new friend had begun to refer to his past asaBible. More specifically hecdled it the Sinai
Bible

What did it mean? Why was his past aBibleto hisfriend and what did it have to do with the Sinai? Was
he being accepted as Moses spiritual companion and brother in the wilderness because his name was
Aaon?

He pondered the problem as best he could and kept returning to Moses. After forty years of wandering
Moses had arrived somewhere, and athough he had been wandering about seventy-five timesthat long
he hadn't gotten anywhere a al yet. But in the near future? Did hisfriend have faith in the eventua
success of hismission? Wasthat what he was saying?

Ha Harun peeked shyly at the crumbling plaster in his nonexistent mirror. He straightened his helmet.

Weasit blasphemous? Should he accept this new information as he had accepted so many apparently
incomprehensible truths over the centuries?

Humbly he agreed it was his duty. His friend was ingstent and he couldn't turn away from factsjust
because they seemed unlikely. Facts had to be believed. Although he had never suspected it until this
moment, he, Hg Harun, was the secret author of the Sinai Bible.

And once having accepted it asfact he easly fitted it into his background. That very evening he was
referring to the Sinai Bible as hisdiary, an account of adventures recorded in the course of a Jerusdlem
winter during some earlier epoch of hislife,

By epoch you mean the last century? asked O'Sullivan Beare.

Ha Harun smiled, he nodded. He couldn't quite recall why he had written down what he had, but
probably it had been to passthe time and forget the icy draftsin the cavernswhere it waslikely he had
been living then.

Why thislikelihood? asked O'Sullivan Beare.

Ha Harun looked doubtful, then laughed.

Because the caverns have been my winter residence asfar back as| can remember.

They have? Then you admit the Sinal Bible dedls soldly with what you found in the caverns?

Ohyesindeed, answered the old man grandly. Didn't you know that's been my routine for sometime
now? Wandering around the Judean hillsin the summer enjoying the sunshine, back to my shop and the
sreets of the Old City for the brisk clear air of autumn, the caverns of the past in winter and ahgj inthe
oring? I've kept to that schedule for millenniaand why not? What could be more exhilarating?



The morning they were due to leave O'Sullivan Beare was locking up the safe when he noticed asmdll
piece of paper caught in a crevice at the back. He pulled it out and passed it to Hg) Harun.

A reminder you wrote yourself before the Crusaders arrived?
Not mine. It'saletter in French.

Canyou read it?

Of course.

Well who'sit to then?

Someone named Strongbow.

Bloody myth, muttered O'Sullivan Beare, who had heard stories about the nineteenth-century explorer in
the Home for Crimean War Heroes. Never existed. Couldn't. No Englishman was ever that daft. What's

it say?

It thanks this man Strongbow for a present he sent across the Saharain honor of aspecia occasion.
Wheat's the present?

A pipe of Calvados.

All that way and only apint?

No, pipe, akind of measurement | believe. About one hundred and fifty gallons. Say about seven
hundred bottles.

And why not, might aswell say that as anything €l se. What's the special occason?

Thebirth of hisnine hundredth child.

Do you say s0. Whose nine hundredth child?

The man who wrote the | etter.

How'shesgn himsdf?

Father Y akouba.

Oh| see, apriest. Where's he writing from?

Timbuktu.

What?

That'sdl there is except the number on the letter. They must have had alarge correspondence.
Why thisopinion?

The number isfour thousand and something. The script isfaded there.

Well Jaysusit should be. A priest fathering nine hundred children? Seven hundred bottles of Calvados



marching to Timbuktu? Four thousand |etters each way? What's the date on it?
Midsummer night, 1840.

What were you doing then?

Ha Harun looked puzzled.

Never mind. At least you weren't tramping around the Sahara boiling your brainsin the sun. Come on,
here comesthe cart for the scarab.

Sinbad's hour arrived. In Jaffathey boarded a Greek caique and a course was set for southern Turkey.
Hag Harun was sick from the beginning, unable to go below decks because of the engine fumesand
unable to keep his ba ance topside because he was so weak from vomiting. He was afraid the waves
would wash him overboard and eventudly O'Sullivan Beare had to lash him to the gunwale besde the
scarab to kegp him from tumbling around and hurting himself.

The Irishman crouched astride the scarab holding itsropeslikereins, riding it backward to
Congtantinople. The boat pitched violently. As each new wave broke over the bow Hg Harun clenched
hisjaw and closed his eyes. The waves smashed down, his body writhed, a stream of water shot out of
hismouth.

How many? shouted O'Sullivan Beare.
How many what? groaned Hgj Harun. Like | said, how many others know about the Sinai Bible?

The bow of the boat sank out of Sght, awall of water loomed in the sky. Hg Harun pressed himsdlf
againg the gunwae in terror. The sea swept over them with aroar and the boat began to climb.

What did you say?

Two or three.

That'sdl?

At any given moment, but after all we're talking about three thousand years of moments.
Jaysus.

Ha Harun screamed. A new wave rose mgjestically. Hgj Harun turned his head.

How many doesthat add up to al together then?

Tweve?

Only twelve?

Moreor less.

But that'snothing at dl.

| know it's nothing. Could the number have something to do with the moon or the tribes of Israel?

Areyou sure only twelve more or less?



Ha Harun wanted to be brave. If he had been standing on solid ground in Jerusalem he would have
straightened his shoulders at least alittle and pushed back his helmet and fixed his gaze on the domes and
towers and minarets of hisbeloved city. But here he was helpless.

Y es, he whispered, trembling and ashamed. Then once again he tried to be hopeful as he had by invoking
and digning himsdf with the twelve tribes and the moon.

Theres an old saying that there are only forty people in the world and we get to know only a dozen of
theminour lifetime. Might that explain it?

O'Sullivan Beare nodded solemnly asif weighing thisinformation. It might explain the moon and lunacy
but not much dse.

I've heard that saying, he shouted, but doesit apply to alife aslong asyours? | mean if you've lived three
thousand years how can so few people have known you?

Not quite three thousand, whispered Hg Harun. I'm sixteen years short of that.

All right, not quite three thousand. Now who are these dozen people? Emirs and patriarchs? Chief
rabbis? Princes of the church? People like that?

Oh no, whispered Hgy Harun.
Wel who?

Do you remember that man who walks back and forth on the top of the steps that |ead down to the crypt
inthe church?

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre? The one who never stops? The one who's dways muttering to
himself? The man you said has been doing that for the last two thousand years?

Y esthat'shim. Well he believesme. Or &t least he didn't beat me when | told him abouit it.
Did he stop walking back and forth?

No.

Stop muttering to himself?

No.

Did he even look at you?

Hg Harun sghed. No.

All right, who esethen?

There was a cobbler once. | went into his cubbyhole and told him about it and he didn't beat me elther.
Where was that?

Somewherein the Old City.

Where?

| can't quite recdll.



When?

| don't remember.

Who else?

| can't think of anyone else but it may cometo me.

Beautiful, thought the Irishman, just no competition at dl. The map'sthere for the taking.
By Jaysusisthat the truth? he shouted.

Oh God the truth, moaned Haj Harun as the boat shot down and down, as amonstrous wave leapt into
the sky and he turned his head to receive the vicious blow on his other cheek.

The day they docked in Constantinople the ssomach of the stone scarab was tightly packed with
dismantled Czech rifles. The return voyage was just as rough and by the time they arrived Hg Harun had
gone without food for three weeks. In Jaffa the heavy scarab was lowered off the boat into acart. There
waslittle traffic on the pier and the English customs officia seemed to want to passthetime.

Couldn't make a sale up there?
Not offered enough thistrip but next timewell makeit.

The officid was staring at Hg) Harun, at the rusting helmet that kept crashing down on hisnose. The old
man waswaking in cirdes, anxiousto finish the last stage of the journey.

Who is he?whispered the officia. | mean who does hethink heis?
He doesn't think, he knows. He's the last King of Jerusalem.
Thewhat?

That'sright.

And the scarab's his?

Yes.

Whered he get it?

From the former king.

And when wasthat?

Thetwdfth century | think. HE's not too good on dates, uniforms either.
The officid smiled and picked up his pen.

Name?

MacMael n mBo, baking priest.

Permanent place of residence, Mr. Priest?



The Homefor Crimean War Heroes, Jerusalem.
Nationdity?

Crimean.

Status of traveler?

Retired war hero.

Present occupation?

Keeper of the roya scarab, second class.

The cusoms officia smiled but O'Sullivan Beare's face was serious. He was having difficulty holding Hg
Harun, who seemed ready to walk off the side of the pier at any moment.

Expect you'll be seeing a promotion soon?

Within the decade probably.

Fine. Now just point the old man in thisdirection so | can ask him aquestion or two.
| wouldn't, not if you want to keep your sanity.

The officid laughed.

Name? Residence? Professon?

Ha Harun muttered his name, then repeated Jerusalem three or four times.
How'sthat? Profession?

Jerusalem, said Hg Harun,

That'saprofesson?

For himitis

Now ligten, just have him tell me something he'sdonein hislife. Anything at dl, | don't care, | just want to
fill out thisform.

Go ahead and tell him then, said Joe.

Indeed | will, answered Hgj Harun. Once | wrote the Sinal Bible.
Thewhat?

The Bible. I'm sure you've heard of it.

Weéll that'sjust lovely. And what, my friend, isthe Sinai Bible?

The origina Bible, whispered Joe. | mean it'sthe oldest one that's ever been found only now it'slost
again. Hemisplaced it.

The cusoms officia swore.



Who misplaced it?
This Arab here caled Aaron. The man who wroteit.
Get your arses off my pier, shouted the officidl.

O'Sullivan Beare nodded pleasantly. He bent and heaved, Hgj Harun broke into awheezing cough.
Pushing and pulling they whedled the heavy cart with its secret |oad of wegpons down the quay, gathered
momentum midway and had to run to keep up asthe giant stone beetle went hurtling into the Holy Land.

The next day they were trudging up the heights toward Jerusalem in acloudbank. They climbedin slence
beside the cart, Joe prodding the donkey and Hg Harun struggling aong behind. Toward the end of the
afternoon Hg Harun spokefor thefirgt time.

It'smy last trip.

Why this sentiment?

No food in three weeks. I'm sick.

And Sinbad and al the voyages he made? Y ou can't forget that can you and just give up?
No | guess| cant. It'strue there's much to bear and we have to keep trying.

Hischin fell to hischest, damming the hemet into his nose. There waslittlelight from the overcast sky
and his eyes were watering as usua so he was having trouble finding the path. For severa hours he had
been straying off into the wastes ssumbling over rocks and bushes. His hands were scratched and cut, he
limped from a bruised knee on one leg and a sprained ankle on the other. Blood oozed out of ajagged
gashin hischeek.

The cold wind ripped at them. Joe plodded along with his head down. All at once therewasaloud
crash. The donkey stopped, Joe went back down the path to see what had happened.

Ha Harun lay stretched on the ground on hisface next to atal narrow boulder. He had walked over it
blindly, one foot on each side, or rather he would have walked over it if the boulder hadn't been
waist-high. Therock had smashed into his groin tearing muscles and cracking bones. He had lost his
bal ance and falen on his head twisting aleg as he went down. Only his helmet, newly dented down the
middle, had saved him from crushing his skull.

Joerolled him over. One leg looked broken and the entire pelvic region was soaked in blood. He
groaned and lay dill.

That'sit, | can't take any more, you might aswell go on without me.

Theleg?

Numb, it won't move, | can't move, my insdesare dl torn gpart. For centuriesI've been trying to doit,
trying to go on, but thistimeit'sover, I'mfinished and | know it. I'm too old and tired, just amiserable
sack of pains, nothing but aches and more aches, no | can never move again. Oh | know you thought you
could help and you did but I'm beyond hel ping now, I've reached the very end. Theresalimit after dl,
sadly thereis. So take the kingdom, Prester John, it's yours, and take the scarab and the safe and the
sundid, they're yourstoo. Y ou know, | used to think I'd have no regrets when the end came but now |



know I'm no match for Sinbad and all those other people | dreamed about, no match for anyone at al.
Once | thought | could do something but it never worked out. That cobbler and that man on the top of
the steps who doesn't even know I'm there, they're the only oneswho will listen to me, you're right about
that. Other people just beat me, they dways have. They beat me because I'm foolish. They cal meafool
and | know | am. Just an old fool who has never done anything, never accomplished one thing, nothing at
dl.

Stop thisnow, said Joe. Stop it right here. The city depends on you, it's survived because of you. Where
would it be without you to defend it? Who would rebuild it? How would it keep growing higher? What
would happen to the caverns?

Ha Harun sobbed quietly.

No, | wanted to think all those things but they're not true. Y ou know my wives were probably right after
all, 1 should have been content to live like other people. | was comfortable, there was more than enough
to eat and | was never cold, and since then I've done nothing but starve and shiver and never deep, never
get any rest at al because my gums hurt so much when | lie down. And they warned me, | don't deny it.
Don't beafooal, they said. Why give up everything for this hopeless misson? Do you want to be cold dll
the time? Do you want to starve? Y ou must be mad.

Ha Harun's crumpled figurewas dl but lifeless. Helay on the stony ground gasping painfully for breath,
his face smeared with blood. Blood and rust filled his eyes. The circle of blood below hiswaist was
gpreading. The broken leg was bent awkwardly to one side.

Joe kndlt holding the old man's hands, which were so cold it frightened him. His pulse was uneven and
growing wesker.

It couldn't be. Was the old warrior redly dying?

A sudden warmth fell on his shoulders. He looked up. The sky had opened and a fierce wind was pedling
the clouds back over the hills. Directly above them, lit by the sun, was Jerusalem.

Look, he shouted.

Ha Harun'slips moved. Therewasagurgle deep in histhroat.
It'snouse, | can't see. | tried and failed and it's over.

No, look.

He gathered Hg Harun up in hisarms and wiped the blood and rust out of hiseyes. The old man's head
rolled back. He gasped.

Jerusalem.
Yes.
Right there.
Yes.

Ha Harun struggled out of hisarms. He crawled to his knees and planted one foot. He grasped the
boulder and pulled himsalf up never taking his eyes off the mirage above him. Wildly he lurched away
from the boulder, dipped and nearly fell but somehow kept going, staggering and coughing and spitting,



cackling and sumbling, half naked on his spindly crooked legstottering up the hillside, laughing and

trailing blood and no longer caring whether he was on the path or not, waving hisarmsfranticaly ashe
ydled.

I'm coming, wait I'm coming.
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Maud

Once more a dream and a place to dream.

The bleak first memories better to be forgotten as they had been for forty years.

A farm in Pennsylvaniawhere she was born toward the end of the century, her poker-playing father gone
before she knew him, abandoning hiswife and child to go west. Her mother managing afew years before
she swallowed a dose of Parisgreen in despair and when that didn't work went out to the barn and
hanged hersdlf.

Maud hungry and thinking it wastime for supper, caling her mother and going to look, stepping through
the open barn doorway with alittle skip.

A taut Stiff rope. A sraight stiff body hanging in the shadows.

Screaming and running, too young to understand everything could be taken away by afootstep through a
doorway. Running and screaming, Why have they left me?

The desolate mining town where her sllent grandmother lived done, an old Cheyenne woman whose
husband had been amurderer, sent away. The old Indian woman not saying aword for days at atime,
her face flat and dead behind the counter of the small saloon she ran, adark filthy place wherelittle Maud
poured beer at ten o'clock in the morning and stared at the tense blackened faces of the miners asthey
whispered about another broken lift cable and mangled bodies three hundred feet below the ground,
learning arithmetic by adding up what the exhausted miners drank.

An ugly world and she was frightened. People |eft you, why? What had you done? Everyone dways
went away and there was no one to trust, so she dreamed. At home alone she took off her clothesand
danced in front of amirror, dreaming because dreams a one were safe and beautiful.

All dsewas grime and cod dust and dangling ropes, old women who never spoke and murderers who
never came back and haggard worn-out faces, hopel ess whispers and the terror of doors and footsteps.

She worked hard to escape, to become the best skater in theworld, it was her whole life asachild. The
clean white ice sparkled as she flew acrossit on the glittering hard surface of her dream, atill sllent
surface so white and yet so thin above the swirling currents of life that could spin ever deeper into
blackness and a blind world of twisting crestures unknown in ayoung girl's dreams.

She won competitions and more competitions and when she was only sixteen she was chosen to join the
future American Olympic team that was going on an exhibition tour in Europe. The year was 1906 and
the first exhibition wasin the resort town of Bled, which was where she met aman with the curious name
of Catherine and whereit al began.

A strange namefor astrange man, arich Albanian who was the head of one of the leading Albanian
clans, whose native tongues were Tosk and Gheg, who lived in a seventeenth-century castle,

Tosk and Gheg, acastlein amysterious land. Within aweek sheleft for Albaniawith Catherine
Wallengtein to become hiswife.



Almost at once she discovered she was pregnant and at the same time Catherine ceased to take any
notice of her. Increasingly he was away on what were called his hunting trips. Toward the end of her
pregnancy Maud learned the horrible truth about these forays from an elderly woman named Sophiawho
had a peculiar hold over the castle, awoman referred to by everyone for some reason as Sophiathe
Unspoken.

Her mysterious position in the castle was beyond explanation. Sometimes Maud had the impression she
might once have had some intimate connection with Catherine's dead father, yet she dso hinted her
mother had been no more than alowly servant in the place, acleaning woman attached to the stables. In
any case she had been born in the castle and passed her whole life there, and now she seemed to beits
red master while Catherine was little more than a stranger who came and went. The old woman
completely ignored him and he did the same to her, even to the point where they never addressed one
another. To both of them it was asif the other didn't exist

Y et she was kind to Maud and often talked to her, especially about Cathering's father, who had died
insane. The old woman was obsessed by his memory and whenever she mentioned him she becamea
little mad hersdf. Her voice was hushed and childlike with a peasant's awe for superdtition and she told
preposterous tales about the last of the Skanderbeg Wallensteinsamost asif he were till dive, dthough
from what the other servants said he must have died at |east three decades ago, long before any of them
had come to the castle. Of Catherine's mother, who apparently had died in childbirth, Sophiathe
Unspoken never said aword.

And then having mentioned Catherine's birth, the old woman suddenly went into arage. She clenched her
fistsand muttered wildly, spewing out the monstrous visions of ademented mind.

A vicious child, she hissed. At firgt hekilled only wild animas. He trapped the femaesin the mountains
and ripped them open to roast the embryo. But later he began going into the mountains disguised asa
holy man, just as he doestoday, hunting for stray boys. When he finds one he carries him off and tieshim
up and uses him, uses him and cuts him until the boy's nearly dead, then hacks off the head and eatsthe
mouth. Do you understand? The peasants suspect it's him but they can't do anything about it because he's
aWalengen. All they can doisnever et their little boys out of their sight for an ingtant, but that makes
no difference to him because there are dways gyps es wandering through the mountains to provide new
victimsfor his ecstasies, more sacrificesfor hisrites.

Thus Sophiaraved in her boundless hatred for Catherine until finally Maud had to lock her door and
refuse to see her.

A few weeks before Maud was to give birth, Sophia broke into her room one night. Maud had never
seen the old woman so crazed. She screamed at her to leave but Sophia seized her by the arm and pulled
her to the door with an unnatura strength.

Tonight you must seeit al, she hissed, dragging her down the hal to Catherine's room where she worked
aconceded lever in adesk. Insde the secret compartment was athick book in apale covering.

Hislife, she said, bound in human skin. Touchiit.

Maud pulled away in terror but Sophiagtill held her tightly. She dragged her down a corridor to the back
of the castle and lifted atiny shutter in the darkness. They were looking down on asmall windowless
courtyard Maud had never seen before and there in the moonlight crouched Catherine, naked and



thrusting, the hindquarters of aram between hislegs, his strong hands wrapped around the animal's neck.
To breek it at exactly the moment, hissed Sophia. Now do you believe me?

Sophiahad a carriage waiting and Maud |eft at once. By noon the following day she had goneinto labor.
Catherine, in pursuit with forty horsemen, found the farmhouse where she lay and daughtered dl the
inhabitants before ordering some of his party to carry his newborn son back to the castle. Hisleft eyelid
was drooping in the familiar Wallenstein manner of past generations and to Maud he said nothing. His
only interest now was to return to the castle and murder Sophia before she escaped.

But asit happened Sophia hadn't tried to escape. She was waiting for him, standing rigidly in awindow
of the old tower room where her lover had first learned to play Bach's Massin B Minor nearly ahundred
years ago. As Catherine neared the castle he caught sight of her. She glared at him, dowly making the
sgn of the cross and at that moment his furious gallop came to an end. His horse reared, aconvulson
seized him and he was thrown to the ground.

His men propped him againg atree. Hisarmstwitched violently, his mouth frothed, his kneesjerked
againg his chest in successive spasms. Blood trickled over hislips and the veinsin hisface began to
rupture.

In afew secondsit was over and the once powerful body of Catherine Wallenstein lay dead, not struck
down by some primitive paroxysm of rage asit appeared, rather felled by the terminal ondaught of a
massive and incurable disorder that had been ravaging him for years with afever resembling paratyphoid,
noncommunicable among humans, acondition visted upon him during the onset of puberty when he had
first contracted arare and largdly extinct mountain strain of Albanian hoof and mouth disease.

Maud meanwhile, dazed and sickly and understanding none of it, crept on toward Greece with her two
giftsfrom Sophiathe Unspoken, a purse of Walengtein gold and the secret of the Sinai Bible.

In Athens she eventualy found work as a governess and came to know a Cretan vigitor to the bouse, a
fiery nationalist and soldier whose father had been one of the leaders of the Greek war for independence.
Although raised in the wedlthy Greek community in Smyrna, Y anni had run away when he was sixteen to
join the Cretan insurrection against the Turksin 1896.

He had thetall powerful frame and deep blue eyes common to the remote mountain arealin southwestern
Crete where he and his father had been born, an isolated enclave of shepherdswho were said to be
direct descendants of the Dorians, their harsh region notorious for both the savage bloodshed of its
vendettas and the fierce independence of its people, so unyidding the Turks had never fully subdued
them in their two-hundred-year occupation.

Y anni was proud of this heritage and always wore the costume of his native mountains, high black boots
and black jodhpurs and ablack scarf tied around his head, in hiswaistband along pistol with awhite grip
and aknife with awhite handle solit a the end in the Minoan symbol of abull's horns, awild and dashing
sght on the quiet streets of Athenswhere helooked like aferocious corsair from another era, eyesdert
and quick in his step, mouth set in such away men often crossed the street to avoid him.

Y et there was another, softer sde to him when he was with Maud. Then the powerful man who bristled
with weapons and honor and courage fdll into moods so awkward his direct and tender fedings were
amog childlikein their asmplicity. Suddenly he would look bewildered and fumble for words, losethem
and end up staring at the floor helplesdy gripping his huge hands.



It was flattering but she didn't prolong it. My eagle, she called him as she asked him to tell her about his
mountainsin Crete, and then al a once his awkwardness was gone and he was off soaring on the heroic
words that had brought his people sweeping out of their mountain retreet again and again to fire yet
another revolution in Crete down through the long nineteenth century, every ten years freedom or degth,
just as soon as anew generation of young men was old enough to fight and be daughtered.

After acourtship that lasted ayear hisfriend came to her with Yanni'sforma proposal of marriagein
which he stated that since she was an American, where the custom didn't prevail, he didn't expect a
dowry, Maud smiling when the man gravely emphasized the depths of Y anni'slove by pointing out that
for aman of his name and reputation even adowry of two hundred hedlthy olive treeswould have been
modest in Crete.

After they were married he took her to Smyrnato meet his half-brother, a man then dmost sixty, nearly
thirty years older than himself.

Not at dl like me, he said with asmile, but family'simportant in Greece so that doesn't matter. And he'sa
kind man who means no harm, | think you'l like him.

Maud did like him immediatdly, fascinated by the strangeness of it al asthey sat having teain the garden
of hisbeautiful villaoverlooking the Aegean, Y anni nodding respectfully in hisfierce cosume and trying
not to crush the ddicate teacup in his hands, hisworldly haf-brother Sivi immaculate in one of the € egant
dressing gowns he aways seemed to wear until sundown, languidly passing pastries and discoursing on
the operahewasto see that evening or relating the latest gossip of Smyrna's sophigticated international

ociety.
When they returned to Athens, Y anni left her dmost at onceto enlist in the Greek army that was
preparing defenses in the north. He came back afew times during her pregnancy but was away in 1912

fighting the Turksin Macedoniawhen their daughter was born, and away again ayear later fighting the
Bulgarians when the baby died. Maud tried not to be bitter but the resentment was there deep within her.

After the Balkan wars came the fighting on the Salonikafront and in 1916 she received atelegram saying
Yanni had died in amdaria epidemic. Maud cried but it aso seemed she had been done amost from the
beginning, ayoung woman in aforeign land whose childhood dreams had briefly cometo life only to dip
away again after her first few monthswith Y anni, still not admitting to hersdlf that once more she felt
someone she loved had | eft her.

Sivi cameto see her and helped her with money, He offered to pay her fare back to Americaif she
wanted to go but she said she wasn't ready yet, she wanted to be alone and study, languages she thought
s0 she could earn aliving doing trandations. Over the next few years they wrote to each other and she
saw him severd timesin Athens and Smyrna, dways enjoying the visits yet dways puzzled how the
brothers could have been so undike.

Hewas away so much, she said, sometimes | havethefeding | never really knew him.

Ohyou knew him dl right, said Sivi. What you saw was what he was, mountain men like that take their
freedom or desth in an uncomplicated manner.

And asfor us being so different, he added mischievoudy, one of uswas obvioudy an anachronism, either
Y anni in his guise as an eighteenth-century brigand or me with my tastes that run farther back in history,
severa thousand years shdl we say.



She met severa men who weren't important to her, summers she went to the idands. When the war had
been over two years she turned thirty and then she decided the time had come, she was ready to go but
where? It couldn't be far, she had saved only alittle money.

She looked a amap of the Eastern Mediterranean and put her finger on it. Shelaughed. Of course.
Where else but that unparaleled theater of bazaars and races and faiths above the deserts and wastes,
for so long the hope of wandering and lost and searching peoples, once more adream and aplaceto
dream.

So Maud made her way to Jerusalem.
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Agaba

Whispering do it again right now.

One afternoon when she was treading dowly up the steep steps from the crypt beneath the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, afigure suddenly emerged from the shadows and began whispering to her. Hewasa
small dark man with athin beard and burning eyes but she hardly noticed that. It was hisvoicethat held
her.

Beneath the city, that's where I've just been and that's where I've just come from, down there exploring
placeslost for millennia, Solomon's quarries I've seen and Roman circuses and Crusader chapels and the
cognec is eight hundred years old and the lances are two thousand years old and the carved stones are
three thousand years old will you believe me.

On down through the past rushed the hushed Irish voice tracing caverns and corridors, spirding through
pageants and spectacles and the innumerable triumphs and devastations of Jerusdem over time, findly
after three days and two nights to emerge by chance on this very spot, so astonished by what he had
seen he had to describeit al to the first person he met.

And you're thefirst person, whispered the soft Irish voice, and what would your name be then?

But Maud said nothing, not wanting to break the magic between two strangers suddenly brought together
inthe holy crypt. Instead she smiled and silently dipped to her knees and took him in her mouth, leaving
him afterward leaning dizzily against the onesin the shadows.

She lingered in the magic aday or two before going back and of course he was there waiting. And on
top of the steps that led down to the crypt, as before, was the same muttering man pacing back and forth
in the darkness, privatdly pursuing the secret duties of his unfathomable vocation. As before they took no
notice of him, and he of course took no notice of anyone.

Maud led him from the church to theimmense and quiet esplanade beside the Dome of the Rock, and
there Sitting in the shade of acedar she touched the collar of his patched and ragged uniform and spoke
to him for thefirst time.

What intheworldisit?

Officer of light cavary, Her Mgesty's expeditionary force in the Crimea, 1854. Ragged because old,
patched because of afdl suffered in arenowned suicidal charge.

And how did you survive that charge?

Two are the reasons. With God's blessings and a so because my father said | had other thingsto doin
the future. Do you see these medas and especidly this cross? They indicate I'm an established hero from
the middle of the nineteenth century, when | foolishly aided the cause of the British Empirein asubstantia
and dangerous manner.



Maud held the cross and laughed.
How old does that make you now?

Twenty, just. Although sometimes | fed older, even as aged as my father. He was a fisherman and a poor
mean like mysdif.

And dl those things you told me the other day were true?

Jaysus and yes they were true, each and every one of them more than the last and as much asthe next.
Trueto the end as only the end can be. | know. My father had the gift.

What gift?

Seeing the future as the past, seeing it asit is. The seventh son of a seventh son hewas and in my land
that meansyou have the gift.

Maud laughed again.
And what did your father see about your future that alowed you to survive the suicida charge?

Fighting for Ireland he saw, not rowing over to Florida as good St Brendan had the sense to do some
thirteen hundred years ago. That's one of my namestoo you see. | come from anidand of saintsand |
would have been glad to row to Floridafor the sake of the Church from al | hear of the climate there but
that wasn't for me, fighting in the mountains of Cork was for me lugging around amonstrous old weapon,
amodified musketoon it was, U.S. cavary issue 1851 and sixty-nine caliber, mefiring it like a howitzer
to keep my distance, but after awhile they caught onto my faraway game and | had to escape so God
allowed metojoin an order of nuns known asthe Poor Clares, temporarily of course, because some of
these Poor Clares were going on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land that had been requested at the end of the
eighteenth century, God waiting to grant permission until the moment was opportune, and that's how |
happened to come to Jerusalem as anun but now I'm not anun anymore, now I'm aretired veteran living
in the Home for Crimean War Heroes because the baking priest decided to award methisVictoria
Crossfor general valor because the bread was getting to hisbrains, only natura after sixty years at the
oven baking the same four loaves of bread, and if | seem to be rambling and thisis confusing itsjust
because I've been keeping company with apeculiar Arab, aquite ederly sorcerer, an unusual old man
who isso unusudly old he hasthat effect on you. Sorry, well start again. Ask me something.

Maud took hishand and smiled.
What would your father see if he were here now?

Surely the desert. We must be away from this babble of Jerusalem with its roving fanatics of every kind.
Did you see that item pacing the top of the stairsto the crypt?

Yes.

Wil he's been doing that for two thousand years, just pacing and muttering and never stopping. How
could we even begin to think clearly in aplace where such things go on?

Who told you that?

About the man on the top of the stairs? My sorcerer friend. And he knows because he's been watching
him dl that time. Around the beginning of every century he dropsin to compare notes and seeif there's
been any change in the generd Situation but there never is. But what do you think, will we be going to the



desert then? I've never been but the old Arab saysit'sawonderful placefor filling your soul. HES been
making a hgj for the last ten hundred years or so and he says nothing comparesto it in the springtime,
wild flowersand dl that. Shouldn't we be going?

Yesmy love, it must be awonderful place and | think we should be going.

From Agabathey rode south adong the shore of the Sinai until they found asmall oasis where they
camped. Through the foothillsin the moonlight they circled the colors of the desert, swam at noonin the
brilliant gulf and lay on the hot sand of the beach, adeep in each other'sarmsin early evening and awake
again at dawn to dip down to the shore and embrace in the shalows, laughing over their figsand
pomegranates and toasting the new sun with arak, whispering Do it again right now and spinning,
snking through the quarters of amoon.

Ontheir last evening they sat on arock by the water watching the sunset gather silently, passing the arak
back and forth asthe Sinai burst into flames behind them and the last of the light settled on the barren hills
where darkness was coming to Arabia. The rustle of the waves and the fingertips of the wind, the desert
cast to fireand the rush of arak in their blood, the air Igpsing into blackness and inevitably on the far sde
of the gulf another and distant world.

He stood then and threw the empty bottle far across the water.

They held their bresth and waited and a minute seemed to pass before they heard atiny splash
somewhere out therein the night, perhgps only imaginingit.
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Jericho

Home from the sea free as hirds.

Joe was overjoyed when he found out they were going to have a child. He sang and danced dl his
father's songs and dances and inssted they get married that afternoon, as he had been ingsting since
before they went to Agaba.

It'stoo hot today, September is soon enough. This heat isfrightful.

Frightful it isand atrocious and terrible and just plain bad. Now just don't move, you shouldn't be
moving, just St quiet there and fan yoursdf while | make acup of tea. Frightful, yes.

Y ou know Joe, I'm really beginning to love Jerusalem.

It'samadhouseisn't it, nothing likeit, just what the baking priest said. When he gave me his veteran's
papers | looked at him and said, you're eighty-five and I'm twenty and how about apparent age?
Laughed, he did. No problemslike that in such aplace, he said. Apparent anything doesn't mean muchin
our Holy City, everybody's Holy City, that'swhat he said. Just a minute now.

| remember once | saw aman in Piraeuswho looked alot like you except he was older.
A salor?

Yes.

How much older?

Fifteen or twenty years.

Seventeen to be exact. That was brother Eamon jumping ship on hisway to join the Rumanian army. He
got himsf killed fighting for the bloody Rumanians, can you imagine. Thefather told medl about it
before it happened. Y ou saw himin 1915. April.

I'm not sure.

That'swhen it was. None of my brothers ever wrote home after they |eft but the father knew what they
were up to anyway. Y ou can't fool aprophet can you. Here's agood cup now. Rest quiet and we'll be
home from the seafree as birds.

Maud laughed, the summer passed in their small gpartment in Jerusaem. September came and again she
made some excuse for delaying their marriage. Joe continued to make trips to Constantinople and now
each time he returned he noticed changesin her mood. She was withdrawn and irritable. But that's just
her state, he thought, surely such things happen, only natura that they would.

With winter coming he decided their rooms were too drafty and cold for her to be comfortable. The
warm sun of the Jordan valley would be better. He found alittle house on the outskirts of Jericho and
rented it, alovely house on asmall plot of land, surrounded by flowers and arbors and lemon trees.
Proudly he took her down there and was astonished when shefirst saw it. She didn't even smile.



But don't you likeit, Maudie?

No.

Y ou don't?

| hateit. It looks like some child'sidea of adoll's house.

Joe couldn't pesk, he wasterrified. He rushed insde and pretended to be straightening things, not daring
tolook at her. What was she doing, what was she saying?

When he went out again she was Sitting on a bench under atree, staring vacantly at the ground.
I'm going up to the market, won't belong. Anything specia you want.

She shook her head dightly but didn't raise her eyes. Joe hurried out the gate and ran up the path, running
faster and fagter trying not to think.

Jaysus Joseph and Mary what's happening? Blessed mother of God what isit? Tell me what I've done
please God and I'll do anything to makeit up. Jaysus anything.

It became worse and worse in Jericho. Maud spent most of the day away from the house, sitting down
by theriver. Everything he did now seemed to enrage her, but most of al histripsto Constantinople.

| know, Maudie, but | have to make them, you seethat. It's our money, there's no other way for meto
make usaliving.

Youreacrimind.
| know you don't like the work but I've got nothing else right now, it'sall | can make do with.

Better no money than that kind of money. Guns are for wounding and killing people, nothing else. Youre
amurderer.

What are you saying now?
In Irdland you shot people. Didn't you shoot people down?

That was different, that was the Black and Tans. Y ou can't imagine the horrible things they were doing. It
wasawar we werein then only our side was just women and children and poor farmerstrying to grow
their crops.

Murderer.

Jaysus don't be saying it Maud, it sounds horrible and it's just not so.
Would you ever kill again?

No.

Liar.

The other thing that infuriated her was hisfascination with the Sinai Bible. When he had told her about it,
in Agaba, she had laughed and laughed. Hg Harun writing his memoirs and then losing them? Three



thousand years of secret Jerusalem history lying somewhere waiting to be found. Treasure mapsto dl the
two dozen Old Cities? The old man convinced he had actudly written the origind Bible?

It was wonderful, she had loved it. Joe'sfanciful version of the manuscript was marvel ous and she had
said nothing about the last of the Skanderbeg Wallensteins and hisforgery. But that had been in Agaba
Now shereacted very differently.

Areyou gill dreaming of finding your stupid treasure map?
It's no dream, Maud. I'm going to find it someday.

No you won't you never will because what you're looking for doesn't exist. What existsis chaos seen
through ablind man's eyes and an imbeciles brain.

You'l see, Maud, Hg Harun isgoing to help me look and someday I'll find it.

Someday. Look at yoursdlf right now in that abosurd uniform that's big enough for two of you. Well why
don't you leaveif you're going to, they must be jumping up and down in the Crimeawaiting for you to get
there and win the war.

Before heleft he brought a present to her down by the river and she threw it in the water. She screamed
a him to go away, he disgusted her, she never wanted to see him again. Two weeks later when he came
back shewouldn't look at him. She wouldn't speak to him. No matter what he said sheignored him.

At night he sat drinking alonein the garden behind the little house, drinking until hefell adeep, drinking
until it was time to make another trip for Stern. Not understanding any of it, having no way of knowing
that Maud'sfear of being left again by someone she loved was so desperate it was driving her to leave
him insteed.

He was away when their son was born toward the end of winter, away in Constantinople smuggling more
armsfor Stern and Stern's cause. He had to go to the midwife to find out it was aboy. Maud hadn't even
left anote.

Joe sat down on the floor and cried. Lessthan ayear had passed since their month together on the
shores of the Gulf of Agaba.

Someday, he promised himsdlf, | will findit.




PART THREE

-14-
Stern

Pillars and fountains and waterways, a place where myrrh grew three thousand years ago and
forever.

The tent where he was born in the Y emen stood not far from the ruins of Marib, the ancient capita of the
Queendom of Shebawhich had once sent apes and gold and peacocks, silver and ivory up the Incense
Road to Agaba, whence they could be transported farther north to the heights of Jerusalem. Asaboy he
played in the ruins of the Temple of the Moon a Marib among the former pillars and fountainsand
waterways where myrrh grew.

One morning he found nothing but sand where the temple had been. He ran back acrossthe hillsto their
tent.

It'sgone, hewhispered bresthlessy to hisimmensdly tal father and his short round grandfather who were
roaming back and forth as usud, talking and talking as they pretended to watch over their sheep, the one
aformer English aristocrat turned bedouin hakim who had been the greatest explorer of his age, the other
an unlettered Y emeni Jew and shepherd who had never |eft the hillside that was his birthplace.

The temple's gone, repeated the boy. Where did it go?

Where? said his short grandfather.

A mystery, murmured the one. And not only gone but why?

And not only where, added the other, but when?

Right now, answered the little boy. Right whereit's supposed to be. It disappeared overnight.

The two old men shook their heads thoughtfully. The sun was aready high enough to be fdt so they
sought the shade of an dmond tree to consider the problem. While they took turns asking him questions
the boy hopped from one foot to the other.

We mugt solve thismystery. What'sthere in place of the temple?

Sand. Nothing.

Ah, nothing but sand, mysteriousindeed. Did you stay there overnight?
No.

Wereyou there at dawn?

No.



Ah. Could it bethenit's only happening now?

They both looked at him. He was barely four years old and the question confused him.
What's happening now? he asked.

Hisfather tugged the deeve of his grandfather.

Isthereredly a Temple of the Moon, Yaqub?

Thereiscertainly. Yesyes, I've seen it aslong as| can remember.

But not today? asked father.

No not today but I'll seeit again, answered his grandfather.

When? In aweek, Yaqub? Two months from now?

More or lessthen, o former hakim. Y es assuredly.

And yesterday?

No.

Six months ago?

Y esand no. But in any case one of those timeswithout any doubt whatsoever.

But what are these yesterdays and next weeks of yours, Y aqub? These two months from now and six
months ago? This strange way you have of discussing time? More or less, you say, running days and
dates past and future dll together asif they were the same.

Hisfather smiled. His grandfather laughed and clasped the small bewildered boy to his chest.

Dol?Yesl do. It must be smply that the Temple of the Moon is dways there for me because | know it
inevery detail, exactly as|'ve seen it before and will seeit again. And asfor the sand that may cover it
from timeto time, well sand isno matter. We livein the desert and sand smply comes and goes.

Hisfather turned to him.

Do you know it in every detail the way your grandfather does?
Y es, whispered the boy.

And you can seeit dl in your mind's eye even now?

Yes.

Hisfather nodded solemnly, his grandfather smiled happily.

Then it must be as your grandfather says. Above the sands or beneath them is no matter. For you, asfor
him, thetempleisawaysthere.

The boy thought he understood and went on to another question.

Wil if it'sdways there now, how long hasiit dways been there? Who built it?



His grandfather pretended to frown. Again he clasped the boy in hisarms.

That's history, he said, and | know nothing of such things, how could I? But fortunately for us your
father's alearned man who has traveled everywhere and gathered dl the knowledge in the world, so
probably he has already read the inscriptions on the pillars and can answer those questions precisaly.
WEéll, o former hakim?Who built the Temple of the Moon in Marib and how long ago would you say?
Precisdly one thousand years ago and forever? Two thousand years ago and forever?

Thistimeit was Y dqub'sturn to tug hisfather's deeve and hisfather'sturn to smile.

The people were called Sabaeans, he said, and they built it three thousand years ago and forever.
Thesmall boy gasped & theincomprehensiblefigure.

Father, will you teach meto read the inscriptions on the pillars?

Yes, but first Y aqub must tell us when they will reappear. He must teach us about the sand.

Will you do that, grandfather?

Y esyes certainly. When next the wind blowsweéll go out together and sniff it and seeif theincenseis
returning once more to the Temple of theMoon in Marib.

The short round man snorted, he laughed. Hisfather, grave and dignified, led the way back to the tent
where water was set boiling for coffee. And that night as so often the boy sat up by the fire until what
seemed avery late hour, drowsily dipping in and out of deep, never quite sure whether the wondrous
words the two old men ceaselesdy passed back and forth in the shadows were from the Zohar thistime
or the Thousand and One Nights, or perhaps written in the stones of the Temple of the Moon where he
played, the mysterious myrrh of his childhood, vanishing pillars and fountains and waterways returning
with inscriptions to be read one day as surely as gustsin the turning wind, a heady scent not to be
forgotten no matter how deeply the strands of incense were buried beneath the sands that night and three
thousand years ago and forever, as hisfather spoke of time in the Temple of the Moon after hislong
decades of wandering, or that night and the yesterday and next week of forever, as his grandfather
described it on that remote hillside beyond ancient Marib which had dways been hishome,

His mother's teachings a so flowed when they walked together in the dim coal light of dawn collecting
herbs and wild grassesfor their sdlads. Sometimes she made strange sounds out there and gazed at the
ground for whole minutes holding her sde, her face weary in away he didn't understand.

What could shetell him after dl, aboy of four? Shewas going that's dl, every day theweight was
heavier. When she stooped for ablade of grassit pushed her down and when she straightened again she
had to press her eyes closed to hold back the pain. The blessing of a child had smply taken more than
her body had to give. But he was young and one day he asked her about it when she staggered on the
hillsde

What isit, Mother?

The memory of that moment would never leave him. The siff fingers, the Strained face, the tired haunted
eyes. She sank to her knees and hid her face. She was crying.

Where doesit hurt?



Shetook his hand and placed it on her heart.

Where?| can't fed anything.

Hereis better, she said, putting one of histiny fingerson aveinin her wrigt.
That'syour blood. Isthat wherethe painis?

No, in my heart where you couldn't fed it

But Father will be ableto fed it. Father was a great hakim. He can cure anyone.

No. The reason you couldn't fed it is because sometimes we have pains that belong to us and no one
dse

Now he began to cry and she leaned forward on her knees and kissed his eyes.
Don't do that. It'sdl right.

But it'snot. And Father can make it better, | know he can.

No my son.

But that's not fair.

Ohyesitis, new lifefor old isawaysfair.

Whose life? What do you mean?

Whose life doesn't matter. What mattersisthat if atime ever comeswhen you have aspecia pain al
your own you must carry it yoursdlf, because other people have theirstoo.

Everyone doesnt.

YesI'mafraid they do.

Grandfather doesn't. HE's alwayslaughing.

S0 it seems. But undernesth there's something else,

What?

Y our grandmother. She died long ago and he has never stopped missing her.
Wl Father certainly doesn't hurt.

Y es, even him. Now he has aplace to rest but for many years that wasn't so. And once just before he
cameto our little corner of the world and your grandfather found him aone in the dust and brought him
hometo us, there was aterrible time when hewaslost.

Thelittle boy shook his head stubbornly.

But that's not true, Father was never lost. He walked from Timbuktu to the Hindu Kush and floated
down the Tigristo Baghdad and marched through three dawns and two sunsets out of the Sinai without
even noticing he had no food or water. No one has ever done the things he did.



That may be but | didn't mean hewaslost in the desert. Hewaslost here, in hisheart, wheremy painis
NOw.

Thelittle boy looked at the ground. He had dways accepted everything his mother said but it seemed
impossible that his smiling grandfather could redlly be sad insde. And it was even moreimpossible to
believe hisfather had ever been logt.

And 50, she said, we mustn't tell your father about my pain because he has his own burdens from the
past. He came here to find peace, he brought us happiness and he deservesit in return.

She put her hands on his shoulders.
Now promise me that.
Hewas crying again. | promise, he said, but | also want to help. Isn't there something | can do?

Wl perhaps one day you can find our home. Y our father found ahome with us but your grandfather and
| don't redly belong here.

Why?

Because we're Jews.

Whereis our homethen?

| don't know but someday you may find it for us.
| will. | promise.

Shesmiled.

Come then, we haveto pick our grassesfor dinner. Those two men of ourstak and talk and never stop
and they'll be hungry after spending another day settling the affairs of heaven.

When he went to Cairo for Idamic studies he used one of hisfather's Arabic names. When he went to
Safad to study the cabaa he used his grandfather's Jewish name. So when the time came for him to
acquire his Western education he asked what name he should use.

A Western name, said hisfather.

But what? asked his grandfather. The two old men took his coffee cup and sudied it. | see many Jewish
and Arabic names, said Yaqub, but | can't make out a Western one, perhaps because | don't know
what aWestern nameis. What do you see, o former hakim?

Hisfather raised the smal cup far above their heads and peered over therim. Sern, he announced after
amoment. Yesquiteclearly.

That sounds too short, said Y aqub, isn't there more to it? Doesn't it have an ibn or a ben something after
it?

No that'sdl thereis, said hisfather.

Very odd, very curious. What doesit mean?



Resolute, unyielding.

Unyidding?

In the face of what can't be evaded or escaped.

Ah that's better, said Y aqub. Certainly there's no reason to evade or escape the marvels of life.

All at once he wrapped his arms around himself and rocked back and forth. He winked at his grandson.
But then, o former hakim, do | hear an echo of your own character in the coffee cup of your son?

Impossible, answered the old explorer with asmile. Coffee grounds are coffee grounds. They spesk for
themsdlves.

Y aqub laughed happily. Y esyesthey do, how could it be otherwise. Well my boy, there you haveit.
And where do you go now?

Bologna. Paris.

What? Unheard-of places. How do they number the year there? What do they cal it?
Nineteen hundred and nine.

Y aqub poked hisfather.

Isit true what the boy says?

Of course.

Y aqub snorted, he laughed.

Of course you say to an old man who's never been anywhere, but it makes no difference you see. These
hillswill till be herewhen the boy returns, only the sand will be different. Infact you'l never leave them.
Isthat so or not?

Perhaps, said Stern, smiling.

Thetwo of you, muttered Y aqub, you think you can fool me but you can't. | know what year it is,
certainly | do. More coffee, o former hakim? We can thank God your son is halfway between the two of
us and has some of my good shepherd blood in him so hewon't have to be ageniefor sixty years, like
you were, before he becomes a man.

The evening before he left hisfather took him out walking in the twilight. Too excited at first to redize his
father had something he wanted to say, he talked and talked about the new century and the new world it
would bring, how eager he wasto get to Europe and get started, to begin, so many possibilities and so
much ahead, so much to do, on and on until at last he noticed his father's silence and stopped.

What are you thinking?
About Europe. | was wondering whether you'l like it as much asyou think you will.

Of course | will, why wouldn't I, it'sal new. Imagine how much thereisfor meto see.



That'strue yet Yaqub may beright, it may be that you'll never leave these hills. That was hisway, it
wasn't mine, but then | wasn't born in the desert with its solitude the way he was, or you. | sought it and
perhaps being born to it is different. Surely there's as much to seein the desert as anywhere else but to
someit can dso giveriseto an abiding londliness, | have to remind myself of that. Not al men are meant
to wander donefor forty yearsas| did. Father Y akoubafor example. He lived quite differently in
Timbuktu and was a very wise man with hisflocks of little children and their footprintsin the ky, his
journeys of two thousand milesin an afternoon while spping Calvadosin adusty courtyard. Ashe said, a
ha isn't measured in miles.

| know that, Father.

Y es of course you do. Y ou have the example of the other Y aqub, your own grandfather. Well do you
know what it is you seek then?

To create something.

Y es certainly, that's the only way to begin. And what of money, doesit play any part in your plans? What
you want?

No none, it means nothing to me, how could it growing up with you and Y aqub. But that's astrange
guestion. Why do you ask it when you dready know the answer?

Because there's a certain matter | should discuss with you and I've never talked about it with anyone, not
even Yaqub.

Stern laughed.
What could possibly be so mysterious you wouldn't talk about it with Y aqub?

Ohit's not mysterious, quite mundane as a matter of fact. It'sjust that there never seemed any reason to
mention it. You see before | left Congtantinople | made certain financid arrangements, red estate and so
forth. I thought I might have some use for the property someday but then | became ahakim and then |
retired here, 0 of course asit turned out I've never had any usefor it whatsoever. And if you don't think
you'll need the properties, well then | thought | might return them to their former owners. Possessions are
aburden and the fewer burdens one has the better when setting out on ahg.

Stern laughed again.

Y ou're not suggesting | begin naked? Strap a bronze sundia to my hip and leap over agarden wall? But
you are being mysterious, Father. Could Y aqub be telling the truth when he says the two of you own
most of this part of the world? Two secret co-emperors with me as your only heir? Why do you smile?

At Yaqub, at hisnotion of red estate. To himit'sdl inthe mind and this hillsdeisnot only this part of
theworld, it'sthe universe aswell. Y ou know how fond heis of pointing out he has never been anywhere
whileit took me sixty yearsto arrive at the same place. Well hel'sright about that of course, about this
hillsde and what it has ways meant to him and whét it eventualy came to mean to me. Anyway, the
Ottoman Empire wouldn't be much to own these days would it, rather tattered as empires go. Something
new will haveto replaceit soon in this new century you like to talk about. Stern smiled.

And in any casethere wasthat first lesson the two of you ever taught methe day | couldn't find the
Temple of the Moon. That the only red empireisthe empire of the mind. The old explorer also smiled.

| seem to recdl some such conversation when you were asmal child. Well what do you think about
these properties | mentioned. Are you interested in having them?



No.

Why?

Because | don't intend to become ared estate dedler.

Just 50, fine, that's taken care of then. Onelesslegacy you'll have to worry about from my old century.
All thesame | don't think I'll display mysdlf naked at a diplomatic reception in Cairo the night | sail.

An apocryphal tale, no such thing could ever have happened in the Victorian era. Now come, we've
arranged your escape from the past and it'stimeto join Y aqub for dinner. He has been [aboring al day
over his pots preparing afeast and he must be hungry for talk.

He must be?

Hm. Did | ever tell you about the time | assembled certain evidence to deduce the cycle of Strongbow's
Comet?

Stern laughed. He knew hisfather wasredlly as excited as he was, hisleaving bringing back al the
memories of that night in Cairo seven decades ago when alaughing young genie had given eyesto ablind
beggar and himsdlf set forth on hisjourney.

| don't think so, Father. Could it possibly involve incidents from the lives of Moses and Nebuchadnezzar
and Christ and Mohammed? A few lesser known passages from the Thousand and One Nights? An
obscure reference or two from the Zohar? A frightened Arab in the desert who was aarmed because the
sky was unnaturaly dark?Who later turned up as an antiquities dealer in Jerusalem? In whose back
room you wrote an anthropologica study of the Middle East? No, | don't believe you have ever told me
about it.

No? That's odd, because it was quite aremarkable affair. Do you think Y aqub would be interested in
hearing about it?

I'm sure he would, he can never get enough of hearing anything. But of course hélll immediately jumble dl
your facts and rearrange them to hisown liking.

Yeshewill, anincorrigible habit. Those eterna jokes and riddles and scraps of rhymes he sees
everywhere. Well well just have to keep our wits about us and take our chances.

In Europe Stern dreamed deeply of hisfuture. He considered composing symphonies or dramas, painting
muras and planning boulevards and writing epic cantos. Unarmed and undefested, he threw himself
fearlesdy into these projects.

He haunted museums and concert halls and restlesdy paced the streets until dawn, when hefell into a
chair in some workingmen's cafe to smoke and drink coffee and fortify himsdlf with cognec, totally
immersed for atimein this one great achievement.

In Bolognaheignored his medica lectures and covered canvases with masses of colors. But months later
when he examined what he had done hefound it lifeless.

In Paris heignored hislaw coursesto study music. Whole scores of Mozart and Bach were memorized
but when the time arrived for him to write down his own musical notations, none came.



Heturned at once to marble. He pored over drawings and eventually attempted sketches, only to find his
own designs for fountains and colonnades resembled Bernini's,

Poetry and plays came next. Stern provided himsdlf with astack of paper and ahard straight chair. He
boiled coffee and filled the ashtray on the desk with cigarettes. He tore up sheets of paper, boiled more
coffee and filled the ashtray again with cigarettes. He went out for awalk and came back to begin again
but till there was nothing.

Nothing at al. Nothing was coming from his dreams of crestion.

Looking down at the heaped ashtray he was suddenly frightened. What was he going to do in life? What
could hedo?

He was twenty-one. He had been in Europe three years yet there was no one to talk to now, he had no
friendsat dl, he had been too busy dreaming alone. He had come here with ideds and enthusiasm, what
had gone wrong?

He sat up unable to deep thinking of the hillsdes where he had played as aboy, recdling that Y aqub had
said hewould never redly leave them, remembering hisfather on their last evening together wondering
aoud what it might mean to be born in the desert with its solitude rather than to have sought it as he had
done.

He poured cognac and closed his eyes, images tumbling before him.

A blind beggar in Cairo crying out triumphantly, amarch the length of the Sinai without food or water, the
Arab village a Aqgaba, the great divide of the wadis of northern Arabia, an antiquitiesdedler'sshopin
Jerusdlem, floating down the Tigrisinto Baghdad, leeches and opium near Aden, afever after svimming
across the Red Seg, the holy sites of Medinaand Meccain disguise.

Disguises. Strongbow striding back and forth for forty years disguised as apoor camd driver or arich
Damascus merchant, aharmless haggler over pimpernel or acollector of sorrel, an obsessed dervish
given to trances and an inscrutable hakim, a huge immobile presence in the desert speaking with his eyes.

Strongbow the genie changing and changing his size and shape.

Y aqub the shepherd waiting patiently on hishillsde.

And findly, aformer hakim gently led home to rest, brought home to peace.
What wasit? What was hetrying to find in those three lives?

Stern threw hisglass at the wall. He picked up the bottle and crashed around the room knocking over
chairs and smashing lamps on the floor. He hated Europe, al a once he knew how much he hated it. He
couldn't breathe here, he couldn't think, he couldn't hear with his own ears or see with his own eyes, the
noise, the crowds pushing in on him, everything cluttered and unclear, so far from the quiet hillsides of his
childhood, the stillness of the shifting sandsin the Temple of the Moon.

He'd done nothing here but dream futile dreams and fail, dream hopelesdy and fail because thiswasn't his
place. He had been born in the desert, he couldn't live here. The desert was his home and he had to go
back to it now, he knew that.

And do what?

Again he saw the three men. Strongbow marching from the Nile to Baghdad. Yaqub in histent in the



Y emen. The hakim at dawn deep in the desert Sitting with atroubled bedouin, telling him fix his gaze on
theflight of adistant eagle and saying Yes, they would find the oasis.

Why did they keep returning to him? To tdl him what?

An Englishman, aJew, an Arab, Hisfather and his grandfather relentlesdy striding on, patiently going
nowhere, hisland and hishome and heritage.

Thevision burst upon him. A homeland for all the peoples of his heritage. One nation embracing
Arabs and Chrigians and Jews. A new world and the Fertile Crescent of antiquity reborn in the new
century, one greet nation stretching majesticaly from the Nile through Arabiaand Paestine and Syriato
thefoothills of Anatolia, watered by the Jordan and the Tigris and the Euphrates aswell, by Gdlilee, a
vast nation honoring al of itsthree and twelve and forty thousand prophets, a splendid nation where the
legendary citieswould be raised to flourish once more, Memphis of Menes and Ecbatana of Mediaand
Sidon and Alep of the Hittites, Kish and Lagash of Sumer and Zoar of the Edomites, Akkad of Sargon
and Tyre of the purple dye and Acre of the Crusaders, Petra of the Nabataeans and Ctesiphon of the
Sassanids and Basra of the Abbasids, sublime Jerusalem and the equaly sublime Baghdad of the
Thousand and One Nights.

Stern was ddlirious, the vision was overwheming, far grander than the promise he had madeto his
mother asachild. He sat down at his desk and began scribbling feverishly, and when he emerged two
weeks later he had not only conjured up the memories of athousand and one ancient tribes and
civilizations and fused them together, he had a so written the basic laws for the new nation and designed
itsflag, sketched some of itsimpressive public buildings and consdered its universities and theeters,
pondered its nationd anthem and listed the components of its congtitution.

At the age of twenty-one he had arrived at hisplan for life.

Quickly then he packed his bags and left Paris. Having decided who he was, nothing remained but to
become that man and work toward the common bonds that perhaps had existed in his homeland three
thousand years ago, not since.

This new promise was solemn and certain and he knew he would never break it, not eveniif it turned in
timeto break him.
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TheJordan

From the soft green heights of Galilee, rich in gentle fields of grain and kindly memories, a
promised stream plunging down and down.

Stern drove back to the Middle East in aten-horsepower French automobile, after being trapped briefly
in Albania by the outbresk of the first Balkan war. Once there he converted the automobile into a tractor
car to use in the desext. Clattering and backfiring, the tractor roared down wadis and rumbled over
mountains covering distances that had taken dozens of painful came marchesin hisfather'sday.

But the clouds of sand raised by the tractor attracted the attention of the bedouin. He needed amore
surreptitious means of transport and naturaly he thought of aballoon.

Stern had first experimented with balloons as aboy by suspending a basket beneath a sack sewn from
tents. Above the basket was a crock holding acame-dung fire. The hot air filled the sack and sent him
bumping down ahillsde.

Later heincreased the heat of the fire many times by burning oil dudge from outcroppingsin the desert
rock. With this new buoyancy he could lift alarger sack and sail much higher. Alone asaboy dreaming
on thewind above the Y emen, Stern had learned to read the stars.

Now he built alarge baloon with acompact gondolathat held anarrow cot, asmall writing tableand a
shaded lamp. The balloon was fed by bottles of hydrogen which he cached in various remote ravinesin
the desert where he could descend at dawn and remain hidden during the hours of daylight, to deep and
plan the next leg of histrip while keeping secret the passage of hisship.

For Stern was careful to travel only at night. Sometimes he worked at his desk but more often he
extinguished his shaded lamp and mused hisway slently acrossthe dark sky, invisble to those below
when only the gtars it the desert, perhaps suggesting atiny distant cloud when the moon was waxing
through its quarters.

Back and forth he sailed from Aden to the Jordan, from the Dead Seato Oman, hovering before
daybresk to drop gently into acleft in the rocks to anchor his ship. Stedthily then he made hisway on
foot down some narrow wadi to avillage where he had arranged to meet anationdist leader, sailing from
intrigueto intrigue increasingly suffering from chronic headaches and chronic insomniaand chronic fatigue,
cdlibate and isolated in his balloon, occasiondly given to heart palpitations when he drifted too high in the
garry night sky, aready avictim of the incurable dreams he had known as aboy in the Temple of the
Moon.

For as soon as he had his balloon equipped and set out to explore his mission, he discovered his cause
had been reduced to aquestion of smuggling arms and nothing more. He had conceived of his great
nation as hedling the divisons of the past, hisown rolein helping to found it much like that of ahakim. But
the men he talked to during those first months when he was making contacts could think about nothing
but guns. If he raised other subjectsthey cut him short.

Idiot, yelled aman in Damascus, why do you persist in thisfoolishness? A condtitution? Laws? There's
no timefor that here, you're not at the university anymore playing with theories. Guns are what we need.
When wekill enough Turks and Europeansthey'll leave, that'sthe law, that's our congtitution.



But someday, Stern began.

Of course someday. Ten years from now, twenty, thirty, who knows. Someday we may have al thetime
inthe world to talk but not now. Now there's only one thing. Guns, brother. Y ou want to help? Good,
bring us guns. Y ou have a baloon and can cross borders at night. Good, get on with it. Guns,

It sckened Stern and hetried to resist it because it was driving him to secret despair. He was appalled to
think his splendid vision could so quickly degenerate into nothing more than smuggling arms. But he
couldn't argue with those men, he knew what they said wastrue and if he wanted to play a part it would
haveto bethis.

So he sadly took al the ingpired notes and lists and beautiful sketches he had made during those feverish
and ecdtatic two weeksin Paris, carried them high up above the desert one night and burned them, lit
them one by one and dropped their flaming ashesinto the blackness, then floated away to the east and
early the next morning, the first day of 1914 or 5674 or 1292, depending on the prophet quoted, he
delivered hisfirst secret shipment of armsfor the sake of avast peaceful new nation he hoped to help
build in the new century.

Stern'smogt significant act during those early years was dso the least known, a brief yet extraordinary
encounter that took place accidentally in the desert. To Stern it meant nothing and when he met the same
man again after alapse of eight or nineyears, in Smyrnain 1922 when the man saved hislife, he didntt
even remember having seen him before.

But for the old Arab it was the most important moment in hislong life.

The chance meeting occurred in the spring while Hg Harun was on hisannud pilgrimage to Mecca, as
usua traveling donefar from the customary routes. And asusud at al times of the year, Stern was
drifting invisibly above the desert on one of his clandestine missions. At dawn he dropped from the sky to
anchor his balloon and found he had nearly landed on awizened old Arab who had been dozing like a
lizard with his head under arock. At once the barefoot man flung out hisarms and prostrated himself.

He appeared both starving and lost. Stern offered him food and water but the Arab refused to raise his
facefrom the dudt. At last he did so although nothing could induce him to rise from hisknees. In that
position he ate and drank sparingly asif performing someritual.

Seeing the pathetic thinness of the man'slegs and the unnatura luster of his eyes, which hetook for fever
or worse, Stern begged him to accept hiswaterskins and other supplies. He even offered to float him to
the nearest casisif he was unable to walk, as seemed likely. But the wretched man abjectly refused
everything. Instead he asked in the humblest of whispers, hisvoice trembling, if he might have the honor
of knowing hishogt's name.

Stern told him. The Arab thanked him reverently, whereupon he backed away still on hiskneesand
continued doing so for the rest of the morning until he had crossed the horizon and was out of sight.

Once during the morning Stern happened to glance across the desert in the direction of the retreating Hgj
Harun who was now amere dot on the crest of the dunes, still struggling backward on his knees, but
Stern didn't redlly see him and the crazed behavior of the old man made no impression on him. Instead he
was busily turning the pages of his notebook planning new routes for smuggling arms.



Initidly there were some successes.

In 1914 the kaiser's government was persuaded to pay regular bribes to both the Sherif of Meccaand
hischief riva Emir ibn Saud, and Stern ferried German revol utionary orders from Damascusto Jdda But
nothing came of it because the Arabswouldn't do anything and the English were soon paying them more.

That same winter he arranged a secret meeting near Cairo with aninfluentia English suffragette, a
composer of comic operettas who had recently returned from an expedition to the Sudan where she had
gpent along afternoon in the privacy of her riverboat cabin photographing acomely young
hermaphrodite, acamel breeder currently known as Mohammed but formerly the wife of atriba sheik.

The sheik had beaten his wife congtantly, as the suffragette learned in the course of taking her
photographs. Moved by the compasson she dways felt for awoman who had suffered the prejudices of
the world, she ended the afternoon by making passionate love to Mohammed. But to her great
disappointment none of her photographs had turned out.

Stern took her to aGreek artist in Alexandriawho was able to render exactly what she had seen, thereby
gaining the suffragette's support and propagandafor his cause in her subsequent operettas.

In 1918 Zaghlul was freed from internment and returned to Egypt to demand independence. In 1919
Kema embarrassed the British by defying the sultan and the Persans resisted their British treaty. Shortly
theresfter there were Arab revoltsin both Syriaand Iraqg.

But there were dso Sgnsof coming failurein those early years.

In Constantinople the sultan had confiscated modern textbooks because he had learned they contained
the subversive formula H20, which meant that he, Hamid 11, was secretly a cipher and good for nothing.

In 1909 the Turks had massacred twenty-five thousand Armeniansin Adana. In 1915, deciding there
would no longer be an Armenian question if there were no Armenians, the Turks began marching them
into the Syrian desert and murdering them a ong the way to speed the devastations wrought by starvation
and epidemics.

By 1916 legions of spies had descended on Athens only to be surpassed three years later by the even
greater hordes of spies congregating in Constantinople, whereit was found that certain national
representatives on their way to the Versailles peace conference could neither write their names nor
recognize them when spoken to.

At alittle-known meeting in 1918 between Weizmann and the future Grand Mufti of Jeruslem, the
dignified and seemingly innocent Arab reveaed his profound capacity for delusion and hate by softly
quoting passages from the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

And worst of al for Stern, the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War wiped
out the investments hisfather had left him after the former explorer and hakim, on the eve of Stern's
departure for Europe, had performed what he thought was hisfinal act of healing by relieving his son of
the burdensome legacy of that Empire he had acquired before Stern was born, an irony immense enough
to divide their two centuriesforever.

After 1918 Stern never had any money again. He had to sdll his balloon and thereafter he became poorer
and poorer, continualy begging and borrowing from everyone he met in order to live, hisincome from
smuggling, when there was any, aways going for more arms because he wouldn't touch it himself.

Y et somehow as he sank deeper and deeper into debt in 1920 and 1921, so deep he knew he would



never retrieve himsdf, he il managed to give the impression he was completely confident in what he was
doing, atrait he had learned from observing hisfather and grandfather perhaps, athough with them the
confidence had beenredl.

In any case Stern was so convincing only afew people ever knew the truth, only the three people who
were closeto him over time.

Sivi, then asbefore the war.
O'Sullivan Beare ayear later in Smyrnawhen he made hislast trip for Stern and broke with him.

Andfindly Maud adecade after that when thefirst victims of Smyrnawere beginning to fdl in that small
chancecircle of revolving lovers and friends and relatives, dl of whom eventualy cameto discover their
lives had onceirreparably crossed on awarm September day in that most beautiful of cities on the shores
of the Eastern Mediterranesan.

L ate one cold December afternoon in 1921 O'Sullivan Beare sat dumped in a corner of an Arab coffee
shop near Damascus Gate, aglass of wretched Arab cognac empty on thetablein front of him. Outside
aheavy wind groaned on the rooftops and pushed through the alleys, threatening snow. Two Arabs
listlesdy played backgammon by the window while athird dept under anewspaper. Night wasfdlingin
the street.

Empty as empty out there, thought Joe, not abody stirring and right they are, warm and home with the
family where any sane man belongs tonight. Why did the old father back in the Aran Idands haveto go
seeing aplacelike thisfor me? Bloody trouble, that'swhat prophecy is, | could have caught fish like him
and maybe been content with a decent pint by the fire on bad nights sharing a song and adance with the
neighbors. Mad Arabs and Jews hustling about, a soul doesn't need the bloody ups and downs of a
Jerusalem, Jaysus knows.

The door opened and alarge hunched man came in rubbing his hands against the cold. He stamped his
feet and amiled. Joe nodded. Moves softly for abig man, he thought. Moves asif he had some place
better to go than this dead Arab excuse for a pub and maybe he has who knows.

Stern pulled back a chair. He ordered two cognacs and sat down.

Y ou're having ustake our livesin our handswith that item, said Joe, making hisfingersinto apistol and
firing once at both their heads. Same businessthey useto fill the lamps. Saw them doing it, swear | did,
just before you showed up. Burns better than anything else, the man said, and is cheaper in the bargain.

Stern laughed.
| thought it might help keep the wind out.

Not likely, be niceif it did. But who'd believeit | want to know. If anybody at home had said the Holy
Land could be like thisI'd have thought they were waterlogged in the head, been lying out in abog too
long deeping one off. Sun and sand and milk and honey | thought it was, but thisisworse than rowing
around my idand in agae. At least then you werefighting the bloody currents dl the time and didn't have
time to worry your mind with things but here you just St and wait, you think and then you st and wait
some more. Bloody wonder how peoplein thiscity just St and wait.

They takethelong view, said Stern with asmile.



Seemsthey do, that must beit. Truerdigion | suppose. Jerusdem the city of miracles. The other day an
old Arab | know and mysdlf took awander into look at the Dome of the Rock and what's he begin to
do but stare and stare at alittle chink on one side of the rock. Hello there, | said, isthat chink something
specia? It is, he said, it's the footprint Mohammed's horse made when the Prophet climbed on his horse
here and rode off to heaven. | wasjust remembering how the sparks were flying then, he said, and the
horns sounding and the cymbals clanging and thunder and lightning shaking the sky.

Good, | said, that'sthe job all right, and then afew minutes later we'd moved on and were padding
around in the gloom of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and the Greek priests were muttering around in
their corner waving incense and the Armenian priests were muttering around in their corner waving
incense, likewise dl the others, everybody's eyes mostly closed, and then shortly after that were out in
the open again trying to get some fresh air up on the hill above Jaffa Gate, and who's there but the same
Hassd who was there eight hours earlier when we passed before and he's still not noticing it because his
eyesare mostly closed too, and he's ill facing the Old City more or less oriented in the direction of the
Wall but in eight hours he hasn't gotten any closer toit, just rocking and muttering and hasn't moved an
inch.

What I'm trying to say is people around here seem to have dl thetimein the world for that, for waving
incense and rocking and muttering and carrying on until twelve hundred years ago or two thousand years
ago or whatever it isthey're waiting for comes aong again and the cymba's clang and the horns sound
and everybody climbs on the horse to heaven at last and again, sparks flying and thunder shaking. Weird,
that'swhat itis.

He emptied his glass and choked. Stern ordered two more.

Miserable stuff, said Joe, but it does clean your teeth. Y ou know, Stern, thisold article | wasjust telling
you about, the Arab who thinks he was there watching when M ohammed made his move once upon a
time, he's something like you in away. | mean not because he was born both an Arab and a Jew,
physical fact, but because he's gotten it into his head he's been living in Jerusalem since before people had
such names, since before they were divided into this and that, know what | mean? So thinking the way he
doeshe can play dl kinds of tricks with redlity the same as you do, pretend it doesn't exist or whatever,
only histastesdon't run to politics and that kind of shit.

Joe drank and made aface.

I'm rambling too much, it's this poison seeping into my brain. Anyway theres aso this Franciscan | know,
the baking priest | call him because he's been spending the last sixty years here baking the same four
loaves of bread. | ask himif he thinks he'sfollowing in the footsteps of our Savior with dl this
multiplication and if so shouldn't he be working with five loavesinstead of four, and what does he do but
put atwinklein hiseye and say No, nothing so grand for me, | wouldn't presume as much asthat, | just
bake four in order to have the parameters of life. Jaysus, know what | mean? Everybody's daft around
here what with holy horses and muttering to themselves and too much incense cutting off the oxygen
supply and too much rocking back and forth for sixty years baking heavenly bread. Daft, that's all.
Dreaming up crazy impossible thingslike you. It'sin theair or lack of it. No bog gas up hereto keep a
man in touch with the good dippery muck under hisfest.

Stern smiledinakindly way.
Y ou seem depressed this evening.

Me? Go on you say. Jaysuswhy would | be down just because I'm in acrazy city twelve hundred years
or two thousand miles or four loaves of bread away from home on Christmas Eve? Why?



He gulped the cognac and coughed.
Y ou got one of those awful cigarettesyou carry?

Stern gave him one. The first wisps of snow were blowing across the windows, the darkness outside was
deeper. Stern watched him fidget nervoudy with the Victoria Cross, then with hisbeard.

Y ou know Joe, you've changed alot in the last year.

Surel suppose | have, why not, I'm at the changing age. Not so long ago | was atrue believer like one of
those items you see around here on street corners mumbling over apile of stones. Sixteen | was at the
Dublin pogt office and then | went into training with an old U.S. cavary musketoon for three years
waiting for the day to come and comeit did, caling itsdlf the Black and Tans, so | went on therun in the
mountains and it went al right for awhile, but do you know what that means being on the run up there?

Joesvoicewasrising in anger. Stern watched him.

Being cold and wet every minute of the day and night, that's what, and being done and done. Those
mountains aren't meant for running, there's nothing but rain and sinking in up to your knee every step you
take but | kept running because | had to, ran al night to surprise the bloody Blacks and Tans. Y ou can't
run up there but | did, just did isdl, there was no other way to be doing what | was doing and do you
know whereit bloody well got me?

Joe dammed hisfist on the table. He was shaking. He grabbed Stern's deeve and twisted it.

To avacant lot in Cork that's where, barefoot in rags because the people were starving and some of
them were willing to turn apound by turning informer to keep their children from starving to desth. So
they informed and the mountains shrank until | had no place to hide and ended up in Cork on the banks
of the River Leelistening to shrieking seagulls, an Easter Monday it was and me exhausted leaning
againg aruined tannery wal with nothing to est in three days, knowing it was dl over, the three spires of
S Finnbar's up there againgt the sky and me not smart enough then to ask mysdlf what that Trinity in front
of meredly meant.

But I'll tell you something else now. While those mountainswere shrinking | was growing, | wastaking
those soggy heaps and putting them inside me and getting bigger, and that abandoned churchyard wherel
buried the old musketoon in the rain, that mud was consecrated by me and nobody else.

Y ou talk about your kingdom cometo be, Stern. Well | fought for mine, I've donethat and it threw me
out, just kept pushing on me until hope was gone and everything was gone in that vacant lot acrossfrom
St Finnbar's beside the River Lee and | had to escape my Ireland as a Poor Clare, Jaysus, me on the run
asanun do you seeit. One frightened nun quiet as amouse on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, that's what
was | eft of me at the age of twenty.

Joe let go of hisdeeve and banged the table. Bloody motherlands and bloody causes, the hell with them
al | say. | never want to see one again.

Stern sat back and waited. There's more, he said after amoment.

Wheat's more? What are you talking about? This resentment and anger, the way you've changed. It's not
realy Ireland, you know that. That was over before you got here. It's something that's happened since
then.

Joe's eyes softened and all a once hislips began to tremble. He quickly covered hisface with his hands
but not before Stern saw the tears welling up. Stern reached out and held hisarm.



Joe, you don't dways have to hide thingsin front of people, nobody's going to respect you more for that.
Sometimesit's better to let the fedings out. Why don't you tell me about it?

He kept his hands up. The quiet sobbing lasted a minute or two and then he spoke in an unsteady voice.
What'sto tell? There was awoman that's dl and sheleft me. Y ou see | just never imagined such athing
could happen, not when you loved someone and they loved you. | thought once you were together like
that you just went on loving each other and being together, that's the way it iswhere | come from. Sureit
was dumb of me, sure it was simpleminded not to think it could be another way but | just didn't know. If
| wasn't aman in the Dublin post office | damn well became one during those next four yearsin the
mountains, but women, | didn't know anything about women. Nothing. | loved her and | thought she
loved me but she just fooled me, just tricked me and did mein likethe fool | was.

Stern shook hishead sadly.

Don't keep telling yoursdlf thet, it only makes you bitter and it might not have been that way at all. It
could have been something else dtogether. Was she older than you?

Ten years, your age. How'd you know that?

Just aguess. But look Joe, ten yearsis along time. Perhaps something happened to her during those ten
yearsthat separated you, something she was afraid of, ill afraid of, something that had hurt her so much
shedidn't dare face it again. People cut off lovefor al kinds of reasons but generdly it hasto do with
them, not with somebody else. So it might have had nothing to do with you at al. Some experience from
the past, who knows.

Joe looked up. The anger had returned.

But | trusted her don't you see, | loved her and it never even crossed my mind not to trust her, not once,
never, | wastoo smpleminded for that. | just trusted her and loved her and thought it would go on
forever and ever because | loved her, asif that were enough reason for anything to last. Well from now
on there's no bloody room in me anymore for believing in things and fooling myself about them lasting
forever. The baking priest has been baking the four boundaries of hislifefor sixty years, laying out his
map, and sure you've got to do that, sure you've got to find the four walls of your own chancesand I've
done that now, they include me and no one ese, just me.

But Joe, where will that lead you?

Towhat | want, being in charge of myself. What do you mean?
Stern spread his hands on the table.

| mean being in charge, what's that?

Nothing going wrong. Nobody throwing me out of my country, because | won't have a country. Nobody
leaving me, because | won't be there where they can leave me. Not giving anybody a chance to hurt me
ever agan.

That can il happen, Joe.
Not if | have the power it can't.
Andtheglory?

Never mind the sarcasm. Asamaitter of fact though | don't give adamn about glory, being out of Sght is



finewith measlong as| have power. Tell me, who's going to be therichest oil merchant in the Middle
East when he comes of age?

Nubar Wdlengtein, said Stern wearily.
That's him. So what are you doing about it?
Waiting for him to come of age.

The hdl with the bloody sarcasm, can't you see | mean what I'm telling you? I'm serious about this. I'm
making plans now and before long I'm going to be playing awinning hand in this gamethey call
Jerusalem.

Stern shook hishead. He sighed.
Y ou havent got it right, Joe. Y ou just haven't.

Joe smiled and signaled for two more cognacs. He took one of Stern's cheap cigarettes and rolled it from
one sde of his mouth to the other.

Haven't | now, Father? Isthat the judgment today from the confessional? Well dl | know isl'vegot it the
way itisaround here, pretty much the way it is. Maybe not the way the good book saysit's supposed to
be but ill theway it is. So why don't we stop being sentimental on Christmas Eve and get down to
talking about guns and money?

Herased histumbler.

Doesn't bother you doesit, Stern? It shouldn't, don't worry about it. Until | find something better to do I'll
run gunsto your Arab and Jewish and Christian country that doesn't exist and be happy doing it, what do
| carethat it's never going to exist. And you'll get good vaue from me, you know that. Just no more shit
about somewhere being someplace because it isn't, | don't have ahomeland anymore. My last home was
in Jericho with awoman who left me.

Hegrinned.

Cold in Jerusdlem wouldn't you say? It seemsto be snowing in theland of milk and honey, do you seeit
now. So here'sto your kind of power and mine. Her€'sto you, Father Stern.

Stern dowly raised hisglass.
Toyou, Joe.

In the spring of 1922 Stern wasin Smyrnato meet with his principle contact in Turkey, awedlthy secret
Greek activist. The man's chief interest was in seeing Constantinople returned to the Greeks, for which a
Greek army was then fighting Kemal and the Turksin the interior. But he had been working with Stern
for ten years hdping him smuggle amsto nationaist movementsin Syriaand Irag, ever snce hisand
Stern'saims had come to coincide during the Balkan wars.

Infact it was Sivi who frequently provided Stern with the money he was always so desperately lacking,
the same Sivi who had once befriended Maud and hel ped her with money after the death of her husband
Y anni, his much younger haf-brother.

In addition the notorious old man, now seventy, was the undisputed queen of sexua excessin Smyrna,



where he dways appeared at the operadressed in flowing red gowns and alarge red hat spilling with
rosesto be plucked off and tossed to his friends when he made his entrance into his box, hisruby rings
flashing and along unlit cigar firmly fixed between his teeth. Because of the reputation of hisfather asone
of the founding statesmen of the modern Greek nation, because of his own eccentric manner and wedlth
and because of Smyrnasimportance as, the most internationd city in the Middle East, he was an
extremely effective agent with influential connectionsin many places, particularly in the numerous Greek
communitiesfound everywhere.

Helived donewith his secretary, ayoung Frenchwoman once educated in aconvent but long since
seduced by the sensud air of Smyrnasociety and the sdlon Sivi ran there. Stern's meeting with him, as
usua, was a three o'clock in the morning since Sivi's entertainments ran late. Stern left hishotel ten
minutes before that and strolled adong the harbor to see that he wasn't being followed. At three he dipped
into an aley and walked quickly around to the back door of the villa. He knocked quietly, saw the
peephole open and heard the bolt dide. The secretary closed the door gently behind him.

Hello, Theresa

Helo again. You look tired.

He smiled. Why not, the old sinner will never meet me at a decent hour. How's he been lately?
In bed. Hisgums.

What about them?

He saysthey hurt, hewon't eat

Oh that, don't worry about it, it happens every three or four years. He getsit into his head histeeth are
faling out and becomes afraid he might have to make a public gppearance without hiscigar in place. It
only lastsaweek or two. Have the cook send in soft-boiled eggs.

She laughed. Thank you, doctor. She rapped on the bedroom door and there was a soft thump on the
other side. Stern raised his eyebrows.

A rubber ball, she whispered, it means comein. No unnecessary words. It seems opening his mouth to
fresh ar might hasten the ravaging of hisgums. I'll see you before you leave.

Sivi was sitting in bed propped up by an immense pile of red satin pillows. Hewore athick red dressing
gown and aswath of red flanne that entirely covered his head and wastied under his chin. Thelarge
olivewood logs crackling in the fireplace gave the only light in the room. Stern pulled aside adrape and
found dl the windows locked and shuttered againgt the mild spring night. He stripped off hisjacket in the
oppressive heat and sat down on the edge of the bed. He felt the old man's pulse while Sivi snifled at a
pan of steaming water on the night table.

Termind?

Surprisingly, no. Infact the flesh isn't even cold yet
Don't joke about it. | may well go within the hour.
How can you breathe in here?

| cant, it'sone of my difficulties. The oxygen to my head has been cut off. Who did you say you were?



A laborer. | load tobacco on the pier in front of your villa
The oneto the l€eft or theright?
Left.

Excellent. Keep up the good work but watch out for your back. Heavy lifting can damage the back. Isit
day or night out?

Day.

| thought 0. | can fed that unhealthy sunshine cregping aong the shutterstrying to ooze insgde. Winter or
summer, did you say?

Winter. It's snowing.

Prepogterous, | was sure of it, I've been feverish for hours.

Y ou know when your jaw fals off that flannel ding won't be any help.
Nonsense, dl illusonsare hepful.

Y ou know something ese? In your declining years you're beginning to look more and more like that
portrait downstairs of your paterna grandmother.

The old man wagged his head.

| wouldn't mind that particularly, it's an admirable proposition. She was a pious and honorable and
hardworking woman aswell as the mother of one of the heroes of Greek independence, who was agood
friend of Byron by the way, you probably know that. But what you don't know isthat the last time | was
in Mdta, | hired asmy vaet none other than the grandson of Byron's Venetian gondolier, hisfavorite
pimp and catamite. The grandfather, Tito, led an Albanian regiment in our war and then later was
sranded in Mdta, destitute, through a series of scanda ous misadventuresinvolving hisformer
occupations. What, thisintriguing news from aMaltese grandson doesn't interest you? Well tell mewhat's
new in the outside world then. I've been bedridden since the Mahdi took Khartoum.

That phallus you're using as a knocker on the back door isnew. It's awful.
Svi laughed happily and sniffed his pan of seaming weter.

It does add atouch, doesn't it Well naturaly there's no reason to hide the generd state of affairs around
here and anyway, | have a certain reputation to maintain. My father had ason at the age of eighty-four
and athough that's not my line, virility isin our blood.

Stern handed him apiece of paper and he fixed his pincenez to study the figures.
Ah, my eyesight isdeteriorating.

Degenerating.

Damascusthistime.

Yes

When?



By themiddle of Juneif you candoit.
Easly.
And I'd like to set up a meeting here in September.

| don't blameyou at all, it'salovely placeto bein September. Who is going to have the pleasure of
vigting here and meeting me?

A man who worksfor mein Pdegtine.

Fine, guests from the Holy Land are dways especially welcome. Is he on your Arab side or your Jewish
sde?

Neither.

Ah, from amore obscure region of your multiple persondity. Druse perhaps?
No.

Armenian?

No.

He can't be Greek, I'd aready know him.
Heisnt.

Arab Chrigian?

No.

Not a Turk?

No.

Wl we've accounted for the main non-European eements of Smyrna society so he must be some kind
of European.

Somekind. Irish.
Sivi reached down beside the bed and brought up a bottle of raid and two glasses.

Doctor, | thought you might prescribe something likethisso | had it ready justin case. You are aware
how well the Greek army isdoing in theinterior?

| am.

And precisely when things are going well, dong you come introducing avolatile Irish possibility? Do you
have any immediate plansfor China? Not that it matters, | wouldn't visit either of those outlandish places.
I'm staying right here on the beautiful shores of the Aegean until I'm cured.

Y our granny, said Stern, raising hisglass.

Indeed, intoned Sivi, and quite right too. Not only have | never denied it, | wouldn't have it any other
way.



In the autumn of 1929 Stern went down to the Jordan, to asmall house on the outskirts of Jericho to
meet aman he hadn't seen in severd years, an Arab from Amman who was active among the bedouin
tribesin the Moabite hills. Although hewas ayear or two younger than Stern he looked far older. Sitting
very dill, no bigger than achild, hislarge dark eyes were flat and opague in the feeble light thrown by the
snglecandle

A steady wind rettled the windows and swallowed the sounds of theriversin the darkness. The Arab
spoke in whispers, frequently halting to cover his mouth with arag. Stern looked away when that
happened or rummaged in his papers, pretending not to notice how much worse the man's lungs had
become. After settling their arrangementsthey sat slently over coffee, listening to the wind.

You look tired, the Arab said at last.

It'sjust that I've been traveling and haven't had much deep. Won't that wind ever stop?
After midnight. For afew hours. It begins again then.

The Arab'slips smiled weskly but there was no expression in his eyes.

| no longer even cough. It's not far away.

Y ou'll have your own government soon and that's not far away either. Fifteen years you've been working
for it, just imagine, and now it'sredly going to happen.

Stff, thin, wasted, thetiny figure stared at him through dead eyes, the rag clutched near his mouth.

Before you came. Tonight. | wasn't thinking of Amman. It's strange. Concerns change. | was thinking
how we've never known each other. Why?

| supposeit'sthe nature of our work. We hurry back and forth, meet for an hour, hurry on again. Theré€'s
never any timeto talk about other things.

For fifteen years?
It seems 0.
You help us. You help the Jews too. I've known that. Who are you redly working for?

Stern wasn't surprised by the question. All evening the man had talked in a disconnected dreamlike way,
drifting from topic to topic. He supposed it had something to do with the Arab'sillness, his awareness of
it.

For us. Our people.

Inmy hillsthat means your own tribe. With suspicion, afew neighboring tribes. For you?
All of us, dl the Arabs and Jaws together.

It'snot possible.

Butitis.

The man didn't have the strength to shake his head. Jerusalem, he whispered and stopped for lack of



breath. A boy, he said after amoment. A garden. A football.

Stern gazed at the wall and tried not to hear the wind. Two months before at the end of the summer a
boy had accidentdly kicked afootbal into agarden, nothing at al but the boy was a Jew and the garden
an Arab'sand it happened in the Old City. A merefootball, it was grotesque. The Arab saw the foot of
Zionism on his soil and the boy was stabbed to death on the spot. In Hebron an Arab mob used axesto
butcher sixty Jews, including children. In Safad twenty more, including children. Before the riots were
over ahundred and thirty Jews dead and a hundred and fifteen Arabs dead, the Jawskilled by Arabs
and the Arabskilled by the English police, aboy and afootball and a garden.

All the Semites? whispered the man. All together? The Armenians are Christians. What has become of
them? Where were their Christian brothers during those massacres?

Stern shifted in his chair. Somehow he couldn't bring himsdlf to find the words. What was the point
anyway of arguing with a man who would be dead in aweek or amonth? He rubbed his eyes and didn't
say anything, listening to thewind.

The Arab broke the silence by changing the subject again, not redly looking for answers or even hearing
them, beyond that now, straying from thought to thought as they occurred to him.

The classics. Y ou often quote from them. Why? Did you start out as a scholar too? | did.

Stern dirred. He felt uneasy. It must have been the incessant noise of the wind pushing on hismind.
No. My father was. | guess| have ahabit of repeating things he used to say.

Perhaps I've heard of him. | read alot once. What was his name?

Lost, murmured Stern. Lost. A man of the desert. Many deserts.

But the accent. Y ou have atrace of one.

The Yemen. | grew up there.

Barren hills. Stony soil. Not like the Jordan valey.

No, not likeit. Not at all.

Stern dumped lower in his chair. The overpowering wind outside made it impossible for him to keep his
thoughts together. He redlized he was beginning to talk in the abrupt manner of the dying man across
from him. A wind blowing down the valley to the Dead Seaand Agaba.

For no reason he saw hisfather striding into Agaba eighty years ago after marching the length of the Sinai
without food or water, unaware he had walked through three dawns and two sunsets until he found adog
yapping a his heds, amiling then when a shepherd boy told him so and asked him whether he was agood
genie or abad genie, asareward relating to the boy an obscure tale from the Thousand and One
Nights before striding on, Strongbow the genie, many men in many places, truly avast and changeable
Spirit as his grandfather had once said.

What? No. | didn't get thisfrom him. Not like us. No. He became ahakim in hislatter years. First a
scholar, then ahakim.

Better professions, whispered the Arab. Better than ours. Especially the hedler. Hedler of souls. | would
have liked that. But today, you and |. We don't have time. Isthat s0? Just an excuse we give ourselves?



Stern started to reach for his cigarettes and then remembered. If only the man hadn't mentioned the
Armenians. Why did that have to have come up tonight? It always had this effect on him, the memory of
the afternoon in agarden in Smyrna, that night on the quay and the Armenian girl soaked in blood
whispering please, her thin neck and the knife and the crowds and the screams and the shadows, the
firesand the smoke and the knife.

His hands were beginning to shake, it was happening al over again. Hetried to bury them in his pockets
and squeeze hisfists closed but it didn't help, the wind outside wouldn't stop.

The hakim, a huge presence sitting behind a trembling young man at dawn somewhere in the desert haf a
century ago, telling the frightened man to turn and face the emptinessin dl itsvastness, to fix hiseyeona
distant eagle swooping in thefirst light of day living athousand years, tracing the journey of the Prophet,
the footsteps a man takes from the day of hishbirth to the day of his death, suggesting the swirls of the
Koran shaping and unshaping themselves as waves in the desert and saying Yes, the oassmay be small
but yes, wewill find it yes.

The Arab was struggling to get to his feet. Stern jumped up to help him and led him to the door.

It was over. Hurrying back and forth and meeting for an hour, fifteen years gone, leaving again unknown
to each other. The man had started as a scholar and would have liked to have ended as ahedler but here
was hisend.

| envy your faith, whispered the man. What you want. | couldn't conceive of it on earth. We won't see
each other again. Peace brother.

Peace brother, said Stern as the man limped away in the night toward his river, no more than ahundred
yards away but lost now in the blackness, so small and narrow and yet so famous because of events
washed by its currents over millennia, and shallow here aswdl as the earth began to swallow it toward
the end of itsbrief and steeply falling course from the soft green heights of Gdlilee, rich in gentle fields of
grain and kindly memories, a promised stream plunging down and down to the harsh glaring wilderness of
the Dead Seawhere God's hand had long ago laid lifeless the empty cities of sdlt.

A few years after that, searching for an explanation of world events, the Arabsin Paestine began to
weave thefirg of their el aborate fantasies around Hitler. One theory was that he wasin the pay of the
British Secret Service, which was aiding Zionism by having him expd Jews from Europein order to
increase emigration to Palestine,

Or moreincredible ill, that Hitler himsalf was a secret Jew whaose sole aim in Europe was to undermine
the Arabsin Palestine by sending more Jewsthere.

So Stern'svision of avast Levantine nation embracing Arabs and Christians and Jews came apart, and
the effect of the cascading rumors and swirling events on his dreams might well have been shattering if he
hadn't retreated to the memory of apeaceful hillsdein the Y emen and begun to take morphine on the eve
of hisfortieth birthday.
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Jerusalem 700 B.C.-1932.

The ghostly jogger of the Holy City surviving and surviving.

Early one hot July morning in 1932 O'Sullivan Beare arrived at Hg) Harun's barren shop and found the
old man hiding in the back room, cowering deep in the corner behind the antique Turkish safe. The rust
from hishemet had fdlen into his eyes, streaking hisface with tears. He was trembling violently and the
look he gave the Irishman was one of total despair.

Jaysus, said Joe, easy man, get ahold of yourself. What's going on here?
Ha Harun cringed patheticaly and wrapped hisarms around his head asif expecting ablow.
Keep your voice down, he whispered, or they'll get you too.

Joe nodded gravely. He moved in closer and gripped the old man by the shouldersto try to stop the
pitiful shaking. He bent over the crouching figure and spokein alow voice.

What isit man?
I'mdizzy. Y ou know how | dwaysfed dizzy firg thing in the morning.

Jaysus| do and no wonder. After what you've seen but there in the last three thousand years anybody
would expect you to be dizzy when you suddenly had to take another look at it. A new day isaways
trouble so that's al right, calm down and give me awhisper of the problem we'refacing.

Them. They're dill out there.

Arethey now. Where exactly?

In the front room. How did you manage to get around them?

Sneaking on my tiptoes along the wall, amere shadow of mysalf. How many did you say there were?
At least adozen.

Bad odds. Armed?

Only daggers. They Ieft their lances back at the barracks.

Well there'sthat at least. What sort of cutthroats?

Charioteers, theworst kind. They'll cut aman down without thinking twice abot it.
O'Sullivan Beare whistled softly.

Bloody bastards dl right. Which conquering army are they from then?

The Babylonian, but | don't think any of them are regular Babylonian troops except perhaps the sergeant.
He may be, he's arrogant enough.



Irregulars are they? Working for loot like the Black and Tans? There's no meaner bunch.

Y esthey're mercenaries, barbarians, by the looks of them hired horsemen from the Persian steppes,
Medes, I'd say from their accents.

Medes, are they? Now there's a scruffy lot. When did they break in?

Last night when | was grinding my teeth and trying to fall adeep. They took me by surpriseand | didn't
have a chance to defend myself. They threw mein here and they've been out front ever since drinking
and gambling over their spoils and bragging about the atrocities they've committed. I'm exhausted, |
haven't had any deep at dl. They brought asack of raw liver with them and they've been gorging
themsalvesonit.

Do you say s0. Why this particular article of meat?

To arousether lust. The Medes have dways believed the liver was the seat of sexua desire. Now
they're talking about loin pie and they say they won't leave until | hand them over.

After them arethey. Bad, very bad. Hand what over?
The boy progtitutes.

Ah.

They'reterribly confused. They think thisis abarbershop.
Jaysus they are confused.

Not so loud. It'strue, barbershopsin Jerusalem used to be a place to procure boys but wasn't that along
timeago?

More or less1'd say but the important thing now isfor me to send them packing.
You'll haveto be careful. Y ou can't count on Medesto listen to reason.
I'm not and | won't. Just keep under cover here.

O'Sullivan Beare marched to the door between the two rooms and snapped to attention. He saluted
gmartly.

Sergeant, emergency orders from headquarters. All liberty's canceled, charioteersto return to barracks
immediately. Carnage on the southern flank, the Egyptians have just launched a surprise attack. What?
That's right, the squadrons are grouping aready. To your lances man. Double-timeiit.

Tell them you're Prester John, whispered Hgj Harun urgently from behind the Turkish safe.
No need to, whispered Joe over his shoulder, they're going anyway.
What about the drunken one who passed out in the doorway across the alley?

The sergeant's giving him some bloody sound kicks, that's what. They're leaving, its safe to come out
now.

Ha Harun crept out of the corner and tiptoed timidly over to peek into the front room. He tiptoed to the
front door and peered up and down the dley.



Gone, thank God. Do you think the streets are safe?
They are. | saw that whole rabble of an army racing out through Jaffa Gate on my way over here.
Hag Harun sighed and his face brightened.

Wonderful, what ardlief, let'stake awak. | need some fresh air, last night was anightmare. I've dways
detested the Babylonians.

With reason I'd say. Well which route will we be taking today among the many?
The bazaar perhaps? All a once I'm thirsty.

The bazaar, youreright. Soaml.

They passed down severd dleys, made aturn and entered the bazaar. Hg Harun's mood had changed
abruptly with hisrelease from captivity. Now he was robust and smiling and talkative, exuberantly waving
hisarms as he pointed out the Sights.

Hundreds of sweating shoppersjostied each other and squeezed in front of the open shopswhere
hawkers cried out their wares. Hgj Harun absentmindedly picked up ahandful of juicy fresh figsfroma
stand and pressed haf of them into O'Sullivan Beare's hand. Pedling and munching, their mouths dripping,
they made their way dowly through the dense crowds, edging around |oaded donkeys and pushcarts,
putting their heads together and shouting to be heard above the noise.

Seethat shop that sellsloquats? yelled Hg Harun. A very grand placein its day, the best cabaret in
Jerusdlem. Run by aformer grand vizier of the Ottorman Empire who introduced the cabaret acts and led
the applause at the end. Curious how aman of hisformer importance could be reduced to such a shabby
roleinlife

Curious, yes.

What?

Always thought so, shouted Joe.

And this corner herewaswhere | wasfined for public cherromaniain Hellenigtic times.
What's that?

The man on the corner now? It's hard to say. Either he's had too much hashish or he'sgoneinto a
religious ectasy.

No, | mean that offense the Greeks pinned on you.

Oh that, shouted Hgy Harun with alaugh. An obsession with the hand but not what you're thinking.
Pamistry without alicense was the problem, | used to be quite agood palmist. See that old building
there? | wasinjail there once.

They stepped up off the cobblestones into afruit juice stand and Joe, ordered two large glasses.
Together they stood Sipping their pomegranate juice and gazing at the building, Hg Harun beaming and
laughing as he reminisced.



That was during the greet evil eye epidemic we had here. | don't suppose you've ever heard of it?
It strikes methat | haven't. When was that?

Early in the Assyrian era. For some reason everyonein the city was suddenly terrified of the evil eye.
People imagined they saw it everywhere and no one dared go outside. The streets were empty, the shops
closed, dl commerce stopped. Jerusalem without commerce? Impossible. The city wasdying and | knew
| had to act.

Joe wiped the swest off hisface and tried to dry his hands on hiswet shirt.
Of course you did. What acts then?

Wl first | tried baking bread.

Good, aways useful, bread.

Y es| thought that would do it. Sexua organs are known to be one of the best defenses againgt the evil
eye because they fascinate it and divert its attention, thereby keeping it from doing harm. Well | reasoned
that if bread were baked in the shape of a phallus and eaten plentifully throughout the city, that would
provide asound internal safeguard people could have confidencein.

Joe wiped hisface again. It wasterribly hot. In the blur of the cloudless sky he caught a glimpse of
himself sneaking around Jerusdem one dark night painting evil eyes on doors. The next morning there
would be an Assyrian panic and he would suddenly appear with the miraculous loaves of bread, sdll them
at an enormous profit and make afortune. But how was he going to get the baking priest to bake the
gpecid shape? Tl him it wasthe arm and fist of God? No good, the arm of Allah was too common an
expression here. The ancient Franciscan would think he had succumbed to the heathens and refuse to fire
hisoven.

A totd failure, laughed Hg Harun. Bread was too subtle. People needed a visible safeguard, not a
digestible one, so | went around painting phalluses on walls. That helped alittle, at least people began
coming outside again. When they did | harangued them, urging them to paint phalluses of their own to
reassure themselves and they did that, covering lamps and bowls and every other article they owned,
even weaving them into their cloaks and wearing specially carved rings and bracelets and necklaces and
pendants. Soon Jerusdlem was acity of ten million phalluses. Of course you have to remember dl this
happened back in the dayswhen | ill had influence here and people not only listened to me but believed
what | said.

Joetried to pull hisshirt away from his chest and let alittle air in but he couldn't, it was glued there.
Are you remembering? asked Hg Harun.

| am. Keenly.

Yes. Well for the next stage of my plan | needed the ass stance of menstruating women.

| see. Why thisunusud convolution?

Because a that time menstruation was a very powerful agent. It was effective againgt hail and bad
wesather in general and could destroy vermin in crops, not to mention withering cucumbers and cracking
nutshels.

Very good.



| thought so but then it turned out | couldn't persuade any women to expose their private parts on the
street when they were mengtruating. Home on their farms at night to help their own crops, of course
they'd do it then, but not in Jerusdlem in public even though it could have assured the safety of the city. |
argued and argued with them in the squares but they remained adamant, claming it would damage their
reputations. Can you imagine? People being as vain as that when the whole city was endangered by a
criss?| tel you, people can be sdlfish.

True.

And ignore the public welfare.

Very true.

Evento the point of thinking only about themsalves while everything around themisgoing to ruin.

Very very true.
Ha Harun laughed.

Wl that was the case then, so obvioudly there was only one thing to do. One final dramatic act was
needed to bresk the impasse, to enlist the entire citizenry in the fight againgt the danger we were facing.
Unquestionably | had to take an extreme religious position againgt the evil eye, no matter how unpopular
and flamboyant it might appear to be, and through persona example show the people what was
necessary to save us. Therewas smply no dternative. | had to do it and | did.

Of courseyou did. What wasiit?
Hg Harun grinned at the building acrossthe way.

| took off my loincloth and went striding boldly through the streets and every time | came upon an evil
eye | whipped up my cloak and gaveit aflash. Ha. | flashed and | flashed and each time | did the evil
eye's hold over us was weakened and Jerusalem was that much closer to total recovery.

Joe redled back against the counter of the fruit juice stand and quickly ordered two more glasses of
pomegranate juice. His head was spinning and the centuries were making him thirsty, Assyrian centuries,
the sght of Hgl Harun as avigorous young man still confident and influentid, till respected for his
credibility in those far-off days, boldly striding through Jerusalem in 700 B.C. whipping up hiscloak to
defeat the evil eye at each dramatic new encounter, striking out alone through the streets to do battle with
the epidemic that was threstening to lay waste to hisHoly City, flamboyant and sdfless, shunning vanity
and undeterred by any possible damage to his reputation, marching on and doing his duty ashe saw it,
Haj Harun the fearlessreligious flasher of antiquity.

| got caught, said the old man with a chuckle.
Do you tell methat.

Y es, the Assyrian police picked me up for lascivious behavior or indecent exposure or some other
indefensible charge. Anyway they locked me up in that jail over there and said I'd have to stay locked up
until I promised to change my ways. But my campaign had been largely successful by then and the great
evil eye epidemic was nearly over. They freed me before long.

A personal triumph, said Joe.

| thought so but of course | didn't get any particular credit for it.



Why?

Commerce. As soon asthey got their commerce back they forgot about my religious sacrifice. That
happens around here.

| see

They left the fruit juice stand and once more began pushing their way through the din of the bazaer.

Y ou know, shouted Hg Harun, sometimesit seems| was an old man early in lifeand had little later to
unlearn. When | walk here there are memories and more memories on every side. Did you know Caesar
used geese as watchdogs?

Quack, | did not, shouted Joe, but the bustling and shoving may be loosening my brains.

Or that when the Egyptians held the city they had a custom of shaving off their eyebrows when a pet cat
died? The cats were then embamed and sent home to be buried in Bubadtis.

Cat city you say? Bubbling my brains quite possibly, it must be thisinferna heat | seem to feel the need
for some powerful sobering tonic. Or asyou said once, Timeis.

Hg Harun laughed.
The memoriesit brings back, that'swhy | likewalking here.

But how do you manage to keep up with them? shouted Joe. These changing nonstop smdlsof timel
mean?

By keeping on the move.

That sounds likewhat | used to do in the mountains of the old country. But County Cork'saplace, or at
least it wasthen. What doesit mean in terms of millennia, keeping on the run?

Wil take the Roman siege for example, shouted Hg Harun.
Yeslet'sdo that.

What did you say?

| said what happened during the Roman siege?

Oh. Well the Romans bombarded us for weeks with their catapults and there were monstrous boulders
faling everywhere. Most people hid in their cellars and many were killed when their houses came
crashing down on them. But not me. | survived.

How?

By staying out in the open. | jogged through the streets. A moving target is aways much more difficult to
hit than a stationary one.

Right you are, thought Joe, and there you have the answer to it al, right there in that picture of Hg Harun
jogging through Jerusalem, jogging around his eternd city. Jaysusyes, Hg Harun the moving target of the
Roman Empire and every other empirethat ever existed. Cloak flowing, spindly legs churning, bare feet



wearing down the cobblestones, around and around for three thousand years outrunning siege machines
and conquering armies. Around and around in acircle, defying the arsends of war that were always being
dragged up the mountain to defeat him. Plodding stubbornly up and down the alleys wearing down the
cobblestones, puffing and wheezing on the run through the millennia, Hg Harun the ghostly jogger of the
Holy City surviving and surviving.

The old man clutched Joe's arm in excitement. He laughed and shouted happily in hisear.
Do you see that tower?

Y es, shouted Joe, there it stands in its suggestive shape and I'm ready for it. Which century arewein?
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The Bosporus

The other hour needed for life.

In 1933 Stern found himsdlf walking beside the Bosporusin the rain, and to him the colors of thet gray
October sky were reminiscent of another afternoon there when an enormoudy tall gaunt man had entered
adeserted olive grove and ceremonioudly removed dl his elegant clothes, thrown them together into the
black passing waters and climbed back through the dark grove, barefoot and wearing only atattered
cloak, ahakim making hisway south to the Holy Land and perhaps beyond.

Over hdf acentury ago and now instead of an olive grove there was ahospita for incurableswhere he
had just goneto see hisold friend Sivi for the last time, or rather the body that had once been Sivi's, tied
to abed and motionless now, saring blindly at the calling, the spirit having findly fled its torment.

Stern walked on. By therailing he saw awoman gazing down at the water, aforeigner dressed ina
shabby way, and suddenly he redlized what she was thinking. He went over and stood beside her.

Not until after dark | suppose. Thewind will be high then and no one will see.
Shedidn't move.

Do | look that desperate?

No, helied. But remember there are dways other things. Waysto help.

I've done that. | just don't have the strength anymore.

What happened?

A man went mad today after it started to rain.

Who was he?

A man. Hisnamewas Sivi.

Stern closed his eyes and saw the smoke and flames of the garden in Smyrna, an afternoon eleven years
ago that had brought him and now this woman to arailing beside the Bosporus. He squeezed the iron bar
as hard as he could and when he spoke again he had control of hisvoice.

Wl if you've made the decision the only thing you have to worry about now isbeing sureit's a success.
Y our friendswon't have it any other way for two reasons.

He spoke so matter-of-factly she turned away from the water and looked a him for the first time. He
was alarge bulky man with hunched shoulders, his nationdity difficult to place. Probably shedidn't see
the wearinessin his eyesthen, just the outline of his shapeessfigure beside her intherain.

Only two? she sad bitterly.

It seems 0, but they're enough. Thefirst hasto do with the guilt you make them fed. Wasthere
something more they could have done? Of course, so they resent you for reminding them of that by il



being dive. Then too you aso remind them they've wasted their lives and they resent that. When they
haveto look at you afterward they have an uncomfortable feding you're not willing to accept as much
moral corruption asthey are. They're not exactly aware of it but you'll know the minute they sit down
with you. A seriousface, there's something they have to say. Welcome you back from the dead? No. It's
cowardice they want to talk about. It'stoo easy. Those are dwaystheir first words.

But it iseasy, she whispered.

Of course. Real solutionsadwaysare. You just get up and leave. But most people can't do that and that's
why they talk about your cowardice, because they've been trying to ignore their own for so long. It
makes them uneasy. You make them uneasy.

Shelaughed hardhly.
Isthat al they say?

No, often there are special concerns depending on who they are. A mother worrying about how she
brought up her childrenislikely to criticize you for not making it look like an accident. After dl, how
would your mother have fet? Touching.

Y es. Then abusinessman islikdly to point out you didn't even have your business affairsin order. When
you commit suicide, in other words, you should be thinking about everyone but yoursdlf. Y ou're only
losing your life. What about other people?

Dreadful to be that selfish.

Y es. But there are also afew people who never mention it and go right on with you asif nothing had
happened. It'saway of finding out who's close to you, | admit, but a dangerous one.

Y ou seem to be quite an expert.

No, just one or two experiences. But don't you want to hear the other reason why you can't fail? It's
because you'll have learned alife just doesn't matter much except asamemory, even agrest life. Infact |
suspect that explainswhat Christ did after he was resurrected.

Chrig?

Wl we know he spent forty days on the Mount of Olives seeing hisfriends, then disappeared. And
during those forty days he must have redlized he couldn't go on doing the same things with the same
people anymore. It was over. They had their memories of him and that's what they needed, not him. In
the three years he'd been preaching held aready changed a good dedl and of course he would have gone
on changing, everyone dways does. But hisfriends didn't want that.

So what did he do?
Stern tapped his forehead.

Two theories, one for good days and one for bad. The theory for bad daysis set in Jerusalem. Have you
been there?

Yes.
Then you've seen St Helenas crypt in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre?

Wait, | know what you're going to say. It's the man who paces back and forth at the top of the stairs,



isn't it. Staring at the floor and muttering to himself and he's been doing it for two thousand years.
Y ou mean you've dready heard my theory?
No, but | saw that man once and somebody told me about him.

Oh, wdll according to my theory for bad days that man is Christ. What happened was that after hisforty
dayswith hisfriends he fully intended to go to heaven, but first he decided he might teke alast look at
that spot where he was crucified, that hilltop where the most momentous event in his life had occurred.
So he did and he was s0 stunned by what he saw he never Ieft, and ever since he's been there pacing
back and forth talking to himsalf about what he saw.

What did he see?

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. They'd taken down the three crosses and it wasjust an empty hilltop. For
al anyone could tdll, nothing at al had ever happened there.

She shook her head.
That's certainly for bad days. What about good days?

Ongood days| think he did leave. He saw what he saw al right, but then he decided to do something
else anyway. So he clipped hishair or tied it up and shaved his beard or grew alonger one, put on some
weight and taught himself to speak directly like other men, then went on to acquire atrade so he could

pay hisway.
What trade?

Cabbler, say, perhaps even carpentry again athough | doubt that. After seeing the emptiness of that
hilltop he'd probably have preferred to try something new. Y es, cobbler perhaps.

And wheredid hego?

Oh he didn't go anywhere. Theoriesfor good and bad days have to be set in the same place. He stayed
in Jerusalem and now that he'd changed his appearance he could come and go as he pleased without
being recognized, perhaps disguised as an Armenian or an Arab. Which he till does of course, being
immortal and having long since forgotten hisformer troubles, even the man he used to be. And dll
because avery beautiful thing happened, a strange and glorious transformation. It took more time than
going to heaven, had he done that, but it happened.

What?

Jerusalem moved. Over the centuriesit dowly moved north. It picked itself up from Mt Zion and inched
itsway toward what had once been that empty hilltop outside the walls. Foreign conquerors who thought
they were desecrating the place helped by razing the city every so often, and each time they did the city
was rebuilt alittle closer to the desolate hilltop. Until the hilltop was no longer far away but right benesath
thewadlls, then within the walls, then nearer to the center of the city and at last in its very heart, crowded
around with bazaars and playing children and swarms of traders and pious pilgrims al shouting and
laughing and rubbing together. No longer a sad little empty hilltop at al you see. No just the opposite.
Jerusalem had come to him, the Holy City had embraced him and that'swhy at last he was able to forget
hisformer sorrows. He no longer had to fear the nothingness of his death.

Well what do you think? said Stern with asmile.



| think it's certainly atheory for good days.

Y esindeed, a happy ending after two thousand years. And not that impossible either. Asamatter of fact
my own father did much the same thing in the last century.

Did what? Made Jerusalem move?

No that takes moretime. | was thinking about leaving the empty hilltop behind by putting on adisguise.
And hewas rdlaively famoustoo, and rather recognizable you would have thought.

But no one knew who he was?

Only the few he choseto tell.

How can you be sure hetold you the truth?
Stern smiled. He dmost had her now.

| seewhat you mean but | till have to believe him. What he did istoo unredl not to be true. No one
could forgealifelike his.

All the same, forgeries can be enormous.

| know.

Once aman forged the whole Bible,

| know, repeated Stern.

Why do you say that?

Wl you're talking about Wallenstein, aren't you? The Albanian hermit who went to the Sinai?
Shedared a him.

How did you know that?

Stern's smile broadened. At last hed found what he was looking for.

Wl isn't that who you mean? The Trappist who found the origina Bible and was so gppalled by its
chaos he decided to forge his own? Then went back to Albaniawhere he survived to the age of one
hundred and four in adungeon benegth his castle, in atotaly black and soundless cell, the only place he
could live now that he was God? Cared for dl that time by the love of Sophiathe Unspoken, later when |
met her to become Sophiathe Bearer of Secrets? Who was overwhelmed when Walengtein finally died
in 1906?

But that's not true.

What?

That Wdlengtein died in 1906.
Yesitis.

It can't be. | wastherethen.



Then you must be Maud, and you escaped to Greece when Catherine had aseizure and al hisveins
burgt, a death willed on him by his own mother Sophia, or so the old woman aways bdieved. Shetold
me the whole fantastic story when | was trapped there during the first Balkan war. Told me everything, it
seemed shejust couldn't bear the burden of keeping it all asecret anymore. A strange mixture of
brilliance and supergtition, that woman. She actually believed Catherine's madness had come about
because Wallenstein himsdlf was an angd, literally, not asaint but adivine angd who couldn't have a
human child because he was superhuman. Well maybe he did have atouch of something considering the
scope of hisforgery.

Maud stared at him in utter disbelief.
Twenty-saven years ago, she whispered.
Yes

But can any of it betrue?

It'sdl true and there's more, much more. The baby you had for example. Sophianamed him Nubar, a
family name, it ssems shewas of Armenian descent originadly. She brought him up with asmuch love as
she had had hatred for Catherine and was able to give him afortune through her early manipulationsin
the oil market. He's extremely influentid although very few people have ever even heard of him. Now
what do you think of that?

Nothing. | can't think anything abouit it. It'sall some kind of magic.

Not at dl, said Stern, laughing and taking her by the arm, leading her up the Street away from the water.

They talked late that night and many others and dowly she pulled away from despair aseventudly it dl
came out, the horror of her first marriage and the loneliness of her second when she felt she had been
abandoned again by someone sheloved, the hidden fear from her childhood growing maignantly then
until atime came when she could bear it no longer and she ran away from Joe, the great love of her life,
the one thing she had always wanted in the world, amagica dream come true in Jerusalem and she had
leftit.

Every act futile and bitter then. More years when she wasterrified at growing old. Trying to find Sivi
again, some link with the past, surprised to learn hewas dso living in Istanbul, tracing him with difficulty
and shocked when she found him at last, o vadtly different from the eegant and worldly man she had
known at the time of the First World War. Pathetically done now, working asacommon laborer ina
hospital for incurables.

And the strange muddled story about his former secretary that obsessed him, that he repeated over and
over, how Theresa had goneto a place caled Ein Karem in Paesting, there to suffer some kind of
terrible salf-inflicted penancein an Arab leper colony.

It was inexplicable. How could people change so much?
Stern shook his head. It wasn't time to speak, her memory of standing beside the water was too recent.

Svi?'Y es he had known him once, anyone who had ever spent any time in Smyrnahad known Sivi. Yes
and Theresatoo. He nodded for her to go on.

Kind and gentle Sivi, totally broken when she found him, grave and sad and bewildered, living in asmall



squaid room near the Bosporus, so confused he often forgot to feed himsdlf.

She had decided to devote hersdlf to caring for him, it was the best thing she could do. She cleaned for
him and washed and cooked, and for awhile shefdt stronger. Helping Sivi gave life some meaning again.
But then that awful rainy afternoon came when she went to pick him up at the hospital after work as she
did every day and found him strapped to a bed, beyond the impenetrable barrier of madness, the same
afternoon Stern had found her by the water.

And now &fter forty-three years what did she have?

The memory of one exquisite month long ago on the shores of the Gulf of Agaba. That and the son she
had conceived there.

Would you like to meet him? asked Maud.
Y esvery much.
Shelooked a him shyly.

Pease don't laugh. | named him Bernini. The dreams were crumbling but not quite gone. | suppose |
hoped someday he would aso carve his own beautiful fountains and stairways to somewhere.

Stern smiled.
And why not? It'sagood name.
But Maud looked suddenly troubled. Shetook hishand and said nothing.

In the small apartment above the Bosporus, Stern tried to amuse the boy with stories from his childhood.
He described thefirgt clumsy balloon he had built when he was about Bernini's age.

Didyoufly?
For ayard or two, depending on how hard | pushed. After that | just went bumping down the hillside.

Why didn't you put whedls on the basket? Then you could have used it as a sailboat and crossed the
desert that way.

| could have | suppose, but | didn't. | kept trying to build better balloons and after awhile | made one
that would fly.

| wouldn't have done that, said the boy distantly. Sailing would have been good enough for me.

They were Stting on the narrow terrace. Maud came out with tea and the boy lay down on his scomach
and gazed at the ships plowing up and down the straits. When Stern left, Maud walked to the corner with
him.

He's often like that, | don't know how to explain it. He talks for aminute or two about something and
then dropsit asif he were afraid to say too much, asif by touching certain thoughts he was afraid they
would go away. He wouldn't ask you why you wanted to fly for example, nor would hetell you why he
would have preferred to sal. Instead he just lay down and watched the boats. | knew hisimagination was
working and he was thinking about those things, but he wouldn't talk about it with us.



He'syoung.

But not that young and sometimesit frightens me. His thoughts don't dwaysfollow each other, somehow
the sequenceiswrong. Againit'sasif he were leaving things out on purpose. In school he can't get dong
at al except for drawing.

Stern amiled.
With hisnamethat'sfine.
But Maud didn't smile.

No. He used to draw at home and now he doesn't even do that anymore. Hejust lies on hiselbows and
gazes at things, especidly the boats. And there's something worse, he can't read. Doctors say there's
nothing wrong but he can't seem to learn. | mean he'sdready twelve years old.

She stopped. Stern put hisarm around her. He didn't know how to help.

Listen. He's healthy and good-natured and even though he may be alittle too much insde himsdlf right
now, that's not necessarily bad or wrong. After al he seems happy enough and isn't that the most
important thing?

There weretearsin her eyes.
| don't know. | just don't know what to do.

Wil at least you could share the burden. Why not get in touch with the boy's father? Hes il in
Jerusalem, near enough.

Shemoved her feet unesslly.
| couldn't do that. I'm too ashamed of the way | treated him.
But that was twelve years ago, Maud.

| know but | fill couldn't bring mysdlf to doit. | wastoo cruel to him and none of it was hisfault. That
would take akind of strength | don't have yet.

Stern looked at the ground. She took his hands and tried to smile.
Well don't worry about it. It'll bedl right

Good, he said in asoft voice. | know it will be,

And now you're going to be away for awhile?

He grinned.

It shows that desperately?

A manon histraves, yes.

About a month probably. I'll cable.

Bless you, she whispered, for being who you are.



She went up on her tiptoes and kissed him.

Stern used to tell her how hisfather had somehow managed to mark his memory as achild with every
name and event from hislong years of wandering, in the course of time narrating his entire journey much
as ablind man might have done in the days when there was no other way for the stages of the past to be
passed from generdtion to generation, in effect rewriting the hg of hislifein inddibleink upon hisyoung
son'smind, swirling stroke around stroke in the complex etching of aspiritud stylus.

Y et strangely in those myriad experiences, those mgjestic flowing volumes that together comprised
Strongbow's legendary voyage through the desert, never once had the old explorer talked about the
gentle Persian girl he had loved so dearly in hisyouth for afew weeks, no more, before she was carried
off inan epidemic. Why?

Why should he have? answered Maud. He had loved her, that's al, what more was there to say?
Besides, when welook back on it there are dways mysteriesin someone'slife and perhaps the gentle
Persangirl ishis.

Y ou may beright, said Stern vaguely, standing and then sitting down again. But Maud didn't think he was
redly talking about the Persian girl and Strongbow. There had to be something else on his mind the way
he was acting, something much more persona. She waited but he didn't go on.

What €lse did he never mention? she said after amoment

It'svery curious, but the Sinai Bible of al things. Surdly he knew about it Why that one secret held back?
Why do you think?

Stern shrugged. He said he couldn't imagine why. He got up again and began roaming around the room.
When did hedie? | don't think you've ever told me that.

August 1914, the very month the nineteenth century came to an end. Y ou know | remember that
prophecy you said O'Sullivan Beare's father made two months before that, that seventeen of his sons
were going to bekilled in the Great War. Well Strongbow must have had the gift too. He was ninety-five
years old and held gone blind by then but his health was good and his mind was certainly asclear asever.
The main thing seemed to be smply that he felt hedd lived long enough. | wastherewith himin Yaqub's
old tent during those last days and that's exactly what he said. It's enough.

Y aqub had aready died?

Y es, but only afew months before, the two of them inseparable to the end, always talking and talking
over their endless cups of coffee. Anyway, after he said it was enough he did something that couldn't
have been a coincidence.

Stern frowned and lapsed into slence. He seemed to drift away.
Wdl?

I'm sorry, what?

Thething he did, what wasit?

Oh. He predicted the hour of his death and went to deep to await it.



And never woke up.
That'sright.
And what wasn't a coincidence?

Dying likethat. It was astory hedd heard long ago from some bedouin called the Jebeliyeh. Around 1840
ablind mole did the samething at the foot of Mt Sinal after talking to ahermit on the mountain. And of
course you know who the hermit was.

Wdlengain.

Yes, Wallengtein. A hermit in 1840 and ablind mole in 1914. Strongbow was obvioudy dreaming
Wallengtein's dream when he died. Dreaming of the Sinai Bible.

Once more Stern's voicetrailed off and his attention drifted away. Maud waited as he restlesdy crossed
the room to the window and returned and went back to the window again.

Andif it was so important to him, you gill can't imagine why he never told you about it?
No, said Stern quickly.

A thunderstorm had broken overhead and lightning suddenly lit the room in aviolent burst but Stern
seemed unaware of it.

No, he repeated. No.

Maud gazed at the floor. She wanted to believe him but she didn't. She knew it wasn't true, there was no
way it could betrue. And even though she knew the two old men only through Stern, she could picture
exactly what had happened. It was as clear to her asif she had been there and seen Y alqub and
Strongbow marching back and forth between their dmond treesin one of their interminable rambling
discussons.

Y aqub saying merrily that thiswasfine, dl the things the boy was learning, but then suddenly serious and
tugging Strongbow's deeve and whispering earnestly that one mystery must be excluded from their
teachings, at least that, for the boy's sake, one for him to discover done by himsdif.

The former hakim pondering the words and nodding solemnly over this piece of wisdom, thetwo of them
gtting up late tha night in thelr tent trying to decide which mystery it should be among the thousands they
shared after dl their years of tramping from Timbuktu to Perga, of tracing ahillsdein the Yemen and
going nowhere.

So Stern was lying to himsdlf. He pretended al his days and nights were taken up with his clandestine
cause but it just wasn't 0. There was something € se more important to him.

Dizzily then sherecalled things he had said and dl at once it became obvious. For years he too had been
secretly in search of the Sinal Bible.

Walengtein. Strongbow. O'Sullivan Beare and now Stern.

Wherewould it ever end?



Shedidn't want to talk about it but she knew she couldn't just ignoreit, so finaly she asked the question.
Stern, what made you begin looking for the Snal Bible?

It was|ate afternoon and he was pouring himsdlf a glass of vodka. His shoulders seemed to twitch and he
poured more than he usualy did.

Wél, when | redized what it meant | had to. What wasin it | mean. What's sill in it wherever itis.
And what's that, Stern? For you?

Wl everything. All my ideas and hopes, what | wasredly looking for yearsago in Pariswhen | thought
of anew nation here, ahomeand for Arabs and Christians and Jews alike, you see what | mean don't
you? That homeland could have been here in the beginning before people were divided into those names,
the Sinai origind might show that. And if it does | would have proof, or at least | could proveit to myself
evenif tonoonedse

Prove what? What you've done? What you work for? Y our life? What?

WEell yes, dl those things, everything.

Maud shook her head.

That damned book.

Why say that? Think what it could mean if it were found.

Maybe, | don't know anymore. It just makes me angry.

But why doesit make you angry? Because of O'Sullivan Beare? Because he wanted to find it so much?
Y esand no. Perhapsit was just that then, now it's something more.

What?

She shrugged weerily.

I'm not sure. Theway it obsesses people. The way it sends lives careening off in all directions.
Wallengtein in his cave for seven years going mad while the ants eet his eyeballs, Strongbow marching
through the desert for forty years never able to deep in the same place twice, Joe and hiswild search for
treasures that don't exist, you and your impossible nation. Why are there these mirages that pull men and
pull them on and on and on? Why doesit have to be the same with dl of you? Y ou hear about that damn
book and you go crazy. You dl do.

She stopped. He took her hand.

But it'snot the Sinai Biblethat doesit, isit?
More vodka?

Maud?

No | know it isn't, of courseit's not. But al the same | wish that damn fanatic Wallenstein had never had
hisinsane dream. Why couldn't he have left us done?

But he hasn't got anything to do with it ether. It wasthere and dl he did wasfind it and liveit, or rdiveit



and bring it back to us, al the things we've dways wanted. Canaan, just imagineit. The happy land of
Canaan three thousand years ago.

It wasn't happy.

It might have been. No one can say until the origind isfound.
Y esthey can. Y ou know it wasn't

Hedidn't answer.

Damnit, say you do. Admit it. Say you know.

All right then, | know.

She sighed and began stroking his hand absent-mindedly. The anger in her face had drained away.
And yet, she whispered.

Y esthat'sright, that'sdwaysit And yet And yet.

She picked up the vodka bottle and looked &t it.

Christ, she muttered. Oh Chrigt.

Y es, sad Stern with athin smile. Among others.

Dizzying and more, for dthough O'Sullivan Beare had the account of the Bible al mixed up, confusing it
with the vague stories Hgj Harun told him, Stern actudly knew wherethe Sinai origind was. He knew it
had been buried in the Armenian Quarter of Jerusalem.

Y et he had never looked for it there.

Why?
Stern laughed and filled hisglass.

Y ou know that's the only part of Sophias story I've never believed. 1t would have been too obviousa
hiding place for someone as clever and dedicated as Wallenstein. Look at it. He spent twelve yearsin a
basement hole in the Armenian Quarter before he went to the Sinai to do hisforgery. Would he have
been likely to come back and bury the original in that same basement hole? Ask questions about him and
someone would remember, the spot could be found and dl of Walenstein's efforts would have been for
nothing. Would Sophiahave dlowed that considering how much she loved him? She knew what the
forgery had cost him, what it eventually cost her too, so she lied to protect him, to protect hersdlf, to
keep their suffering from being meaningless.

Stern went on talking, pacing and puffing cigarettes. He poured himsdf another drink. Maud looked out
the window in embarrassment.

Why was he saying dl this? There was no reason for Sophiato lieto protect Wallenstein after hed
aready protected himsdf. When he went to Egypt to find parchment held traveled as awedthy Armenian
deder in antiquities. Who knew what other disguises there had been?



The basement hole could have had alarge house over it where he passed himself off as someoneese. Or
ashop where he actudly dedlt in antiquities. Or a church where held gotten himself ordained asa priest,
or amonastery where he was posing asamonk. Anything at al. Obvioudy the manuscript would never
be found by asking questions about Wallenstein and his basement hole.

Stern, alittle drunk now, began to describe al the places he had looked for the manuscript. At first he
thought it must have been hidden in alarge city so he went to Cairo and Damascus and Baghdad, into the
back aleysat night.

Did anyone have avery old book to sdll? A precious book? He was willing to pay agreat dedl.

Knowing smiles. Levantine language. He was led through shadowy rooms where every sort of living
creature was offered for sale, the body in question guaranteed to be as satisfying asthe oldest book in
theworld.

O venerable scholar, added his guide.

Stern fled to the open air. Perhgps asmall cave near the Dead Sea? Wallengtein having chosen this
secure place as he was limping home from Mt Sinai?

Stern cranked up histractor car and sped down wadis and across the dunes chasing stray camels, on the
lookout for caves. When he spied a bedouin on the horizon he raced over to him and whipped open the
stedl hatch. Up popped Stern's dusty face, histanker's goggles staring blankly down at the frightened
man.

A very old book? A cavein thevicinity? Even asmdl one?

Next he favored the idea of aremote oasis, adot in the desert so small it supported only one family,
surely an ingenious hiding place.

The hydrogen valves hissed and his baloon swelled. On thetip of the Sinai peninsula he hovered over a
tiny clump of green. The woman and children ran into the tent and the man raised his knife to defend his
family againgt thisfloating gpparition from the Thousand and One Nights.

Twenty yards above the ground Stern's head appeared.
Any old books down there?

He changed hismind. It wasn't aplace he should be looking for but a person. Wallenstein had found a
wandering holy man and fixed the dervish with his eyes, whispering that here was the true holy of holies.
The dervish must carry it until he was ready to die and then passit on to another holy maninasmilar
way, for thisbundle or ark was the manifestation of God on earth carried by secret bearers sincethe
beginning of time and henceforth to the end of time, Ietting it fall being no lessamatter than letting fal the
world itsdf.

Stern went into the deserts and bazaars asking his question.
What sacred object do you carry?

Rags were unwrapped and treasures appeared, divers of wood and crumpled flowers and thimbles of
muddy water, carved matchsticks and cracked glass and smudged dips of paper, alive mouse and an
emba med toad and many other manifestations of God, in fact just about everything except what he
sought.



And you? Stern wesrily asked once more.

| have no need for graven images, answered aman disdainfully. God iswithin me. Wait and tomorrow a
dawn you will see the one and true God.

Stern spent the night. The next morning the man rose a an early hour, ate ameager breskfast and moved
his bowels. He went through the mess and came up with asmal smooth stone which he reverently
washed and anointed with oil, then swallowed again with atriumphant smile.

Tomorrow at the sametime, he said, God will gppear again if you wish to return and worship Him.

And so Stern went on telling more stories and pouring more vodka and lighting more cigarettes, laughing
a himsdlf and making Maud laugh until long after midnight.

When he left she went around the room picking up ashtrays and sweeping up the ashes that had fallen
everywhere as his hands flew and he talked and talked. In the kitchen she stood holding the empty
bottles, gazing down at the sink. All at once she was exhausted.

She understood now why he had never made love to her, why he had probably never made loveto
anyone, why the sexua encountersin hislife could never have been more than that.

Removed, anonymous, quickly over, and Stern donein the end asin the beginning.

Never with someone who could know him. Never. Too fearful of that.

He had dready been tossing for severd hours, his deep torn by the grinding of histeeth. The only rest he
ever knew was when he first lay down and now, two hours before dawn, even the tossing was over. His
jaw aching, he reached for the blankets thrown off at hisfeet and lay shivering in the dark.

At last agray light camein the window. Stern did open adrawer by his bed and took out the needle. The
warmth rolled over him and he fell back on the bed.

I'm dipping beautifully, he thought. Every night adozen new chapters for the secret lost book he dreamed
of finding, exquistely beautiful episodes, nothing would ever come of them.

Once more he was a boy floating high in the night sky above the ruins of Marib among the breezes and
dirring sars, above adistant drifting world, far above the Temple of the Moon suddenly seeninthe
sands. For minutesit lasted, dl the minutes of his childhood in the Y emen with hisfather and his
grandfather, wise and gentle men waiting for him to grasp their mysteries.

I'm dipping beautifully, he thought asthe gray in the window faded to whiteness and he dept again under
the morphine, the other hour needed for life.

He awoke feding numb and drowsy and threw cold water over himsalf. No dreams now, only an empty
day, but at least he had survived the harsh coming of thelight.



18-
M elchizedek 2200 B.C.-1933

Faith never dies, Prester John.

On aspring evening in 1933 Hg Harun and Beare sat on a hillside east of the Old City watching the
suns, thelight shifting dowly over the towers and minarets and changing their colors, softly laying
shadows dong theinvisble aleys. After atime the old man sighed and wiped hiseyes.

So beautiful, so very beautiful. But there are going to beriots, | know there are. Do you think we should
get guns, Prester John?'Y ou and me?

Joe shrugged. You and me, the old man redly meant it. He actudly believed the two of them could do
something.

Ever snce Smyrnal've been worrying about it, Hg) Harun went on. Does it have to be the way it was up
there? They had their lovely city too and al kinds of peopleliving init and look what happened. | just
can't understand why the people of Jerusalem are doing thisto each other. And it's not asif we were
facing the Romans or the Crusaders, it's the people insde the wallswho are doing it. I'm frightened. Wil
we haveto get guns? Will we?

Joe shook his head.

No, no guns, they won't get us anywhere. | tried that when | was young and it's a useless interim game.
Use guns and you're no better than the Black and Tans and that's not good enough.

But what do we do then? What can we do?
Joe picked up arock and scaed it out over the hillside toward the valley separating them from the city.

Jaysus| don't know. | talked with the baking priest about it and he doesn't know either. Just nods and
goes back to baking hisloavesin the four shapes. Doesn't dance anymore ether, which isabad sign. But
these troublesin the city can't be dl that new to you and Jaysus that's what makes me wonder. How have
you been putting up with it all these years?

Putting up with what?

Wheat the bloody people have been doing to you. Throwing stones at you and knocking the teeth out of
your head and clawing you with their fingernails and stegling whét little you have, beating you and insulting
you and caling you names, al those things. If that had happened to me someplace I'd have left it long

ago.

| can't leave. Y ou don't seem to understand.

No | don't and | wonder if | ever will. Look, Smyrnawas bad al right but theré's something else that's
been on my mind since then, worries me and worries me and just won't go away. All thistime I've been
looking for the Sinai Bible and now I'm beginning to wonder. It hasto do with that, you see, with a
promise | made mysdlf then. Jaysus I'm just plain confused. Can | ask you aquestion?

Ha Harun reached out and took his hand. The lightswere going on in the Old City and in the hills. Joe



looked up and saw that the old man's eyes were shining.
Prester John?

Yesdl right, wdl it'sjust this. | loved awoman once and she left me but you see I've learned I'll never
love another one. It seemsthat'sit for me and what's a soul to do then? What's a soul to do?

Smply go onloving her.
So | seem to be doing but what's the sense of it? Where does it lead?

Thefrail hand tightened on his and then was gone. Hg Harun kndlt in front of him and held him by the
shoulders, hisface serious.

Y ou'restill young, Prester John. Don't you see it leads nowhere? It'san end in itself.
But that's a hopeless way to do things.
No. Asyet you have little faith but atime will come.

Faith are you saying? | was born with faith but it's been going these years not coming, going and going
until it'sgone now.

No, that can't happen.
Butitdid al right, shetook it.
No, shegivesit, she never takesit.

Oh Jaysus man, there you go again talking about Jeruslem. Thisisawoman I'm referring to, aflesh and
blood woman.

| see
Wdl then?

Faith never dies, Prester John. If you love awoman you'll find her someday. In my time I've seen many
temples built on that mountain acrossthe valley and dthough they've al fdlen to dust one ill remainsand
will dways remain, the temple of thefirst king the city ever had. Y esI'm frightened when | think of
Smyrnaand what it may mean for tomorrow, but | so know that Melchizedek's City of Peace can
never die because when that gentle King of Salem reigned on that mountain so long ago, long before
Abraham came to seek him out and receive his blessing and father the sons called Ishmadl and Isaacin
thisland, long before then Me chizedek had dready dreamed his gentle dream, my dream, and in 0
doing given it life forever, without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of
daysnor end of life.

Who'sthat you're talking about now?Y ou or Melchizedek?
Ha Harun smiled shyly.

We're the same person.

Go onwith you, youreal mixed up.

Hg Harun laughed.



Do you think so? Come let's go back, she'swaiting for us.

They garted down the hillsde, Joe sumbling and faling in the darkness, Hg Harun floating lightly dong
the rough path that he had followed innumerable times.

Bloody eternd city, thought Joe, looking up at the wallsrising above them. Bloody marvel how he keeps
it running, lurking up there on the Mount of Olives at sundown disguised as a broken-down Arab.
Keeping watch heis, guarding the approaches, aformer antiquities dedler for sure, old Mel chizedek the
first and last long spinning his city through the ages with no end in Sght. Riots and mayhem to come,
fearful of Smyrnabut il trying to take thelong view, as Stern once said.

Madness dl right, that's what this place s, daft time spinning out of control, not meant for a sober
Chrigtian who just wants to make do with three squares aday and no heavy lifting and maybe afortune
onthe side. But dl the same who'd have thought a poor boy from the Aran I ands would one day be
consulting in the shadows of Salem with the very same king who was handing out blessings here long
before these bloody Arabs and Jews even existed with their bloody troubles?
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Athens

Life rich and full in the wine of faraway places.

When Maud returned to live in Athens, Stern often cameto vigit her in the smal house by the sea. A
cable would arrive from somewhere and afew mornings later she would be standing on the pier in
Piraeus waiting to meet his ship, Stern dl at once leaning over therail above her shouting and waving,
rushing out to hug her in the clamor of travelers and banging gangways, his arms overflowing with the
presents he had brought, masses of brightly colored paper tied with dozens of ribbonsfor Bernini to
unravel.

Back at the little house by the sea Bernini sat on the floor working hisway through the pile of parcels,
holding up each new wonder as he uncovered it, amulets and charms and picture books, an Arab cloak
and Arab headgear, amode of the Great Pyramid made of building blocks complete with secret tunnels
and atreasure chamber.

Bernini clapped his hands, Maud laughed, Stern bounded into the kitchen redling off the disheshewas
going to make for dinner that night, lamb in Arab pastes and fish in French sauces, delicate pastries and
vegetables touched by heady spices and aspics of the rainbow. She helped him find the pots and pans
and sat in acorner while he chopped and sniffed and tasted, dashing a drop here and a pinch there and
frowning judicioudy, dl thewhile carrying on aheadlong account of scenes and anecdotes from
Damascus and Egypt and Baghdad, exhilarating to Maud in the routine of her otherwise quiet life.

Toward the middle of the afternoon he opened the champagne and caviar and later they lit candlesin the
narrow garden to be near the sound of the waves as they savored his marvelous dishes, Stern il
flooding the table with his stories from everywhere, extravagant costumes and ridiculous gossip and
imagined conversations beguiling and raucous by turns, Stern legping up to act the parts, standing ona
chair and swinging hisarms and smiling and snesking along thewall, pointing and making aludicrousface,
tapping hisglass, laughing and raising aflower.

Bernini cameto say good-night and there was stillnessfor awhile in the spring night of the garden, tender
and softly relaxed asthey lingered in the silence over their cognac, then gradudly thetalk swirled again
reaching out to embrace forgotten moments, dipping back and forth through the decadesiin brilliant
recollections, spinning its net in ever longer shadows until the whole world seemed to crowd around their
circle of candldight, brought there by Stern.

Sometime after midnight he took out his notebooks to show her his plans nestly arranged and outlined in
detail, lists of meetings and supplies and schedules.

By the end of the summer, he said. Unquestionably by the end of the summer. It hasto be, that'sal.
A point here, another on this page. One two three four.

Orderly in black and white, to be ticked off by hisfinger from oneto twelve. From ahundred to infinity.
Foolproof plans. Y es by the end of the summer.

More cigarettes and more bottles uncorked, more sparkling reminiscences and splendid sentimentsin the
flickering light as they went on to read poems to each other and quote words that spoke of suffering and



grandeur, liferich and full in the wine of faraway places, in time returning through the candldight under the
gars by the seawhere they wept and laughed and talked away most of the darkness, holding each other
tightly when at the end of the night truly at peace with themsalves, the hour o late they couldn't
remember blowing out the candles and going inside, Stern snoring lightly on the couch and Maud just as
quickly logt in deep in the bedroom.

The next morning Stern had aready |eft when she awoke but the note said he would be back by late
afternoon with the makings of another feast. And so there would be another superb evening under the
gtars and then the following day they were walking down the pier in Piraeus once more, the brief hectic
vist over.

Inthe summer he came severd times and again in the clear mild evenings of autumn, piling the brightly
colored packagesin front of Bernini and conjuring up the banquets and scenes and memories from
everywhere, spinning through the schemesin his notebooks. In his cabin they had alast glass of vodka
before the ship sailed, Stern gppearing confident and enthusiastic as dways, hisface flushed with the
excitement of anew beginning, perhaps drinking alittle more than he had the last time they parted,
waving and smiling asthe ship pulled awvay.

Thistime it was going to happen, whatever it was, by the end of the year. And when he came at
Christmas he would say it was going to happen by Easter, and at Easter he would say by the end of the
ummer.

Alwaysthe same with Stern. It was aways going to happen but it never did.

Shewent home and found Bernini playing with his new toys. She asked him if he liked them and he said
Y es, very much. She wandered out into the garden thinking of Stern and the presents he brought, the
expensve food and champagne.

She knew he had no money. She knew he had probably gone away with amost nothing in his pocket but
he dwaysinssted on doing it, on paying for it al himself and everything the best, imported, it wasfoolish,
and taking taxiswhich was a so foolish, she never used them hersdf.

But Stern did when he was with her, spending his money quickly, al a once, whét little he had, he just
couldn't be bothered with it because he was too busy living for the poetry of hisideas and the grand
schemesthat never came to anything. So warmly generous, so impractical and foolish, yet it was aso sad
inaway for she knew the poverty it represented.

She could never have done that even if she hadn't had the responsibility of Bernini. It just wasn't in her to
sguander enough for amonth in two days and then go without the rest of the time as he did.

She dso thought of his notebooks, the pagesfilled with neat handwriting, ways new illusions deep at
night when hope burned in the flame of acandle against the darkness. But the candlelight vanished at
dawn and for him Easter would never come.

He knew that, yet the beautiful dreams, the unreal promises, were always there. Why? Why did he do it?

Suddenly she laughed. She had stopped in front of amirror and was absentmindedly straightening her
hair. The face in the mirror was wrinkled, the hair was gray. Where had it come from? Who wasit?

Not her. Shewas beautiful and young, she had just been chosen for the Olympic skating team and was
going to Europe. Imagine it Europe.

Shelaughed again. Bernini looked up from the floor where he was playing.



What's o funny in the mirror?
Weare.

Who'swe?

Grown-ups, dear.

Bernini amiled.

| know that. I've dways known that. That'swhy | think I'm not going to be one, he said, and went back
to building the Great Pyramid.

When the Second World War broke out in Europe, Stern found her ajob in Cairo. Hewasinvolvedin
various clandestine work and frequently away from Cairo, but when he returned they were dways
together. Now the long nights of talk and wine they had known in Athens before the war seemed far in
the past when they drove out to the desert and sat silently beside each other under the stars, accepting
the solitude, wondering what each new month might bring.

Stern had aged severdly in the time she had known him, or perhapsit wasjust that she always
remembered him the way he had appeared that first afternoon by the Bosporusin the rain, hunched and
tall and massve besdetherailing, hisvery bulkiness reassuring. Now the bulky shape had gone and his
body wasterribly wasted. He moved unsteadily with hismouth set in athin painful line, his speech
hesitant, his face ravaged and deeply marked, his hands often trembling.

In fact when Maud first saw himin Cairo, after aseparation of nearly ayear, she was so alarmed she
went to see his doctor. The younger man listened to her and shrugged.

What can | say. At fifty he hasthe insides of an eighty-year-old man. And there's his habit, do you know
about that?

Of course.

Wl then.

Maud looked down at the backs of her hands. She turned them over.

But isn't there something that can be done?

What, go back? No. Change? He could, but it would probably be too late anyway.
Change what, doctor? His name? His face? Where he was born?

Oh | know, said the man wearily. | know.

Maud shook her head. She was angry.

No | don't think you do know. | think you're too young to know about aman like him.
Maybe so. | was young once, | was only fifteen at Smyrna.

She bit her lip and lowered her eyes.

Pleaseforgive me. | didn't know.



No, there's no reason why you should.

Two years passed before ther last evening together. They had driven out to the desert near the pyramids.
Stern had his bottles with him and Maud took asip or two from the metal cup. Often she talked to keep
him from depression but not that night She sensed something and waited.

What do you hear from Bernini? he said at last.
He rubbed his forehead.

| mean about him.

He'sfine. They say heliked to play baseball.
That'svery American.

Y es and the school'sjust right for him, helll learn atrade and be able to get dong on his own someday.
It's best for him to be over there now doing that and you know | appreciateit. But it till bothers me that
you had to send him, when you have next to nothing yourself.

No that's unimportant, don't think about it. Y ou would have done the same for someone, it just happened
to be easier for me to get the money together.

Hedrank again.
Do you think you'll be going home, Maud, after the war?

Y es, to be near Bernini, but it will be strange after dl thistime. My God, thirty-fiveyears. | can't cal it
home anymore, | don't have ahome. And you?

He sad nothing.
Stern?
He fumbled for the bottle, spilling what was [eft in the cup.

OhI'll keep on here. It be very different after the war. The British and French are finished in the Middle
Eadt. Ther€ll be big changes. Anything's possible.

Sern?
Yes.
What isit?

Hetried to smile but the smile was |ogt in the darkness. She took the cup from his shaking hand and filled
it for him.

When did it happen? she said quietly.

Twenty years ago. At least that'swhat | tell mysdf. Probably it was awaysthere. Beginnings generaly
are. Probably it goes al the way back to the Y emen.

Sen?



No not probably. Why should | be telling you liesnow?Why did | ever? Well you know why. It wasn't
you | waslying to.

| know.

Alwaysthere, always. | was never amatch for any of them. Y aqub and Strongbow and Wallengtein,
mysdlf, fathers and sons and holy ghosdts, it's confused but there's areason why | keep thinking of that.
Anyway, | couldnt doiit. | couldn't do any of the thingsthey did. They were too much for me. The

Y emen and aballoon, it was hopeless. But that other thing was there too. Twenty years ago was there
too. It hasnt dl been alie.

What made you think of it tonight?

| don't know. Or rather of coursel do. It's because I've never stopped thinking about it. Not aday has
gone by. Do you remember metelling you how Strongbow died? Well it won't be that way with me. Not

inmy deep.

Stern, we don't know those things.

Maybe not, but | do thistime. Tell me, when did you firgt find out about the morphine?
That doesn't matter.

Tdl meanyway, when?

Early on | suppose.

How?

| saw the black case once when you were degping over in Istanbul. | woke up one morning when you
were till adeep and it was open on the floor beside you.

But you knew before then, didn't you. Y ou didn't have to see the case to know.
| suppose so but what difference doesit make?

None. | just wondered. | dwaystried hard to make it seem otherwise.
Youdidn't just try, Stern. You did.

Hefdl slent, lost somewhere. She waited for him to go on but he didn't.
Stern?

Yes.

Y ou were going to tell me when it happened. What it was.

Y ou mean when | liketo think it was. What I've dwaystold mysdlf it was.
Wdl?

He nodded dowly.

Yes. It wascdled Smyrna I'd arranged amesting there. O'Sullivan Beare was going to meet Sivi for the
first time. | haven't told you about Sivi before. He wasn't just what he appeared to be. The two of us



worked together for years. From the very beginning in fact. Hewas avery close friend. The closest I've
ever had except for you.

Then that day you saved my life by the Bosporus, the day we met, you had just been to see him?
Yes

Christ, she whigpered, oh what afool. Christ, why didn't | think of it.

But Stern heard only the first word. Stern was someplace else, hurrying on.

Chrigt, you say? Y eshe wasthere too. A small dark man younger than you seein the paintings. But the
same beard and the same eyes. Carrying arevolver. He shot aman in the head. And the Holy Ghost was
there carrying asword. Weeping, haf hisbody a deep purple. God himsdlf? 1 didn't see him but he must
have been there carrying something. A body or aknife. Everybody wastherein that garden.

Stern?

Y es, agarden. Now when wasthat exactly.
Stern?

Therewas an anima sound deep in histhroat.

Right at the very beginning of the new century, that's when it was. Right after the world of the
Strongbows and the Wallensteins had died in the First World War. It couldn't survive the anonymous
machine guns, their world, and the facel ess tanks and the skies of poison gasthat killed brave men and
cowards equally, the strong and the wesk al the same, the good and the bad together so that it no longer
mattered who you were, what you were. Y estheir world died and we had to have a new one and we got
it, we got our new century in 1918 and Smyrnawasits very firg act, the prelude to everything.

Sern?

When, you say. Only twenty years ago and forever, and what agarden lay waiting for usthen.
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Smyrna 1922

Sern picked up the knife, Joe watched him do it. He watched him take the little girl by her hair
and pull back her head. He saw the thin white neck.

An lonian colony said to have been the birthplace of Homer, one of therichest citiesin AsaMinor under
both the Romans and the Byzantines, second of the seven churches addressed in the Book of Revelations
where John dso called it rich and said that one day it would know terrible tribulation, which it did when
Tamerlane destroyed it.

But now early in the twentieth century once again prosperous with nearly haf amillion Greeksand
Armenians and Jews, Persians and Egyptians and Turks and Europeansin their various costumes
industrioudy pursuing trade and love, their beautiful segport surpassing dl othersinthe Levant inthe
bewildering flow of life's goods.

The Greeks and Jews and Armenians and Turks still given to living in their separate quarters, but the
quarters having cometo overlap intime and the rich of every race finding their way into the opulent villas
of the European Quarter.

A city known for itsfine wine and frankincense, its carpets and rhubarb and figs and opium, the banks of
the streams thick with oleander and laurel and jasmine, with amond trees and mimosa. Famousfor its
devotion to music, itsincessant musicaes, particularly in love with the native orchestras that mixed zithers
and mandolinsand guitars.

A people renowned for their addiction to cafés and promenades, their fondness for the whispered
dramas emanating from backstreets and courtyards, the secret dealings of love and commerce no less
than the open acting of the stage.

Renowned aswdll for their vast consumption of wines and their insatiable desire to join more and more
clubs of every description where they could play cards and gamble and eagerly devour the endless
dizzying tales of pleasure and intrigue, forever ddighted by the gossp that whirled an afternoon into
evening and softly spun away the tipsy buzzing hours of night.

On the summit of the mountain the old Byzantine fortress with the Turkish Quarter on its dopes, amaze
of aleysroofed by vineswhere men leisurely sucked their hookahs beside fountains while professiona
|etter writersin the shadows composed rampant visions of love and hate.

From the West chanddliers and crysta, from the East caravans bringing spices and silks and dyes, bells
jangling on the packs of the loping camds. The narrow waterfront was two mileslong and lined by cafés
and theeters and el egant villas with quiet courtyards. Strollers dways knew when the train from
Bournabat was arriving because the air was suddenly filled with jasmine, brought in great baskets by the
passengersfor their friendsin town.

Here Stern came at the beginning of September for the meeting he had been planning since that spring,
the meeting where O'Sullivan Beare would be introduced to Sivi so the two of them could work directly
together.

On September 9 acreaking Greek caique drew into the harbor with severa passengers on board, one an



elderly wizened Arab and another asmall dark young man in aragged oversized uniform from the
Crimean War. The caique tied up at dawn, a Saturday, and even at that early hour the city seemed
strangely subdued. O'Sullivan Beare saw asign facing him across the quay, its black |etters two feet high,
anew film that had cometo Smyrna.

LETANGO DE LA MORT.

He nudged Hgj Harun and pointed but the old man had aready seen it. Without aword he backed away
from therailing and pulled up his cloak to look at the grest purple birthmark that curved from hisface
down over hisentire body.

O'Sullivan Beare watched him uneasily, never having known the old man to take any notice of his
birthmark. Y et now hewas gazing a it intensely asif amap could be divined in the contours of its shifting
colors.

What isit?whispered Joe. What do you see?

But Hgj Harun didn't answer. Instead he straightened his rusting Crusader's helmet and stared sadly at
the sky.

Two weeks earlier the Greek army facing the Turks two hundred miles away to the east, fighting for an
expanded Greece after the collgpse of the Ottoman Empire, had been thoroughly defeated. Y et a the
end of August lifewas till going on as usud in the city. The cafes were crowded, the throngs moved
dowly aong the quaysin the evening promenade. Porters bore loads of raisins and figs down to the
docks. The opera house was sold out for the performances of an Italian company.

On September 1 the first wounded Greek soldiers began to arrive by train, the cars so packed men lay
on theroofs. All morning and afternoon the trains kept coming, the dumped bodies on top outlined by the
Setting sun.

The next day came soldiersless serioudy wounded in trucks and handcarts, on mules and camels and
horses, in lumbering chariots unchanged since Assyrian times. And then on succeeding days soldiers on
foot, dragging each other, slent dusty figures sumbling toward a headland west of the city where their
army was to be evacuated.

Lagtly the refugees from the interior, Armenians and Greeks shuffling under their burdens. They camped
in cemeteries and churchyards and those who couldn't find space camped in the streets, drawing their
furniture around them. By September 5 thirty thousand refugees were arriving every day and now those
who came were increasingly weary and humble, the very poor who limped with no possessionsat all.

Findly the Greeks and Armeniansin Smyrna began to understand. They boarded their shopsand
barricaded their doors. The crowds disappeared, the cafés closed.

The Greek generd in command of the city had gone insane. He thought hislegs were made of glassand
refused to leave his bed lest they break. In any case he had no troops. The garrison had been evacuated
aong with the army. Kemal's Turkish forces had triumphed absolutely in theinterior.

On September 8 the Greek High Commissioner announced that Greek administration of the city would
end a ten o'clock that night. The harbor wasfilled with British and French and Italian and American
warships ready to evacuate their nationds.



The advance Turkish cavary rodeinto the city the next morning, well-disciplined and orderly, followed
by infantry units marching in formation. All that Saturday, the day O'Sullivan Beare and Hg Harun
arrived in the city, the Turkish forces kept pouring into Smyrnain their confusing array of uniforms, some
wearing American army uniforms captured from the Russans.

Looting began quietly at dusk. Turkish soldiers entered deserted shops and sorted through the wares.

Turkish civilians carried out the first armed robberies. They came down from their quarter and held up
Armenians and Greeks on Side streets. But when they saw the Itdian and Turkish patrolsignoring them
they quickly moved to the larger stores, scooping up rolls of satin and stuffing them with watches.

Soon the Turkish soldiers had joined them and by midnight houses were being broken into with
crowbars. There were some rapes and some murders but loot was il the primary concern. Murders
were mostly done with knives so the Europeans wouldn't be darmed by excessiveriflefire.

But by the following morning, Sunday, restraint was gone. Gangs of Turks raced through the streets
murdering men and carrying off women and sacking Greek and Armenian houses. The horror was so
great the Greek Patriarch of Smyrnawent to the government house to plead with the Turkish genera in
command. The genera spoke afew wordsto him and then appeared on a balcony asthe Patriarch I ft,
ydling at the mob to treat him as he deserved.

The mob swept up the Patriarch and carried him down the street to the barbershop of a Jew named
Ishmael. He was ordered to shave the Patriarch but when that proved too dow they dragged the
Patriarch back into the street and tore out his beard with their hands.

They gouged out hiseyes. They cut off hisears. They cut off hisnose. They cut off hishands. Acrossthe
street French soldiers stood guarding a French business concession.

Stern saw two Armenian children sneak out of their ruined house dressed in their finest clothes. Oncein
the Street they smiled and strolled arm in arm toward the harbor speaking loudly to each other in French.

A refugee woman in black carried her bleeding son on her shoulders, he so large and she bent so low his
feet touched the ground.

An dderly Armenian made the mistake of unbarring his steel door to pass aletter to a Turkish officer. He
was awed thy merchant, he said, who had supplied Kema'sarmiesin theinterior. Theletter, Sgned by
Kemd himsdf, guaranteed protection for him and hisfamily.

The officer held the letter upside down. He couldn't read. Hetoreit up and his men stormed inside.

Stern &t last reached Sivi‘s villa on the harbor. He went to the backdoor and found it hanging onits
hinges. In the courtyard the old man lay crumpled on aflower bed, his head covered with blood. His
French secretary, Theresa, was knedling beside him.

It just happened, she said. They brokein, hetried to stop them and they beat him with their rifles. They're
dill insde, we have to get him out of here.

Stern struggled to pull the old man to hisfeet and dl at once Sivi's eyes flew open. Heraised hisarm
feebly and tried to strike Stern.

Sivi for God's sake, it'sme.
| won't have it, he whispered. Get Stern here. We must fight back, call Stern.



His head fell forward onto his chest. The two of them dragged him across the courtyard and out into the
dley. Theresawas remarkably cam dthough rifleswere going off al around them. Stern was surprised at
her control.

My convent training, she said.

Inthe dley Stern had to stop for breath. He propped Sivi against awall and closed hiseyestrying to
think. A soft Irish voice spoke behind him.

The address checks out but what's thislittle game here? Taken to robbing and kidnapping old men then?
Having ago yoursdf now that the Black and Tans have set things up to have some Saturday night fun?

Heturned and saw O'Sullivan Beare grinning, arevolver tucked into his belt. With him was an elderly
Arab wearing an antique helmet. The Arab's face went white but Stern didn't see that.

Help me carry him, we've got to move him to another house.

But before Joe could move, the ederly Arab jumped forward, hisface radiant.
If youwill, my lord, low meto help.

Jaysus, muttered Joe, what next. He can hardly carry himsdlf.

If youwill, my lord, repeated Hg Harun ecdtaticaly, his eyesfixed on Stern.

Look, said Joe, I'll do the heavy lifting and you guard us from the rear. We need areliable warrior back
there to make sure some cutthroat of a Crusader doesn't try to sneak up on us.

Indeed we do, said Hg Harun, stepping back and proudly straightening his helmet, hiseyes ill on Stern.

Between the two of them they managed to carry Sivi up through the aleys away from the harbor. Bodies
were everywhere. A girl was hanging from alemon tree. They went in through the back of a deserted
house and laid him out on a couch. A trail of blood ran acrossthe floor to a cupboard. Joe looked inside
and quickly closed it. A corpse was stuffed in the cupboard, anaked girl, one of her breasts cut off.

Theresaworked on the gashesin Sivi's head. She seemed to see nothing else. Stern turned to O'Sullivan
Beare.

Where did you get the revolver?

The Black and Tans, where else. Asusua they've got the goods. An officer he must have been, the
troops carry rifles.

What happened to him?

A drange occurrence, | don't deny it. All | did was go up to him and salute and tell him | was reporting in
for duty on the Crimean front, and what did he do but take one look at me and do afast tumble. The
medalsit must have been, awed by al that brass| guess. Anyway he took such a dive he busted hishead
on the cobblestones before | could catch him. At least it seemed pretty well busted when | requisitioned
hisrevolver so it wouldn't fal into the hands of some dangerous bloody belligerent.

Stern looked at him in disgust.

Go out front and seeif we can reach the harbor. When it gets dark thefireswill start.



That they will, generd, that they certainly will. Come dong, he added to Hg Harun, who stood rigidly in
the doorway unable to take his eyes off Stern. At the front of the hal the old man gripped hisarm.

What isit? whispered Joe.

But don't you know who heis? Once just before thewar | saw him in the desert.

Hold it. Which war would we be talking about? The Mame uke invasion? The Babylonian conquest?
No no, thewar that just ended, the one they cal the Great War. Of course he doesn't recognize me.

Joe was about to answer that he bloody well knew who he was. He was the bloody fake of an idedlist
who had been trying to play father confessor to him for the last two years while he was smuggling usdless
riflesto countriesthat didn't exist and never would, who had gotten them into thismessin thefirst place
by having them come to Smyrnato meet an ancient Greek queen who was now either deranged or dying.
But he couldn't say any of those things and his face was respectful.

Saw him did you? Just before 1914 in the desert? In person and dl?

Yes| truly did. | wason my annual hgj and he deigned to manifest himsalf from the skies at dawn and
speak to me.

Speaking you say? From the skies? Manifesting himself? Wl that's an event by any account. And who
might he have been then?

Hag Harun'slips quivered. Tearstrickled down his cheeks.
God, he whispered in ahushed voice.

Joe nodded gravely.

Oh| see, the very article himsdlf. What did he haveto say?

Wl | mentioned that | knew God has many names and each one we learn brings us closer to him. So |
asked him if hewould tell me his namethat day and he did. Apparently, athough it's been atotd failure,
he must have found some virtue in my attempt to defend Jerusalem over the last three thousand years.
Good, very good. What name did he give then?

Sern, whispered Hg Harun reverently. It wasthe moment in my lifel will aways cherish abovedl
others.

O'Sullivan Beare staggered againgt the door and hung there.

Stern? Out of the sky? Stern?

Hag Harun nodded dreamily.

God, he whispered. Our most gracious L ord descending gently from the heavens.

Joe crossed himsdf. Jaysus, what's he talking about now and how did he learn his bloody name redlly?

They moved from house to house making their way toward the harbor. At last they cameout inaside
street beside it, or rather Joe did. Hg Harun seemed to have falen behind. He waited and after awhile
the old man came cregping around the corner carrying a heavy sword.



What'sthat?

A Crusader's sword.

It looked likeit might be. Just turn up did it?

It was on awall in one of those houses we went through.
And what will you be doing with it then?

Hg Harun sghed.

Bloodshed iswrong, | detest it. But | remember how the Babylonians and the Romanswere and I've
been assigned to guard our party, so now asthen I'll do my best to defend the innocent.

Thefiresdidn't wait for darkness. Long before sunset whole streets were ablaze. When they got back to
the house in the Armenian Quarter smoke aready hung heavily over the city.

Wdl?said Stern.

We can get there, genera commandant sir, but why we should want to | don't know. The Black and
Tans have haf the Irish nation down there beating the shit out of them. A bad lot they are, better not to
mix with them unless you're standing at the right end of acannon loaded with rusty nails. Now | grew up
ontheseabut | cast the vote of the Aran Idands thistime for going straight overland.

We can't with him, whispered Stern, nodding at Sivi.

No problem there, said Joe, smiling and patting hisrevolver. I'll just find amule and a cart that happen to
be going our way.

But hel's Greek, you foal.

So well cover him with ablanket. Or are you afraid they might take you for an Armenian? They might do
that you know and then wheréd you be? No place | guess, as bad off asthe Irish nation. Ever seen the
Black and Tansworking themsalves up for asession before? No | imagine you havent, but I'll tell you
thisisjust the beginning. Wait until night comes, that brings out the best in armed men working over an
unarmed populace. Night, that's the item, not afraid of it are you? Couldn't be so could it? Not our very
own generd in charge of building Middle Eastern empires?

O'Sullivan Beare grinned and Stern took a step forward. Boots dapped in the corridor. The door banged
open.

Two Turkish soldiers were pointing rifles at them. Their eyeswent to Theresa kneeling beside the couch.
One of the soldiers pushed Stern and O'Sullivan Beare against the wall with his bayonet. The other
soldier grabbed Theresa by the hair and forced her down over Sivi's unconscious body.

Don't move, she said coadlly. They'll leave when they've done what they want.

The soldier by the couch planted aknee in her back and pulled open histrousers. Suddenly there was an
angry roar. The soldier with the bayonet dumped, his head nearly severed. The soldier by the couch tried
to stand but Hg Harun was upon him just as quickly. The sword diced through his shoulder into his
chest.



Something had happened to Hgj Harun's birthmark. In the gloom it had turned aricher and deeper
purple, much darker than O'Sullivan Beare had ever seen it Gone were the fainter patches, the varying
shades, the nearly invisible hues. His cloak had falen to the floor and he stood in the middle of the room
naked save for hisloincloth, the long bloody sword by his side, his head bowed.

For the Lord Himsdlf, he murmured, shal descend from heaven with the voice of Hisarchangd Gabridl.

Stern and O'Sullivan Beare were still pressed againgt thewall. Sivi lay unconscious on the couch. Theresa
was sprawled across him on her stomach, her skirt ripped up the back to her waist. All at once she
shuddered and her eyes widened.

What's he talking about?
Thetwo men by thewall cametolife.

He thinks he's Gabriel now, whispered Joe. Gabrid reved ed the Koran to the Prophet, he added for no
reason.

Theresaturned from the Arab to the Irishman and it was asiif she were seeing him for thefirst time, asif
she hadn't seen any of them before or the horror around her until that moment. Somewhereinsde her a
blow shattered the strange camness Stern had noticed from the beginning. She stared at the Irishman's
thin face and long hair and dark searching eyes, especialy his beard. The beard from the paintingsin the
convent of her childhood.

She was on her knees shaking, her arms over her head to protect herself. Her body jerked violently.

Who isthat? she screamed and pitched forward on the floor, banging her head up and down on the
boards. Stern seized her and she caught sight of Joe standing over her.

Who isthat? she screamed again, choking from the blood streaming down her face. Stern dapped her
and shefdl in aheap, tearing a her chest. He pulled away her hands and held them.

Joe backed away until hewasin thefar corner. He was trembling and soaked with swest.

Jaysus, he whispered.

Yes, sad Stern quietly, and may it be your first and last time. Now you and the Arab take him, I'll take
her. You follow and I'll do thetalking.

Mogt of the aleyswere dready blocked by collapsad buildings. O'Sullivan Beare dipped on something
soft and crashed into the cobblestones. His elbow cracked. He staggered to hisfeet, the arm hung dack.
He couldn't moveit. Change sides, he said to Hgl Harun. They gripped Sivi under the arms and started
off once more.

Did Stern know where he was going? They seemed to bewalking in circles, dl the dleyslooked the
same. Stern tried the gate to awalled garden and pushed hisway inside. He put Theresadown. The
three men were exhausted.

Five minutes, said Stern.

The Arab went to stand by the gate. O'Sullivan Beare ripped the deeve off his shirt to make ading for
his usdessarm. From beyond the wall came a high-pitched wail.



For the love of God kill me before | burn.

Joe lurched out into the aley, the smoke so thick he could hardly see. Thefrail cry came again and now
he made out the dull yellow of Hg Harun's cloak moving away from him. He followed, sumbling as best
he could. Thewail was closer. A decrepit old Armenian wasfedling hisway along awal, unknowingly
walking into the flames. His nose had been cut off, his eyestorn out. Strands of bloody tissue hung from
the empty sockets.

Tears of blood. Immovable tears. Joe stopped.

Ha Harun's sword flashed, the old Armenian sank out of sight. Gently Joe took Hg Harun by the arm
and led him back to the garden. The Arab was moaning and weeping in despair, his great sword trailing
aong behind him.

The Romanskilled five hundred thousand of us, he whispered, but only the fortunate died right away.
There were others, so many others.

Ha Harun wandered around the garden weeping, lost among the ruins. Flames burst overhead, smoke
billowed down on them. Joe remembered his numb dangling arm and felt to seeif it was till there.

Helay on hisback gazing up at the rolling smoke, at nothing. He couldn't breathe anymore, he was
snking into a nightmare of shadows and hazy fiery timbers. Dimly Hgy Harun's faded cloak floated across
the sky as screams drifted through the nightmare, Sivi screaming he was a Greek from Smyrna, Theresa
screaming Who is that? Stern was forcing some medicine down her throat and she was vomiting on him,
he tried again but he'd already done that before with Sivi and what good did it do, they went on

Screaming anyway.

It didn't matter, nothing mattered, it must be night now because the smoke was darker and heavier, a
thick blanket to deep under. Already they must have been there for hours, Sivi and Theresaraving and
Ha Harun wandering logt through the flowers, fires dl around them and dl of them strangling inthe
smoke, even Stern the great general. Stern could go to hell with his dreams, he was no better than
anybody ese, losing hold like the rest of them.

Fidd Marshd Stern? Generdliss mo Stern? What rank was he taking in his make-believe empire? Noble
shit and bloody idedls, as dazed as anybody e sein the garden, you could see held never been starving
and on the run from the Black and Tans.

Smuggling arms for what? Why bother? The Black and Tans would only be back again anyway. If you
won today they'd be back tomorrow, they always came back and you couldn't hide forever, not inthis
world. Better to rest and not worry about it, close your eyes and let it come because it came anyway and
there was nothing to stop it, nothing to do about it, coming by itsdlf like the Black and Tansand
tomorrow.

A savage pain. Hed dipped and falen sdeways on his broken elbow.

And thereit was and Stern hadn't even seen it. Only Hg Harun was awake and guarding them, pathetic
in hisrugting helmet and tattered yellow cloak, hissword in the air, ready to charge the Turkish soldier
who had comein through the gate and was aming arifle at hismiddle.

Why? He'd be dead before he took a step. For what? In the name of what?
Jerusalem of course. His beloved myth of aJerusdem.

There he was again facing the Babylonians and the Romans and al the other innumerable conquering



armies, and conquer they would but he'd il be there defending his Holy City in the flames and smoke,
an old man week from hunger in aridiculous hemet and threadbare cloak, limping on spindly legs,
tottering on visons of Prester John and Sinbad, humiliated and insulted and hopelesdy confused, ready to
charge once more. As held said thefirst timethey ever met, When you're defending Jerusalem you're
dwaysonthelosng sde.

The Turkish soldier was laughing. O'Sullivan Beare shot him in the head.

Then Hg Harun was moving meekly among them calling them children, gathering them up and saying this
wasn't the garden where they should rest

The harbor, chaos. The waterfront two mileslong, one hundred feet deep. On one side the Turks, on the
other the water.

Five hundred thousand peopl e there and the city burning.

Turksworking the peripheries robbing and killing and taking girls. Horses hdters catching fire, the beasts
charging through the crowds trampling bodies. The crowds so dense in places the dead remained
ganding, held up by theliving.

Sivi and Theresaddirious, risng to scream, Hg Harun moving back and forth tying bandages and
comforting the dying, holding old women and closing the eyes of rigid childrenin their arms. Stern leaving
and returning, searching for an escape.

Now it was night, Sunday night. Flamesin the blackness, shrieksin the blackness, hacked arms and legs
in the blackness, baggage and old shoes.

A little girl lay beside Joe and he kept turning away from her. Long dark hair and white skin, ablack silk
dress, her face ripped open. He could see the small white teeth through the holein her cheek. Eyes shut
and lips shut, awet stain on her chest where she had been stabbed and another below thewaist, ablack
pool between her legs.

The moan waslow but every time he turned away it fell on his back with adreadful weight. How could
he even hear it out here? He couldnt, it wasn't there.

A shoe on the cobblestones ayard away. Cheap, worn, the sole rubbed down to nothing, one stiff
twisted shoe. How many hundreds of miles had it walked to get here? How many times had it been
patched through the yearsto get here? How many years was that? How many hundreds of miles?

It was pressing on his back, he turned around. The eyeswere still shut, the lips till shut. Small white
teeth, stains, ablack pool between her legs. Eight or nine years old and no one taking care of her. Alone
here next to him. Why?

Helooked at her shoes. Smooth black lesther and new, not worn at al but caked with mud, especialy
the hedls. Mud caked up the hedlsto her ankles where she had ground them into the earth when the
soldierswere on top of her. How many soldiers? How long had it gone on?

Too many, too long. There was nothing anyone could do for her now. She'd be gone in a moment, gone
in her black silk dressfor Sunday. Sunday? Y es till Sunday.

Can't you hear what she's saying?



Stern's voice. He looked up. Stern was standing over him with a desperate face, exhausted, streaked
with grime and blood. The eyes were hollow, he looked at the shoes. Old and not wearing well, he was
surprised. Why a cheap pair like that for the great general? Old and not wearing well, Stern's shoes.

What?
Goddamn it, can't you hear what she's saying?

She wasn't saying anything, he knew that. She was just moaning, a soft heavy moan beside him that
wouldn't go away. No, not beside him, around him. All around him and louder than the cries and shrieks.
Sternwasyelling at him again and he yelled back.

Ansver me goddamnit.

No | can't hear it, | don't speak bloody Armenian.
Please. That'swhat she's saying. Where's your revolver?
Lost in the garden.

Tekethisthen.

Stern dropped aknifein front of him and leaned over Theresa, over Sivi. He was fixing something under
Sivi'shead, acoat probably, it looked like acoat. He was forcing Theresals mouth open and clamping a
piece of wood between her jaws so she wouldn't swallow her tongue or biteit off. Always busy, Stern,
awaysthinking of thingsto do. Busy bastard.

Wherewas Hgl Harun? Had to keep an eye on the old man or held get lost. Always forgetting where he
was and wandering off.

Over there, the yellow cloak knedling beside a shadow. Was that where the new scream was coming
from?What was the music? It sounded like music. And who was that man dancing up and down? No
shoes at dl, that one. Why was he dancing and where was his hair? Dancing and laughing up and down
just like that, gone, laughing and dead, no shoes.

Where was the other shoe, the one that had wa ked hundreds of miles? It wasright there a minute ago
and now it was gonetoo. A body had fallen onit.

The soft moan, he turned. The fingers were broken, he hadn't seen that before. The hands were smashed
and hanging the wrong way, backward. She must have tried to scratch them and they'd beaten her hands
with their rifle butts, crushed them on the stones before stabbing her in the chest, stabbing and doing
everything else while she was on her back in her black silk dress and her Sunday shoes.

A painin hisshoulder. Stern had kicked him. Stern was down beside him angry and ydling.
wdl?
Wl bloody what? Do your own work. I'm no bloody butcher.

Stern's eyes were afraid, he could see that too. He just wasn't the bloody terror he wanted you to think.
Tdl and strong dl right and acting asif he were in charge and giving orders like some great generd who'd
been through al the wars, Stern the hero who knew what he was doing and had the money to do it and
pretended to know al the answers, Stern the visionary who wasn't so much in charge as he wanted you
to believe. Staring with those empty eyes, frightened they were too so the bastard might aswell hear it



again, arrogant and giving orders, afrightened fake of agenerd without an army, parading hisideds.
Wl there were none and the bastard could hear it again right to hisface. Who did he think hewas? Yl
it again why not.

No good, Stern. Do it yoursdlf for achange. I'm no butcher. Take your bloody cause of akingdom come
and shoveit up your arse. Chaseit, dream about it, do whatever you want with it but I'm not there. I'm
not working for you or anybody else ever again and I'm not killing again, ever. Hear that, Stern? From
now on you and the other fucking generals can do your own bloody killing. Heer it, Stern?

Flamesin the sky, someone staggering out of a building, burning. Not aman or awoman now, just a
heap burning after walking hundreds of milesto get here, walking al those yearsjust to get here of dl
places, but then you couldn't see that far really, not here, you couldn't see more than ten yards but of
course you didn't have to, here the universe was ten yards wide and there was nothing more to see after
thet.

Stern picked up the knife, Joe watched him do it. He watched him take thelittle girl by her hair and pull
back her head. He saw the thin white neck.

The wet knife clattered on the stones beside him and thistime he didn't look up. Thistime he didn't want
to see Stern's eyes.

Not al the city was burning. Neither the Turkish Quarter nor the Standard Qil enclave was touched by
thefire, which the Turks claimed later had been started by the retreating Christian minorities. But the
American government argued that the fire was an accident, since the English insurance policies held by
American tobacco merchantsin Smyrnadidn't cover acts of war.

From the quay overloaded little boats carried Greek and Armenian refugees out to the foreign warships
that were there to protect and evacuate their nationals, but not authorized to evacuate anyone e selest the
Turks be offended. When they came aongside the English warships and threw ropes over therails, the
ropes were cut. Soon the few boats had swamped and sunk.

People were pushed off the quay and drowned. Others jumped in to commit suicide. Still others swam
out to the warships.

The English poured scading water on the svimmers.
The Italians, anchored much farther out, took on board anyone who could swim that far.

The French launches coming into the quay took on board anyone who could say in French, no matter
how badly, I'm French, | lost my papersin the fire. Soon groups of children were huddled around
Armenian teachers on the quay learning thismagica phrase.

The captain of an American destroyer turned away children at the quay, shouting Only Americans.

A smdl Armenian girl from theinterior heard thefirst English words of her life while svimming besidethe
HMSIron Duke,

NO NO NO.

From the decks of the warships the foreign sailors watched the massacre through binoculars and took
pictures. The navy bands played late and phonographs were set up on the ships and aimed at the quay.
Caruso sang from Pagliacci dl night across aharbor filled with bloated corpses. An admira going to



dine on another ship was late because awoman's body fouled his propeller.

At night the glow of thefire could be seen fifty miles away. During the day the smoke wasavast
mountain range that could be seen two hundred miles away.

While the haf-million refugees went on dying on the quay and in the water, American and English
freighters went on shipping tobacco out of Smyrna. Other American shipswaited to be loaded with figs.

A Japanese freighter arrived in Piraeus packed with refugees, having thrown all its cargo overboard in
order to carry more. An American freighter arriving in Piraeus with some refugees was asked to go back
for another load, but the captain said his cargo of figs was overduein New Y ork.

And on the Greek idand of Leshos, the strangest admiral in history was about to launch hisflest.

He had arrived in Smyrna only two weeks before the Turks marched into the city, aMethodist minister
from upstate New Y ork who cameto work inthe Y MCA. When the massacre began both his superiors
were on vacation so be went to the Italian consul, in the name of the YMCA, and persuaded him to
commandeer an Itaian freighter in the harbor to carry refugeesto Lesbos. He went with the freighter,
hoping to bring it back, and in Lesbos found twenty empty transport ships which had been used to
evacuate the Greek army from the mainland. He cabled Athens that the ships had to be sent at onceto
evacuate refugees from Smyrna, Signing the cable

ASA JENNINGS, AMERICAN CITIZEN.
Thereply camein afew minutes.
WHO OR WHAT ISASA JENNINGS?

He answered that he was the chairman of the American Relief Committee in Lesbos, not adding that he
was the only American on the idand and that there was no such thing as arelief committee of any kind.

The next reply waslonger in coming. It asked whether American warships would defend the transports if
the Turkstried to seize them.

It was now September 23, exactly two weeks after the Turkish army had entered Smyrna. The Turks
had said that all refugees had to be out of Smyrna by October 1.

Jennings had been sending in code. On that Saturday afternoon he cabled an ultimatum to Athens. He
sad, fasdy, that the American navy had guaranteed protection. Falsdly, that the Turkish authoritieswere
in agreement. Ladtly, that if the Greek government didn't release the ships at once he would send the
same cable uncoded, so that Athens would stand accused of refusing to save Greek and Armenian
refugees who faced death within the week.

He sent the cable at four o'clock in the afternoon and demanded areply within two hours. A few minutes
before sx it came.

ALL SHIPSIN AEGEAN PLACED UNDER YOUR COMMAND TO REMOVE REFUGEES
FROM SMYRNA.

An unknown man who was the boys work secretary of the Y MCA in Smyrnahad been made the
commander of the entire Greek fleet.

Jennings sailed twice and brought back fifty-eight thousand refugees. The English and American flegts
also began to evacuate refugees and by October 1 two hundred thousand had been taken away. By the



end of the year nearly one million refugees had | eft Turkey for Greece bringing epidemics of typhus and
malarig, trachomaand smallpox.

The estimate of deathsin Smyrnawas one hundred thousand.

Or asthe American consul in Smyrnasaid, The one impression | brought away from there was utter
shame in belonging to the human race.

Or as an American schoolteacher in Smyrnasaid, Some people here were guilty of unauthorized acts
of humanity.

Or asHitler said afew days before his panzer divisons ssormed into Poland to begin awar, Who after
all speakstoday of the annihilation of the Armenians? The world believes in success alone.

Stern eventudly found them away out. They set sall at night inasmadl boat, Sivi and Theresauneasly
adeep in the bunks below, fitfully stirred by their own mutterings, Stern and O'Sullivan Beare dumped on
deck againgt the cabin, Hg Harun in the bow where he could keep a steady |ookout on the calm sea.

The few waves rose and fell quietly and only one of the travelers was awake that night and till awake at
dawn, untroubled by the dreams that haunted his companions. For unlike them he was going home and
his home never changed.

They might weave daughter in the streets but what was that in the end? The other weaving aso never
ceased, the weaving of life, and when they burned one city another was raised on the ruins. The mountain
only grew higher and towered ever more majestically above the plains and the wastes and the deserts.

Ha Harun looked down at his birthmark. It was faded now and indistinct, once more an obscure tracing
of darkness and light and shifting patterns, amap without boundaries. He gazed back at the two men
deeping on the deck. He listened to the agonized sounds from below and shook his head sadly.

Why didn't they understand?
It was so clear.
Why couldn't they seeit?

Inthe early gray light he turned to face east, happy and more. He adjusted his hemet, carefully he
straightened his cloak. Any moment now it would appear and he wanted to be ready, to be worthy of
that glorious sight.

Solemnly hewaited. Proudly he searched the horizon for aglimmer of hisHoly City, the worn sturdy
walls and the massive gates, the domesto be and the towers and minarets softly radiant and
indestructible, eterndly goldenin thefirst light of day.



-21-
Cairo 1942

A gesture. A photograph. To die.

Thus Stern's voyage findly cameto an end in the desert not far from Cairo in thefirst light of another
dawn, gtting with Maud after they had talked dl night.

There were afew other things after that, he said. Perhapsyou'd like to hear them.
Noit'sdl too much. No more anything now.

But it hasto be now and anyway, these are good things. After we met that first timein Turkey | went to
see Joein Jerusalem. | told him the real reason why you'd left himin 1921, because you were afraid of
losing him. Because you loved him so much and were afraid of losing that love the way you aways had
beforeinlife.

Don't Stern. It'stoo long ago.

No listen, he understood that. He said he couldn't go back but he understood it. Then we talked about
the Sinal Bible. Hed been searching for it for the last twelve years, right up until 1933, it had become his
whole life. Of course | already knew that, what | told him was whereto look. In the Armenian Quarter.

So you dways knew it was there.
Yes.
Yetindl that time you never looked for it there yourself.

No, | couldn't I never fdt it was mineto find. Anyway after | talked to him he said he was going to give
up the search and leave Jerusdlem.

Why?

It had to be because of what 1'd told him about you. Because time tricks us and he'd never stopped
loving you despite what he said. It wasn't redly the Sinai Bible he wanted, you know that. And dl that
talk about money and power and his anger toward me, his hatred even, especidly at Smyrna, that wasn't
really him. Once years ago we discussed it, | remember it perfectly. It was a Christmas Eve and we were
in an Arab coffee shop in the Old City. It was snowing and the streets were deserted, before Smyrna
when we were till friends, when he used to come to me for advice. He brought it up and | talked to him
about it and it was the first time he ever got angry at me. Of course | didn't have any ideawho the
woman waswho had left him but | did know he was fooling himsdlf, and that's why he broke with me
after that, because he knew | knew and it shamed him. So his resentment grew, that's al, precisely
because we had been close before. He didn't dare trust anyone then, he went back to being aloneinthe
mountains on the run. Anyway, after | saw him in 1933 he went out and gambled away everything he
had. He wanted to lose it. Did you know he'd become very rich?

I'd heard that.

Y es, dl thoseincredible schemes of his. Well he deliberately logt it dl in apoker game with two wild



characters, over amillion pounds, but that's another story. Now listen to this. He went to Ireland to dig
up hisold U.S. cavary musketoon in the abandoned churchyard where he'd buried it before he became a
Poor Clare. Hetook it to the vacant lot in Cork where held sat in rags before held | eft the first time. He
picked another Easter Monday to do that and he sat there all afternoon listening to the seagullsand
looking at the three spires of St Finnbar's, and at the end of the afternoon he decided held leave again.
Asheputitin hisletter, hefdt he had finaly come to termswith the Trinity, So he shipped out to
America, you'll never guesswhere. The Southwest?

Y esyou know him dl right, he wanted the desert, he was il thinking of that month you'd spent together
inthe Sinai. It was New Mexico he went to. To an Indian reservation eventualy. He passed himsdlf off
as aPueblo and before long became the chief medicine man on the reservation.

Maud smiled.
Joe? A medicine man?
She gazed shyly at the sand.

| don't think | ever mentioned it but he was aways fascinated by theideathat | had an Indian
grandmother. He used to ask me about her al the time. What she did, what she waslike, that kind of
thing. |1 don't know what he imagined but hisface was like alittle boy's at those times.

Suddenly shelooked away. Go on, she said.

Well that'swho heis. He gitsin awigwam with ablanket around him staring at the fire and muttering in
Gadlic, which they take to be some language of the spirits. He kegps the old musketoon at hisfeet and
cdamsit was his cannon in his private wars againgt the white man. Interprets dreams and divinesthe
future. The revered and greeatly respected shaman of the Pueblos.

Maud laughed.
Dear Joe. | was so foolish and he was too young to understand. So long ago.

Wait, thereés more. He keeps an old book in hislap which he pretends to consult when the Indians ask
him questions, but of course he can't read aword of it. He makes up his stories as he goes along and
whether they're prophecy or history no one can say because the book's so old, three thousand years old
infact. Thetaes of ablind man written down by animbecile.

Maud stared at him and thistime Stern also smiled.
It'strue. He hasit
But what? How?

Wl it ssemsafew years after heleft Jerusdlem his Arab friend found it and sent it to him. Asto how
and why the Arab found it, that must be another tory too. But that'swhere it isnow. In 1933 the British
Museum bought W lenstein's forgery from the Soviet government for one hundred thousand pounds,

and in 1936 Hg Harun sent the origina to awigwam in New Mexico, where it restsin the lap of the chief
medicine man of the Pueblos.

Maud sighed.
Well at last. Dear Joe.



She gazed at the sand lost in the memory of that month on the shores of the Gulf of Agaba. The most
beautiful moments she had known in life and so brief. So long ago.

Shelooked up. It had been there just on the other side of the Sinai, not so far away redlly. And the
gparkling water and the bursting sunsets, the hot sand benegth their bodies through days without end and
the numberless stars over nights without end, love and the dl-healing sea, love and the solitude of the
desert where the two of them had reached for the fire of the sand, she could fed! its heat now when she
closed her eyes.

But no, she couldn't fed it, too long ago. Now the sand was cold beneath her fingers. She heard arattling
sound, Stern's bottle againgt the rim of his cup. Shetook them from him and filled it for him. She put her
amsaround him.

It'sover, he said smply. Finished. Done.
Don't say that, Stern.

Wl not quite, you'reright. There are il acouple of things|eft to do. After the war you'll go to America
to be with Bernini and someday you'll see Joe again, of course you will. But asfor me I'll never leave that
hillsdeinthe Yemen where| was born. Y aqub wasright after al. I'll never leaveit.

She hung her head. There was nothing to say. Stern managed to laugh.

Smpleintheend, isnt it. After dl the struggling and trying to believe, the wanting to believe, two or three
thingssum it up and say it dl. A gesture. A photograph. To die.

Clumsily he lurched to hisfeet and threw the empty bottle toward the new sun on the horizon, agesture
Joe had once made on the shores of the Gulf of Agabalong ago against the darkness, thistime made
againg thelight. Then hetook her cameraand framed a picture of her between the Sphinx and the
pyramids, clicking the shutter on their love, Maud robust and smiling for him on their final day, their time
together ended in the lure of aHoly City, the lure of the desert, aweaving now within the bright somber
tapestry of invincible dreams and dying daysthey had shared over the years with others, atapestry of
livesthat had raged through vast secret wars and been struck dumb by equally vast silences, textures
harsh and soft in their guise of colors, acloak of life.

A gesture then, a photograph now, a cloak threadbare and resplendent from century to century. And the
unsuspecting weavers of the cloak, spirits despised and triumphant, threads to the tapestry and namesto
the sands and seas, souls for recollection in the whispers of love that had come to weave the chaos of
eventsinto awhole and the decadesinto an era.

Love, gentle and kind and ferocious, rich and starved and hallucinatory, damned and diseased and
santly. Love, the bewildering varieties of love. That and only thet ableto recdl theliveslostin the
spectacle, the hoursforgotten in the dream.

Hopes and failures given to time, demons pressed into quietude, spirits released to memory in the chaotic
book of life, arepetitious and contradictory Bible suggesting infinity, a Sina tapestry of many colors.

And so that evening with aquarter of agrain of morphine steadying his blood Stern waked through the
sordid aleys of Cairoto hislast meeting, entering the bar and sitting on a stool and beginning to whisper
to his contact who couldn't decide whether he was an Arab or a Jew, giving ingtructions for a secret
shipment of arms to somewhere in the name of peace.



Tires screeched outside and there were shouts and curses and drunken laughter. The man beside him
glanced nervoudly at the curtain separating them from the street but Stern didn't turn to look, he went on
taking.

Theyoung Austraians had fought in the disastrous battle of Crete and survived thefdl of theidand,
survived in the Cretan mountains through the winter starving and cold, planning to escapeto Egypt in the
spring, which they had done by paddling arowboat across the Libyan Sea. And now out of the hospita
with their wounds healed and false arms and legsin place of lost ones, they were out drinking and fighting
and victorioudy cdebrating life.

Shouts. Men scuffling and yelling in the street. Laughter. Bloody wogs. The shabby curtain flying back
and something lobbing in through the open door but no one moving in the room. No one knowing whét it
was except Stern.

Stern hit the man beside him and saw the astonished expression on the man's face as he went crashing
backward across the floor, away from the hand grenade dowly sailing through the arr.

But to Stern &t that moment it wasn't ahand grenade at al but ano longer distant cloud high above the
Temple of the Moon, adrifting memory in the desert of dim pillars and fountains and waterway's,
mysterious places where myrrh grew, the ruins of hisyouth.

Blinding light then in the mirror behind the bar, sudden desth merging the stars and windstorms of hislife
with darknessin thefailure of his seeking, bright blinding light in the night sky at last and Stern's once vast
visgon of ahomeland for al the peoples of his heritage gone asif he had never lived, shattered asif he had
never suffered, hisfutile devotion ended on aclear Cairo night during the uncertain campaigns of 1942
when the eternd disguise he woreto hislast clandestine meeting, his face, was ripped avay and thrown
againg amirror in the haf-light of an Arab bar, there to stare at anow immobile landscape fixed to
witness his death forever.



