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Prologue

In thefirst light of an early summer day a naked Junker baron and his naked wife, both elderly,
both heavily overweight and sweating, stood on top of the Great Pyramid waiting for the sunrise.

The air was warm and the desert still, the year was 1914 and the noble couple from Behind
Pomerania had just fulfilled a lifelong dream of making love on the summit of the Great Pyramid
at dawn, to the point of a final and exhaustive satisfaction.

A few blocks down from the summit sat the man who had performed these various acts upon
them, an experienced black dragoman and former slave named Cairo Martyr. For the baron and
hiswife it was the rarest moment in their long lives, but for Martyr it was just another routine
sunrise that had earned him twenty pounds sterling for services rendered.

He yawned and lit a cigarette.

The sun slipped above the horizon and the baron and baroness spread their arms wide to receive
it, their skin and hair so fair they were all but invisible in the desert dawn.

Glistening sweat and decaying fat. Sunrise. Cairo Martyr puffed lazily and turned his gaze north
when he heard the distant drone of an airplane.

It was a small triplane carrying the morning mail from Alexandria up the Nile to the capital.
Martyr watched it grow larger and realized it was heading straight toward the pyramid. In
another moment he could make out the dashing figure in the open cockpit, a grinning English
pilot in a leather helmet and flying goggles, his white scarf flowing on the wind.

Down, heyelled. Down.

But the delirious baron and baroness heard neither him nor the airplane. The great red ball on the
horizon had hypnotized them with the heat it sent rushing through their aging bodies. Gaily the
plane dipped its wings in salute to the most impressive monument ever reared by man, then
gracefully rolled away and sped on south.

Cairo Martyr got to his feet, not believing what he saw. The nearly invisible man and woman till
stood on the summit with their arms outstretched, but now they were headless, cleanly
decapitated by the slashing lowest wing of the triplane. The hulking bodies lingered a few seconds
longer, then slowly toppled over and disappeared down the far side of the pyramid.

Cairo Martyr stared at the new sun. The cigarette burned his fingers and he dropped it.
The morning mail in 1914,
A gay salute to antiquity.

And an astonishing new flying machine smartly cutting a swath through the leisurely old order of
the nineteenth century, a world that could no longer survive in a speeding mechanical age
suddenly wagging its wings and rolling in raffish chance.

In the dizzying shock of recognition that came that morning on top of the Great Pyramid, Martyr
realized that his days of Victorian servitude were gone forever. Never again would he perform for
vacationing Europeans in bazaar back rooms or in rowboats listlessly adrift on the Nile. The era
of colonialists sunning themselves on the pyramids was over. The Victorian age had lost its head.



For the Junker baron and baroness, and for Martyr aswell, the nineteenth century had abruptly
cometo an end in that early summer dawn in 1914, although elsewhere in the world a few more
weeks wer e to pass before the radical new state of affairs was generally recognized.



PART ONE
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Jerusalem 1933

The end had come. Jerusalem lay on the table. At last it was a case of winner take all in the
eternal city.

The Great Jerusalem Poker Game for secret control of the city, the ruin of so many adventurersin the
period between the two world wars, continued for twelve years before it findly spent itsdlf.

During that time thousands of gamblers from around the world lost fortunestrying to win the Holy City,
but in the end there were only three men at the table, the same three who had been there in the beginning.

Twelve years of ferocious poker for the highest stakes after an initid hand was dedlt by chance one cold
December day in 1921 — seemingly by chance, to passthe timethat gray afternoon in Jerusalem when
the sky was heavily overcast and wind whipped through the dleys, snow definitely inthe air.

A cheap Arab coffee shop in the Old City where young O'Sullivan Beare sat crouched in acorner over a
glass of wretched Arab cognac, adisillusioned Irish patriot who had fought in the Easter Rebdllion at the
age of sixteen and gone on to be revered as the biggest of the little people when he wasterrorizing the
Black and Tansin the hills of southern Ireland, afugitive who had escaped to Palestine diguised asa
Poor Clare nun on apilgrimage.

A londy hero il only twenty-one years old, wearing as an unlikely disguise that day the uniform of an
officer of light cavary in Her Mgjesty's expeditionary force to the Crimea, 1854, the meda s on his chest
showing he had survived afamous suicidal charge and been awarded the Victoria Cross because of it, far
from home now huddled over aglass of Arab cognac that helped not at al, finding life blesk and
meaningless on that cold December afternoon, smply that.

Dice clattered around the smoky room.

Bloody Arab excusefor apub, he muttered. Just bloody awful, that'swhat. Not an honest pint in the
house and no oneto drink it with anyway.

A sudden gust of air struck him. The door had opened.

A tall black manin agtately Arab cloak and Arab headgear, so black he was almost blue, stood rubbing
his hands after escaping the wind. On his shoulder crouched asmdll ball of white fluff, somekind of little
anima. The man's eyes roamed the shop looking for empty tables but there were none, only densdly
packed Arabs swesating over games of backgammon. Then he caught sight of the corner where
O'Sullivan Beare douched donein the dimness. He made for the table, smiling as he sat down.

Coffee, he said to the waiter.
Dice clattered. O'Sullivan Beare's head jerked back. The amiling black man had light blue eyes.

Hey what's this, thought O'Sullivan Beare. Things just aren't supposed to be like that. Someone's up to
tricksagainin the Holy City. And what's that little white anima curled up on his shoulder? White aswhite
and asfurry as can be, head and tail tucked away ever so nicely out of Sight.

He nodded at the black Arab.



Cold out, wouldn't you say?
| would.

Y es, youreright. And who might thislittle friendly creature be you're carrying around to seethe Sights? A
traveling companion, | suppose. Seemsto be deegping soundly enough despite the wind out there. Hasa
wicked bite, that wind.

He'samonkey, said the black man.

Ohl see.

An dhbino monkey.

O'Sullivan Beare nodded again, hisface serious.

Sure why not, he thought. A black Arab with awhite monkey on his back? Sure, makes as much sense
asanything ese. Why not, | say.

A few minutes|ater another man entered the shop escaping the wind and the cold, thistime a European,
his nationdity difficult to place. In hishand he carried alongbow of exquiste workmanship.

Now what's this twist? thought O'Sullivan Beare. What's going on around here? M ore confusion and
things seem to be spinning out of control aready. That item's not English for sure, not French or German
or anything natural. And armed with abow no less, just in case a spot of archery practice turns up while
he's out for astroll on adreadful winter afternoon. Some bloody devious article up to no good in the
Holy Land, that's certain. By God, it's pranks for sure and somebody's bent on something.

The man took in the tables at a glance and headed directly toward the corner where O'Sullivan Beare sat
with the black Arab. Slung over his shoulder on a cord was along cylindrica case made of red lacquer.
He clicked hishedswith adight nod and sat down. An unmistakable cloud of garlic fumes engulfed the
table.

Excuse mefor interrupting your meditations, gents, but it ssemsthisisthe only tablein the room free from
backgammon. On the other hand it isa dreary afternoon. Do either of you play poker?

He looked at O'Sullivan Beare, who nodded without interest.

Yes, | daresay you must have picked it up in the army. And you, my friend?
The black Arab smiled pleasantly and spoke with a cultivated English accent.
| used to play before thewar, but I'm not sure | recall the rules.

No? Well perhaps we could refresh our memories.

The European brought out apack of cards, shuffled and dedlt five to the black Arab and five to himsdlf.
Heturned over his cards and set aside what he had, apair of kings. Then he turned over the black
Arab's cards and set aside what he had, apair of aces.

Youwin, it'sassmple asthat. Careto try adeal yoursdf?

The black Arab clumsily put the pack back together, shuffled dowly and dedlt. Thistime when the cards
were turned over he had the same two aces as before, plus an additiona one. The European had his
same two kings and athird to go with them.



Theblack Arab smiled.
It s;ems| win again.

Indeed you do, murmured the European thoughtfully. A case of excdlent recal. Munk Szondi's my name.
From Budapest.

And that's the truth, thought O'Sullivan Beare. Devious pranks sneaking out of the mists of centra
Europe and lurking on every side. Right you are and | could see that mischief coming.

Cairo Martyr, said the black Arab. From Egypt, apleasure. Tell me, what in theworld isthat case you're
carying?

A quiver.
For arrows?

Y es. The Japanese samurai used them in the Middle Ages. And that little creature adegp on your
shoulder?

A monkey. An dbino monkey.

The two men studied each other for amoment. Then the Hungarian turned back to O'Sullivan Beare who
was dumped despondently over hisglass, fidgeting with hisVictoria Cross. With the eye of a
professona military man hetook in the rows of medals on the Irishman's chest.

The Crimean War, if memory holds.
It'sholding dl right. That wasthe one.

My sympathy, atruly appalling disaster. Purefolly, that charge at Baaklava. But you did surviveit after
al. And since that was the middle of the last century, perhaps the time has come to put aside the memory
of your falen comrades. Sadness can't bring them back, now can it.

Noit cant, that'strue. But al things considered I'm till feding glum today. Gloomy and glum and that'sa
fact.

How so, my friend?

Don't know, do |. Just guessing though, I'd say it has something to do with having been through too much
for my age. Excessve experience, | mean. It'sworn me down until now I'mworn out. Herel am only
twenty-oneyearsold and I'm aready aveteran of awar that was fought nearly seventy years ago. And
that'saweight for aman to carry. Do you follow me?

| think so, said Munk Szondi. Areyou Irish by any chance?

Not at al, not abit of it, by no chance whatsoever. By strict caculations at the top, one of those
incompreheng ble decisions made by Himself and passed on to my long-suffering mother and father, he
being a poor fisherman who ate mostly potatoes and had thirty-three sons, me being the youngest and the
last. The name's Joe when said in short, but when proclaimed over aproper pint of stout it runsto Joseph
Enda Columbkille Kieran Kevin Brendan O'Sullivan Beare, those being saints who came from my idand,
which isn't much of anyplace you'd ever want to be. The barren Aran Idands, they're called, because
they're so rainy and windswept and so poor God didn't bother to put any soil on them, instead leaving it
up to His believersto make the soil if they wanted it, figuring somebody in His universe should believe



that much. Mere dipsof rock in the Atlantic, that's al, outposts against the terrible tides and gales of the
Western seas. And now that you know all that, you can seeit's not just because of the weather that I'm
sagging today. Although young I've had astormy soillesslife, if you catch my meaning.

How badisit?
Very. Just so bloody awful | can't revive. To be honet, | think it'sall over for me.
At only twenty-one?

That's gpparent age. The spirit insdeis dreadfully elderly and creaking, aregular tottering veteran of the
wars a least eighty-five years old. The Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimea, remember?1'd haveto
be more or lessthat old.

The black Arab interrupted their conversation, turning to O'Sullivan Beare.

Those moments of despair come of course, but they can be overcome. Have you ever heard of an
English explorer named Strongbow?

| have. I've heard some fanciful reports on more than one occasion and some whimsical alegations too.
But thetruth is, he never existed. Couldn't have, impossible on any account. No Englishman was ever
that daft. A myth in the neighborhood pubs of the Holy Land, no more. Mad tales conjured up by the
local Arabswhen they're high on their flying carpets, which ismost of thetime. Opium, it'scaled. No
offense meant to present company.

Theblack Arab smiled.
And none taken.
Good, we'reright then. Now why this reference to the mythical Strongbow who never existed?

The black Arab was about to answer when the Hungarian interrupted him. He a so turned to O'Sullivan
Beare.

Poker, my friend. That was the subject at hand, not Levantine fables from the last century. And speaking
of the last century, why not put your painful Crimean experiences behind you and try your luck today
with agpot of cardsin Jerusalem? Who knows, it might well be away of getting things started again.
Wel what do you think? Will you join us?

Started? said Joe. | was by way of thinking | aready had started here, and what it amountsto is heavy
lifting that's bloody hard on the back.

Helooked down at his hands, rough from handling the giant stone scarab he used on his smuggling trips.
A few days ago he had arrived back in Jerusalem with the huge scarab, its hollow bowels stuffed with a
secret shipment of arms for the Haganah. And soon there would be another clandestine trip, another load
of dismantled Czech rifles, more English pounds for services rendered.

Anyway, he had nothing to do that afternoon.

But there was something el se that intrigued him, another possibility. The black Arab was undoubtedly a
Modem and the Hungarian must be a Jew, the Star of David in hislapel showed that.

So just what did they think they were up to in Jerusalem? Working out alittle private deal between



themselves, was that it? Imagining they could do in apoor Christian just because the wegther was cold
and gray and bloody awful, not at al what it was cracked up to be in the land of milk and honey? Just
doing aquiet little turn by themsalvesin the Holy City? Pranks and tricks and thinking they could leave
him out of the game with their abino monkeys and their samurai bows and arrows?

Hold on, said Joe, I'm in from the beginning. But shouldn't we be giving oursdves atime limit then? Just
to keep the winner honest?

Cairo Martyr seemed not to care one way or the other. But Munk Szondi was evidently pondering the
meatter as he picked up Joe's glass, sniffed it, made aface and poured it out on the floor. He ordered
three empty glasses and filled them with cognac from aflask he was carrying in his overcoat.

| just happen to have some of the red thing with me,

Of course you do, said Joe. Now what was that you were saying about atime limit? | don't think | caught
it. My ears have away of ringing sometimes, crowding out al else. It's been that way sincethe war.

Why? asked Munk Szondi.

That terrible tumble | took when my horse was shot out from under me during the Charge of the Light
Brigade. Landed right on my head, | did, and it's never been the same since, this overworked head of
mine. It sesemsto be under a continua siege of unknown nature, by unknown forces, and it just goesright
on whistling and shouting and howling and doing dl kinds of things | have no control over. But then too,
that's how | survived, because my horse went down and | couldn't keep up on foot. Somewhere way
back then, you see, the charge went elsewhere and | got Ieft behind. So blessthose noisesin my head |
say, without them | wouldn't be here. Now what manner of time limit did you mention?

The Hungarian brought out atiny gold pocket watch and placed it in the middle of the table. He pressed
the button that opened the lid and they all leaned forward.

They werelooking at ablank enamd face, afull moon unmarred by hands or numbers or quarters. Munk
Szondi pressed the button again and the blank face clicked back to revea another watch, the face normal
in appearance but with the minute hand moving at the speed of a second hand, the second hand a
whirling blur.

| see, said Munk Szondi.

He pressed the button once more to reved athird face, dso normal in gppearance but with both hands
seemingly stationary. Actudly the second hand was moving but with exaggerated downess. Thethree
men gazed at it for severd minutes and in that time it had moved only a second or two.

Cairo Martyr leaned back and roared with laughter. Even O'Sullivan Beare managed to smile. With the
same solemnity as before, Munk Szondi clicked dl threelevels closed and returned the tiny gold watch to
his vest pocket. He picked up the cards and began to shuffle.

Theway | seeit, gents, what we have ahead of us hereisalong gray afternoon. Just why we all happen
to bein Jerusalem | wouldn't know, other than the obviousfact that it's everybody's Holy City. But in any
case herewe are on the last day of December, acold afternoon with snow definitely inthe air, anew
year upon ustomorrow. So asfar as|'m concerned, it doesn't much matter whether time passes dowly
or quickly or not at al. How do the two of you fedl about it?

Cairo Martyr laughed and cut the pack once. O'Sullivan Beare smiled despite himsalf and cut the pack a
second time. Munk Szondi put aside his bow and arrows and the first cards of their twelve-year game



went down on the boardsin the Old City, in asmoky Arab coffee shop, whereit al began.

Early in the game it became gpparent the playing styles of the three founders couldn't have been more
different.

Cairo Martyr's was the most unorthodox, since he never looked at his cards until all the betting was over,
relying instead on some private law of averagesto bring him hiswinnings. Of course he had to be aways
bluffing, but outsiders found it next to impossible to outguess aman who could honestly say he didn't
know what he was holding.

Munk Szondi used his unique knowledge of Levantine commoditiesto make money. According to the
rules of the game, anything of value could be used in the betting. Thuswhen apile of Maria Theresa
crowns and chits representing Egyptian dried fish futures were on the table, Szondi would overplay his
hand smply to get thefish.

For Szondi invariably knew that Persian dinars were due to weaken in the next few daysin relation to
dried fish, and that a handsome profit would be hisif he discounted the Maria Theresa crownsin
Damascus, doubled the vaue of hisfish futures by buying dinars on the marginin Beirut, sold aquarter
and athird of each in Baghdad as a hedge againgt customs interference on the Persian border, and then
saw to it that his courier with the fish futures arrived in IsSfahan on Friday, amarket day, when thefish
futures would be most in demand.

Only O'Sullivan Beare played according to mathematical percentages, or said he did, claming he had
adapted to poker the balligtic tables once memorized when he was on the run in the hills of southern
Ireland, needing distance then because he was fighting the Black and Tans done and couldn't afford to
gpproach the enemy directly, instead firing his old musketoon high in the air from far away, in the manner
of ahowitzer, so that the bullets of hisjust cause traversed a steep arc and came plunging down on the
target asif from heaven.

Inscrutable bluffing in Cairo Martyr's case.
An awesome knowledge of Levantine trade when it was Munk Szondi's turn.
The scientific trgjectory of heavenly bullets when the betting passed to O'Sullivan Beare.

Highly individual methods of play, further complicated by unorthodox thrusts at chance, dl of it equaly
baffling to outsiders. Nor did there seem to be any limit to the financid resources the three founders
brought to the table.

Cairo Martyr was said to have been looting the tombs of the pharaohs for years and had an immense
store of mummies at hisdisposa. Aswaswell known, pharaonic mummy dust when snorted, or when
smoked inits mastic form, was an infdlible Levantine aphrodisiac.

If used in sufficient quantities daily it could also provide previoudy barren women with large families,
assure aman of long life and wisdom, and in genera serve as a powerful subgtitute for anything.

And even if the supplies of genuine pharaonic mummy dust were exhaugtible, there was dill thelarge
number of royd catsthe Egyptians had aso mummified. And lastly, no one doubted that Cairo Martyr
would be more than ready to manufacture powder from old rags, now that he had established himsdlf as
the supreme purveyor of mummy dust in the Middle East.



Asfor Munk Szondi, a Khasarian Jew, it was inconceivable that anyone could ever unravel hisarcane
knowledge of the valuesrdating Y emeni rugs and Damascus figs with the upcoming spring production of
Levantine lambs, the worth of these and a thousand other items bound together in inextricable laws that
only he could fathom.

And findly there was O'Sullivan Beare's much more recent wedlth, the stupendous business he was doing
inreligious artifacts, symbolic wooden fish being just one of his profitable lines. The fish were smoothly
carved inacylindrica shapewith anob of greater girth a one end. They camein various sizes but on the
average were about the length of an open hand. The Irishman claimed these abstract wooden fish were
an exact replicaof ones used by the early Christiansto secretly identify themselvesto their coreligionists
in those dangeroustimes.

But if amere primitive symbol, why had they suddenly become so popular in modern Jerusaem,
gpreading from there throughout the Middle East? And if Christian, why were they in equal demand
among Jews and Arabs and nonbelievers?

It was true women carried them secretly more often than not, hiding them in their handbags and even
appearing embarrassed if a shopkeeper chanced to py one when they were digging for coins. But men
displayed them openly enough in the bazaars, where their uses seemed far from abstract. On the
contrary, when greeting one another, men seemed to take pleasure in boldly waving these wooden
objectsin the air. And when they adjourned to a coffee shop they rapped them loudly on the tablesto
attract the attention of waiters.

In fact after coffee and tobacco, the Irishman's symbolic wooden fish were the largest-sdlling staple in the
Middle East. They could be found everywhere, in the tents and palaces of al known races, even among
bedouin who had never seen afish.

Mummy dust. Trading in futures. Rdligious symbols.

With that kind of backing the three men seemed unbesatable. Y ear after year they stripped visitorsto
Jerusdem of dl they owned, bewildered emirs and European smugglers and feuding sheiks, devout
priests and assorted commercia agents and pious fanatics, every manner of pilgrim in that vast dreaming
army from many lands that had aways been scaling the heights of the Holy City in search of spiritud gold,
Martyr and Szondi and O'Sullivan Beare implacably dealing and shuffling and dealing again, relentlesdy
plunging Jerusdem into its greatest turmoil Since the First Crusade with their interminable poker gamein
the vaulted chamber where they had moved that very firgt night, after the coffee shop closed.

We shouldn't quit just because it's midnight, Munk Szondi had said.
No reason to stop just because anew year is upon us, Cairo Martyr had agreed.

Wil if both you gents seeit that way, Joe had said, | know just the place to set up amore permanent
table herein the Old City. It'saformer antiquities shop that belongsto agood friend of mine, the place
largely empty now because thisfriend isno longer in the business except in his head, an odd proposition
asyoull see.

And thusthe Great Jerusalem Poker Game came to be played in the back room of an empty shop
owned by an obscure dedler in time known as Hagj Harun.

Onthat fina day after twelve years of play, O'Sullivan Beare had the dedl. His call wasfor straight
poker, three-card draw, and both Cairo Martyr and Munk Szondi nodded with approval when he



announced it. A hard and basic hand with nothing wild and nothing stray, the gppropriate way to end the
game.

And knowing the moment had findly come, they approached it in alesuredly manner. O'Sullivan Beare
opened a bottle of poteen and took histime sipping it down. Cairo Martyr filled his hookah with a potent
dose of mummy mastic and puffed contentedly. Munk Szondi placed alarge bowl of garlic bulbsin front
of him and methodicaly chunched hisway to the bottom.

The Druse warriors who guarded the game were paid off and dismissed. In the middle of thetable sat a
new deck of cards ordered from Venice for the event. Each man tapped the pack once before the
cellophane wrapping was carefully removed.

The shuffling began, each man spending fifteen or twenty minutes over the pack to get the fed of it, and
after that they spent another fifteen or twenty minutes cutting it in turn. With twelve years behind them no
onewasin ahurry. Gone were the cunning maneuvers of the past. More than skill was needed now.

The empty hookah, the empty bottle of poteen and the empty bowl of garlic bulbswere set asde. Cairo
Martyr gazed at the celling and announced his ante.

The goatsin the Modem Quarter, he said.

The other two men looked at him.

Those used for sodomy, he added solemnly.

O'Sullivan Beare's eyes narrowed.

The goatsin the Chrigtian Quarter, he countered. Medt.
The goatsin the Jewish Quarter, said Munk Szondi. Milk.

The three men watched each other. Over the yearsit had become customary for them to open ahandin
thisway, asareminder to outsidersthat only real goods and services had any ultimate value in the Holy
City. Because sooner or later the conquering army presently in the city would haveto retreat asits
empire shrank and collapsed, as dl empires had done since the beginning of time, thereby rendering its
currency foreign and usdessin Jerusaem.

But asthe gentle Hgj Harun had airily noted once, even aHoly City needsthe servicetrades: In fact it
needs them more than most places.

O'Sullivan Beare dedlt the cards. He and Munk Szondi raised theirs dowly and held them closeto the
chest, revedling them one at atime. After afew minutes of sudy they both chose three for discard. Cairo
Martyr, asaways, had |ft his cardslying face down on the table, untouched. With some deliberation he
now separated the first and the third and the fifth for discard.

Three new cards were dedlt to each man. Munk Szondi's face was grave as he rapidly weighed the

comparative vauesthat day of every known Levantine commodity. O'Sullivan Beare seemed atrifle
feverish as he caculated patriotic balistic arcs. Only Cairo Martyr, with hisimmense salf-assurance,
seemed completely at ease with what lay before him.

And since he was Sitting on the dedler's | eft, he had the right to open the betting. Again, asusud, he didn't
look &t hisnew cards.

No openers, said Cairo Martyr, not thistime. | have no intention of wasting time tonight trying to inch the



stakes up. I'll start at the top and the two of you can play or not, as you choose. Now | think you'll both
agree that through my variousillicit enterprises, | control the Modem Quarter in thiscity.

The mummy dust king is about to strike, muttered O'Sullivan Beare. But at the same time he knew the
clamwastrue, just as was his own secret control over the Christian Quarter and Munk Szondi's over the
Jewish Quarter, religious symbols and trading in futures being just as essentia to Jerusalem as mummy
dust.

Wl do | or don't 1?said Cairo Martyr.
You do. Agreed.

Correct. Now then, that's my bet. Control of the Modem Quarter. I'm putting the Moslem Quarter on
thetable. If either of you wins, which you wont, it belongsto you. But first you have to match my bet.
No openers. Thered thing.

O'Sullivan Bearewhistled softly.

That's arrogance and then some, he muttered. Y ou mean the whole Modem Quarter?
That'sright. Down to the last sun-baked brick.

People? asked Munk Szondi.

Down to the last unborn babe adeep in its mum's belly, not knowing what it'sin for when it hasto wake
up.

Fair enough, said Munk Szondi, gesturing extravagantly. If that'sthe way it isI'm betting the Jewish
Quarter.

Jaysusdl right, shouted O'Sullivan Beare, al right | say. If that'swhat you're up to I'll put down the
Chrigtian Quarter.

He said the last two wordsin Gadlic but they both understood him. By now they al knew enough of each
other's languages to recognize abet in any one of them.

So there it was. The three men leaned back to savor the moment, achance that came oncein alifetime, if
ever. They had each bet what they controlled and it went without saying that the fourth section of the Old
City, the Armenian Quarter, would automaticaly go to the player who held the best cards.

The end had come. Jerusdlem lay on the table. At last it was a case of winner take dl inthe eternd city.

But twelve years of unscrupulous poker had to pass before that final showdown could take place in the
former antiquities shop of Hg Harun, an ancient defender of Jerusalem who even then was wandering
around the room in distraction, just afew years short of histhree thousandth birthday.



-2
CairoMartyr

Going far? asked Cairo. All the way, whispered the mummy with a resigned expression.

From his earliest years Cairo Martyr had picked cotton asadavein the Nile detaaongsde his maternal
great-grandmother, a proud indomitable woman whaose passionsin life dated from 1813.

In that year, as ayoung woman in avillage on the fringe of the Nubian desert, she had taken into her hut
acharming wanderer by the name of Sheik Ibrahim ibn Harun. The sprightly young sheik, who said he
was an expert in Idamic law, aso claimed his blue eyes were the result of Circassian blood.

But as Cairo Martyr was one day to learn, hiswandering great-grandfather had actualy been a European
indisguise, ahighly gifted Swisslinguist with apasson for details whose other descendants, known and
unknown, were also to play acrucia part in the Great Jerusalem Poker Game over acentury later.

Y oung Sheik Ibrahim, as aways, soon grew restlessin the village on the fringe of the Nubian desert.
With tears he parted from his new wife to resume his wanderings, promising to return in three months.
But when he did come back at the end of that time he found the village had been savagely destroyed and
itsinhabitants carried off by aMamedukeraiding party.

These dwindling remnants of medievd warfare, originally Mongolian and Turkish daveswho later
became the rulers of Egypt, had been driven south into the desert by Napoleon somefifteen yearsearlier.
Although the conditions prevailing on the Russian steppes were fully nine centuries behind them, the
memories of frosty gales remained deeply embedded in their duggish brains and they till wore thick
woolen underwear in the ferocious Nubian heat. Dressed in gorgeous robes and enormous jeweled
turbans, their swordsinlaid with precious stones and their saddle bags stuffed with gold, they rode
ponderoudy through the haze into battle carrying al their riches, their catamites running on foot beside
them waving the green banners of the Prophet.

Since the Mamel ukes were pederasts, they couldn't reproduce. When they were the rulers of Egypt they
had purchased boys in southern Russia and fattened them to be their successors, but with that source no
longer open to them they were dying out asaModem warrior caste.

Those who survived were aging bloated men, ederly asthmatics tormented by maignant recta tumors
and virulent skin diseases, which flourished particularly in their groins and armpits. In thisrampant state of
decay, so advanced it could warn locd tribesmen of gpproaching danger when the wind was right, the
Mamel ukes supported themsdves in barbaric luxury by laying waste to the countryside and sdlling the
Africansthey captured to Arab dave-traders. After briefly arousing themselves for asortie they would
return to their barges on the Nile and rel gpse into a deathlike stupor, stretched out under awnings their
retainers doused with water day and night in ausdess effort to cool their wheezing mountainous bodies.

Sincethey never took off their underwear, scratching couldn't help. Even flicking afly away seemed
useless. Ingtead they lay with their glazed eyes fixed on the wilderness, dully wondering how their once
lavish life on the Mediterranean, o rich in soothing breezes and perfumes and other extravagant
splendors, had been reduced to the parched oblivion of thislizard's existence hundreds of milesfrom
nowhere.

On one of these bargesin 1813, Martyr's great-grandmother gave birth to a daughter as black as she but



with thelight blue eyes of her beloved Sheik Ibrahim. The Mame ukes had no usefor agirl, so mother
and daughter were sold to an Arab dave-trader who included them in a shipment to the Nile delta, where
they were bought to pick cotton. In due time the daughter gave birth to a daughter and that daughter to a
son, aso deep black with light blue eyes. Both those mothers died of dysentery soon after they bore their
children and the boy was therefore raised by his great-grandmother, who finally succumbed to dysentery
hersdf in 1892, after nearly eight decades of servitude.

Upon her desath, little Cairo Martyr was freed by his master as an act of Idamic mercy.

Thusthrown doneinto the world at the age of twelve, illiterate and without any skills, the boy did what
any other black child in Egypt would have donein the latter haf of the nineteenth century. He wrapped
his kerfiyaaround his head and walked through the dust to the capitd to seek the advice of aformer
dave named Mendik Ziwar.

Among Egyptian blacks, Mendik Ziwar's position was unusud in severa ways.

Since daves were brought up in the religion of their masters, the vast mgority were Modem. But
Menelik's branch of the Ziwars happened to be Copts, and Mendlik had taken the trouble to teach
himsdlf to speak Coptic, the extinct form of Egyptian that had been used in the country during early
Chrigiantimes

He shared this distinction with only one other man, the head of the Coptic Church or Patriarch of
Alexandria, whose duty it was to gppoint the head of the Church in Ethiopia, the only country wherethis
Chrigtian sect was the sate religion, and also the only country in Africanot ruled by Europeans.

Since no one else understood the tongue except Mendik and the Patriarch, they took the opportunity to
confer in it whenever they met. Of course no one knew what they were saying, but it waswidely
assumed among Egyptian blacks that Mendlik's influence in independent black Africa, by way of his
relationship with the Coptic Patriarch, surpassed that of any other black in the world.

Even his name tended to confirm this specid status, the historical Mendik having been the first emperor
of Ethiopia

Nor wasit just hispolitica influence that enhanced his standing in the black community. Mendlik Ziwar
was aso the greatest Egyptologist of the nineteenth century.

Menelik's master long ago, awedlthy cotton broker named Ziwar, had sent his own son at an early age
to be educated in England. The Ziwar son had returned to Alexandriawith a sound knowledge of
archeology, but having been away so long he knew nothing of everyday Egyptian corruption. In order to
do fieldwork he needed a competent dragoman, or guide and interpreter, who could oversee histhieving
workmen and hand out baksheesh up and down the Nile. The Patriarch of Alexandriaimmediately
pointed out that he had to look no farther than his own household and the sagacious dave Mendlik.

The Ziwar son and Mendlik joined forcesin digs throughout the delta. Mendlik quickly learned to read
hieroglyphs and was soon offering suggestions about where they should dig. Naturd intelligence exerted
itself and before long the apparent dave was the teacher, the apparent master the pupil.

Y et Mendlik remained the perfect dragoman in every respect, even after he was freed. He stayed

modestly in the background, so much so that athough his discoveries eventudly made his master's name
famousin al the academic centers of Europe, no one outside the black community in Egypt, and no one
at al in Europe, had ever heard of the Ziwar who was important — Menelik, secret scholar and revered



Africanfolk hero.

When little Cairo went to seek his advice the black Egyptologist was dready an old man. After years of
stooping in cramped tombs he had devel oped severe arthritis and now he never went on digs himsdlf.
Instead he ingtructed others where to look and interpreted the findings they brought to him, dictating the
monographs they subsequently published under their own names; anonymity having long since become a
habit with him.

Between times there was an endless stream of respectful young petitioners arriving from al over Africa,
black boys and girls starting out in life who wanted to know what to do and how to do it.

Dueto hisarthritis Mendlik was most comfortable when stretched out flat on hisback. And since so
much of hislife had been spent in tombs, not surprisingly he found a sarcophagus most to hisliking asa
bedchamber.

The one he had chosen for himsalf was a particularly massive block of stone origindly occupied by the
mummy of Cheops mother. Upon hisretirement in 1880, Mendlik Ziwar had the sarcophagus lowered
into a sepulcher he had discovered in Cairo under a public garden beside the Nile. And thiswas where
he had held court ever since, on his back in abed at the bottom of the sarcophagus. Petitioners were
ushered into the sepulcher one at atime for consultations that might last afew minutes or most of aday,
depending on how often the old scholar dozed off in his soundproof and nearly airless subterranean vault.

Little Cairo stood in line in the public garden for severd weeks, waiting for histurn to come. At last it did
and an attendant pointed down the steep stairsthat led to the vault. He was told to close the door behind
him at once, the master's eyes being no longer accustomed to daylight. He tiptoed down the stairs, took a
deep breath and dipped insde the door.

Hefound himsdlf standing inasmal gloomy chamber with the dim outline of agigantic sarcophagus
looming up in front of him, asingle taper at its head. He took another deep breath and tiptoed acrossthe
floor to peek insde.

He gasped. Far down in the hollow depths of that massive block of stone, amidst piles of books and
mysterious inscriptions five thousand years old, lay awithered mummy with ahuge magnifying glassonits
chest. Little Cairo wasterrified. Abruptly the mummy's withered hand floated up in the air and clasped
the magnifying glass, then raised it. Behind the lens the enormous unblinking eye from antiquity wasfully
two incheswide.

Caught you, cackled the mummy.

Little Cairo began to shake. Histeeth chattered and swesat ran down hisface. A dry crinkled, smile
gpread across the mummy's mouth.

There there, son, stop carrying on like that. I'm only the man you came to see. What's your name?
Little Cairo whispered his name.

Isthat afact? said the mummy. Well you certainly didn't get that from your master, so where did you get
it?

From my great-grandmother, Sir.

Her last name was Martyr?



No gr. Shedidn't have alast name, Sir. But that's the one she gave me, Sir.
Odd. Why?

| don't know, sir.

Never gaveyou ahint?

Nosr.

Sheraised you?

Yesgr.

Everyone e se died before their time?
Yesdr.

Dysentery?

Yessr.

Hm, that's the paradox isn't it. The Nile gives usthe land but takesitstoll in return. Good water isaso
bad water. Now admit it, son. A moment ago | caught you frightened by the past and that's not the way
to get ahead when you're black the way we are. And speaking of the past, what do you know about
yours?

| know where my great-grandmother came from, sir.

Nubia, I'd say, by thelooks of it. Except for those eyes of yours. Where did you get them?
From my grest-grandfather, Sr. A wandering Circassian, Sir.

Isthat what he told her? What else do you know about him?

Hewas an expert in Idamic law, Sr.

Hetold her that too, did he?

Yessr.

| see. Did he happen to have a name?

Yesdgr. Hisnamewas Shelk [brahimibn Harun, Sir.

The mummy'sdry smile crinkled across hisface again.

Ah, yes, | do see. That young man was a wanderer, there's no doubt about that. In any case he picked
himsdlf up and went on hisway and your great-grandmother was subsequently captured and sold into

davery?
Yesgr.
The Mamd ukes?

Yesgr.



Oafs, dl of them. Dazed pederasts running to fat. She wasn't very fond of them, was she?
Nosdr.

| daresay. But dl this happened at the beginning of the century and that's hardly the past. For al practical
purposes the past ends with the destruction of the New Kingdom. Know when that was?

Nosr.
The XXX Dynasty. An unfortunate period. Yes, | can seeit now.

The mummy closed hiseyes. After about ten minutes of slence he stirred and scratched hisnose. He
raised the huge magnifying glass once more and the eye two inches wide reappeared behind the lens.

Did you say you were looking for work, son?
Yesdr.

Any English?

Nosir.

No matter, you'll pick it up. Youre Modem, | tekeit.
Yessr.

Of course. Y our great-grandmother had along memory and she wanted to see some scores settled. An
extremely proud woman?

Yesgr.

It fits, but that's for the future. Right now you need atrade and | think you should start as adragoman, as
| did. There aren't many trades open to us and that's a good way to begin. Y ou need contacts.

Yesdr.

Right. You'll begin as an gpprentice and work your way up. Now listen carefully, here aretherules. Be
dignified, never cringe or whine or roll your eyes. Be correct but solicitous with the ladies, correct but
dightly less tiff with the gents. When you don't understand something aways say, Y essr, and nod
vigoroudly, pretending you do. Upon receiving atip bow deeply and murmur how happy you are to have
performed this service, ending with an air of undefined suggestion, amomentary hesitation will do it, that
even more complex services are avail able, should you be caled upon for them. Abovedl, amile. Smile
and smileand look asif you thoroughly enjoy what you're doing no matter how tediousand silly it is. At
the same time be absolutdly discreet, going only so far asto hint that European travelers often find the
desart air invigorating. And be gentle. Never harm anyone in any way. Did your great-grandmother tell
you that?

Yesgr.

| thought s0. When it comes to settling scores she had bigger thingsin mind. Well on your way then. The
attendant outsde will give you an address. Tell them | sent you and returnin aweek to givemea
progress report. In fact return every week until further notice.

Yesgr.



And you ought to know | wasn't adeep when you came in, nor afew minutes ago either. People think I'm
degping when actudly I'm just taking atrip. Y ou can't understand a particular dynasty without spending
timeinit. Do you see?

Yesdr.

Nod vigoroudy when you say that.
Yessir.

Good. Come around next week.

Y essir, whispered little Cairo, tiptoeing away from the massive block of stone.

He became an gpprentice dragoman and to his surprise he found the profession had little to do with
guiding tourigts or haggling for them in the bazaars. Instead his dutieswere largely sexudl.

Most Europeans who wintered in Egypt, it seemed, seldom |eft the spacious verandas of their hotels,
where they moved gracioudy in circlesfavorably remarking on the weather and unfavorably deploring the
dack manner and dovenly gppearance of the natives. The minority who hired dragomen to venture into
back streets were those seeking the sexud license associated with the East, an anonymous debauchery
far from home, exactly what a dragoman could provide.

In this stolid atmosphere of overt Victorian gentility and covert imperid vice, young Cairo learned his
trade without particular ambition. Each day at noon he went to the office of the Clerk of the Acts, the
senior dragoman in the city and the head of their benevolent association, whosejob it wasto advise
apprentices and distribute assignments. The gppointments were spaced well apart, in keeping with the
leisurdy pace of life pursued by the English in Egypt. And in any case adragoman's clients spent a
considerable amount of time deeping, both because they found the heat enervating and because of the
opium they took.

So there were many quiet hoursin which young Cairo could dream of the future during those first lonely
monthsin the city, whilelistening to aman or awoman snore, and inevitably his dresmsturned to the
astonishing event so often recalled by Mendlik, the forty-year conversation the old man had once held
with hisdearest friend, an English lord and legendary explorer, Plantagenet Strongbow.

Mendlik had first met Strongbow in the summer of 1838, afew weeks after the explorer returned from
one of hismysterious early excursions, thistimeto outer Persia.

With his seven-foot, seven-inch frame topped by amassive greasy black turban, and hislean torso
wrapped in a shaggy short black coat made from unwashed and uncombed goats hair, both said to be
giftsfrom aremote hill tribe in Pergia, the haughty young English duke was a preposterous figure striding
through the dusty native quarters of Cairo. Hisface was aready deeply scarred,from histravelsand his
body, in addition, was severely wasted from a recent encounter with cholerawhich had nearly been fatal.

But perhapsit was the portable sundia strapped to Strongbow's hip that most amazed Mendlik, a
monstroudy heavy bronze piece inscribed with Arab gphorisms and alegend noting that it had been cast
in Baghdad during thefifth Abbasd cdiphate.

Mendlik had never seen a European dressed in such amanner, let done an English duke, and never



anyone wearing such an outrageous costumein the stifling heat of an Egyptian summer. Immediately he
wasintrigued.

The young English duke was known to disdain his countrymen but was said to enjoy the company of
genuine Levantines, particularly the poor and the devious who made their living as conjurers and gossps
and refuse carters. On the basis of thisrumor Mendlik approached Strongbow in the bazaar one sultry
day and introduced himsdlf. Strongbow was on guard as dways, carrying under hisarm ashort heavy
club, akind of polished twisted root which he raised menacingly whenever someone said something
irrelevant to his needs.

At thetime Mendik was twenty, ayear older than Strongbow. Hewas still adave and acommon
dragoman, but he did speak Coptic and clearly possessed the keen powers of observation that would
one day decipher the secrets of so many tombs. In fact there were probably very few Cairenes who
could have described the lowlife of their city with as much accuracy and gusto as Mendlik.

He stepped forward smiling. As Strongbow automatically raised his club, Mendlik shouted out an earthy
Coptic greeting unheard in over athousand years, an intricately vulgar expression once used by Nile
boatmen who were on the most intimate terms with one another. Strongbow couldn't understand the
words of course, but he sensed their trend and liked it. Helowered his club and smiled, whereupon
Mendlik switched to araffish Arab didect and launched into ascandal ous diatribe againgt certain
Englishmen involved with crimind eements dong the riverfront, which Strongbow enjoyed even more.

The oppressive heet in the bazaar was becoming intolerable. The two young men decided they needed
something to drink and entered the first place they came to beside the Nile, asit happened arefuge for
off-duty dragomen, afilthy open-air restaurant with trellises of leafy vines and flowers overhead, apool
where drowsy ducks paddled and a cage housing squawking peacocks listlesdy twitching their tails. The
cheap wine was strong, the spiced lamb tasty, the shrunken Arab waiters somnambulant as they puffed
opium and drifted ever more helplesdy with the hours.

Therein the soothing hum of the shade Strongbow and Mendlik spent along summer Sunday afternoon,
eating and drinking and feeding the placid ducks, watching the nervous peacocks mate and
enthusagtically discussing whatever stray topic came to mind, the two of them so drunk by the end of the
afternoon they threw themselves over theralling into the muddly river before staggering off to late naps.

A firm friendship was established that afternoon by the Nile. Thereafter, when hewasin Lower Egypt,
Strongbow aways sent arunner to notify Mendik and the two of them would meet again on a Sunday in
the same filthy open-air restaurant under thetrellises of leafy vines and flowers, dways at the sametable
where they had sprawled thefirst time, picking up their swirling raucous conversation asif they had never
left it, heckling the peacocks and feeding the ducks as they gorged themsalves on spiced lamb and
endless carafes of wine, which they had to replenish themselves, the waiters having become too wesk to
carry anything asthe years went by, Menedlik making hisway in acareer of increasingly brilliant
scholarship, Strongbow forever broadening the track of his daring explorations that reached from
Timbuktu to the Hindu Kush.

On hisweekly vidtsto the sepulcher beneath the public garden, little Cairo listened in awe to the stories
recounted by Mendlik Ziwar, these seemingly unimeaginable adventures and bewildering changes of
fortune that were far beyond anything alonely boy, only twelve years old and astranger in agrest city,
could ever hope to know.

Or solittle Cairo fdt. Old Mendlik thought differently.



Not s0, said the wrinkled mummy &t the bottom of the sarcophagus, smiling and encouraging the little
boy. It may look that way now, son, but we can never be sure what fate may breathe into life.
Achievements? Startling transformations? Just consider the Numa Stone for amoment.

Little Cairo was standing with his chin resting on the edge of the sarcophagus. Enchanting names, exotic
memories, it wasawayslikethisin Mendik Ziwar's quiet vault. A faraway ook cameinto the little boy's

eyes.
The Pneuma Stone? he whispered.

Deep down in the sarcophagus amidst the stacks of books and the strange inscriptions five thousand
yearsold, the mummy raised his magnifying glass to produce the gigantic eye of antiquity. He cackled
dryly.

Areyou saying Numa or Pneuma? Bregth isinvolved al right and abreath of fresh air at that, but the
Greeksarein the game only for purposes of scholarship, or by association, you might say. Anyway, it
should be Numa and Strongbow told me about it on a Sunday afternoon four or five decades ago. He
was coming back from the kitchen with another carafe of wine and another plate of spiced lamb, happily
swinging his portable sundia on his hip as he threaded his way between the pardyzed waiters, when dl at
once adevilish grin came across hisface. We were getting on toward the end of the afternoon by then
and | was 0 dizzy | dmost didn't seeit. But when he collgpsed in his chair and planted his enormous
head in front of me, holding it in those enormous hands, there was no way to missit. The grin was smply
wicked. Roguery itsdf.

Here, | said, what'sthisbit of mischief?

Mendik you notorious Nilotic ghoul, he shouted, grabbing my arm and knocking the plate of lamb to the
floor as he drew me into the conspiracy, Mendik you astounding black Copt, promise methat if you're
ever asked about the Numa Stone, you won't say aword.

Why? | asked, mystified, having never heard of such astone.

All the while Strongbow was grinning ever more wildly. So wildly that anyone who didn't know him as
well as| did would have thought he was in the grip of someterminal fever. The grin was that demented.
Then he suddenly made an extravagant gesture that swept acrossthe table, his sundid going with it and
sending everything flying. The carafe smashed into the duck pond and stained the water, the glasses
crashed againgt the peacocks cage and ended their nervous copulationsin a shower of splintering shards.
He brought hisfist down on the table with aroar of laughter that shook everything in the place, even the
waiters, it seemed. Of course it might have been only the wine playing tricks with my vison, but | sweer |
actualy thought | saw them quiver at that moment, the first time they'd shown any lifein years.

Why? thundered Strongbow. For the sake of Europe. We're going to save Europe from itsown
unspeakable hypocrisy.

Little Cairo listened, wide-eyed.

Y es, hissed the mummy, the Numa Stone. That vastly controversia dab so named after its discoverer,
NumaNumantius, the German erotic scholar and defender of homosexudity. His criticswere in the habit
of referring to him contemptuoudy as Aunt Magnesia. But it was aso true that no onein Europe at the
time was more outspoken on sexua matters than Numantius, afact that was certain to engage
Strongbow's sympathy.



For weeks, continued Mendlik, this NumaNumantius or Aunt Magnesia had been up the Nile searching
through the ruins at Karnak, trying to find some small inscription in the temple that would suggest the
ancient Egyptians had disavowed the persecution of homosexuals. But without success. The hieroglyphs
on the columnslisted innumerable public works undertaken by various pharaohs, and the innumerable
virtues of those pharaohs, without mentioning sex even once.

Numantius was thoroughly discouraged the evening Strongbow happened to come upon him, Sitting done
inthe ruins of the temple and sighing over and over. Strongbow was traveling in disguise as a poor
bedouin navvy from the area of thefirgt cataract, and he began asking Numantius questions aswas his
habit with anyone he met. He learned what the German was seeking and decided to interrupt hisjourney
in order to help.

The next morning Numantius moved his operations to some ruins on the other side of theriver.
Strongbow, meanwhile, broke into several nearby tombsto find abasalt dab suitable for his purposes.
After inscribing the dab to his stisfaction he treated it with certain chemicals, then buried it in front of the
temple entrance, one corner just above the drifting sand so that its appearance would seem to be the
chance work of thewind.

A few days later, heaving with Sghs and more discouraged than ever, Numantius returned to Karnak for
alast reverie in the temple by moonlight. The inscribed corner of the basalt dab caught hiseye and he
quickly dug it up, Strongbow watching dl the while from his hiding place behind apillar.

Numantius clapped his hands. There on the unearthed basalt dab were three long neat rows of language
carved one beside the other, in hieroglyphs and ancient demotic Egyptian and Greek, smultaneous
trandations of alegd statute from the XXXI Dynasty. Inimpressive detail the statute guaranteed the right
of consenting adults to practice homosexudlity to the best of their abilities, when said actswere
performed in view of the Nile and were witnessed by ababoon or a dung beetle or some other sacred
creature, said best abilitiesin no way to contravene the pharaoh's divine right to wage interminable wars
of aggression in order to acquire more daves to build more public works to honor the pharaoh.

The statute had been formally promulgated by the priests of Ptolemy V to revive atraditiond law of the
land that had fdlen into disrepute over recent millennia, when recurring conquests from the barbaric north
hed introduced uncivilized sexua &ttitudes into the eternal kingdom of the sun.

Specificdly un-Egyptian attitudes, emphasized the carved inscriptions, the word heavily underscored
with chisel marksin the Greek and demotic texts and deeply circled in the hieroglyphs.

Numantius was triumphant. He sailed down the Nile with his precious dab and at once returned
victorioudy to Europe, where his unique find shocked scholars everywhere. The debate raged and raged,
and athough the authenticity of the Numa Stone was eventudly disproved, Numantius by then had firmly
established hisreputation in the fields of antique homosexua jurisprudence and homaosexud Egyptology.

Y esindeed, mused Mendik Ziwar happily at the bottom of his sarcophagus, smiling up at little Cairo
through hismagnifying glass, hisunblinking eye two incheswide.

Y es, son. A fateful sone from antiquity discovered in atemple beside the Nile. Fate breathing variety into
life

Cairo was twenty before Menelik Ziwar chose to discuss the books he kept stacked in his sarcophagus,
which in fact were none other than the thirty-three volumes of Strongbow's monumental study of
Levantine sex, published in Bade about the time Cairo was born, and banned throughout the British



Empirein perpetuity for being despicably un-English.

There weretearsin the old man's eyes when he told Martyr how he had spent months smuggling a
complete edition of the work into Egypt, using agiant hollow stone scarab Strongbow had lent him for
that purpose. And how, on the very day he had at |ast assembled the entire set and safely stored it away
in his sarcophagus, a specia courier had arrived from Constantinople bearing a note from Strongbow
aong with the explorer's huge magnifying glass, amemento from hisold friend who explained he wanted
Menelik to have the glass now that he had decided to disgppear into the desert forever, to live the life of
an Arab holy man.

Included in the note was a request that the giant stone scarab be returned to a certain party in Jerusalem
from whom Strongbow had borrowed it, which Ziwar had done.

But never to see him again? croaked the mummy, tears running down his cheeks. Never to listen to him
roaring with laughter and pounding the table over some recent discovery? Eating and drinking away those
glorious Sunday afternoons beside the Nile when we were young and had our hopes before us? Instead
just this magnifying glass, even though it had traveled so far and seen so much?

Asthe old man wept Cairo realized the deep sadness that gripped the scholar even now, two decades
later, when herecalled theloss of hisfriend. But he dso knew Mendik Ziwar would aways have the
memories of hisforty-year conversation with Strongbow, those long Sunday afternoons of wine and
scurrilous evidence so richly woven under the trellises of |eafy vines and flowers, among placid ducks and
statuesque waiters and squawking peacocks, in afilthy open-air restaurant on the banks of the Nile,
aways ending with drunken plungesinto the cooling water.

Y es, Mendlik had those memories, thought Martyr, and he also had Strongbow's magnificent study. And
amagnifying glass powerful enoughto read it.

At the bottom of the sarcophagus the mummy wiped the tears from hiseyes. It was New Y ear's Day,
1900. The mummy sighed and opened one of Strongbow's volumes. Briefly he gazed at Martyr through
the magnifying glass, then lowered it to the page.

A new century today, he said. | thought I might read to you afew excerpts from the last one.
I'd like that, Mendlik.

Good. Here we are then, Volume One.

The author's preface wherein he lays forth his reasons for discussing in three hundred million
words an historical topic of general interest heretofore ignored and denied, sex in the Levant or
what might more accurately be called Levantine sex, some two-thirds of the entire endeavor being
devoted to the author's personal experiences with a gentle Persian girl, once his beloved
common-law wife, many years distant but never forgotten.

Magnifying glassin hand, Ziwar read on.

And so it went for the next fourteen years when Martyr made his weekly visitsto the sepulcher beneath
the public garden beside theriver, the old Egyptologist lying at the bottom of his sarcophagus reading
aoud passages from Strongbow's study, laughing when he came across incidents he recognized from
things Strongbow had said on Sunday afternoonsin the course of their forty-year conversation, Martyr
totally absorbed as he leaned dreamily againgt the massive block of stone, listening and listening to the
improbable events of an heroic past.



Thus Strongbow's tales were the abiding dreams of Cairo Martyr's early years, yet somehow he was
never ableto direct his own destiny as Strongbow had done. Decades passed and he was still acommon
dragoman.

Asfor Mendik Ziwar, he had taken aspecia interest in Martyr from the beginning because of along-ago
love affair at the age of Sxteen, hisfirst experience with awoman.

She had been much older than he was. Indeed, her blue-eyed daughter was older than hewas. Like
Mendlik, she had been adavein the ddta, dthough originaly she came from avillage on the fringe of the
Nubian desert. And he would dways lovingly remember the gentle way she had initiated him into
manhood.

Thewoman had aso told him about her lost husband, and how soon after meeting him she had been
carried away by aMameluke raiding party, and after the birth of her blue-eyed daughter, sold into

davery.
She would never forget that, she said. One day she intended to repay the Mamelukesfor their savagery.

Y ears later when he was able to do so, Ziwar had looked into the background of her dead husband, in
hisday well known as an expert in Idamic law in Egypt, and discovered that the wanderer known as
Shelk 1brahim ibn Harun had actudly been a Swisslinguist traveling in disguise.

So when afrightened Nubian boy came to him some six decades later seeking advice, an ex-dave with
blue eyes cdled Cairo Martyr, Ziwar immediately understood the significance of the peculiar name
bestowed on him by his great-grandmother. Here, in the form of her great-grandson, was the means of
revenge against the Mamel ukes chosen by that proud and gentle older woman who had introduced Ziwar
to sex at the age of sixteen.

Ziwar was determined to honor her memory by helping Martyr when the time came. Y et heremained
patient with Martyr, knowing that the tasks his great-grandmother had secretly willed upon him could
only be undertaken by a mature man with much experience behind him.

Infact not until 1914 did he decide to act, and even then he did so in a roundabout manner.

It was during one of Martyr'sweekly visitsand Ziwar had just finished reading adoud afootnote on the
gentle Persan girl whom Strongbow had loved in hisyouth for afew weeks, no more, before she was
carried away in acholeraepidemic. Ziwar sghed and laid aside his magnifying glass. Helicked hislips
thoughtfully. After the Sllence had gone on for severa minutes, Martyr shook himsalf and emerged from
histrance.

What isit, Mendik?

That recurring phrase in Strongbow's study, a few weeks, no more. Isn't it extraordinary how such a
brief period of time could have come to mean so much to him? Think of the tens of thousands of
experiences he had in the course of ahg spread over alifetime, yet aways he comes back to those few
weeks. Don't you find it odd in away?

Yes, sad Martyr.

Sodol, inaway. But then, timeitsdlf isodd. | learned that when | was younger than you, working in
tombs. Did you know mummies can grow hairs?



No.

They can. All at once you'll find afresh hair growing right in the middle of abad head that's three or four
hundred years old. Now that's odd too. By the way, Cairo, how old were you when your
great-grandmother died and you first came here?

Twdve

Y esthat'sright, and now you're already in your middle thirties. A dragoman then, adragoman ill. What
should we make of that? Not stuck in time, are you?

| don't know. | seem to be but | just don't know what else to do.

Y ou're not looking forward to becoming the Clerk of the Acts, are you? To be the senior dragoman in
the city in your old age? Isthat your ambition?

Certainly not.

| wouldn't think so. I would think you'd want something more meaningful in life than that, and if you do it's
about time you got started. When | was your age my name was already famous throughout Europe.
Although of course nobody knew it belonged to me.

But youre Mendik Ziwar.

True. And it'saso true that notoriety, known or unknown, isworthless. Perhaps no one will ever hear of
you when you decide what it is you want to do. Perhaps that's why you'll be so successful at it.

At what, Menelik? What can | do? What should | do?
Hm, let's give it some thought. But in the meantime could you do measmall favor?
Of course.

It concerns atheory of mine. Recently I've begun to wonder whether thereisn't a secret cache of roya
mummies somewhere. We made agrest ded of progressin thelast century but it still seemsto methe
number of pharaohs discovered to date isjust too small. Can you get up to Thebes now and then inthe
course of your work? Luxor, | mean?

Yes.

Wil there'satomb on the west bank that's being excavated. If you can, take your clients there and poke
around near the entrance. At night naturally. Unwitnessed. We don't want to aert anyone.

Naturaly.

Yes. Just seeif you can find anything that looks like it might be covering up a secret passageway. Frankly
I'm sure thistheory of mineis correct

In the next few months Cairo Martyr took al his clientsto Luxor, to the excavation on the west bank
where he said the entranceway to atomb was especidly romantic in the moonlight. There, while squatting
and standing and crouching in the entranceway servicing his clients, he dug behind their backs and over
their heads but discovered nothing.



Until one night a heavy Italian woman turned her face to the mud brick wall and whispered that she
wanted him to mount her from behind, which he did. The woman then redirected him higher according to
her pleasure and pushed against the wall with her powerful arms for added thrust, the first outward
heaves of her huge thumping buttocks so ferocious Martyr had to grab the wall himsdlf to keep from
being thrown backward onto the ground.

He grabbed and hisfist went straight through a brick into a hole, around something <tiff and straight and
thick.

He had his balance now, there was no need for ahandhold. Asthe woman bucked and groaned he
removed the object from the hole and gazed at the slver rings and wrappingsin the moonlight, at the
bracelets of gold and cornelian inlaid with lapislazuli and light green maachite.

A mummy's arm. Perhaps that of aqueen?

Cairo Martyr removed his shirt and carefully wrapped the arm in it. Meanwhile the Italian woman went
through four or five howling spasms, shrieked her praise for the mother of God and collapsed on the
ground, beginning to snoreimmediately. Cairo Martyr fixed another brick in the hole he had uncovered
and filled the chinks around it.

Had he actually discovered a secret cache of buried pharaohs?

Indeed you have, said Mendlik Ziwar, so excited he sat up in his sarcophagus to examine the arm more
closdly through his magnifying glass, thefirgt time Martyr had seen him rise from his pillows sincetheold
scholar had begun reading Strongbow's study aloud to him fourteen years earlier.

To be exact, continued Ziwar, this belongs to a third-ranked concubine of a pharaoh by the name of
Djer. Know him? No? Just aswell, rather adrunken dolt. Anyway the history of thetombisthis. It
became ashrineto Osrisduring the X111 Dynasty, and since then innumerabl e people have passed by
that brick wall where you found the arm and never suspected it was there. Who was your client by the

wey?

An Itaian woman.

Large and heavy?

Veay.

Enormous buttocks?

Yes

Wanting it in the Mediterranean manner?
Yes.

And with that massive hindside suddenly bucking against you, you had to reach out for support? Y our fist
smashed through a brick into the hole in the wall? That's how you found the concubines arm?

Yes

Mendlik Ziwar nodded. He laughed. What afine headline that would make in an academic journd.
Pictureit inimpressvetype.



In hindside, Mediterranean manner leads to most
Important archeologica discovery of twentieth century.

Wil | congratulate the heavy Itdian woman. She's proved my theory.
Shehas?

Yes. You seethe mummies of Djer and hiswomen have never been found. Now that shrineto Osirisis
of no interest to us. What is of interest is that around 1300 B.C. grave-robbing was becoming such a
problem that the high priests had to take steps, because without his mummy a pharaoh's not agod, he's
nothing. So they gathered up dl the mummiesthey could and carried them off for reinterment to a secret
chamber they'd dug across from Thebes, the present home of our missing mummies. That was my theory
and now it's been proved correct.

But what was the concubine's arm doing out there al by itself?

Waiting for aheavy Italian woman's thrusts and groans in the moonlight to make history. Despite the
precautions taken by the high priestsin 1300 B.C., chanting sacred texts while they daughtered the
workmen and so forth, some clever grave-robber must have found out about the new secret chamber.
He was making away with aload of loot when the priests surprised him. He stuffed the concubingsarm
into ahole and covered it with abrick, intending to return for it later, but instead he was killed on the spot
So the secret was kept and that was that for three millennia, until your heavy Itaian woman squardly
faced thewall and reveded thetruth to us.

Exhausted with excitement, Ziwar sank back on his pillows and crossed the concubine's arm and the
meagnifying glasson his chest.

Now listen to this. If my caculations are correct therelll be no less than thirty-three pharoahsin that
chamber, not to mention their women and servants and cats. In short, the greatest mummy cache of all
time

He closed hiseyes.

What adiscovery. What away to culminate my career. Now listen carefully, Cairo. | want you to go
back there at once, done, and dig behind the hole where the arm was. There hasto be a shaft leading to
the secret chamber. But just imagineit, thirty-three pharaohs. I'm going to have alot of traveling to do, a
great many erasto vist. Thisheavy Italian woman smply has no ideawhat her and appetites will
eventually contribute to our knowledge of ancient history.

She certainly doesn't, murmured Cairo. Quite the opposite.
What makes you say that?

The present she gave me. A little monkey.

Menelik Ziwar opened his eyes. He looked disappointed.

A monkey? Y ou let an Italian woman give you, an African, amonkey as atoken of her esteem for your
performance? Don't you have any more self-respect than that?

An dbino monkey, added Cairo mischievoudy. Pure white except for his genitas, which are bright
aquamarine. He has an extraordinary trick of curling up on your shoulder into alittle bal of whitefluff,
pretending to be adeep, his head and tail tucked away out of sight so that no one can see what kind of



animd heis. But when you whisper his name he jumpsto hisfeet on your shoulder and instantly whips
into action.

Doing what?

Vigorousy masturbating. And with both hands no less. It can be quite asurprise.
Mendik Ziwar smiled dryly.

What name doesthe little fellow go by?

Bongo.

The old scholar snorted at the bottom of the sarcophagus.

Well Bongo may be bright, Cairo, but al the same we have to find you another profession. I'm more
convinced of it than ever. You'rejust not taking life serioudy enough.

Mendik Ziwar nodded with authority and closed his eyes. Asthe heavy Itdian woman had donein the
moonlight, heimmediately began to snore.

On adark night, having searched the desert around the tomb to be certain he was done, Cairo Martyr
removed the outer layer of bricks from thewall and started digging. He had only gone afew feet when
his shovel broke through into space.

He widened the opening and held acandleinsde. Ahead lay a shaft about three feet high and just wide
enough for aman's shoulders. He climbed in on his sscomach.

The passage was packed with mummies on each side and the only way he could pass through them was
by putting his face next to theirs, nose to nose and mouth to mouth. It might have been difficult to move at
al if the shaft hadn't doped downward, dlowing the weight of hisbody to push him through the mass.

He did and gathered momentum, plummeting down and down for two or three hundred yardsin a
shower of bones and legs and arms, heads rolling after him, cats flattened under his chin. Abruptly the
shaft opened into achamber and he went crashing down to the bottom, smashing through rags and
wooden cases and coming to rest in a suffocating cloud of debris.

When the dust had settled helit acandle and lay in the stench, staring at the blackened walls and the
mummies crowded everywherein confusion, lying and sanding and some on their heads grinning, others
douched againgt the walls holding on to the stones with shriveled hands. There were gold armchairs and
gold sedan chairs, gold drinking cups and gold plates, jewels and necklaces and occasondly, sitting on
top of adusty head, the gold cobra headpiece that was the mark of a pharaoh.

Martyr raised his candle and saw a black square opening at the end of the long narrow chamber. He
elbowed hisway over to it and pushed through the opening, finding himself in another compartment
exactly the same sze and shape asthe firgt, a so crowded with mummies.

Martyr wiped the dust out of his eyes. What was that at the far end of this chamber? Another door?

Numbly he struggled on through athird compartment, a fourth and afifth and asixth, aseventh. Or had
he lost count? The chambers were dl identical. He started back, barely able to breathe in the stench.

In one of the doorways he paused to lean against a stone and think. Had there been a door at the other



end of the original chamber? Did the compartments stretch in both directions? Could he find the way out
again or would he have to stumble back and forth forever through the packed compartments of this
subterranean train?

The light from his candle seemed suddenly wesker. Perhapsthe lack of air was going to make him faint.
Maybe he was dready trapped on thisimmobile express train beside the Nile.

He giggled. Where was the express going? To eternity of course. Here under the desert a party of
pharaohs and their entourages were on atrip to eternity, and if only briefly he wasjoining them.,

A mummy next to him stirred. Its shoulders were pinned between four or five other passengersand it
looked exhausted.

Going far? asked Cairo.
All the way, whispered the mummy with aresigned expression.

Cairo giggled and nodded and pushed on through the compartment. A cat got in hisway and he gaveit a
kick. The cat dissolved. He cameto aroya gold-encased armchair that was blocking the aide.

Excuse me, madame, he said, trying to elbow hisway around the queen who sat iffly on her throne with
ahaughty suggestion of asmile. Shewore alarge emerad on what once must have been an ample chest,
now withered. Cairo had an urge to touch one of her breasts. He did so and hisfingers punched through
the gold-encrusted ragsinto an empty cavity. He held his nose as the gases escaped and the queen's
smile faded. Her mouth fell open reveding bad teeth and only a stump of atongue. Martyr laughed and
pushed on down thetrain.

Guv'nor?

He stopped and turned. A mummy pressed into a corner was watching him, asmall sooped man with a
sorrowful face.

For some reason Cairo wasn't surprised at the working-class English accent. The mummy certainly
appeared to be no more than acommon laborer, and in any case, if held spoken in ancient Egyptian there
would have been no way to understand aword he said.

The mummy's narrow concave chest suggested weak lungs, perhaps even tuberculosis. Definitely
working class, thought Cairo, and treated no better then than now. The mummy abjectly touched his
fingersto hisforehead. He seemed to be trying to show respect.

Don't mean to bother you, guv'nor, but could you spare anavvy alight? We don't get many visitors down
here.

Cairo lowered the candlein front of the mummy's sickly face and saw him take adeep puff of something,
dowly exhaing with asigh. In your condition, thought Cairo, that's not going to do you any good.

Ah that's better, said the mummy. Thanks, guv. Y ou can't imagine how dull it gets down here. We used
to keep each other company dl right, but after afew centuries of carrying on no one had much to say
anymore. Know what | mean? Down here the party ran out of conversation about three thousand years

ago.
Cairo nodded.

And of course | didn't buy thistrip in thefirst place, they put meonit. | mean | can understand why a



pharaoh would want to make the trip, being agod, but what'sin it for me? Y ou can see how we're
packed in down here, the air dready gifling and getting worse as time goes on, and you realize what kind
of time we're talking about.

The mummy looked down the chamber in disgust.

Likel said, guv, what'sinit for me? If you're not agod what's the sense of living forever? But they don't
care about that, they don't care how you feel. One morning you happen to be siweeping up an
antechamber, aroom in theflat belonging to one of the king's third-class concubines, strictly on
temporary assgnment and minding your business you are, when word comes down that the king has
croaked and all of asudden you'reamember of the royal funered household and being hustled off in
officid mourning to be mummified. So herel am to no end, an endless no end, and al because | was
doing my job one morning. It'snot fair and you can't help feding resentful.

Cairo nodded. The mummy made aface.

What's more, guv, the high priestshad it dl wrong up there. The pharaoh dies and being agod they're
going to send him on hiseternd trip. Right. But why do they assume held naturdly like to have his queen
and his playmates and servants on the trip with him? For company? Well they're crazy. We're packed in
down here and theré's nothing natural about the Situation at al. Did they really think we were going to
tiptoe around serving him while the concubines flopped on their backs and the queen smiled and the cats
did appreciative somersaults? Wrong. Dead wrong. Things don't work that way. He may be agod and
used to living forever but therest of usarejust tired to death of thistrip of his. Tl the truth. Have you
ever seen so many bored faces as you see down here?

Cairo shook hishead.

Of course you haven't. They al resent thistrip as much as| do. There's not a concubine here who's even
looked in hisdirection in three thousand years. Not a cat who's done atumble one way or the other, not
aservant who'slifted afinger. Why should we? He can play with himself for al the concubines care. As
for the queen, you saw what happened when you gave her apoke. Nothing but foul gasesinside and her
teeth are going bad and she'slost her tongue. Her smile was afake, as you saw. In fact can you guess
what it was that made her teeth go bad and withered her tongue down to a stump? That's right, that'sthe
kind of king our Djer was and drinking al the time too. Her smile was dwaysfake. But now that Djer's
on histrip he can't get even alittle cup of drink to help him face the truth. Hes dry, asdry as| am, and
you can't imagine how dry that is. Well that's some joke on him, but you're not staying down here are
you, guv?You'd beafool to do that. Y ou may think you'd liketo live forever, but | can tell you thisisno
kind of aparty to bein.

I'mlogt, said Cairo. Where's the exit?

Two carsforward. Look for alarge sedan chair on the l€ft, it's right beneath the shaft. Put there along
time ago to serve as a stepladder. He must have caught histhough, we never saw him again. Got away
with my migtresssright arm but not much se.

Thanks, said Cairo, I'll be going. By the way, how many pharaohs are there down here?

Counting that lout | used to work for, thirty-threein dl. And Egypt iswell rid of their kind. They did
nothing but watch us build monuments to them. Strictly thinking of themsalves, and now on thistrip that's
al they can do forever, and you wonder how satisfying thet redlly is. Well good luck, guv.

The candle flickered. The mummy's face drooped sorrowfully. Cairo waved from the end of the
compartment and pushed hisway to the sedan chair two carsforward. Helifted himsdf into the shaft and



made the long climb back up through the arms and legs and detached heads, the clouds of dugt, to the
desert night.

The next morning he boarded a steamer down the Nile. But when the boat finally docked in Cairo on that
clear spring day in 1914, when he rushed to the sepulcher benesth the public garden beside theriver to
deliver his spectacular news, he found an unfamiliar lid on the massive sarcophagus he had visited so
often, apainted carving of Cheops mother in place of the dry crinkled smile he knew so well.

Mendlik Ziwar, former dave and unique scholar and absentee discoverer of thirty-three pharaohs, had
quietly died in hisdeep leaving Cairo Martyr sole owner of the largest divine cachein history, a pantheon
of ancient gods with which to avenge the injustices done to his people.

Thelast day of December 1921.

Snow flurries came and went outside the smudged windows of the Arab coffee shop where Cairo Martyr
and Munk Szondi and O'Sullivan Beare were playing poker. They played into the evening and were till
playing the following morning, having moved on a midnight to a curious gpartment in the Modem Quarter
which the Irishman said belonged to afriend of his.

The gpartment had two |ofty vaulted rooms. The front room was empty save for an enormous bronze
sundid set into thewall near the door, aset of chimes attached to it. In the back room where they played
therewas atdl narrow antique Turkish safe in one corner, agiant stone scarab with ady smileon itsface
in another corner, and nothing else.

They recessed for afew hourson New Y ear's Day and were back before twilight, sitting on thefloor in
their overcoats between the safe and the scarab, Martyr and Szondi wearing gloves, O'Sullivan Bearein
mittens. It was dmost as cold in the room asit was outside but no one seemed to noticeit. Cairo Martyr
had the dedl. He turned to O'Sullivan Beare.

Who exactly isthefriend of yourswho owns this place?

Goes by the name of Hgj Harun, said Joe. Formerly an antiquities dealer, now on permanent duty
patrolling the Old City.

For what?

Possible invasion attempts. These days the Babylonians are worrying him but you can never be sure,
tomorrow it could be the Romans or the Crusaders. Keeps a sharp eye out for them. Has to, he says.
Knowswhat kind of havoc they can wreak inaHoly City.

How long has he been on patrol ?

Almost three thousand years, answered Joe, studying his poker hand. Cairo smiled and examined the
backs of his untouched, downfaced cards. He singled out one for discard.

Now it may be, said Joe, that you're disinclined to believe me, about such an enormous period of time
and dl, atour of duty lasting that long I mean. Many are those who have been disinclined over the
millennia. In fact he says I'm thefirgt person to believe in himin the last two thousand years, and how's
that for astresk of bad luck? 1 think I'll be taking two don't you know.



Cairo smiled more broadly and dedlt the extra cards, three to Szondi and two to Joe and one to himsdlf.
He leaned down and patted the giant stone scarab on the nose.

Genuine?

Nothing but. Straight from the XV Dynasty, according to the old article.
What old article?

Ha Harun, the great skin heretofore mentioned.

Isthat afact. Well why does the scarab have such ady smile onitsface?

Don't know, do I. But my guessisthe scarab must be in on asecret we're not. Cunning piece of goods,
no doubt about it. Jacks or better you said? Wdl | think I'll just open with thistidy pile of authentic
pounds sterling.

All at once the chimes attached to the sundia in the front room creaked noisily and began to strike. Cairo
and Munk raised their heads, counting.

Tweve? asked Cairo. At 9x-thirty in the evening?

Pay no mind, said Joe. That sundia has ahabit of sounding off when it pleases, disregarding the rest of
us. It losestrack of the hours you see, due to darkness and cloudy days and so forth, and then it makes
up for them later. Either that or the other way around, makes up for time beforehand so it can take anap
later on. Confusing, isn't it. Those extra hours we just heard could be aready past or yet to come, who's

to say.
Cairo nodded.
Weasit a portable sundia once?

Strange you should be asking such a question because that's exactly what it was. And ahugedly heavy
pieceit must have been to the soul who waslugging it around. Why such crazed activity | couldn't
imagine

Wheredid it come from originaly?

Baghdad, I'm told. Some era called the fifth Abbasid cdiphate, according to the old skin. That isto say,
it must have played somerolein the Thousand and One Nights, which just happensto be Hg Harun's
favorite collection of fancies. It was apresent to him in the last century from aman who once rented this
very room to write astudy in.

O'Sullivan Beare smiled.

Hag Haruntried to tell me at first that the man only rented the room for an afternoon. But that didn't seem
likely, and then when | heard how big the study was | knew the old man was mixing up time again. More
like adozen years, it must have been.

Why? How big was the study?

Enough tofill acame caravan that stretched halfway from hereto Jaffa. When the gent finished his study,
it seems, he packed it up in this camel caravan and sent it down to Jaffa, whence both caravan and
manuscript were shipped to Venice to be on their way to publication somewherein Europe. But here we
areon New Year's Day in Jerusdlem and aren't ether of you two joining mein thisinteresting game of



chance at hand?
Cairo Martyr laughed.

Strongbow's portable sundid? Strongbow writing his thirty-three-volume study, Levantine Sex, inthis
very room? The hollow stone scarab Strongbow had later borrowed from someone in Jerusalem so
Mendik Ziwar could useit to smuggle a set of the banned volumesinto Egypt?

An uncommon setting, it struck him, for apoker gamein the Holy City.
Without looking at his cards, Cairo Martyr raised the bet.



-3-
Cheops Pyramid

Petty dealers were frequently picked up and jailed for mummy-mastic possession.

For some weeks after Mendik Ziwar's death in 1914, while continuing to perform his Victorian
dragomanning dutiesin a perfunctory manner, Cairo Martyr pondered the question of what to do with his
Spectacular cache of pharaonic mummies.

Before Ziwar died he had told Martyr the amazing fact that in hisyouth he and Martyr's
great-grandmother had briefly been lovers. She had vowed then one day to avenge her humiliating life as
adave, and thus Ziwar had understood from the beginning the significance of Martyr's name when he
cameto him asafrightened boy only twelve years old, alonein the world, seeking the great black
scholar's advice.

A proud woman with along memory, Ziwar had said. She wanted to see some scores settled with those
oafish Mame ukes who sold her down the Nile. But time passed and both her daughter and her
granddaughter died in davery, and she knew she would die in davery, so the best she could do wasto
give you the name she did, in the hope you might redress the wrongs done to her. So don't deny her,
Cairo. Herswas a stubborn, lifelong courage. Honor her wishesiif you can.

Martyr wanted to, but how? He was gill acommon dragoman, athough now he had the mummy cache.
But what role did mummies havein hislife?

And then dl at once that stunning incident occurred in thefirst light of an early summer day in 1914, on
top of the Great Pyramid.

An English triplane carrying the morning mail to the capita, An anonymous pilot grinning in flying goggles
and leather helmet, white scarf fluttering on the wind, The triplane skimming the top of the pyramid and
galy wagging itswings, gaily saluting the most impressive monument ever reared by man and cleanly
decapitating an aging overweight German baron and his aging overweight wife, asif to signal the end of
the leisurely old order of the nineteenth century. In the dizzying shock of recognition that came with dawn
that morning, Martyr redized that his Victorian servitude had ended forever. And he aso understood
why Ziwar had sent him to Luxor when he had. Undoubtedly the old scholar had long known the secret
pharaonic chamber was there, yet he had waited until he was about to die before he asked Martyr to go
find it, so that Martyr would be the sole owner of the mummy cache. Thus had Ziwar placed in Martyr's
hands a priceless instrument for retribution, and all for the sake of awoman the old scholar had loved
briefly long ago.

Petience.
Extraordinary patience.

His great-grandmother waiting through the nineteenth century for justice to come. After she died, Mendlik
Ziwar waiting until 1914 before he told Martyr about the love affair of hisyouth and sent him up the Nile
to take charge of the secret pantheon waiting there.

The patience of daves and former daves. And now he was determined to be equally patient in devising a
magter plan for the use of hisinstruments of power.



Cairo Martyr smiled. He was standing on the summit of the Grest Pyramid, the headless naked bodies of
the fat German aritocrats having come to rest some yards below him. The sun was on the horizon and he
was on top of the Great Pyramid. A new age had arrived.

The mummies, instruments of power. What better place to ponder their future use than the unique
hideaway bequeathed to him by old Mendlik, sage of sages?

By the second week in August his caravan was ready the camels laden with a huge supply of tinned mest,
exclusivety meat, Martyr having early gotten into the habit of esting only proteinin order to survive the
rigors of dragomandom.

The camels were unloaded at the base of the Great Pyramid and aband of porterslabored over a
weekend carrying the supplies up to the summit. When the entire top of the pyramid was heaped with
tinned meat, Martyr paid off the foreman.

Why up here? asked the dazed man, breathing heavily.
Martyr smiled.

An airplaneis picking me up here tomorrow morning. I'm taking this meet to my village in the Sudan.
There's a severe drought down there this summer.

The foreman laughed dyly, expecting no better answer from ablack man.
And what's that animal adeep on your shoulder? asked the foreman. It lookslike alittle ball of white fluff.
Martyr smiled more broadly.

Helookslike he's adeep but he's not. He's my guardian spirit and he watches over me and warns me if
danger is near. Bongo, shake hands with thisthieving fellaheen.

Upon hearing his name the little albino monkey ingtantly legpt to hisfeet on Martyr's shoulder,
measturbating vigoroudy with his bright aguamarine genitasthrust forward, both tiny fistsflailing awvay.

The foreman screamed and fled with his porters. But dl the same Martyr watched them through his
binoculars until they were out of sight, porters carrying goods to tombs and returning later to pillage them
having aways been acursein Egypt.

After dark hetripped the combination of latches hidden in the crevices around one of the massive blocks
of stone near the summit.

Powerful springs creaked. The block pivoted on an unseen iron post and gently swung open. He stepped
into thefoyer, struck amatch and lit the lamp.

At the bottom of a short forma staircase lay the sunken parlor of Mendlik Ziwar's spacious
nineteenth-century flat.

Martyr gazed at the rich dark wood of the furniture that crowded the parlor, heavy solid piecesarm to
arm and back to back, everywhere tassels and laces and doilies, legsthat ended in claws crushing the
heads of rodentsin the thick carpets, lamps thickly shaded and standing only afew feet apart between
the innumerable hunting prints on thewals, between the dozens of |acquered Chinese screensthat were
dividing space for no reason, the furniture in this room aone surpassing that to be found in the entire
native quarter of any African city.



In style and layout the flat was massvely Victorian. Martyr went on to ingpect the large library and the
forma dining room on the second level down, the well-equipped-workshop for archeologica restoration
onthethird level down, the master bedroom and the two guest bedrooms on the fourth level, the kitchen
and pantries on the fifth, the servants quarters on the sixth and the storerooms on the seventh.

Beneath that was a cdlar where firewood was stored. Altogether aroomy seven-story apartment,
inverted and impressively solid, in the top of Cheop's pyramid.

Martyr spent the rest of the night transferring tinned mest into his new quarters.

In bequeathing the flat to Martyr only amonth before his death, Mendlik Ziwar had reconstructed its
history as effortlesdy asif he had been awitness to those events three and a half thousand years ago.

Evidence spesksfor itsdf, the old Egyptologist had said. Remove yoursdlf to the XVI Dynasty if you will,
alawless era. The mysterious Hyksos have conquered the kingdom, the shepherd kings asthey're
sometimes called, and athough we don't know where they came from the epithet does seem apt. That is
to say they don't seem to have been too bright, aswell see. Well asusua when foreigners arrive and
take over in Egypt, alot of them are on the lookout for loot. Tomb-robbers lurk in the countryside
waiting for opportune targets, and then as now none loom as large as Cheops pyramid. Numerous
tunnels have aready been dug into the pyramid in search of its treasure chambers, but dwayslateraly or
uphill. I mention this not because it was hard work, but because direction is essential to our story.

All right, Cairo. One night we find ourselvesin a Memphistavern where agang of sturdy but not very
bright Hyksos adventurers are conspiring over beer. The tavern owner, anative Egyptian, overhears
them talking about lost treasure. Now since he is a native Egyptian, and not just another Hyksos who has
come out of history from nowhere and will inevitably go back there again, these rootless shepherds
turned adventurers naturaly respect the tavern owner. They ook up to him and that's going to cause
trouble, because he happensto haveidedigtic religious views. Y ou wouldn't know it today but once there
were actudly Egyptianswho had idedls.

Wdll, whispersthe tavern owner as he serves another round of beer to the gang of conspirators, if it's
treasure that's on your mind, what about the treasure in the Great Pyramid?

The Hyksos adventurers shake their heads gloomily. Everyone has aready tried to look for that, they
say, and no one has ever been abletofind it.

True, saysthetavern owner, but the reason they've al failed is because they dways dug their tunnels
uphill. Whereas a pharaoh, being agod, wouldn't have alowed his mummy to be dragged uphill to reach
hisburial chamber. Naturally he would have descended into it with his hands crossed on hischest, a
much more dignified position. If you're agod you don't crawl uphill, you descend from the heavens.

In other words, said the tavern owner, the mummy would have been lowered from the top down, and
that's how we should dig.

Mendlik Ziwar had cackled lightly.

The poor man's deluded idealism at work, you see. And athough it seems witlesstoday, that Hyksos
gang with their dense shepherd heads believed him. They had another round of beer and that very night
followed the tavern owner out to the Great Pyramid with dl their tools.

Thefirgt thing he had them do was hollow out abase camp, or in this case atop camp, where they could



livein secret while sinking their shafts. Then they dug tunnels down toward the bottom, al the way down
to the bedrock beneath the pyramid. But they missed the burial chambers and instead broke through into
asubterranean stream.

Bad luck for the Hyksos gang, good luck for us. The Nilewas flooding and if it hadn't been, who knows?
They might have gone on digging vertica tunnels until the pyramid had become structuraly unsound and

collapsed.
Menelik Ziwar had smiled.

The Great Pyramid suddenly collgpsing in onitsaf? Smply deflating like aballoon? Do you redize there
are sx and ahaf million tons of rock in there? Can you imagine the noise it would make?

Hesighed.

Pollution saved us. Once again that paradox of the Nile. The Nile was flooding and sewerage from
Memphis had infected the subterranean stream. Crazed by thirst after their long dusty dig down from the
summit, the Hyksos gang and the tavern owner threw themsdlvesinto the duggish stream to drink their fill
and then some.

Ziwar had nodded thoughtfully.

A matter of minutes, I'd imagine. The dysentery endemic to subsurface Nilatic tributariesis particularly
virulent. They had enough strength to crawl back up to their top camp, but not enough to budge the
block of stone over the entrance when they got there. And that's where | found their skeletons, the bones
of the Hyksostelling us nothing as usud, the tavern owner having spent his last moments, by now no
longer anidedli, tracing the hieroglyph for beer in the dust.

Menelik Ziwar then briefly concluded histae.

Thetop camp and vertica tunnels had remained lost until he deduced their existence in 1844 by studying
theirregular air currentsin the known shafts and chambers of the pyramid. Finding them wasasmple
matter once he knew they existed. He examined the large top camp and decided it would make an
appropriate country retreat and eventua retirement home for the world's leading unknown Egyptologi<t.
Accordingly, he made plansto furnish it, sparing no expense.

Thework had taken sixteen years. During that time Strongbow had often stayed in the unfinished flat
when passing through Lower Egypt and had aways greetly enjoyed it, as he wrote in aletter from Aden
around the middle of the century.

My Dear Mendlik,

The air at your future country retreat is simply incomparable. And among its many other
attributes | would also have to mention the superior quality of the view, the serenity of the
sunrises and sunsets as seen from the doorstep, and in general that pervasive sense of solitude
men of our nature find so invigorating. Lastly there is the aura of tranquility that one cannot help
but feel when going to bed in the summit of the greatest monument on earth.

Congratulations, my friend. An altogether admirable project. Many thanks for a lovely weekend
in this superb perch you have found for your old age.

Yours etc, Plantagenet

P.S | enclose arare Solomon's-seal as a token of my appreciation. | came acrossit last month in
the Hindu Kush and have never seen a lily-of-the-valley quite like it.

P.P.S. Arewe still on for next Sunday?



Indeed, Mendlik Ziwar was convinced he had found the perfect country home for himself. So much so he
waited until every detail was completed before he went up to spend hisfirgt night in the flat.

He chose hisforty-third birthday for the occasion, Christmas, 1860. He would have liked to have asked
Strongbow to join him for the celebration, but the explorer was off somewherein disguise and couldn't
be reached.

Ziwar spent the day happily roaming through his new gpartment. At the end of the afternoon he prepared
afeast of roast beef and Y orkshire pudding accompanied by three wines and two vegetables, a baked
potato and asavory, ending with amagnum of champagne and alarge serving of hisfavorite greens, a
weed common to the poorer sections of Alexandriawhereit grew wild in vacant lots, anostagic
reminder of hisyouth when there had often been little else to est.

After dinner Ziwar set up acanvas chair on the summit of the pyramid to watch the sunset while smoking
aciga.

A thoroughly successful day, or so it seemed. Drowsy from hismed and the wine, heretired early to the
master bedroom and quickly fell adeep, only to find himsdf awakein terror afew minutes later,
overcome by asensation of faling, this sudden irrationd fear of heights evidently brought on by alifetime
spent in confined subterranean spaces.

Inany case, Ziwar knew he could never spend another night in hislofty flat. Seeping that highinthear
was out of the question. When the time came for him to retire, he decided, he would resort to the snug
security of an underground sarcophagus, preferably that of Cheops mother, rather than Cheops
chamber in the sky.

Here Martyr moved with hisabino monkey and histins of meat on August 14, deeping and reading and
exploring theinterior of the pyramid by day, stting on top of the pyramid devising his plans by night,
oblivious to the monstrous new war in Europe where massed armies were savagely destroying each other
in muddy trenches.

And thereinthe clear dry air of that ancient pinnacle above the Nile, methodicaly and relentlesdy, Cairo
Martyr pondered the injustices suffered by Africans over the centuries, historical crimes he intended to
repay in full messure.

Congdering where he was living, it wasn't surprising he decided to ded with the pyramidsfirs. Save
labor had built them for pharaohs who thought they were gods, but a pharaonic god was nothing without
his mummy and Martyr owned the largest cache of pharaonic mummiesin the world.

About thetime of thefirgt battle of the Marne, he moved al hismummiesin sedled casesto the top of the
pyramid. There, in Ziwar'sworkshop for archeologica restoration, he proceeded to grind them down
into afine powder.

So much for the eterna gods of ancient Egypt. He had reduced them to dust but that wasn't enough.
After prolonged meditation, coincidental with the second battle of Y pres, he decided to desecrate the
once holy remains of the pharaohs aswell.

During the Somme offensive he converted Ziwar's workshop into a pharmacy and carefully mixed half of
his mummy powder with mastic gum, producing abam he intended to sdll as an gphrodisac with generd
meagica properties. Thusthe tyrannica builders of the pyramidswould end ignominioudy with apinch of
their dust lodged in the nogtrils of wheezing old men greedy for longer life, another pinch served up as



mastic to be smeared on the unwashed pudenda of barren women, athird encrusting the dack sexua
organs of nervous merchants unable to obtain an erection.

The formerly glorious pharaohs sordidly sold as mummy dust and mummy mastic in back dleys.
Availableto any corrupt illiterate who could pay for them, just as African daves had once been.

Martyr now moved forward from ancient to modern Egyptian tyrants. The Mamelukes, as pederasts, had
smply disappeared from history. But the Arabs had been their cordligionistsin the dave trade and it was
therefore through Idam that he would strike. Since he was nominally aMosem he had accessto al the
holy places.

A desecration here too then? Someintolerable act that would outrage the entire religion?

Cairo Martyr smiled. He lit acigarette. The second battle of the Marne had just ended and the Great
War would soon be over. And so too the night. Dawn was coming and he was sitting on top of the
pyramid, contemplating the last minutes of darkness, when the revelation cameto him. Significantly, he
wasfacing ess.

Mecca, of course. The navel of Idam insdethe Kaaba. The Holy of Holies, a black meteorite.
Heinhaled deeply.

Black. Idam deprived of its most sacred object. The stone that pilgrims came from al over theworld to
kiss. To sted the black meteorite from the Kaaba and render the Holy of Holies utterly empty.

Utterly.
Cairo Martyr laughed. And the black stone itself?

To Africa, of course. He would carry it to Africawhere the Arabs had grown rich for centuries on black
gold, hispeople. A black meteorite now to pay for black gold then.

Justice.

It had taken him four yearsto work out his master plan but it had been worth it, no one could hope for
more. He intended to sted the black meteorite from heaven and bury it in rich black African soil, whereit
belonged.

At the end of the First World War abrooding Cairo Martyr, deek from four years of solid medt,
emerged from seclusion at the top of the Great Pyramid and descended into the raucous crowds and
swirling flies of the bazaars of the Middle Eat, there to hire the wholesde dedlers who would receive his
smuggled mummy dust and mummy meastic in bulk, cut the first with quinine and the second with glue or
glucose and distribute both to retailers who would sl them on the open market in tiny oilskin bags, five

pounds sterling per bag.

The dose was small and an impotent man or a barren woman needed more than abag for treatment.
Three or four bags a day was acommon dosage, but habits running to eight or nine bagswere far from
rare.

Prices varied with the season. In genera spring with itsillusions of hope was the mogt profitable sellers
market, winter with itslethargy the worst. But an outbreak of loca tribal warfare could drive sales up at
any time. Highly spiced foods tended to do the same in the summer, as did aggressive athletic contestsin



the autumn.

Usage d so varied by region and ethnic background. Desert bedouin, the fierce Kurds and religious Jews
seemed immune to the benefits of mummy dust and were dmost total abstainers. But the sedentary Arabs
of the cities, wedlthy Persansand lazy Turksof al classeswere heavy consumers.

Sdesincreasad subgtantialy near large rivers, near mosgues, on Saturday evenings and during full
moons, declining dramatically in the weeks before lambs were daughtered in the soring. Mummy dust
was generdly preferred by men and women under thirty, mummy mastic by those over that age. But a
confirmed user was more than happy to get his mummy any way he could.

The European authoritiesin the Middle East moved to suppress the clandestine trade as soon asthey
became aware of it. Both mummy dust and mummy mastic were declared dangerous drugs and treated
accordingly inthe courts, but the profitsinvolved in handling them were so huge Martyr had no difficulty
establishing amarketing network that reached into every corner of the Levant.

Petty dederswere frequently picked up and jailed for mummy-meastic possession, but dueto the
precautions Martyr had taken it was nearly impossible for his mgjor wholesalers to be prosecuted.

And on the rare occasions when one was, the English or French magistrate in charge of the case
immediately received alarge anonymous bribe aong with detailed dossiers on adozen underworld
figuresin hiscity, previoudy unknown criminalswho could easily be convicted of any crime because they
were guilty of every crime.

The wholesaler was then released for lack of evidence and quickly went abroad to the French Rivierafor
avacation arranged by Martyr, after which he would turn up with a different namein another Arab
capital, where his expertise could be put to work in some other aspect of the overal operation.

In only three years Cairo Martyr's secret balm network was smoothly functioning throughout the Levant,
assuring him alargeincomefor life. The time then came for him to launch the second phase of his master
plan, the series of deadly steps that would ultimately lead to the theft of the black meteorite from the
Kaabain Mecca

With typica patience Martyr intended to approach his god by degrees. First he would gain clandestine
control of Jerusalem, the third holy city of Iam. When that was accomplished he would move onto
Idam'’s second city, Medina. And only then, with al flanks secure, would he take his campaign to Mecca
for hisfind triumph.

But when Martyr arrived in Jerusdlem in the autumn of 1921, he found he wasn't d one in seeking secret
control of the city. Other clandestine operators were at work in the confusion that had followed the war,
in particular aKhasarian Jew from Budapest, Munk Szondi by name, who seemed to have immense
resources of hisown.

If he had been faced with just this one competitor, Martyr was confident he could have made aded with
the man for an equable division of spails. In fact he had worked out most of the details for acompromise
proposa when he accidentally met Szondi for the first time in a Jerusalem coffee shop where they had
both chanced to seek shelter on acold December afternoon when snow was definitely inthe air.

But he couldn't make an offer to Szondi then because a third man happened to be sitting with them in the
crowded shop, ayoung Irishman who aso agreed to the game of poker Szondi had suggested asa
diverson againg the gloomy westher.

A game of poker. A diversion. The wind outside whipping through the aleys. Snow definitely inthe air.



And somehow a strange design descending upon the three of them that night after they moved the game
to the curioudy empty shop of Hgj Harun, where Martyr soon made another discovery. For some reason
as yet unknown, the Irishman was a so seeking secret control of Jerusalem.

Chance had apparently brought them together on thelast day of 1921, but now none of them seemed
able to leave the game, to escape the mysterious spell that had suddenly locked them in around a poker
table.

Why?What was the spell? Did it have something to do with Hg) Harun?
Cairo Martyr shrugged. He smiled.

There were complications he didn't yet understand but he was as patient as ever, as patient ashis
great-grandmother and Mendlik Ziwar had been. So patient he never looked at his cards before he bet
on them, because he knew in the end he wouldn't win out of luck.

In the end he would win because he had to.
Because his cause wasjust. Because no one could have a cause more just than his.

Evenif it meant facing asiegein the Holy City more arduous than any since the First Crusade.

By the closing days of January 1922, with amonth of steady play behind them, the three gamblers had
begun to redize they were involved in more than ordinary chronic poker. And it had aso become
gpparent they would have to bring outsidersinto the game if they were to make any money, the three of
them being too evenly matched to win from each other.

It was Munk Szondi who made the suggestion one night when he had the dedl.
What about it, Joe?

Suitsme.

Cairo?

An excdlent idea.

AsMunk shuffled the cards he gazed a the tall antique Turkish safein the corner.
I've been wondering about that, he said.

Have you now, murmured Joe. Well | recall some wondering about it mysalf when | walked in herethe
first time and saw it stlanding there so tall and thin. That doesn't ook to be asafe, | said to mysdif. It
looks more like an impregnable sentry box on local guard duty.

Joe nodded to himsalf. He smiled, recalling that afternoon nearly two years ago when he had rapped on
the safe and heard the echoes from deep in the ground. Hg Harun had then told him the truth.

The safe was bottomless. Insde it was aladder that led down to the caverns of the past, the ruins of a
dozen Old Cities, two dozen Old Cities. Because Jerusdem was on amountaintop, as Hg Harun
explained it, and since it had been endlessy destroyed and rebuilt over the millennia, no one had ever
bothered to dig awvay what was |eft from before. Instead they had built over the ruins, raising the holy
mountain ever higher. And only Hg Harun knew the caverns existed, because hedonehad lived in dll



those former Jerusalems.

But he had shared the secret with Joe because Joe had not only befriended him but even believed the
things he said, the first person to have done so in two thousand years, which had mystified Hg Harunin

the beginning.

Why do you believe what | say, he had asked, instead of beating mewhen | say it? That's what everyone
else does. They cdl mean old fool and beat me.

No reason not to believe you, Joe had answered. | haven't been long in our Holy City, everybody's Holy
City, but I've learned enough to know you have to accept twists here the way you might not elsewhere.
Different kind of place, that'sal. Eternd city and so forth, daft time spinning out of control for sure on top
of the holy mountain. Now you say you've lived here three thousand years and who am | to say you
haven't? No one, that'swho. A man hasto bein charge of hisown memoriesal right, otherwise nothing
would work. Soif you say it I'll believeit and that's the shape of things.

There had been tearsin Hgl Harun's eyes then, and ever since he had been eager to reved al he knew to
his new young friend. The only problem was that Hg) Harun was so old the years seemed to dip and
dide together for him, and he could seldom remember what he knew.

Munk Szondi was dill gazing at the tall antique Turkish safein the corner.
What does the old man keep init? he asked.

Now there'san item for you, said Joe, and would you believe meif | told you? The past. Y esthat's right.
He keepsthe past, no less, in that tall and narrow safe.

Munk smiled.
Isthat s0?

It isindeed. What he's got in there is three thousand years of history, the Holy City's history, and what do
you think of that?Y ou see he'sby way of consdering himsdlf the custodian of Jerusalem, the one and
only legitimate article. And me mysdlf, I'm by way of thinking hesright.

Munk shuffled the cards.
Who appointed him to this exdted position?

Self-appointed he was. Had to be. No one else had been around long enough to do the honors. Not that
he wasn't voted into the job too, he was. By general acclamation of the citizenry, accompanied by grest

applause.
When was that? asked Munk.

Wil let's see, it must have been alittle before 700 B.C. Seems about that time the accursed Assyrians
were ready to make their movein their monstrous chariots, accosting the lands to the north on their way
down to a-conquer Jerusalem and everyone in the city was a-scared and agog at the danger. Commerce
and the assorted religions were coming to a standstill, don't you see, so maybe soon there would be no
Holy City at dl here, nothing but gnashing of teeth and lamentations. Do you follow me, Munk?

Yes.

Now first you have to remember Hgj Harun wasn't then at all what you see today. He was agreatly



respected figure here, averitable loca hero and especidly renowned for his oratory. Areyou
remembering, Munk?

Yes.

All right. He squares his shoulders and strides down into the marketplace to assay the Assyrian Stuation
and assail dl doubts and provide assurances or assumptions as the case may be, assuming hisrolein
other words, assiduous defender that he be, just going right out there to arrest the Assyrian confusion
with his powerful voice and presence.

Citizens, he shouts, take heart with me.

He stands there smiling and nodding with confidence, shouting this over and over, but hisfellow
Jerusalemites aren't assmilating any of it. They're just plain scared so there are more teary dirges and
dreary threnodies.

The Assyrians are a-coming, scream the citizens.
But we can save ourselves, shouts Hg Harun.

How? scream the citizens.

By hiding the city's sacred objects, shouts Hgj Harun.

Wil of course, the sacred objects, no one had thought of that. If they could hide the city's precious
sacred objectsfor awhile, say a century or two or three, then the Assyrian danger would surely pass as
al dangers do and the Assyrians would haveto lug their monstroudy heavy chariots back up north where
the came from. Then the citizens could bring out their sacred objects once more and be as prosperous as
ever, aproper Holy City with its proper holy goodsin place.

Soit'sright you are, the sacred objects, and apowerful sigh of rdlief passes around the marketplace.
Good, scream the citizens, let's hide them for two or three centuries. But where?

Consternation then. Doubt al around. Everyone knows the Assyrians have a dreadful reputation for
breaking things up and down to get their hands on sacred objects, especialy those of aHoly City, for the
Assyriansare nothing if not unholy. So the mob screams again.

Hide them by al means. But where?

Here, shouts Hgj Harun in triumph, whipping up his cloak to revea agigantic money belt strapped
around hiswaist and a huge shepherd's sack on his back, both previoudy unsuspected athough the
citizenry wasthinking their hero had looked atrifle overweight and hunch-backed that morning when he
got up to address them.

Aruse, they scream. Will it work?

Hg Harun smiles. It will, he shouts. | used the same belt and the same sack in asimilar Stuation some
time ago when the Egyptians were coming.

The Egyptians, scream the citizensin dismay, you must have been younger and stronger then. Y ounger,
shouts Hg Harun, but I'm il strong.

A queasy lat, the citizens of Jerusalem, then as now. So many prophets are dways passing through here
saying thisor that isthe absolute truth of the matter, and alway's contradicting each other, that the citizens



naturaly tend to be suspicious.
Is the money belt big enough? they scream. Isthe shepherd's sack? And are you going to sign recei pts?

Well Hg Harun shouts heisand al iswell and in another minute they're bringing their sacred objects
from every corner of the city, jewelsand gold in al shapes and sizes and even some wood, and Hg
Harun stuffsit all away in hismoney belt and his shepherd's sack and signs the recel pts they wanted.
Then hetriesto get to hisfeet.

Groans from the crowd, groans al around.

Can't you even stand up? they scream. If you have to Sit there for the next century or two you're
certainly not much of ahiding place.

Wil it'shard, God knows. It's the hardest thing your man's ever done but he doesit, he manages, he
getsto hisfeet. After dl he hasto, the future of the eterna city dependson it. So heletsfal hiscloak and
takes one staggering step and then another, looking fat and terribly deformed, not unlike a Jerusalem
merchant trying to waddle away from the marketplace under the weight of his profits.

And just in time, because up there on the ramparts the ram's horns are beginning to sound announcing the
imminent arriva of the advance Assyrian assault force, which isto say their ferocious and justly a-feared
cavdry.

The mob scatters for cover. The marketplaceis empty. Only Hg Harun isleft behind because he can't
move fast enough. Stumbling crookedly with his burden of public sefety, hedipsinto aside dley. Do you
seeit, Munk?

Yes.

Good. Well the gates bang open and the dreaded Assyrian cavary comes thundering down the street
shaking the cobblestones, and now your man knowswhy their accursed cavary isso justly a-feared. |
mean, my God, can you believeit? The Assyrians don't ride horses, that'swhy. They ride winged lions
just like you've seen in the pictures. Greet roaring bounding lions with manes a-flowing and wings
aspreading. So it's here come the bloody Assyriansall right. Areyou still there, Munk?

Yes

| thought so. Now heresthe difficulty. Y our man only thought he was dipping into that Sde adley.
Actudly he wasnt. Actually that sde dley wasfar too narrow to accommodate both him and the gigantic
stuffed money belt and the huge stuffed shepherd's sack. Actudly he's il out there in the open,
Jerusalem'’s portable dtar bearing al the goods, right therein the middle of the street with the cavary
bounding toward him, those wicked winged lions breathing fire and looking for afresh piece of mest to
guzzle. Guzzle meat? Of course they could with that fiery bresth of theirs, easily and more. What next,

you say?
What happened next, Joe?

A miracle of faith, that'swhat. He wasn't about to drop the goods and run the way you or | would. No,
he stayed right there in the open and thought fast. Listen, he said, reassuring himsdlf, if Belteshazzar could
doit socanl. He had faith and so do I. I've ways served the Holy City and I'm not stopping now,
winged lions or no. Jerusalem forever, that's the job. Hisvery words. Areyou still with me, Munk?

| am, but who's this new character on the scene?



Y ou mean this fellow Belteshazzar? Apparently he was some gent who was thrown to the lionsby an
unjust king but who survived because he was innocent and knew it, just as Hg Harun did. Faith, you see.
Anyway Hg Harun stands hisground in the middle of the street as the ond aught gpproaches at a frightful
pace. The cavalry comes thundering down on him and the lead lion, near starved for red Jerusalem mest,
opens hisjawswide and takes aterrifying snap at Hg Harun.

Wl saints preserve us, you could just hear those jaws crack. Thelion had aimed at Hgj Harun's middle,
you see, and planted his vicious bite on the money belt, and with al those precious sacred objects
packed so tightly together in there, the thing was harder than stone. So crack went the lead lion'steeth,
snap went itsjaw, and the beast rolled over on the cobblestones at Hgy Harun's feet, whining
paheticaly.

Wl that dowed the advance. The next lion took amore tentative snap at what looked like ahuge
succulent deformity growing out of Hgy Harun's back, hitting the stuffed shepherd's sack whereit hurt and
down he went with hisfront teeth broken off, howling between the roars, letting the other lions know this
articlein the middle of the street wasn't worth the biting.

Wil to make along story short, acouple of more lionsgaveit atry and lost their teeth, so that wasthat.
The cavary charge was broken, toothless lions were whimpering al over the place, and Hg Harun was
able to make his dow escape to aremote corner of the Old City. Then some decades or centuries later
the Assyrians were no longer the arrogant power they had been, and sure enough they went dinking
away to the north with their chariots, as predicted. Hg Harun brought out the city's sacred objects and
redistributed them to the best of his memory, commerce and the assorted religions got underway again
and al waswell once morein the Holy City. The citizens gave Hg Harun astanding ovation and
acclamed him the unofficid savior of Jerusdem, officid status only being temporary and only assigned to
prophets before they're discredited and killed.

And that'swhat | meant, Munk, by the job not being just self-gppointed. He did appoint himself al right
but later the appointment was approved by al concerned, asyou've just heard. For atime, at least. A
while after that, during the Persian occupation, things took aturn for the worse for Hgy Harun. In fact he
went into astraight decline from which he's never recovered.

Why the decline?

Don't know, do I. Time'stricky, tricky times, al manner of possibilities. But | think the money belt was
the culprit. Y ou seeit weighed on his kidneys something terrible when he was serving as Jerusdlem's
portable dtar during the Assyrian afflictions, so badly he had to urinate every minute or two. And you do
that over some decades or centuries and it could well cause your ruin. | mean who could accomplish
much of apogtive natureif they had to leave every minute or two to go to the bog? In such dire
circumstances | think anybody would go into adecline. Well then, Munk. In sum, what do you think of
thisstriking Assyrian adventure?

| think Hgj Harun showed extraordinary courage.
Hedid, assuredly.

But there's one smdll fact that's out of place.

Do you tell methat? What could the smal item be?

When the lions came charging down the street, Hgj Harun was reminded of how someone called
Bdteshazzar had been saved by hisfaith.



True.
And it was that recollection that alowed him to stand his ground.
Very true. And s0?

That was the man's Babylonian name. In the West he's better known by his Hebrew name, Danidl. He
was taken to Babylonia at the beginning of the Captivity.

Joe looked confused.

| know the story of Daniel inthelions den, Munk, | just didn't connect it with this other name Hg) Harun
used. But why'sthat matter?

Because it hgppensthat Danid lived in the sixth century B.C. Did you know that?

| didn't and I'm always glad to have new information, but | still don't see why that matters. Why doesit,
Munk?

Because the Assyrians conquered Palestine in the eighth century B.C. Now how could Hg) Harun have
recalled Danid's exploits two centuries before they happened?

Joe smiled and tapped hisnose.

Ohisthat al, isthat dl you had on your mind. Well shouldn't | cut this deck so you can get on with the
ded?

Munk put the pack on the table and Joe cut it. The cards began dropping around the table.
Joe?

HmM?

Well what's the solution to that?

Towhat? Hg Harun recaling something that hadn't happened yet? Something that was till a couple of
hundred yearsin the future?

Yes.

But that's the whole point, Munk. There's no solution necessary for Hgj Harun. | mean the past iswhat's
passed and it'sdl part of Jerusdem to him, and him defending it although always on thelosing Side, as
you aways are when defending the Holy City. A Babylonian king throwing someoneto thelions? The
Assyrians sooner or later charging up these streetswith their lions? Al just pieces of the samejob,
defending Jerusalem, atask he saysis both immense and perpetud, which iswhy hefails. Jacksto open,
did you say?

No.
Fair enough, I'll open anyway. Hey there, what's the cause of thislaughter, Munk?
Theideaof Hg Harun keeping the past in asafe.

No laughing matter, as you can see now. And you can aso see why he keepsthat safe locked. If
everyone were to go rifling around through the past the way he does, recalling events before they happen



and sorting out confusion to hisliking, Jerusalem would be nothing but bloody chaos| say, not ableto
stand up and do a straightforward job as aHoly City. So it's no bloody wonder the old man keeps that
sentry box on duty, on guard and locked so thingswill be clear for the rest of us. Now just look at these
cards. I've no business holding royalty likethis, but sncel am I'll just add allittle sweetnessto the pot
before we see what you're up to, Cairo lad.



-4-
Solomon'sQuarries

Ah yes, cognac brought to the Holy Land by the Crusaders to ease the pains of pilgrims. Well
how's it taste then? Gone off a bit in eight hundred years?

On ahot July day in 1922, O'Sullivan Beare lay dumped against the wall in the back room of Hgj
Harun's shop. The poker table was bare, the game having been recessed because of the severe hest.
Listlesdy he ingpected the empty glass of poteen in his hand and decided it wasn't worth the effort to
crosstheroomto refill it.

Hag Harun wandered in, barefoot as usud. An areaof crumbling plaster in thewall caught hiseye and he
stopped to gaze a himself in anonexistent mirror. He adjusted his rusty Crusader's helmet, muttering dl
the while, and re-tied the two green ribbons under his chin. He also did what he could to straighten his
faded yellow cloak, mogly in tatters and hanging unevenly.

A black day, he muttered. Black. A black day for me. Black. A black day for Jerusalem. Black.

Isit now? said Joe from the corner. My sentiments exactly and no wonder in this heat. Just merciless,
that'swhat.

Ha Harun jumped and looked down in surprise.

| didn't know you were here.

Wl | think | am, although it'stoo hot to admit to more.
What are you doing on the floor?

Gravity pulled me down, I'm fedling grave today. Then too the stones down here are cooler than achair.
Then too hest rises, o thelower you are the better, which isaso in kegping with my lowly mood. Why
don't you try it? It's not half bad.

| can't, said Hg Harun. | can't it till today. 1I'm much too restless. It'sablack day. Black.
| see.

Ha Harun nodded a himsdlf in anonexistent mirror on thewall and his hdmet went awry again, releasing
ashower of rust into his eyes. The tears began to flow and be went on muttering to himsdlf as he drifted
out the door.

Black, thought Joe, wiping hisface with hisdeeve. Black and that was half of it for sure.

It had been only alittle over two years ago that held been fighting the Black and Tansin the hills of
southern Ireland, and al because of something hisfather had said, hisfather who'd been the seventh son
of aseventh son and therefore had the gift of prophecy.

It was too hot to move, too hot to bein Jerusalem.

Joe closed his eyes and went back to the windswept Aran Idands, to acool June night in 1914.



It had been a party night, one of the few each year. Asusua al the poor fishermen had gathered at Joe's
house for singing and dancing and drinking, Joe's father being the undisputed king of thelittleidand, both
because he had the gift and because he had thirty-three sons, Joe at fourteen being the youngest and last
and the only one still a home. What should have been awondrous evening of prophecies together with
tales of pookas and banshees and the little people.

But not so that June night in 1914. On that cool evening hisfather had stared into his mug without a
word, gloomily stared at the floor without aword, until finaly toward midnight he began to relate.

All right, said hisfather, dl right now. If you want to know the shape of things I'll tell youwhat | see. | see
agrest war coming in two monthstime, And seventeen of my sonsare going to fight in that war and diein
that war, onein every army that makes up that bloody war. But that's not what eats at this old heart.
They're men now and can decide for themselves. What eats at this old heart is that not one of them is
going to diefighting for Ireland. And that's our people for you, everyone's cause but our own.

Terrible, whispered the neighbors.

Terribleit is, said hisfather. But wait now, therés more. | dso seearising of the Irish nation in two years
time, and then at last I'm going to have one son fighting for his country, amerelad it'strue but hell be
there dl the same, that small dark boy you see slanding perfectly straight in the corner behind you, his
destiny now foretold.

And then, added hisfather, the lad having done his duty here, he's going to go on and become the King
of Jerusalem for some reason.

Don't blaspheme, warned the shocked neighbors.
And none intended, said hisfather at once in embarrassment. | have no ideawhy | said that.

Nor did Joe. But in 1916 the Easter Uprising came as predicted and Joe was there helping to hold the
Dublin post office beforeit fell, escaping then to the south and fighting done in the hills of Cork for four
long years before the Black and Tans tracked him down and he had to flee the country in the only way he
could, disguised as aPoor Clare nun among adozen Poor Clares sailing on a pilgrimage to the Holy
Land.

To Jerusalem. Where helay in a gutter outside the Franciscan enclave in the Old City, penniless and
knowing no one, whispering into the dirt in Gaglic the name of the Irish revolutionary party, We
ourselves, praying one of the priests who passed would be Irish and take pity on him.

Asonedid. Theformer MacMadl n mBo, awhimsica man far advanced in yearswho in thefolly of his
youth had served as an officer of light cavary in aBritish brigade in the Crimea. Who had survived a
famous suicida charge there when hismount fell, and as aresult been awarded the firgt Victoria Cross
ever given. Who now for the last Six decades had been the priest in charge of the Franciscan bakery in
Jerusdlem.

Who areyou redly, lad? the ederly priest had asked Joe as helay in that Jerusalem guitter, starving and
exhausted. And to identify himsdlf with thelittle breath he had left, Joe had whispered the legend of the
O'Sullivan Bearedlan.

Love, the forgiving hand to victory.



The baking priest had rescued Joe from that Jerusalem gutter and given him hisold army uniform and his
army papers so that Joe could move into the Home for Crimean War Heroes, acharity in the Old City.
The baking priest, eighty-five years old at least and dancing and singing in front of his oven as he baked
hisloaves of bread in four shapes, the four concerns of hislife, the Crossfor God and Ireland for home,
the Crimeawhere he had given up war and Jerusalem where he had found peace.

Singing and dancing in front of his oven and telling Joe not to worry about the date of birth on hisarmy
papers. Not to worry about apparent age here because nothing was asit seemed in the Holy City,

everybody's Holy City.

Bread for brains? Joe had wondered. Simply gone the other way after six decades of sweeting and
dancing and singing in front of an oven in Jerusdem?

But he discovered the baking priest had been right about Jerusalem when he made his second friend
there, awizened old man who wore afaded yellow cloak and arusty Crusader's helmet tied under his
chin with two green ribbons, who appeared half-starved and tottered on spindly legs that seemed too
weak to support him, agentle knight named Hg Harun who roamed through the ages recdling the
adventures of Sinbad the Sailor and other heroes of old, who remembered the building of Solomon's
templein hisyouth, and who for the last three thousand years had been hopelesdy defending hisHoly
City againg al enemies, dwayson thelosing sde.

On that day when they'd met in front of Hgj Harun's shop, the old man had taken one look at Joe's
Victoria Cross and decided that he was Prester John, the legendary priest-king of an ancient lost
Chrigtian kingdom somewherein Asa.

Comeright in, Hg Harun had said happily. I've been expecting you, Prester John. | knew you'd turn up
in Jerusalem sooner or later in search of your lost kingdom. Everyone does.

Then Maud. An American and the first woman he had ever redly known. Maud and love in the spring.

They met in Jerusalem in the spring and went down into the desert to be alone together. To atiny oasis
on the shores of the Sinai, and to Joe that month on the Gulf of Agabawas the happiest he had ever
known in hislife. But Maud was different after they returned to Jerusdlem. And sherefused to marry him,
even though she was going to have his child.

When the weether on the heights turned cool in the autumn he found a house for them in the warm Jordan
valey, alittle house with flowers and lemon trees near Jericho, another oasisit seemed to Joe, where
their child would be born toward the end of winter.

But no, he hadn't found another casis asit turned out. In Jericho he couldn't seem to do anything right,
anything that pleased her. No matter what he did Maud seemed angry, often even refusing to spesk to
him.

Joe couldn't understand any of it. It was true he was away much of the time smuggling arms, had to be
away, asafugitiveit wasthe only way he could find to make aliving for them. And his absences
especialy seemed to infuriate Maud. That and his dream of finding the Sinal Bible, the origind Biblewith

its treasure maps of the riches buried beneath the Old City, which held heard about soon after coming to
Jerusdem.

The original Bible? Discovered in the Sinai in the nineteenth century? Just knowing it existed had been a
curse and ahope for Joe, adream asit had been for so many others before him.

So it became worse and worse in Jericho. Joe totally bewildered, only twenty years old, and Maud more



distant than ever, afraid of something perhaps but unable to talk to him about it, ignoring him as he sat up
donelate a night in the garden behind thelittle house, drinking until hefdl adeegp. Drinking until wastime
to leave once more to smuggle amsinto Palestine.

And then toward the end of winter Maud left him. Abandoned the little house in Jericho without even
leaving a note behind, not even that. Taking with her the son he had never seen. Born while Joe was
away running gunsto make money.

Money. That's what he needed, he knew that then. Money had kept him away from Jericho. If only
theréd been money it wouldn't have turned out the way it had, or so he thought. And he wouldn't have
lost the only woman held ever loved, or so he thought.

Money. The treasure maps of the Sinai Bible, the original Bible that was now buried somewherein the
Old City. Tofind it he needed secret control of Jerusalem, and since Maud had left him, the cluesto the
past that it contained had become his soleinterest in life, or so he thought.

Y ears ago hisfather had prophesied that he would become the King of Jerusdlem. Hisfather had said it
unintentionally, not knowing why he said it. But his father's prophecies were never wrong, so Joe knew
he could become the secret king. He knew he could win the Great Jerusalem Poker Game and go on to
recover the Sinal Bible. He only had to want it enough.

And he did want it enough, he wanted nothing else. Money and power and the Sinai Bible, they were
everything to him.

Or s0 he thought.

A black day, thundered Hg Harun, suddenly bursting into the room and angrily slamping his barefeet oh
thefloor.

Black and blacker and blackest, he shouted. As black as the bowels of the devil. Black. Black.
Joe gtirred and looked up in surprise. HEd never known the gentle old knight to speak so vehemently.
Listen man, why do you keep saying that in al this heat?

Gloomily Hg Harun stared at awall and retied the two green ribbons under his chin.

Because | can't forget it, he said. I'll never forget it and it happened on a July day just like thisone.
When was that?

Ha Harun frowned.

About eight hundred years ago? Isthat right?

It could be. Which event are we referring to?

Haj Harun groaned. Joe could see he didn't want to say it, even the words seemed detestable to him.
And when the old man findly did say it, cringing as he did so, he spat out the words asif they were the
most abominable cursein theworld.

The Crusaders taking Jerusalem.



Joe paused, feding sorry for the old man. He nodded grimly.

Ah, that occasion. And to think amoment ago | wasimagining | had troubles. Just nothing compared to
the unholy carnage you're talking abouit.

Ha Harun scowled at the wall.

| wonder if they still have the arrogance to cel ebrate their conquest.
Where?

In the caverns.

Joeraised hishead. He smiled.

The caverns, of course. Why didn't | think of that before? I1t'd have to be alot cooler down there. They
used to celebrate, you say?

They did. Just shameesdy gloating over their brutal victory.

Well, well, cooler at least. Why don't we make a descent to that level and see what's doing?

At the bottom of the ladder that led down from ingde the antique Turkish safe, Hg Harun's wizened
smile suddenly flared in the solid blackness. He had lit the torch. Joe jumped.

My God man, don't scare apoor soul like that in the underworld. Who'sto know whether you're red or
not? Y ou could be acaveman's painting or aghost on the loose or just about anything.

No task, murmured Hg Harun, affords more happiness than being a servant of light. Thisway now to the
Crusades. Just please don't make any noise, Prester John. We don't want them to hear us.

We do not, whispered Joe. And quiet | am in the tunnels of the past, reverent aswell. Just please don't
get too far ahead of me with that torch. Y ou know where we're going but | don't. And as hot asitisup
there above, | don't want to find myself left behind down herein some corner of history.

They waked down tunnels and made innumerable turns. Joe was becoming nervous.
Areyou sure you remember the way?

Y es. We're close now.

How canyou tel?

Theamdl.

Therewas astrange smell in the air. Joe had noticed it. Something very sour and growing stronger every
moment. Hg Harun's faded yellow cloak floated around a corner and al at once they werein darkness.
Joe bumped into awall.

Jaysusit'sdl over now, he muttered. Blind in the underworld with aghost for my guide.

He groped hisway around the corner and was struck by ablast of cool air.



Jaysusagain.

Where's Prester John?

Herefor God's sake. Where's the bloody torch?
Thewind blew it out. Just aminute.

Joe heard arustling sound. Somewhere nearby Hg Harun cleared histhroat. Suddenly an enormous
mournful wail shook the blackness. Joe could fed it vibrating against his skin.

Jaysus Joseph and Mary, what'sthat?

The lighted torch regppeared. A few yards away stood Hg Harun smiling triumphantly, holding aram's
horn.

Did you likeit? he asked.
Likeit, you say. Likeit? No | did not. It almost scared me to desth.

That'swhat it'sfor. | keep it hereto frighten the knights away just in case. They don't seem to know
about this cdlar anymore but it's best to be safe.

Safe, said Joe and choked, overwhemed by the stench he had forgotten in the excitement. Hgj Harun
wastying ahandkerchief over hisface and Joe did the same. They were standing in alarge vaulted room
lined with shelves cut into the rock, the shelves piled high with rows of dusty bottles. Hgf Harun took
down abottle and showed Joe the label, a peculiar white cross on a black background, the arms of the
crossin the shape of arrowheads, their points not quite touching at the center. Beneath the crosswas a
dateinLatin, A.D. 1122.

Recognizeit?
No. But I'd say it must have belonged to amedieva tippler with a Chrigtian bias.

Indeed it did, they dl did. The Knights of St John, no less. Also known asthe Knights of Jerusdlem and
the Knights of Rhodes and findlly asthe Knights of Malta, since that's where they ended up, but their
proper name was the Knights Hospitalers. They became the most powerful of al the warring orders, but
origindly they were founded hereto run a charitable hospita for pilgrims.

What'sin the bottles?
Cognec.
True?

Y es, they brought it from France eight hundred years ago. They said it wasfor medicina purposes. To
easethe pansof pilgrims.

Joewhistled softly.

Ah yes, cognac brought to the Holy Land by the Crusadersto ease the pains of pilgrims. Well how'sit
taste then? Gone off abit in eight hundred years?

I'm afraid it has, said Hg) Harun. | know cognac is supposed to improve with age but that doesn't seem
to have happened here. But it was delicious once, as | well know.



Had anip or two, did you, over the eras?

Wl not regularly. | haven't been able to do much red drinking since my liver gave out during Hellenistic
times

What did it then?

Bad shdllfish. A Greek grocer said the musselswere fresh from Cyprus, which they might have been,
they certainly made adelicious soup. But they were aso polluted.

Oh see, polluted muscles. Well | guesswe dl have to expect some toxins cregping in over time. Asfor
me, if my liver had given out twenty-two hundred years ago, | think 1'd be an unrecognized wreck by
now.

But there was a period, mused Hagj Harun, when this cognac saved my life. It waswhen | had
tuberculosis.

Dagtardly, that. When wasit?
In the sixteenth century when the Turks arrived. Their bresth was so gppaling it weakened my lungs.
Bad breath can do that?

When it'sasbad astheirswas, yes. | can't imagine the Sate of their somachsin the sixteenth century.
Excited, | suppose, over dl their victories. Anyway, | was employed by the Turks as a distributor of
hashish and goats, and as aresult of my customers breathing in my face | devel oped a severe case of
tuberculoss.

Dreedful.
So | consulted my local physician and he prescribed plenty of rest and liquids and no heavy lifting.
Sound advice.

So | came down here and spent ayear resting and drinking cognac and smoking cigars, catching up on
my reading and lifting nothing heavier than abook and abottle, and by the end of the year | wastotaly
cured.

Doesit every time.

And | haven't had arelapse since then. Not one.

It'strue, you haven't. Y ou know, there must be thousands of bottlesin this Crusader wine cellar.
Thereare.

Y es, thought Joe, and the baking priest knows his Latin so what's to keep me from getting him to forge a
|etter from someone to someone, dated in A.D. 1122, proving the stuff is authentic Crusader cognac
worth afortune? There's money in that for sure, and we're talking about treasure even though | haven't
found themap toit yet.

Who ran the Knights Hospitalers?
They had agrand madter.



A letter from the grand master, thought Joe, that'sthejob. A forma yet tasty document to the king of
France offering warm thanks for his Christmas contribution to the good works being done by the boysin
Jerusalem, in keeping with the spirit of charity ten thousand pleasing bottles of much appreciated rare
cognec for thirsty pilgrimsin the Holy City.

Ha Harun dammed a bottle against the wall and broke off its neck.
Carefor asip?

The fumes rushed up at Joe. He gagged and doubled over, coughing at what might have been vinegar five
or Sx centuries ago but was now anoxious gas unique in the world. He pulled Hg Harun out of the room
and the old man followed, till clasping hisram's horn. After walking for another two or three minutes,

Ha Harun stopped and whispered that it was just around the corner.

What is? asked Joe.

The gresat assembly hall of the Crusaders. And we have to be careful now, they carry dl sorts of lances
and swords and spiked maces. Just terrible to see, more frightening than the Babylonians.

Joe looked down at his shabby patched uniform. He fingered his Victoria Cross uneasily.

TheVCwasacrossdl right and no mistaking it, which might help to establish his Christian piety. But the
uniform? How could they know it belonged to an officer of light cavary in the Crimean War? A hero
who'd survived afamous suicida charge launched on behdf of Christian righteousness? They wouldn't
even have heard of that charge.

Areyou ready?whispered Hg Harun.

Unarmed, muttered Joe. But asready as|'ll ever be against the combined might of the First Crusade.

Haj Harun got down on his hands and knees and gestured for Joe to do the same. The torch was
extinguished. Joe peered down the tunnel and saw afaint light a the end.

The ceiling of the tunndl doped down to meet them asthey crawled quietly forward and squeezed
through a hole, emerging on asmooth ledge flat on their somachs. Joe noticed the rocks around them
had been cut away in neeat rectangular blocks. They peeked over the edge of the ledge.

Joe's eyes narrowed. They were facing a high square chamber, not a cave but man-made, carved out of
the rock. Torcheslined the walls and there no more than ten feet below them was an impressive crowd
of severa hundred men wearing brightly colored robes and a bewildering array of hats, most of them tall

and peaked.

Flags and pennants were everywhere. At one end of the subterranean hall an elevated wooden platform
had been erected. On it sat a half-dozen potentates in particularly ornate robes, listening attentively as
one of their number addressed the assembly.

The new and enlarged College of Cardinals, thought Joe. Rome lost out after al. They've brought their
business back here and that must be the new pope who's just been e ected. Jerusalem winsin the end.

Hg Harun touched hisarm.
The onewho's spesking is Godfrey of Bouillon, he whispered.



Hasthe voice of an English drill sergeant, thought Joe.

And the man to hisright, whispered Hg Harun, ishisbrother, Baldwin |, thefirst Latin king of Jerusalem.
The others on the dais are Raymond of Toulouse, Robert of Normandy, Robert |1 of Flanders,
Bohemond and Tancred. In front of them are the two men who started it al, Peter the Hermit and Walter
the Penniless.

A scruffy lot, muttered Joe, trying to read the dogans on the flags and pennants.

From what he could make out between the cryptic symboals, the assembly was a gathering of agroup
cdled the Order of the Mystic Shrine, asociety of Freemasons made up of men with high Masonic
degrees. The speaker was saying that Masons from many lodges in many countries had made the long
journey to Jerusalem to take part in thisinternationa conclave of the Order, thefirst ever held in the rock
chambers benesth the western ramparts of the Old City that had long been popularly known as
Solomon's Quarries, the spot where sonemasons in antiquity are said to have cut and dressed the stone
blocks used by Solomon to build histemple.

And since we trace the origins of Freemasonry back to those very stonemasons, continued the speaker
of the platform, it istruly amomentous event in history, abeit asecret one the world will never know
about, for usto gather here and perform the mystica rites of our fraterna Order in the lofty chamber
where Solomon's temple was hewed from the earth, a chamber which can honestly be said to be
Solomon'stemple in eternity, this spacious area where we now stand, once carved out and emptied by
our brothers, being nothing less than the materid form of the spiritua shrine we carry within usand
treasure in common.

Flagsfluttered and pennants waved. There were cries of here here, yes yes, more more, true true. The
spesker smiled beneficently and raised hishand for sllence.

By God that's cute, thought Joe, the complicated cant of stones. Cant as can and emptied quarriesfor
heads. Mystica dl right, at least to me. What'sit dl mean?

Hg Harun was urgently tugging him by the deeve, o distraught Joe couldn't understand hisfrantic
whispering.

What did you say?

| said we have to stop them now before it'stoo late, before they have a chanceto return to their armies.
There may never be another opportunity likethis, al of them in one room together, to be dedt withina
single blow. Come on. We have to go down there.

Wed be surrounded, whispered Joe. Black and Tans all over us.
When you're defending Jerusalem you're dways surrounded.
But the odds are disastrous. Only two of us againgt two hundred of them.

When you're defending Jerusalem the odds are dways like that, whispered Hg Harun hurriedly. They
never get better and sometimes they get worse. Come on.

No, | still think we ought to wait for developments. Maybe they'll st fire to themsalves or something.
Those peaked hatswill be a definite fire hazard when the torches burn down a bit.

Hag Harun groaned softly.



But they killed a hundred thousand of usthe last time. We smply can't | et that happen again. The thought
of itismaking me hear noisesin my heed.

Steady man, whispered Joe, easy doesit. No unwanted noisesin the head at thiscriticd juncturein
history.

Noises, repested Hg) Harun desperatdly, | can hear them coming. Clanging their swords on the
cobblestones and daughtering the innocent until the streets are running with blood, oh it was horrible. The
streets were knee-deep with bodies.

Ha Harun shuddered. Then his expression changed and he raised his head defiantly.
They were the ones who first made me wear my yellow cloak. | remember it now.
Why?

To set me gpart. To try to humiliate me asaJew.

Joe looked puzzled.

Areyou tdling meyou're aJew on top of everything se?

Ha Harun waved his hand vaguely.

When you've been around Jerusalem aslong as | have, before people were divided into names like that,
you're whatever the enemy wantsto call you. But | absolutely refused to be humiliated. Instead | wore
my yellow cloak with dignity. I've dwaysworn it with dignity. But dl the same, Prester John, the noisesin
my head are getting worse.

No, hold on. Close your eyes and they'll go away.

Noises, whispered Hg Harun and leapt to hisfeet. He sounded a tremendous blast on hisram's horn.
Thefacesin the hdl turned up toward the ledge in astonishment. Hg Harun waved hisram'shornin the
ar and shouted across the chamber.

Walter the Penniless. | see you skulking down there, you and al the other scheming Franks planning a
new conquest of Jerusalem. But it's not going to happen so giveit up, | say, don't persist in your
wickedness. Thiscity iseterna and can never be conquered by you or anyone e se, when will you ever
learn that? So take your armed hordes away and never besiege us and starve us and kill usagain. We
won't be conquered. We smply refuse to be conquered.

Ha Harun sounded a second powerful blast on hisram's horn.

Hear me down there. If you absolutely refuse to withdraw | hereby challenge the bravest among you to
individual combat. Step forward, he who dares. Tancred? Bohemond? Peter the Hermit? Raise your
sword, any one of you, I'm ready.

Ha Harun sounded athird and final blast on the ram's horn. Joe reached out and tried to stop him, but
before he could Hg Harun's spindly legs went churning out into space. His faded yellow cloak flared as
he sailed out over the edge of the ledge and plummeted down toward the crowd of stunned faces below.

There was aheavy thud and aterrible cracking of bones.

Joe looked down, horrified. Hg Harun lay crumpled on the stone floor, feebly holding hisram'shornin
theair. There was ashiny new dent in the top of hisrusty helmet.



The Masons began to yell at each other in confusion. Flags and pennants and peaked hats surged
forward asthey pressed around the extraordinary apparition on the floor. One of them nudged Haj
Harun with hisfoot and the old man twitched, letting out alow moan. He seemed to be trying to get the
ram's horn to hislipsfor another blast, but he obvioudy didn't have the strength to move.

Alive, thought Joe. Theresthat at least.

All a once he redlized they were both gill wearing the handkerchief masksthey had put on in the cognac
cdlar.

Oh help, thought Joe, two bloody banditsin the underworld, that's what they'll be thinking we are. Hired
subterranean thugs and vicious cutthroats cometo disrupt their silly revels and spy on their foolish games.
We'refor it now and what would the baking priest be likely to advise at atime like this? Anything, that's

thejob. Anything, aslong asit'sfad.

Joe jumped to hisfeet and raised aclenched fist.

Hold it right there, he shouted, just hold it, you Freemasonry rabble. Thisisthe Irish Republican Army
you'relooking at and thisuniformisIRA combat issue for specid underground warfarein Jerusalem.
Welve had this quarry mined with heavy explosives for months waiting for you to turn up and reved your
fiendish anti-Jesuit plots, and now that weve heard them al were taking our information aboveground
and going straight to the pope, and dead isthe fanatic who triesto stop us. Stand fast or I'll tell the old
man down there to sound afourth blast on hisram's horn, which isthe signa for the apocalypse as sure
as St John ever wrote the Word. One more blast from his horn and the bombs will blow and you'l al be
on your way back to Solomon dl right, the world well rid of your black anti-Catholic hearts. Freeze for
your lives.

Joe legpt lightly to the floor and whirled in acircle, glaring at the stupefied Masons. Then he kndt and
gathered up the miserable Hgy Harun who had been crawling helplesdy in circles, hishelmet jammed
down on hisnose, so that he couldn't see, tears streaming down hisface from therain of rust in hiseyes.

Wewon, whispered Joein hisear.
Wedid?

Y es. Not one of them dared accept your challenge. Not Bohemond, not Tancred, not even that scheming
scoundrel Walter the Penniless. Pardlyzed with fear they were and they're going home without raisng a
sword. You did it. Jeruslem's saved.

Thank God, murmured Hagj Harun as Joe lifted the old man'sfrail body gently up on hisback and
staggered away through the masses of pennants and flags and peaked hats, the flickering torches, to limp
out the entrance under the northwestern wall of the Old City where the hot July sun wasjust Sinking
below the rooftops of the new.



PART TWO



-5
Munk Szondi

You eat pure garlic?
Yes.
How much?
A large bulb before each meal and two more afterward.
Some slovenly Mediterranean habit you've picked up,l suppose?

The man with the tri-level watch and the samural bow hadn't origindly acquired hisvast knowledge of
Levantine commodities through travel, but rather from the uniquelibrary of |etters that made up the
archives of the House of Szondi.

The ancestor who had written those letters, Johann Luigi Szondi, had been bornin Badein 1784, the son
of aGerman-Swiss perfectionist who manufactured very smal watches. The smaller the watch the more
it pleased hisfather, and in fact his father's watches were often so small their faces couldn't be read. For
that reason few were sold and most ended up strung aong the walls of their house like so many tiny
beeds, ticking inaudibly and keegping precisetime usdesdy.

But fortunately Johann L uigi's mother was an Italian-Swiss cook who had an unsurpassed taent for
baking bread. No better bread could be found in Bade, so while Johann Luigi'sfather bused himself
reducing timeto next to nothing, his mother walked around town sdlling huge loaves of hot bread so the
family could live.

Both parents died at the end of the century and it was immediately apparent that Johann Luigi was no
ordinary Swiss. To support himsdf he chopped firewood while beginning his studiesin chemistry and
medicine and languages. He studied Arabic at Cambridge for ayear and decided to make awalking tour
of the Levant, a precocious and sprightly young man with light blue eyes, still only eighteen yearsold.

With hisgreat natural charm, Johann Luigi had no difficulty begging lodgings dong theway. In Albaniahe
chanced to knock at the gate of the castle belonging to the head of the powerful Wallengtein clan, where
he was duly invited to spend the night. The master of the castle, who bore the Christian name
Skanderbeg and was the most recent in along line of Skanderbegs, was away fighting in somewar, asit
seemed his predecessors had been doing for the last hundred and fifty years.

Johann Luigi was therefore entertained by the absent master's pleasant young wife. After dinner awild
storm broke over the castle and the young woman invited him to view the lightning from her bedroom.
Torrentid rainslashed the castle the rest of the night.

By morning the sorm had blown itself out. With bright smilesfor the young wife, Johann Luigi shouldered
his pack to continue hisjourney, unaware he had planted in his hostess the seed of a pious future hermit,
aman whose stupendous forgery of the original Bible four decades|ater would be universally accepted
as authentic, the renegade Trappist and linguistic genius who would be the last of the Skanderbeg
Wadlengens

Johann Luigi traveled briefly in the Levant and liked what he saw. By the beginning of the following year
he had walked back asfar as Budapest, where he decided to enter medical school, again chopping
firewood to support himself. He recelved his medica degree and set himsdlf up in private practice,



specidizing in cases of hysteria. Before long he converted to Judaism in order to marry one of hisformer
patients, a young Jewish woman of Khasarian extraction whose family had been engaged in petty local
trade in Budapest snce the ninth century.

A son was born to the couple and named Munk, a curious tradition hiswife's forebears had brought with
them from Transcaucasia before they were converted to Judaism in the eighth century, a custom requiring
thefirs maein every generation to be given the same name. In Sarah'sfamily the traditiona name was
Munk, although no one could remember its Significance. Asfor Johann Luigi, he was more than pleased
with the name since it appealed to his own rather monkish tendencies.

About the same time Johann Luigi began planning another brief trip to the Levant. He would travel
overland to Aleppo, hetold hiswife, and spend afew weeks there improving his Arabic. Then hewould
journey down the Tigristo the Persan Gulf, find aship bound for Egypt and so back to Europe. Inal he
would be gone three months, he said, and he promised to write every day, not explaining how his|etters
could possibly arrive in Budapest before he did, nor how the distances proposed could be covered so
quickly.

But little was known of Middle Eastern geography in those days, and perhaps nothing at dl in a Budapest
family engaged in petty locd trade.

Nevertheess, Sarah and her family must have suspected more was involved when they saw how the
young doctor went about preparing himself for histrip. Instead of writing to shipping agents, Johann Luigi
disappeared into the Hungarian countryside for afull year, waking barefoot in al kinds of weather and
deeping in the open without a blanket, feeding himsdf exclusvely on grasses and returning to Budapest
only once, to be with hiswife when their daughter Sarah was born midway through the year.

Y et no one mentioned this odd behavior. The women in Sarah's family had dwaysloved their men well
and Sarah wanted Johann Luigi to do whatever would make him happy, evenif it meant he would be
away from homefor awhile.

On abrisk autumn day in 1809, then, Johann Luigi lovingly embraced hiswife and two children and | eft
on abrief journey to the Levant, to be traced by daily letters sent home to Sarah.

That much wastrue. Johann Luigi did write letters home every day, often five or Sx timesaday.

And given hispassion for detalls, it wasn't surprising hisletters also contained long reports on everything
he observed, down to the smallest items. Thus mixed in with the lyrical passages describing hislove for
Sarah, there was interminable information on crops and trade, lists of cottage industries and anayses of
local customs, dl strung together in what wasin effect an exhaudtive diary of histravels.

For two years the heavy packets of |etters arrived regularly from Aleppo. By then theinquisitive young
Swiss had grown along beard and learned the one hundred and fifty Arabic words for wine, having
becometo dl appearances an erudite Arab merchant, well dressed in the Turkish manner, who went by
the name of Sheik Ibrahim ibn Harun and explained his merry blue eyes by saying he had Circassan
blood.

So skillful was his grasp of the Arab imagination that before he left his headquartersin Syria, to amuse
himsdlf, he transposed an episode from Gargantua into Arabic and inserted it in aprivately published
edition of the Thousand and One Nights, the tae so cleverly done it wasimmediately acclaimed asa
lost Baghdad origind.



During the next two years Johann Luigi's letters arrived erratically in Budapest. Nothing would be heard
from him for months, then hundreds of letters would descend on Sarah in asingle day. Now hewasin
Egypt, having arrived there by way of Petra, probably the first European to have seen that deserted stone
city ancethe Middle Ages.

Pink, my love, hewrote of Petrato Sarah. And half as old astime.

In Cairo he established areputation as an expert in Idamic law. He was urged to take ahigh positionin
the Idamic courts but gently refused, saying he had urgent business up the Nile. He was next heard from
in Nubia eating dates, marching ten hours aday, covering nine hundred milesin amonth.

But in 1813, in Nubia, there were also afew quiet weeksfor the restless Johann Luigi. There, inavillage
on thefringe of the desert, hefdl inlove and lived briefly with the proud young woman who would one
day become the great-grandmother of the Egyptian dave, Cairo Martyr.

Next he pushed south from Shendi down to the Red Sea and across to Jidda, where he disappeared.

Only for Sarah to find aprocession of carts drawing up in front of her house ayear later, hegped with
thousands of envelopes and packets. In his guise as Shelk 1brahim ibn Harun, it turned out, Johann L uigi
had penetrated both Medinaand Mecca during the missing year and actually kissed the black meteorite
in the Kaaba.

Hewasthe first explorer to see Abu Simbd, then mostly buried by sand, and wrote that Rameses ear
was three feet, four incheslong, his shoulders twenty-one feet across, estimating correctly that the
pharaoh must have been between sixty-five and seventy feet tall despite his notorioudy sdlf-indulgent life.

Once more Johann Luigi went to Cairo intending to lecture on Idamic law, but the plague struck the city
and he went to St Catherine's monastery in the Sinai to escapeit. Therein 1817, two years before the
great English explorer, Strongbow was born in southern England, Johann Luigi Szondi abruptly
succumbled to dysentery and was buried without ceremony in an unmarked Modem grave at the foot of
Mt Sinai, within Sight of the cave where the Albanian son unknown to him, the last of the Skanderbeg
Wallengteins, would eventualy produce his spectacular forgery of the origind Bible.

Johann Luigi was only thirty-three when he died and he had visited Meccafully haf a century before
Strongbow, who would be the next European to do so. It was true Strongbow's vast explorations would
surpass those of the remarkable Johann Luigi. But it was aso true the Englishman's hg) would stretch
over forty years, not amere eight.

Long after Johann Luigi's death, lettersin hisfamiliar handwriting continued to arrive in Budapest from all
parts of Africaand the Middle East. Tender lettersfilled with love, dways promising that he would be
home within the prescribed three months. Y ear after year they came— the last, four decades after his
desth.

But Sarah didn't know he was dead, and who could say that |etter was the last?

There was aways the chance another letter might find itsway to Budapest from some obscure corner of
the Levant, where Johann Luigi had entrusted it to adegpy caravan merchant moving dowly through time
on the back of acamel.

So when Sarah looked back on her life she couldn't help but consider her marriage perfect. Asshe
passed into her eighth decade, well after most of her Ssters and cousins had been widowed by husbands



who had never |eft home, her husband was ill sending her love letters. And even though he had
wandered a bit, he had never failed to write home.

So Sarah died embracing his memory, listening to one of her granddaughters read adoud what wasin fact
Johann Luigi'slast |etter, delivered on the morning of the day she died, an exquisite description of a
sunset at Mt Sinal that ended with the customary promise that soon, very soon now, he and his beloved
Sarah would be together again.

And so they were. Smiling gently, she closed her eyes. Those sweet words from her husband the last she
heardinlife.

For years an exact count couldn't be made of Johann Luigi'slove letters. But not long after he left
Budapest, two facts had become apparent to Sarah.

Fird, the love letters were beginning to fill the floor-to-ceiling bookcases she had built in her kitchen so
hisletterswould be near her while she was cooking.

And second, the love |etters were likely to become the most complete source of information on the
Middle East to be found anywhere in Europe.

By nature Sarah was an imaginative and energetic woman who found housework tedious. Therefore as
soon as her children were no longer infants she began to cast about for aproject that could engage her
tdents

One Friday afternoon while reading aletter from her husband on Damascus cutlery, an idea struck her.
Aswas obvious, the amount of detail on purely commercia mattersin her husband's love |etters was no
lessthan astonishing. Why not use thisinformation for atrading venture?

Secretly she went to amoneylender and mortgaged her house to raise funds. The sale of imported
Damascus cutlery was a success and with the profits she turned to a second scheme, rugs from Persia, as
described in another love letter. The rugs paid off her mortgage and after that came cotton from Egypt
and jewd s from Baghdad.

With business growing, Sarah began employing her sisters and aunts and female cousins as bookkeepers.
Momentum gathered as more love letters arrived from the wandering Johann Luigi, detailing possibilities
of new markets. Paying interest on bank |oans seemed awaste of resources, so Sarah decided to found
her own merchant bank.

Banking soon intrigued her as much as trade, so she opened acommercid bank aswell. Its operations
multiplied and she bought severa other banks. By the age of forty her banking assetswerethe largest in
Budapest, and by the age of fifty her branchesin Viennaand Prague and € sewhere accounted for the
bulk of financid businessin those cities. Assets swelled, as did trade with the Levant, based on her
husband'slove letters.

Until by the time of her desth the House of Szondi, asit had come to be called, was the single most
powerful financid inditution in central Europe.

The executive pattern of the House of Szondi remained the same after her death. From the beginning the
boards of the banks had been staffed exclusively by her femae rdatives, first ssters and aunts, later



nieces and grand-nieces.

The senior managing board for al the banks, known collectively when in sesson as the Sarahs, in honor
of the founder, met upon her death and naturally chose not Sarah's son but her daughter to be the new
head of the House.

Sarah the Second assumed her position as managing directress, but being less single-minded than her
mother she dso took into consideration the men of the family. Now that the House of Szondi had
become so rich it seemed ridiculous, to her, for the husbands and sons and fathers of the directorsto be
gtill working as petty loca traders, the only life they had known since the ninth century.

Even her own older brother Munk was gill running adiscount dry goods store on the lower east Side of
Budapest, where he labored long hours stacking imperfect sheets and pillowcases.

Sarah the Second knew that her brother had always secretly loved the violin, which he played at homein
atiny windowless room no bigger than acloset, music being widely viewed asafrivolous pastimein his
trade, where men were supposed to have strictly practical interests.

So Sarah the Second made her brother an offer. If Munk would come out of the closet and devote
himsdf full-timeto hisred passon, music, shewould support him for therest of hislife. Naturally Munk
was enthusiagtic and readily agreed.

At the next meeting of the Sarahs she announced what she had done, thereby in effect setting the course
for anew family pattern. The directors were quick to follow her example and other secret musicians soon
emerged from among the malesin thefamily. Munk himsdf wasimmediately joined by three cousins,
equdly talented men who had aso been running discount stores on the lower east Sde of Budapest.
Together they formed a competent string quartet, which was soon in demand on the concert circuit.

The next generation of male Szondis was surrounded by music from childhood. Brothers and nephews
and grand-uncles took to practicing together, under the baton and guidance of the reigning Munk, and
over the following decades the dl-mae Szondi Symphonic Philharmonic, not to mention the numerous
Szondi baroque ensembles, became asfamousin the musica circles of central Europe asthe dl-femae
House of Szondi had become in the world of banking.

Thuswhile the women of the family made money, led by the reigning Sarah, the men of the family made
music, led by thereigning Munk. But in kegping with the new matriarchd traditions of the family the
first-born male in each generation, the new Munk, was never the son of aMunk but always the son of a
Sarah, and therefore the eldest nephew of the last Munk, aconfusing line of descent not easily
understood by anyone but the Szondis.

The Szondi women naturally spent long hours doing research in the family archivesin connection with
their businesstraining, but the Szondi men aso had aspecia obligation in that regard.

Each spring they put aside their music and returned to the roomy old kitchen of Sarah the First, thereto
gpend the months of annua awakening immersed in the bookshelves that contained the sources of the
family's materid and artistic success, amidst the twitterings of the birds outside in the garden and the
heady fragrances of new flowers wafting into the kitchen on gentle breezes, perusing at their leisure those
thousands and thousands of tender love letters awandering Szondi husband had once sent to hisloya
Szondi wife.

The future Munk of Jerusalem poker, born in 1890, chose the cdllo as hismusical insrument and



naturaly he mastered it. But he was aso an exception among mae Szondis, because music didn't seem
enoughto himinlife. Vaguely he yearned for something quite different, dthough what it might be he didntt
know.

In fact asaboy, young Munk tried every conceivable occupation for aweek or amonth, avidly pursuing
his new role. For awhile he was a postman, then afireman, then arailroad conductor. In the spring of his
ninth year he was a surgeon operating in hisbedroom, only to turn that summer to hunting lionsand
elephantsin public gardens. By the following autumn he had areedy tried horticulture and painting and
carpentry, and served as a distinguished judge.

When he was eleven hefell under the spdll of the letters of his great-grandfather, the tireless Johann Luigi
Szondi, and proceeded to relive those prodigious travel s up and down the Nile and across the Middle
East. Hetoo marveled at the deserted stone city of Petraand marched through Nubia eating dates,
covering nine hundred milesin amonth, then paused to measure Rameses ear asthree feet, four inches
long before pushing south from Shendi to the Red Sea.

But eventualy none of theselives satisfied him, not even the splendid journeys of his great-grandfather,
perhaps because those journeys weren't originadly his. He did come to learn, however, that he wanted to
get away from hisfamily and their traditions, which he was beginning to find oppressive. Y et the Szondis
never sensed this because young Munk lived so much within himself asaboy. Had they known him
better, they might have redlized he strikingly combined the qualities of thefirst Sarah and her wandering
husband, energy and imagination and apasson for details.

What are you going to do, young Munk? hisrelatives asked him again and again in exasperation.

But Munk only smiled and shrugged and said he didn't know, then returned to the family archivesto try
to discover the secret he knew must be there, the secret of an unusua life, made unique because lived
according to its own nature and nothing else.

What was the secret that had driven his great-grandfather to do dl the incredible things he had done?
Simple curiogity? A fascination with strange customs? To see what others hadn't seen?

In the comfortable kitchen of Sarah the First, surrounded by the enormous bookshel ves with their
thousands and thousands of love letters, young Munk sat gazing out the window not really seeing what
lay beyond it. Certainly his great-grandfather must have had al those fedlings, he was aware of that. But
what else had there been for Johann Luigi? What had driven him?What was the secret?

At the age of eighteen, with hisfamily ingsting he choose a profession, hefinaly made adecison. And
when he announced his choice they received it in utter amazement.

But why that, Munk? If you're not interested in being amusician, then trade at least would be
understandable. We certainly did that for along time. Or scholarship or one of the professions. Y our
great-grandfather was both a scholar and amedical doctor, after al. Or chemistry or languages, he did
that too. But a Szondi in the army? In the Austro-Hungarian Imperid Army? A Szondi pursuing amilitary
career? It's unheard of.

Yes, said Munk quietly, smiling. | thought so mysdlf.

But after being trained and serving for a short time with aregiment of dragoons near Vienna, young Munk
redlized everyday soldiering wasn't for him ether.



He applied for duty overseas, and asluck would have it an aide to the Austro-Hungarian military attaché
in Congtantinople died that very week asaresult of having eaten bad Turkish meet. Thusin the summer
of 1908, Munk found himself seconded to the capital of the Ottoman Empire.

He had been there little more than a month when the Austrian annexation of Bosnia brought on yet
another Balkan crisis, causing the Turks to undertake secret military preparations. Lieutenant Szondi's
reports from the field proved so vauable he was promoted to captain early in December.

Then on Christmas the attaché and his entire staff, except for Munk, were violently stricken by food
poisoning while consuming a holiday feast of contaminated wild Turkish boar. Munk escaped the
poisoning because he had been edting large amounts of garlic since entering Turkey, having learned of this
ampleyet effective antidote to bad mest from the letters of his great-grandfather, who had used the
remedy successfully throughout histravels.

A few of hisfdlow officerslingered into the new year, but al were dead by Epiphany. Sincethere was
no one dsein Congtantinople who could fill the position, the ambassador named Munk acting military
attaché, an astonishing responsibility for one so young.

But Munk'srapid rise had only begun. The former attaché had not had time to submit hisannua summary
of the situation in the Ottoman Empire, and Munk took the opportunity to completely reviseit.

Of course his superiors had no way of knowing he was able to draw on the vast accumulation of
information he had learned as a boy while sudying the secret Szondi archivesin Budapest. What they did
know was that another incident involving foul Turkish meset, ahazard faced by al Europeansin
Congtantinople, had suddenly brought to their attention a brilliant young officer with an unsurpassed
knowledge of the Ottoman Empire.

Munk received aletter of commendation. He was promoted to major and made the permanent acting
attaché.

Now Munk had found something that did interest him. For the next four years, eating handfuls of garlic
and happily indulging his passon for detalls, hetraveled extengively in the Bakans andyzing the
impossible confusion there as Ottoman power disintegrated. None of the other European military
attachés could keep up with him, crippled as they were by bad Turkish mest. In recognition of his
achievements he was duly promoted to lieutenant colonel.

Then in the autumn of 1912 the Turks announced maneuvers near Adrianople and adl the Bakan states
mobilized. Thefirst Balkan war broke out with the Bulgarians and the Serbs and the Montenegrins, the
Albanians and the Macedonians al rising up againg the Turks. Meanwhile Russaand AugtriaHungary
prepared for war against each other to support their variousinterests.

In thisvast maze of intrigue and threats and sudden attacks, young Munk moved recklessy from front to
front gathering information, al the while pursuing clandestine meetingsin Congtantinople and e sawhere
with equa abandon.

Tireless and daring, young Lieutenant Colonel Szondi acquired a notoriety that would soon become
intolerable to the chief enemy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

One of hisfrequent companions during those last hectic weeks of 1912 was the Japanese military attaché
in Congtantinople, one Mgor Kikuchi, adiminutive aristocrat who had become a hero of the
Russo-Japanese War by ordering his men to pile up the dead horses of the Cossacks on abarren



Manchurian plain, asabarrier against their incessant attacks, a desperate move that had alowed his
company aoneto survive the massacre of a Japanese regiment, safe behind the eight-foot-high walls of
rotting meet that Kikuchi had erected.

Either because he was a Buddhi<t, or because of the indelible memory of that stench on aManchurian
plain, Mgor Kikuchi never ate meat, which alowed him to be as mobile asMunk in Turkey.

So they often traveled together, comparing their notes and talking late into the night in the clumsy wagons
and lurching trains they shared while moving from front to front, developing abrief but lagting friendship
that would one day lead Munk to find what he had always sought in the strange music of adesert
monagtery.

Late in November, Munk acquired the documents that brought an end to the first Balkan war, certain
secret communications from Moscow that proved Russiawould not go to war for the sake of the Balkan
Savs. Despite Russian mobilization, the territorid claims of the Serbs were to be abandoned.

These disclosures humiliated and outraged the Russians, and as a price for taking part in peace
negotiationsthey inssted upon acruel and unusua revenge. The notorious Austro-Hungarian military
attaché who had operated so successfully in the Balkans had to be expelled from the army. Furthermore,
in order to make certain he was no longer playing a part in Bakan military affairs, he had to be sent into
exilein the Ottoman Empire where Russian agents could keep an eye on him.

Munk's orders arrived early in the new year and he sadly boarded the Orient Expressfor Vienna, where
he would experience hislast day of military service.

A full color guard greeted him at the station. He was driven to the headquarters of the chief of staff, with
acavdry escort, and ceremonioudy promoted to colond, at the age of twenty-two by far the youngest in
the Imperia Army. He was also awarded the Order of the Golden Fleece.

After aformal luncheon with the officers of hisold regiment, the dragoons mounted a dress paradein his
honor. Finally at sunset he returned to the headquarters of the chief of staff, again with acavary escort,
to hear read doud the order of his expulsion from the army, aong with an edict from the emperor
expressing condolences and decreeing his exile within the week in the cause of peace.

When Munk arrived in Budapest that evening to say good-bye to hisfamily he found only the men a
home, some event of great importance having caused the directors of the House of Szondi to gather in
emergency sesson.

Instructions awaited him. Ex-Colonel Szondi responded at once and galloped off to the rambling old
house above the Danube that had once been the home of Sarah the First.

The Sarahs were meeting in their boardroom, the kitchen, where the windows between the
floor-to-ceiling family archives gave broad views of commercid traffic on theriver.

Munk did asharp military haf-turnin the middle of the kitchen and cameto attention facing his
grandmother, the reigning chairwoman, Sarah the Second. To the old woman's right sat the heiress
apparent, his mother Sarah the Third. Ranged e sewhere around the spacious room were Munk's aunts
and grandaunts and female cousins, the entire governing board of the House of Szondi.

Good evening, Grandmother, he said, clicking hishedsand saluting smartly. It's a pleasure to see you
looking sowell.



The old woman grimaced.

So well? Stop that nonsense, | look awful and | know it. | can't do athing with my hair in thisdamp
wegther. And what isthat perfectly dreadful smell coming out of your mouth?

Galic.

Y ou egt pure garlic?

Yes

How much?

A large bulb before each meal and two more afterward.

Some dovenly Mediterranean habit you've picked up, | suppose?
Not at dl. It'sstrictly therapeutic.

Bad Ottoman meat?

Yes

Oh | remember now, it'sin the archives. Well direct the fumes toward the floor as much as you can and
say hello to everyone.

Good evening, Mother, said Munk. Good evening, he repeated, nodding politely around the kitchen to
the collected assembly of the Sarahs, dl of whom had knitting in their Iaps. Those who weren't working
their needlesin quick agitated strokes were patting their hair nervoudly or tugging at their bodices. The
dozens of women were al dressed in black, without makeup, their hair drawn back into tight buns fixed
by asingle stickpin with atriangular diamond head. Each dso wore ablack hat, black gloves, and a
modest diamond brooch of triangular shape above the left breast, the customary dress for aforma board
mesting of the Sarahs.

Outrageous folly, exclaimed his grandmother, opening the meeting. For years now we've asked nothing
more from the men of the family than to practice their music and stay out of the way, to behave
themsdves, and to give a performance or two at family gatherings. Little enough, one would think. But
what do wefind you doing down in this disreputable place caled the Balkans? Making a spectacle of
yoursdlf. Attracting international attention. We're bankers, young Munk, and bankers don't like notoriety
of any kind.

The knitting needles clicked furioudy around the room. The crescendo was becoming deafening when his
grandmother cleared her throat. Abruptly the clicking stopped.

The old woman leaned forward and everybody watched her. She winked.

We heard you were awarded the Order of the Golden Fleece today. Congratulations.
Thank you, Grandmother.

How was the dress parade your old regiment gave you?

Very impressve.

And the luncheon? How many courses?



Twelve.
Y ou didn't hold back, did you?
No.

Wl you'relooking alittle pale dl the same. Y ou should be eating more. Isit true you had a cavary
escort coming and going?

Yes

And the chief of staff himself read the order of exile? His Imperia Highness sending persona
condolences?

Yes.

The old woman leaned back and rolled her eyes. She smacked her lips. Around the room the knitting
needles softly assumed arhythmic clicking.

A grandson of mine, she murmured, just think of it. The youngest colond in the Imperid Army. Aren't
you proud?

Yes Vay.

Aswell you should be. The Russans are barbarians and not to be trusted. Y ou treated them exactly as
they deserved. Now then, down to business.

The old woman stroked her chin thoughtfully. Around the room hisfemale relaives somberly studied their
knitting. When his grandmother spoke again the needles clicked quietly.

To befrank, young Munk, your military career has ended at amost opportune time for us. The House of
Szondi findsitsdlf facing an extremely grave situation, and awoman just can't do the thingsin Arab and
Turkish landsthat she can do in Europe. Even though you've spent time down there | hadn't thought of
you before because you're so young, but when we learned of your exile it seemed more than

coincidental. One of our musicianswould be usdless on amisson likethis, but with your military
experience you might be able to accomplish something even though you are young. Anyway, I've decided
it'sgoing to beyou.

Munk sduted.

At your service, madame.

His grandmother suddenly frowned and his mother's face was al at once troubled. Othersin the room
looked varioudy perplexed or fearful. Again dl clicking stopped. The kitchen was hushed ashis
grandmother spoke.

We haven't told any of the men in the family about this, not wanting to worry you, but weve been aware
of the gituation for some time. Our information began coming in about twenty years ago. Thefirst clues
we had were fragmentary and haphazard, yet even then wefiled them away. Y ou can't be too careful in
thisbusiness. Y ou're not versed in theintricacies of banking and you wouldn't understand such financia
subtleties anyway, so | won't bother to go into detail. I'll just say there are definite ways of knowing when
aconsortium or some other group is buying into an enterprise. Especidly if the acquisitionisamgor one,



so largeit can only be acquired piece by piece. Can you follow that?
Y es, Grandmother.

All right, that's what happened in this case. During the last twenty-odd years when we've been aware of
it, and obvioudy before that when we weren't, the enterprise in question has been cleverly bought piece
by piece. Bought right out from under our noses. And since our very foundations were long ago
established there, the effect on the House of Szondi could be catastrophic.

What enterprise was bought from under your noses?

The old woman glared through her spectacles. Her face darkened.
The Ottoman Empire, she hissed.

The what?

That'sright, you heard me correctly. The evidence is there and there can no longer be any doubt about it.
A little over thirty years ago, as unred asit seems, someone secretly began to buy up the Ottoman
Empire

Y ou mean the Russans have been intriguing with the French or the English again? They've formed a
secret dliance with the Germans?

No that isn't what | mean. Politicsaren't involved. Thisisastraight business proposition and only one
man isinvolved. One man has bought the Ottoman Empire.

But that'simpossible, Grandmother.
Of courseit is. Weve been tdlling oursalves nothing elsefor years. Haven't we, girls.

She looked sternly around the room and his mother and aunts and grandaunts and femae cousins al
nodded vigoroudy. Then they al began talking at once to each other, loudly and rapidly, not listening to
what anyone & se was saying.

That's enough, girls, shouted his grandmother. Ingtantly the room was silent.

S0 you see, young man, the situation before usis more than staggering. It's critical and perhaps even
fatal. The House of Szondi was founded on the basis of Levantine trade and now we find one man has
bought the entire Levant. Who is he and what does he want? Why did he buy it? What does he intend to
dowithit?

You'resureit'saman? asked Munk.
His grandmother snorted contemptuoudy.

Of courseit'saman, no woman would ever act o crudely. Perhaps some substantia and influentid role
behind the scenes, but not awhole empirein one ruthless grab. That's the work of aman.

Munk clicked hishedls.
Y es, Grandmother.

Please don't interrupt again.



No, Grandmother.

Now to continue. We've gone back to the beginning to try to reconstruct events and the best we can do,
the earliest scenes we can conjecture, are vague reports of an Egyptian emir and a Baghdad banker and
a Persan potentate holding shadowy interviews in Constantinople in 1880, sitting down. Remember that,
Stting down. The man seemsto have been unnaturdly tall, but it'simpossible for our informantsto say
how tall because he was always seated. | say man, rather than men, becauseit's obviousto usthat this
emir and banker and potentate, forget the gpparent nationadities and the way he paired them up with
gatusfor dliterative affect, were one and the same man, adissembler able to disguise himsdf cleverly.
And how did he disguise himsdlf? Always as a L evantine, which to us means he was obvioudy a
European being clever again. So the available factsare these. A European of untold persond wealth, a
man so unusudly tal hefeared hisheight would betray hisred identity, remained carefully seated while
buying dl thewellsin Meccaand al the wellson dl the hg routes to Mecca, while becoming the secret
paymaster of the Turkish army and navy, while buying up al Turkish government bonds and issuing new
ones, while consulting with pashas and ministers and laying asde trust fundsfor their grandsons, while
firing and rehiring every religious leader in the Middle East so they would have to answer to him, while
consummating a hundred other such dedls with the god of making himsdlf the sole owner of the Ottoman
Empire. Now only one European in the last century fits that description. Do you know who heis?

No, Grandmother.

Strongbow. First name, Plantagenet. An Englishman who was the twenty-ninth Duke of Dorset. Seven
feet, seveninchestall. Hetook atriplefirst at Cambridge in botany and was considered the greatest
swordsman and botanist of the Victorian era, but he abandoned plants to become an explorer. In 1840
he disappeared from Cairo after attending a diplomeatic reception held in honor of Queen Victorids
twenty-firgt birthday. And in order to outrage English decorum and sense of fair play, which he so dearly
loved to do, Strongbow appeared at that diplomatic reception stark naked, save for aportable sundia
strapped to hiship that hid nothing. About forty yearslater a publication of his appeared in Bade, which
isthe next time we hear of him, just prior to his gppearance in Congtantinoplein various disguises. But the
odd thing is, that publication had nothing to do with business or banking. If it had it might have warned us
about what was going to happen in Congtantinople.

What did the publication have to do with?
His grandmother smiled faintly. Sheraised her chin.
Sex. It'sastudy of Levantine sex in thirty-three volumes.

The old woman paused. Around the room dozens of knitting needles erupted into a cacophony of clicks.
Munk stood at attention staring at his grandmother, who finally lowered her eyes and removed alace
handkerchief from her deeve. With dow, delicate motions she dabbed at the beads of perspiration that
had appeared around her mouth.

Tut tut, young Munk. Tut and ho. This has nothing whatsoever to do with the matter at hand but you
seem to want an explanation, and considering what you're going to do for us, I'll give you one. Well then.
Strongbow's study was published in Bade and quite naturaly the House of Szondi acquired one. | mean
of coursewe did. Everything having to do with the Levant must be our specia concern. We can't afford
to ignore even the smalest item of scholarship, and Strongbow's study ishardly that. But sinceit's been
banned, and aso because it'srather an explicit work, we fdt it best to keep it under lock and key and
not advertise the fact that we own a copy.

Munk stared at his grandmother in awe.



Y ou mean none of the men in the family has ever known about this?

That'sright, and you arentt to tell them. Such matters could only be disruptive to amusician'swork. A
musician must have discipline and concentration. He needs order in hislife to be credtive. And let metell
you the information in Strongbow's study is about as disorderly as anything you can imagine. It utterly
defies concentration and leads to a compl ete breakdown of discipline.

| don't doubt that, said Munk. But do you mean to tell methat dl of you here have been reading these
volumesin private for years?

Strictly for professiona reasons, young Munk. Strictly because we handle the businessin thisfamily and
there would be no music for our men if we didn't pursue businessin a conscientious manner. If the House
of Szondi isto continue to prosper, we must al be current with every aspect of the Levant. That is the
Sarahs mugt be. It's our inevitable responsibility. And then too | might add that at the end of aday of
hard banking, wefind it necessary to take our minds off work. Strongbow's study servesthat purpose.

| see. In other words, you mean selections are read aloud here after board meetings?
His grandmother tucked away her lace handkerchief. She straightened in her chair.

That's enough now, young Munk. The agendas of our board meetings are no concern of yours, and all of
this has nothing to do with our emergency session tonight. Our subject isn't Strongbow's study but
Strongbow himsdf, Strongbow in Congtantinopl e thirty-three years ago. What snister game was he
playing out there then? Just who does he think he is going around and snatching up the Ottoman Empire?

The old woman was shaking in anger, her voicelow and menacing.

Y es. Sniger. More than any man in thisfamily could ever know. Weve dways protected dl of you and
shielded you from the harsher facts of life. We've spared you the brutal experiences that go with dedling
inmoney. But lifeisn't just music, my boy, not just beautiful concerts played by baroque ensembleson
summer afternoons. It hasits snister sde aswel and we seeit herein the case of this Englishman, this
former duke and explorer and sexologist who aways pretended business was beneath him. Beneath
him?Why these clever disguisesin Congtantinople thirty-three years ago when he set in motion the
financia ingrumentsto buy the Ottoman Empire? And what he did &fter that? That's even more sinister.

What did he do after that?

He disappeared again, smply disappeared. | told you abanker shuns notoriety. The lessthat's known
about her the better, the more easily she can function and make deals. But to disappear completely as
Strongbow did? Now that'struly sinister, truly the act of an archbanker utterly without scruples. It'sa
diabolica game he's playing. What fiendish plans does he have? Why does he buy an empire, hiding his
hand all the while, and then disgppear asif he had no interest in that empire? Well we don't know but we
must, and you must find out for us. Y oung Munk?

Munk clicked his heds and saluted.
Madame?

My yacht iswaiting down at the landing for your immediate departure. Like the husband of your
great-grandmother, you are embarking on avoyage to the Levant, and | want your reportsto be as
thorough as hiswere. Off you go now. Eat plenty of garlic and good luck.

All the women in the room rose. Munk stepped forward and kissed his grandmother respectfully on the
cheek. He kissed his mother and went around the kitchen kissing in turn his aunts and grandaunts and



femdecousns.

They were dready beginning to inspect the ovens where alate supper was cooking, by the smell of it
nearly ready, when he marched out of the kitchen and made hisway down the path to the Danube,
amiling as he went over aclear memory from his childhood, his mother calling to say shewouldn't be
home for dinner and they shouldn't wait up, the press of business being so great it was keeping the
Sarahs working late a the office.

Onerainy afternoon in February 1924, more than two years after outsiders had first been admitted to the
poker game and subsequently spread its reputation throughout the Middle East, Hg Harun came
wandering into his back room where the game was in progress, carrying aladder.

He placed the ladder againgt the tall antique Turkish safe, climbed up to the top and sat down. He
straightened hisrusty Crusader's helmet and retied the two green ribbons under his chin, smoothed out
his tattered yellow cloak and gazed thoughtfully straight ahead a nothing.

Cairo and Munk smiled up at him. Joe gave him awave. But the action at the table abruptly stopped as
the other playersturned to stare a the wizened figure on top of the safe, his spindly crossed legs swinging
inthear.

Ishe real? whispered a bewildered Iragi prince.
That heis, said Joe, studying his cards.

But who ishe?

Joe looked up.

Wil | guess he could be fate, couldn't he? | mean that would be consistent with agame of chance. Fate
keeping watch and all.

Isthat what he's doing up there? Keeping watch?

Who'sto say? Maybe he's surveying the centuries for some forgotten event that ought to be
remembered. Now whose bet isit, gents? Let's get on with the bets.

But what does he see up there? Ask him what he sees.

And why not. Hg Harun? Hello up there, what do you see?

How'sthat, Prester John?

| was just wondering what might be up there on the rainy horizon today. How'sthe view?

Ha Harun turned to peer into the crumbling plaster of the corner, two feet from hisface. He nodded.
| don't liketo say it, but the Medes may be coming.

Areyou sure? That rabble again?

They may be.

Bad intherain, very bad, how are the city walls holding up? Safe and strong as they should be? No gates



left open? Better check around so we can bresthe easy.
| will, Prester John.

Ha Harun looked back at the wall in the corner. He squinted and his helmet went awry, rleasing a
shower of rust in hiseyes. The tears began to flow.

Why does he keep calling you Prester John? asked a Syrian jewd thief.

Because thefirst time | walked in here | waswearing a Victoria Cross around my neck, being thenin
retirement and living in the Home for Crimean War Heroes, and because of that he mistook me for the
legendary logt Chrigtian monarch of avast kingdom somewherein Asia

Wherein Asa?

| don't know and he doesn't know either. | suppose you could ask the scarab, the scarab'slikely to
know but | doubt that he's talking today. Generally he degps away the winter. Anyway, since | waslost
he naturally assumed I'd come to Jerusalem to find mysalf again. Now whose bet isit, | say?

The Syrianjewd thief giggled.
Y ou're both mad. He'sjust staring at thewall up there.

Not abit of it, said Joe. That'snot awall he'slooking into, it'samirror. The mirror of the mind, it'scaled.
Bdievemeit'strue,

The Syrian went on giggling.
Wl who does he think that is? he asked, pointing across the table at Munk.

He doesn't think, said Joe, he knows. Just watch. Hello up there, Hgj Harun, or Aaron as the Jews and
Chrigtians call you. Who's this article down here who's being pointed at?

The wizened old man wiped the tearsfrom his eyes and peered down at the table.
That's Bar Cocheba, he said.

Hey Munk, seems he spotted you right off, whispered Joe. Seems he nailed you right down in the course
of history. Was heright now? What moment in history would it befor this gent called Bar Cocheba?

Firg haf of the second century, answered Munk, studying his cards.

Role? asked Joe.

Defender of the Jewish faith, said Munk.

Future?

Degth in combat. Dying in revolt againgt the invincible Roman legions.

Isthat so? Joe called up. Are the Roman legionsredly invincible? What do you see up there?
Ha Harun turned back to the wall. He smiled.

Only for atime, Prester John. After atimethey lose.



There. You see, Munk, you see how it iS? The Romansturn out to be vincible after al. Timeit takes,
naturdly. Timeasit wasor will be. Timeisadl.

Timeis, murmured Hg Harun dreamily from his perch on top of the safe.
See anything more? Joe called out.

For Bar Cocheba, yes. | predict this game of chance will be very profitable for him. After al, thereare
nineteen yearsin alunar cycle.

Joe looked confused.
According to the Jewish calendar, whispered Munk.

And thus, continued Hgj Harun, since you began this game in the Jewish year of 5682, Bar Cocheba
should do very well indeed.

Joe looked even more confused.
And why might that be?

Because that year was the first year of the three-hundredth lunar cycle, answered Hg Harun. And that
certainly sounds auspicious to me, given the fact there were three of you who founded the game.

Joewhistled softly.

Facts, gents, they'rejust dropping al over the place. And isthat a proper lunar evaluation from the top of
the safe or not? Fate on target again as usud, there's nothing likeit. But hold on now. | think | can hear a
less distant moment in time preparing to announce itsalf.

The chimes attached to the sundial in the front room creaked and began to strike at four o'clock on that
rainy afternoon. In dl they chimed twelvetimes.

Midnight, said Joe. | think we better be adjourning in about an hour. Isthetime limit agreed?
That'sagood idea, said Munk. I'm rather tired tonight.
So am |, added Cairo, suppressing ayawn.

The other players, who had been heavy losersin the three hours since the session began, were on their
feet protesting. A wedlthy French merchant from Beirut was particularly angry.

Fraud, he shrieked, shaking hisfists. How do you know it's midnight? It could just aswell be twelve
o'clock noon.

Could be but it isn't, said Joe, smiling. The chimes struck off noon an hour before you arrived. What time
did you think you got here?

| know when | got here, shrieked the Frenchman. It was at one o'clock.

Wl there you are. The chimes have to be striking midnight, couldn't be anything else. Bets now anyone?
Welve il got agood hour of fast playing ahead before closing time. Munk, isn't the bet to you?

| believeitis. And since Hg Harun hasfound lunar evidence for my successin thisgame, I'm going to
take advantage of it by tripling thiswager our princely guest from Baghdad had just ventured. Gentlemen,



the stakes rise in the cause of lunacy.

Fine, said Joe, very fine. We're off again. No reason to hold back just because there are only three hours
between noon and midnight on arainy day in February. That happens dl the timein bad weether. But
spring will be coming soon and then we can make up for it.
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Choiceisthe arrow.

Early in 1913, Munk arrived back in the Middle East and traveled widdly on hismission for the Sarahs.
Before the end of the year he was able to report to them that although there was evidence someone might
have owned the Ottoman Empire once, it was equaly obvious no one owned it now, least of dl the
Ottomans.

The old jade istottering to her grave, he wrote in aletter to Budapest. Once stately, now exhausted, she
lamentsin the twilight, abused and humiliated on every side. Soon night must take her.

Munk sensed he was a so describing the gpproaching collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, athough
he couldn't possibly have guessed how quickly that would happen. Y et in the next few years not only did
the Empire of the Sarahs disappear but with it the once powerful House of Szondi, both swept away in
the First World War.

Y oung Munk watched it dl from afar, no longer interested in soldiering yet ill searching asdwaysfor a
rolein life and pondering the question that had been with him since childhood, the mysterious force that
had driven his great-grandfather, Johann Luigi, a century ago.

Munk traveled adone during the war years, trading throughout the Middle East and sharing his
confidences with only one man, an unlikely friend yet o his closest during that period, awealthy old
Greek satyr who lived in Smyrna.

Unlikely on the surface of it, for Sivi was then aman dready in hissixties, nearly forty years older than
Munk. But he seemed to have known everyonein histime, having long been intimate with every manner
of Levantineintrigue, and despite his notorious sexua excesses he was awise and gentle friend, who
adopted Munk as eadly asif that had been his purposein life.

So Munk found himsdlf returning again and again to Sivi's beautiful seasidevillain Smyrna, an exile now
from a European erathat would soon ceaseto exist.

It'samost over, he said to Sivi one afternoon in the spring of 1918. My family haslived in Budapest
snce the ninth century, but with thiswar awholeway of life will disgppesar.

They were gitting in Sivi's garden and Sivi was pouring tea, eegant as awaysin one of thelong red
dressing gowns that he habitualy wore until after sunset, when he dressed for the theater or the opera.
He paused to admire the large ruby rings on hisfingers. As usua a smile hovered around hiseyesand
therewas atouch of mischief in hisvoice.

How'sthis, young Munk?Y ou're not surrendering to melancholy, are you? If | wereyou I'd look at the
matter quite differently. Ten centurieslocked in therain and mist of centra Europe? Time to make an
escape, | should think, and what better season for it than this one? Ah yes, spring and the seaand a
distant shore. Exactly what's needed to stir unexpected juices. But you aways said you wanted to get
away, and now you have. For good, certainly. Still, atouch of nostalgia perhaps?



Munk shrugged.
| guess so.

Of course, and there's nothing wrong with that. But if | may say o, thistwinge of nostalgiayou fed has
nothing to do with a place really, with asudden longing for Budapest. It hasto do with time, | suspect,
with having been a child there, innocent and protected. That rare condition can cause nostagiain dl of
us. Aml right?

| suppose. It'struel fed I'm getting old.
Svi laughed wickedly.

Asindeed you are, young Munk. Late twenties? An absolutely ancient age. | had afriend once who felt
the same way as he drew near thirty. His youth was behind him and suicide seemed the only answer. He
asked meto find him the necessary pillsand | said | would, but it might take afew hours. In the meantime
| suggested he go out and buy himself anew dress and hat, | mean a quite extravagant dress, and
position himsdf in one of the better cafés on the harbor and wait for methere. | told him if he was going
to die he ought to look his best when he went.

So he bought the dress?

Hedid. But by thetime | arrived at the café he was no longer there. It seems a handsome young Greek
sailor had come gtrolling by and winked at him, and they had an aperitif together and onething led to
another, and | couldn't find him anywhere for three days. When | did | told him | had the pills. What pills?
hesaid, I'minlove. And that was that, although of course this occurred around 1880 when gowns were
much more lavish than today, and had bustles aswell that could give aman an immediate lift.

Munk laughed.

Wasthisfriend atall man?

Hewas.

Large and bulky?

Moreor less.

With an impressive moustache he twirled on occasion?

Indeed, it was probably just such an action that caught the eye of the handsome young Greek sailor ashe
went rolling by.

How long did thelove affair last?
Until the young sailor's ship sailed, aweek or so. And my friend was heartbroken when it was over.
Did you consider pillsagain?

Certainly not. I'd learned what to do. | went out and bought another extravagant gown and positioned
myself once morein one of the better cafés. Within the hour events had taken aturn asthey will, and a
whole new adventure had begun to unfold. Y ou see theré'samord to thistale, athough of courseit
doesn't gpply to everyone. | contemplated suicide because | felt my youth was behind me, but the
solution was much smpler. All I had to do was put another youth behind me.



Munk laughed again as Sivi happily wagged his heed.

That'sterrible, Sivi. Y ou're unspeakable.

True. But I've continued to follow thiswisdom and it's kept me going quite well.
Sivi ddlicately raised histeacup and sipped.

And what news do you have from the Sarahs, Munk? Have they been making any plansfor after the
war?

Y es. They've decided to emigrate.

What? All of them?

Yes, dl of them.

Extreordinary. Where to?

A few to Canadaand Australia and the United States. Most of them to South America

Svi Sghed.

A new Diaspora, they seem never to end. Yes, well, | guessitisn't al that extraordinary. The banks are
finished, | takeit? The war has been that hard on them?

Yes.

Sivi nodded gently.

It happens, of course. The Old World becomestoo old for some. | have cousinsin Argentinawhom I've
never met. And what of the men in the family? Will there now be al-mae Szondi barogque ensemblesin
various corners of the New World, mostly South America?

Not for awhile, | would think. They'll have to give up music and go back to running discount dry goods
stores to support the Sarahs. Petty loca trade again, only thistime in Sao Paulo and Sydney and New
York.

But surely only for atime, Munk. The Sarahs are too clever not to get something going again before
long.

| imagine

Ohyes, they'll fare well, we know that. It's you I'm concerned about. Dare | be frank?
Munk smiled.

Y ou old snner. Have you ever been anything else?

Sivi wagged his head appreciatively and examined the flow of his dressing gown, straightening afold here
and there.

Wl not for the last four or five decades, in any case. Not since | decided at an early age to recognize
the creature | saw leering at me every morning in the mirror. But then too, | had the advantage of growing
up in beautiful Smyrnawherethelight is so pure and the seaso sparkling, well, dl things seem naturd,
even me. So it wasn't that difficult to admit that the lascivious beast | saw in the mirror wasn't abeast a



al, just me, basically harmless and in love with love, merely insatiable when it comesto the pleasuresto
be found on a secluded stretch of beach when the sunis high and the white sand softly burns your skin,
and the brilliant blue seawhispers now and later, now and always, love and life and the dl-healing sea.

Munk smiled. He held hisleft hand out to the Sde and strummed with hisright in front of him, reciting a
verse.

Gaily the troubadour touched his guitar,
as he was wandering home from the wars.
Snging from Palestine, hither |1 come.
Lady love, lady love, welcome me home.

Sivi laughed.

Quite, he said. The aging troubadour forever wanders, forever singing that sins aren't snswhen seen
naked in the sun, singing that only darkness and despair can twist an act of loveinto regret. But we were
talking about you, young Munk, and | was going to be frank. Well it'ssmply this. It's obvious you want
something and don't know what it is. | mean something more than an occupation, ahome and afamily
and friends or whatever. That's so, isnt it.

Of course.

Yes, blood tells. Mineisthat of the ancient Greekswho reveled in their lucid sunlight, yoursisthat of
your remarkable great-grandfather, Johann Luigi Szondi, his very name suggesting contradictory
antecedents, amysterious explorer whose tirel ess journeys you've never been quite able to comprehend.
All that in only eight short years? Penetrating Medina and Mecca and measuring Rameses ear? Eating
datesin Nubiawhile covering nine hundred miles amonth? Gazing upon the stones of a deserted
rose-red city haf asold astime? Y es, astonishing exploits.

| don't want to leave, announced Munk abruptly, the words said with such force they startled Sivi.

Leave? Indeed, nor do |. But what are we referring to? Life? Smyrna? This garden with its spring flowers
in bloom?

This part of the world, added Munk.
Svi rdaxedin hischair.

Ah, of course, the Eastern Mediterranean. No onein hisright mind would want to leaveit. But who ever
suggested such a preposterous notion?

Youdid.
Me? said Sivi, even more startled than before. Me? Impossible. Out of the question.

Yesyou did. You weretaking earlier about spring and the seaand a distant shore, but | have no
intention of going to Americaor anyplace like that.

Sivi tipped his head and laughed happily.

Oh, isthat dl. It ssems you missed my meaning completely, young Munk. Come dong and I'll point it out
to you. Asit happensit'sonly afew yards away.



Munk followed Sivi across the garden and into hisvilla. They walked to the second floor where Sivi
threw open the doorsto the bal cony. The sun was dipping toward the harbor, which was ill busy with
boats. Strolling crowds thronged the quays in the evening promenade.

There, young Munk, that'sthe seal had in mind. The Aegean. And you're adready on its distant shore,
cold damp Europe isfar away to the north. So you see you've dready set sall, here and now in sun and
light, that'sal | was suggesting. It'strue, isn't it?

Sivi gmiled. Munk smiled too.
Yesit'strue.

Good. Now I'mtold you're very successful at aspecia kind of trading, commodity futures are they
called?Well then, if you're aready trading in futures, why not trade in your own?

Trading doesn't mean anything to me, said Munk. Y ou have your dream of agreater Greece. But as
you've said, | don't know what | want.

Sivi laughed. He spread hisarms asif to embrace the sea.

What you want? Of course you know what you want. Y ou want adream like anyone else. But adream,
isthat all? Just look out there at what lies a your feet, look and be reassured. For was there ever aman
who stood on these shores and didn't dream? Thisisthe Eastern Mediterranean, young Munk, the
birthplace of dreams. The men who gave our Western world its gods and civilizations came from here,
and with good reason.

What isthe reason?

| thought you'd never ask. Odd how the young disregard the wisdom of age in order to discover things
for themselves. It'sdmost asif matters of the spirit could never be transmitted, only experienced. The
reason, Munk? Light. The purity of thelight here. In thislight aman sensesthere areno limitsfor himin
the world. He can see forever, and that vision intoxicates him. It fires his heart and makes him want to go
and do, never to stop but to go farther, to go deeper, more. Thusthe curiosity of the Greeks of old and
their fearless explorations of the soul. Never has man surpassed the dramas enacted on these shores
twenty-five hundred years ago, three thousand years ago. That was laughter, that wastragedy, anditis
what we know of life. Even today we know no more. And strangely, modestly, they attributed their
laughter and their tragedy to the intervention of the gods. But it just wasn't so. The miracle of it al was
theirs. It was them. They stood on these shores and wept and laughed and lived those lives.

The old man smiled and stroked his moustache.
Well now, what do you think of that?
Y ou're shameesdy romantic, Sivi, that'swhat | think.

It may be 0. Yet dl the samethelight here is different. It's a papable thing and its effect isinescapable,
which iswhy Greece has dways been more of an ideathan a place. When the modern nation was
founded in thelast century, Alexandria and Constantinople were the great Greek citiesin thisworld, and
Athenswas but alonely plain where afew shepherds grazed their flocks at the foot of the Acropolis. But
no matter. Anideadoesn't die. It only dumbers and it can aways be resurrected. Tell me, would anyone
have ever heard of the Doriansif they'd stayed up there in the north puttering around the Danube? Just



one more minor central European tribe three thousand years ago, passing the time with their crops and
domestic animals and setting out for an occasiond foray afew miles downstream? Exactly, and enough to
put anyone to deep. But the Dorians didn't stay up there. They had the luck or good sense to come
trotting down here where they could learn to dream, and dream they did, and the result was ancient
Greecein dl its splendor. Ah yes, Munk, the Dorians should be alesson to you. By the way, when you
were on your misson for the Sarahs, how far were you able to trace Strongbow?

South of the Holy Land, that's al. Nothing more specific than that.
No?Wadll it was the Y emen where he ended up, and died.
Strongbow's dead?

Y es, four years ago, just before the war broke out. Appropriate, wasn't it. One of the towering figures of
the nineteenth century, and the successor to the explorations of Johann Luigi Szondi in this part of the
world, dieson the eve of the Great War that will bring an end to his century.

How did you find that out?

How? murmured Sivi. Don't | have areputation for knowing everyone's secrets? Well so | do, but in this
case it was Smpler than that. Strongbow's son told me.

Hisson?1 didn't even know he had a son.
Hedid, but the son'sidentity isaconfidence | can't reved. He's dways gone by a different name.
Munk laughed.

Isthere anyone at dl inthis part of the world who hasn't come to you with their confidences at onetime
or another?

They had returned to the garden. Sivi uncorked the bottle of ouzo standing on the table and sniffed it. He
nodded gpprovingly and filled two glasses.

Teawon't help us now. Ouzo is definitely wanted, asubstantid measure over iceto cloud the clear liquid,
the better to clear our minds as evening fals. Asfor people confiding in me, there must be some who
haven't yet, but then | wouldn't be surprised if they were getting ready to do so this very evening, after
dark of course. You seethetruth is, ajuxtaposition of factsin my case tends to reassure people. On the
one hand it's known that my father was aleader of the Greek war for independence and agreet friend of
Byron. Masculine heroics, in other words, the sound of the bugle and the charge against the oppressor,
flowing capes and drawn swords and fierce eyebrows, the poet-warrior in aheadlong gallop and all that.
Y et on the other hand, it's equally well known that when | attend the opera and take off my evening cape,
the gown and jewe s | will be wearing will be o €egant no woman could possibly hope to match them. |
am, in short, an embodiment of lifé's bizarre contradictions. Therefore trustworthy.

Munk laughed.
What brought Strongbow to mind, Sivi?

Dreams, of course. The dreams we have when we're young.

Ahyes, mused Sivi. My dream at your age was to become a great scholar, and al because of



Strongbow's study.
What?Y ou're not going to tell me you own a set too?

Certainly. Thirty-three volumes on Levantine sex and | shouldn't own them? s such athing conceivable?
But why metoo?

It turned out the Sarahs had a set. None of the men in our family ever knew it.
Svi chuckled happily.

Isthat so? Wl apparently life wasn't as bleak up there as1'd thought. It seems there were certain
diversonson rainy evenings by the Danube when the Sarahs had to stay late at the office. But they were
probably just being sentimenta. The study isn't exactly what people think. Two-thirds of it, infact, is
devoted to describing alove affair Strongbow had with a gentle Persian girl when he was nineteen, the
most complete love story ever told and apastord idyll that could make any woman swoon. Anyway,
what | wanted to do was compose acompanion study on Byzantine sex. Levantineis one thing, but
Byzantine? It could have been truly arresting.

What happened?

| did atwo-page outline and began to have doubts. Strongbow rightly notes that there are nine sexes,
and being only severd of them, how could | attempt to be accurate overal? No, | realized | couldn't be
so | abandoned the project. Such grand designs seem to be no longer possible. Now Alexander the
Great would have been much better prepared for such an undertaking. We know he loved severa
women and anumber of boys, his horse, amale companion or two and at least one eunuch. And if we
know dl that, just imagine what we don't know. Indeed, a person could be more comprehensive in those

days.

Sivi laughed. Heraised his nearly empty glass of ouzo and tipped it, gazing at the milky liquid Ieft in the
bottom. Munk shook his head.

Y ou're not just ashameessromantic, Sivi. Y ou're a shameless aging romantic and that's the very worst
sort. To be young and romantic is understandable. But at your age? After dl the grief and torment you've
seen inthe world?

Sivi nodded. He stroked the end of hiswhite moustache.

It'strue. | used to try to fight it, to get up each morning prepared to curse and be gloomy. An ache here
and a pain there? Neither mind nor body functioning aswell asthe day before? Evidence, you would
think, that the world isindeed a dreadful placeto live. Yes, | had my good intentions of adark nature,
but asit happened they never survived the bedroom where | found myself that morning, no matter how
sordid the place might appear at first glance. I'd wake up and look around me and think, Oh my God,
what have you done now? What have you gotten yourself into thistime? How could you possibly have
behaved that way last night? Y esterday at this hour you were atotal wreck, but to have sunk even
lower?1t'sunimaginable. Thisisthe very end.

And s0 on. Darkness a dawn, in other words. Termina despair a dawn. The worst thoughts to be found
intheland of theliving. But then what did | spy as| lay there beyond hope in that ghastly place? What
else, awindow. Even the most wretched bedroomsin Smyrna have windows. So over to thewindow I'd
go and raise the shade and stick my head out, what little was left of it, and what do you suppose was
waiting for me out there? The Aegean, and the light of the Aegean. And at that moment | knew any
attempt at despair that day could only fail. There was too much to see out there, and to feel and hear and



smell and taste. Sointime | stopped fighting it. | had no choice but to accept my love of life, and of love,
asincurable.

Thentoo | waslazy, which was the real reason | never got on with amassive scholarly study. 1t would
have meant giving up too many things, added Sivi, wagging his head and staring lascivioudy at the thin
milky dregsin hisglass of ouzo.

Munk laughed.
In your hands everything becomes obscene.
Not so, said Sivi. Merely observed initstrue light, which is essentialy sensud.

I'm afraid the sun with itstrue light has dready set, you old rogue. Put down your suggestive glass.

Almost three years passed before Munk found his dream as Sivi had predicted he would, not by the sea
but in the desert. And he did so, curioudly, through the unexpected intercession of hisold friend from the
hectic weeks of the first Balkan war, the diminutive officer who had been the Japanese military attachéin
Congtantinople.

Then Mgor, now Colond, Kikuchi had returned to Japan before the First World War. Toward theend
of thewinter of 1921 he wrote an urgent | etter to Munk from Tokyo saying he had just learned that his
older twin brother, the former Baron Kikuchi, an esthete and collector of French Impressionist paintings,
had converted to Judaism while visiting Jeruslem on hisway home from Europe. He was now resdingin
the town of Safad in Palestine.

The colond explained that his brother's health had aways been delicate and he was concerned about
living conditionsin postwar Paestine. Furthermore, in the last months his brother'sletters had taken on a
new feverish quality that disturbed the colonel, remembering as he did the virulent diseases that had
stricken foreigners exposed to Turkish meat during the days of the Ottoman Empire.

Isthe situation till as dangerous as before the war? wrote the colond in his precise hand. Or havethe
Allies cleaned up the mest in the Middle East? When my brother was a Buddhist he never ate mest, of
course, but now that he'sa Jew | don't know what he might be eating. Please, dear Munk, could you
possibly go to thistown of Safad, which looks pitifully smal on the maps, and seeif my twin brother is
wdl?

Munk cabled that he was on hisway and |eft for Safad immediately. With his affectionate memories of
Colond Kikuchi hewould have gonein any case, but the circumstances particularly intrigued him.

In Safad he learned that the former Baron Kikuchi had pursued rabbinica sudiesthere, specidizingin
medieval Jewish mysticism. He was now known as Rabbi Lotmann, a highly respected but eccentric
figurein occult circles. It seemed he had |eft Safad afew weeks earlier, athough no one could quite
remember the day. Nor could anyone say when he might return, or where he had gone. As Munk
guestioned the scholarsit became obvious they were being evasive.

Why?What were they afraid he might discover?

Y ou know I'm Jewish, said Munk, and of course they did, the Szondi name having been made famous
by the Sarahs. Yet till the scholarswould tel him nothing. Finaly Munk went to the chief rabbi of Safed
to try to find an explanation for the way he had been received.



In the case of Rabbi Lotmann, answered the old man solemnly, the fact that you're Jewish isn't enough.
It's not?

No.

Why?

Because there's more these days. But I'll say nothing more.

Bewildered, Munk went on to Jerusalem hoping to find another man he had met during the first Balkan
war, an Arabic Jew named Stern who ran guns againgt the British and French in the Middle East, an
agent who knew agreat deal about clandestine affairsin Paestine and e sewhere.

Fortunately Stern wasin Jerusalem. As usud he asked Munk for money and Munk gaveit to him. Munk
then explained whom he was seeking and what he had been told in Safad.

Stern nodded. Sowly he smiled.

The Japanese rabbi? Yes, I've heard of him. He's an underground Zionist. Newly involved but very
active.

Munk was astounded. Stern's smile broadened.

| agree, Munk. Stranger things may have happened lately but none that I'm aware of. Therewasa
possibility the British had begun to watch him o it was decided he should go into hiding for awhile.

Where? Turkey? Europe?
Stern shook hishead.

Not that man. Hiding, yes. Running away, no. He's dill here, he'sin the Sinai. St Cathering's monastery.
And I'd advise you to approach him in a circumspect manner. They say he's an expert archer. He can hit
ashilling at ahundred yards.

What?
Stern laughed.

Zen and archery, Munk, the way of the Japanese warrior. It seemsthe former Baron Kikuchi had an
old-fashioned upbringing. And take a coat with you if you're going down to the Sinai. The nights are dtill
very cold down there.

It was Munk'sfirst visit to St Cathering's. He learned that Rabbi Lotmann was using his Japanese name
at the monagtery, to avoid the possibility of informersidentifying him with the Lotmann occultist in Safed
whose clandestine Zionist role was under suspicion. Accordingly, he had presented himsdlf to the Greek
monks of the place as aNestorian Christian from Chinaon a pilgrimageto the Holy Land, hiswish to
gay at St Catherine's motivated by a specid interest in praying on Moses mountain.

Being unfamiliar with Oriental namesin that remote setting, and obliviousto trangtory historical matters,
the monks had readily accepted the presence of a pious Chinese Christian called Baron Kikuchi,
unaware the name couldn't be Chinese, unaware as wdll that the Nestorian community in Chinahad
ceased to exist centuries ago.



During the hours of daylight, Munk wastold, the Chinese pilgrim removed himsdlf to the far sde of the
mountain to pray in solitude at a collapsible dtar he carried over there in two parts, setting up collapsible
dtars on holy mountains evidently being a Nestorian custom.

Upon returning at sundown the Chinese pilgrim ate his evening med and then sat up latein hiscell
praising God by playing music on an unusua stringed instrument thet lay flat on the floor, evidently
another Nestorian custom. This peculiar form of nightly Oriental worship, said the Greek monks, went on
for at least three or four hours every evening.

From its description Munk recognized the stringed instrument as akoto, the ancient Japanese harp he
had heard Colone Kikuchi play in Congtantinople during their rare moments of leisure. Asfor the
collgpgsble dtar in two parts, Munk understood what that was when he saw Rabbi Lotmann returning to
the monastery thet first evening with acylindrica red lacquer case dung over his shoulder and alight thin
canvas case over Six feet long swinging in his hand.

A samurai bow and quiver.

Evidently the former Baron Kikuchi was taking advantage of his stay at the monastery by practicing his
archery.

After the evening meal Munk joined the Greek monks in the dark corridor outside of Kikuchi's cell,
where they regularly gathered each night to it on the floor and listen to Kikuchi's exotic music. The
selections that evening ranged from sacred Japanese court music to Noh drama. Sitting very erectina
forma kimono with hisfeet tucked beneath him, Kikuchi announced each piece beforehand to the
assembly of totaly baffled Greek monks.

The closing sdlection was especidly beautiful to Munk's ear's, athirteenth-century kagura used for the
most solemn Japanese religious rites. Maintaining his disguise, Kikuchi had referred to it asaweird
Chinese composition. In any case the Greek monks found it incomprehensible.

At the conclusion of the concert the Greek monks crossed themsalves and drifted away. Only then did
Munk step forward from the shadows into the doorway of Kikuchi's cell, which waslit by asingle
candle. He had decided to speak in German so they wouldn't be understood by any monk who might il
belingering inthe corridor.

Baron Kikuchi, that waslovely.

Thank you, Sir.

And | suspect it may be the strangest music ever heard at St Catherine's.

| suspect you may beright.

Especidly thelast piece you played. Y our weird Chinese composition, asyou caledit.
Weird, murmured Kikuchi. That'swhat itisdl right.

Because of its semitones?

Wha?

Yes. In fact there were semitones al evening.

Now | think that's definitely weird, said Kikuchi. But why do you think so?



Because I've been told Chinese scales don't have semitones. Japanese scales do.

Isthat s0?'Y ou mean that athough I'm a Chinese pilgrim, my music is Japanese? Thisis certainly getting
weirder dl thetime. Do you think there could be some sort of divine influence radiating from the holy
mountain above us and splitting my tones? Just having them on the spot, so to speak?

Kikuchi laughed gally.

Wil itsweird al right. Weird. | picked theright word. By the way, where did you learn about Orienta
musc?

From afriend. A hero of the Russo-Japanese War who saved his company on abarren Manchurian plain
by piling up the dead horses of the Cossacks as a barricade against their incessant attacks. Later, | might
add, when we were both serving as military attachés in Congtantinople, the meat served by the Turks
was just as bad as any rotting Cossack horse.

The little Japanese aristocrat jumped to hisfeet.
Areyou Munk, then? My brother often spoke of you.

Kikuchi, ddlighted, shook hands. Their conversation lasted most of the night and the next morning they
went out to walk acrossthe hillstogether, talking al the while, Kikuchi occasionaly pausing to tekeaim
at some distant patch of sand and fire off an arrow.

Gentlein manner and tiny in stature, the present Rabbi Lotmann had been born the hereditary leader of a
powerful landowning clan in northern Japan, but both histitle and his numerous estates had passed to his
younger twin when he embraced aforeign religion. To anyone thiswould have been a gtriking testament
of faith, but what most impressed Munk was that Kikuchi had then gone on to become a passionate
Zionig.

Munk himself, although recognizing the apped of Zionism to the oppressed Jews of eastern Europe, had
never taken any particular interest in it himsalf. Somehow it had seemed irrelevant in the Empire of the
Habsburgs before the war.

Y et here was an aristocrat from an utterly dien land hafway around the world, arich esthetefrom a
unique ancient culture who had devoted the firgt thirty-five years of hislife to archery and painting, now
pacing thefoothills of Mt Sinai eagerly quoting Der Judenstaat from memory to prove the absolute
necessity of a Jewish homeland.

Munk was astonished. Thetiny man's fervor was undeniable, his arguments were entirely persuasive.
Munk found himsdlf being drawn in more and more deeply.

On histhird day a the monastery an incident occurred that he would never forget. It waslatein the
afternoon and the two of them were walking aong alower dope of the mountain, a broad descending
sweep of sand. A sharp wind had risen and was buffeting them from the east.

By now Munk was more than alittle dazed by their hours and hours of conversation. The wind distracted
him and he found himsdf listening to it. Kikuchi, noticing this, had been slent for sometime.

All at once Kikuchi stopped in the middle of the expanse of sand and began tracing Japanese characters
with thetip of his bow. Heworked quickly, scrambling up and down the dope dashing away at the sand,
leaving behind him long columns of intricate curves and crossed lines and softened angles that flowed
effortlessy from one complex to the next. When he was finished he came diding down the dope and
stood beside Munk once more, leaning on his bow and smiling up &t his handiwork.



It'sacurgve script, he said. Not much used anymore, I'm afraid. Difficult even for usto understand.
What doesit say? asked Munk dreamily.
Kikuchi laughed.

Severd things. At the beginning up there to the right isahaiku, written by a poor poet upon the death of
his youngest daughter. He had twelve children and they dl died before him, but that little girl washis
favorite. It trandates, The world of dew is a world of dew, and yet. And yet. Beneeth it isthe name of
afamous Shinto shrinein northern Japan where our ancestral lands are. Up at the top again are some
technica termsused in esthetics. Below that the name of the seventh Taoist sage, below that my mother's
name, she taught meto play the koto. The next column is breakfast.

Breakfast? said Munk.

Y es, the bregkfast my brother and | dways ate as boys. Rice and pickles and a certain kind of white fish,
grilled, served cold. Lastly, lower down and off to the left, are two signatures. Baron Kikuchi and Rabbi
Lotmann. The hillsdeisme, in short. Watch.

Hefitted an arrow to his bow and took aim. The arrow sped up the dope and buried itsalf deeply in the
middle of the swirling characters. Munk stared at the arrow standing therein the sand. After amoment
Kikuchi touched him on the deeve.

Wdl|?
I'm sorry, | must have been lost somewhere. What did you say?
Thehillsde, Munk. What do you see?

Munk gazed up & it. The wind was blowing away the characters, filling the lineswith sand. Already they
were mostly obliterated. Only afew dissolving strokes remained here and there. Kikuchi was laughing
loudly, tugging a hisdeeve.

So quickly and nothing but my arrow isleft? What happened to my delicate script? All those beautiful
suggestive characters with the myriad meanings and memories they hold for me. Where have they fled?

By the time the former Baron Kikuchi had retrieved his arrow the sandy dope was bare again, swept
smooth by the wind. The present Rabbi Lotmann snorted and laughed as they turned back toward the
monagtery.

When you told me about your greet-grandfather, Munk, the one who was an explorer, you implied that
some mysterious force had driven him to do so much in only eight years. But | don't think it was
mysteriousat al. | think he decided he wanted to drive an arrow into the hillsde and he did so. Y our
family remembersthat arrow asthe love letters he sent to hiswife. But as marvel ous asthey were, and as
important asthey becameto your family, | don't imagine it was exactly that way for him. For him, the
pride he took in those eight years was his arrow.

Kikuchi snorted, he laughed.

Y es. Despite the ultimate mystery of the universe there's still one small truth we can live by. Choice.
Never merdly to take what we are given or inherit, but to choose. It may not seem like much but it'sthe
difference between meaning and memories that disappear in the sand, and something that doesn't. Choice
isthe arrow. For then, at least, we play apart in making ourselves.



The next morning Munk said he was going away for afew daysto be with himsdlf. In answer Kikuchi
merely nodded, hisface expressonless.

The nightly koto concert was dready underway the evening Munk arrived back at St Catherine's. Quietly
he walked down the corridor to Kikuchi's cell, with a chair and large case, and sat down in the doorway.
The Greek monks looked at him in surprise but Kikuchi seemed not to take any notice.

Thefirgt notes from Munk's cello blended uneasily with the koto, but after afew minutes the two men
found their way together and the music from their instruments mixed richly in accord.

Kikuchi smiled happily up a him.

A wise decison, Munk, an arrow in the hillsde. Thereis never any better cause than ahomeland for
peoplewho lack it. And tonight, | think, we are definitely hearing the strangest music ever played at St
Catherine's.

After he had begun his Zionig activitiesin Jeruslem, Munk returned to St Catherine'sto visit Rabbi
Lotmann. He could see the Japanese wasn't well and Lotmann finaly admitted he was suffering from
some severe unknown ailment that caused him to pass excessive water. Medica treatment in Palestine
was inadequate and his condition had worsened in recent weeks. Munk urged histeacher to return to
Japan to receive proper care. Reluctantly Lotmann agreed it was the best course.

Onthelast day of May the two men stood on apier in Haifa. There were tearsin Munk's eyes but
Lotmann's face wasimpassive.

I'll be back soon, he whispered.

Of course.

No later than the beginning of the year.
Good.

Tiny Rabbi Lotmann reached into the cart that held his luggage and removed the quiver made of red
lacquer and the familiar long thin canvas case.

I've never been without these, said Kikuchi. I'm not sure exactly how old they are, they've beenin my
family avery long time. But now that my true homeis here, I'd like them to stay here. Y ou'll keep them
until I return?

Certanly.
Lotmann smiled and took atiny gold pocket watch out of hisvest. He placed it in Munk's hand.

| found this some years ago in an antique shop in Bade. What appealed to me was the extraordinary
miniaturization. Can you imagine how small the parts must beto fit insde this case? But look, they're even
smdller than you think. Theré's more going on ingde this watch than anyone could ever suspect. Likethe
universe?

Kikuchi laughed and pressed the button that opened the lid. Munk found himsdlf staring at a blank



enamel face. Lotmann pressed the button again and the blank face clicked back to revea another watch,
the face normd in appearance but with the minute hand moving at the speed of a second hand, the
second hand ablur. Kikuchi pressed the button once more to reved athird face, so normal in
gppearance but with both hands seemingly stationary.

They're moving, said Lotmann, but very dowly. Depending on the temperature and tides and your mood,
it takes the second hand two or three hoursto make afull traversal.

He snorted and laughed.

You'l dso keep thisfor me, Munk? I've dways been fond of it and it would make me happy to know it's
herewaiting for me. For my return.

The ship'swhistle blew. Kikuchi went on board and stood by therailing. Asthe ropesfdl and the ship
drew away from the pier, Munk thrust the samurai bow in the air in slute. For along time he stood there
watching the ship become smdler, thetiny gold watch clicking al but inaudibly next to his ear, rendering
time dow and fast and nonexistent.

Anantique shopin Bade.

One of the masterpieces of miniature clockwork constructed long ago by the father of Johann Luigi
Szondi?

That summer Lotmann wrote that he had been diagnosed as a diabetic and confined to hishomein
Kamakura. There helived for the next quarter of acentury, trandating the Talmud into Japanese and
eagerly awaiting Munk's monthly reports on Zionist progressin Paestine.

But the gentle Kikuchi twins seemed destined for violent ends. In 1938 Munk learned that Generd
Kikuchi had been grotesquely murdered on the night his army occupied Nanking. And then latein 1945
the genera’s widow wrote that Rabbi Lotmann had died in an American fire-bomb raid toward the end
of the war, amysterious passing that consumed him and dl histrandationsin asudden bal of firewhile
leaving his house and the garden where he was working untouched.

To Munk, Lotmann's death was inevitably reminiscent of the chariot fire that had carried the rabbi's
favorite prophet, Elijah, to heaven in awhirlwind.

Thewind waswhistling through the aleys of the Old City early one March morning in 1925 when the
Patriarch of the Syrian Greek Church in Aleppo rose from the poker table. The other three visitorsto the
game, awedthy Sumatran daver and two Belgian embezzlers of food relief funds from Handers, had
dropped out shortly before dawn. The session had begun at noon the previous day and everyone was
exhausted. Both Cairo and Munk were dumped in their chairswith their eyes haf closed.

Mogt curious, murmured the Patriarch, alarge man with amassive gray beard and watery eyes. Joe had
risen respectfully with the Patriarch and now stood with his head cocked, sipping from hisglassand
ligening attentively.

How's that, Father?

The symmetry of it. Those three men who left dl lost agreat ded of money, but by amounts differing as
much as severd thousand pounds. Y et the three of you here have come out winning amost exactly equa



amounts, while I've ended exactly even. How strangeit was. | admit it seemed to be heading that way
sometime ago, but | just couldn't believeit.

Game of chance, Father. No way of foreseeing how the cards are going to account for themselves.
Divineintervention in my case, mused the Patriarch. The neutraity of providence. It was uncanny.
It may be s0, Father. Me, | wouldn't be knowing about such higher designsand all.

A veritable heavenly design, mused the Patriarch. God's very hand at work, showing methefutility of this
way of life. Teling meto put this affliction behind me.

Affliction, Father?

Gambling. Throwing away the Church's money on cards. At awicked table likethis, usng the
contributions meant for the poor to pursue my own evil gratification. For years1've sinned in this manner
but I never will again.

Oh | don't know, Father. Asfar as| can see cardsjust come and go like that wind outside. Pure chance
inthedleysof Jerusdlemisadl | see,

The Patriarch smiled dreamily through hiswatery eyes.

Perhapsit'sthat way for you, my son, but no longer for me. This night, through Hismercy, | have been
freed from my vice forever. Divineintervention was at work here. The Almighty's hand was upon me.

Too lofty for me, Father. But thisis certainly ablustery March morning on the heights of the Holy City.
Sign of anew season, | suppose.

A new season for the soul, mused the Patriarch. My soul.

Cairo scratiched himsdlf. He seemed to have been growing increasingly restless during the conversation.
Curled up on his shoulder, as s0 often, was afurry white little creature apparently adeep, its head and tail
tucked away out of sight. A loud fart suddenly cracked againgt Cairo's chair when the Patriarch said my
soul. Cairo looked up and grinned.

Y ou know what | think, Father? | think some peopl€'s souls must resemble monkeys. Y ours, for
example. Ridiculous.

The startled Petriarch, in hisnew state of grace, recovered from the insult amost immediately. He smiled
benignly in answer and made the sign of the cross over Cairo's head.

No thanks, Father. And speaking of monkeys, | own one. He helps remind me what people are up to
when they're sounding high-minded. Bongo, say hello to this pious crooked fresk who calshimsdlf a
patriarch.

Upon hearing its name the ball of white fluff on Cairo's shoulder erupted. Ingtantly the little albino monkey
legpt to itsfeet, its bright aquamarine genitas thrust forward, and began masturbating itsalf vigoroudy
with onefist and then the other, dternating hands every few seconds to maintain speed, not missing a
snglefurious stroke.

The Patriarch reared back in horror. Munk laughed. Joe took the Patriarch by the arm and quickly
steered him toward the door.

May God have mercy on that man, murmured the Patriarch.



Never mind, Father, said Joe, you can never tell what sort of horrid eementsaregoingtoturnup at a
poker game. Y ou're best out of it and that's for sure. There are people who've missed the path, that's all,

| mean hopeless cases. A crazed Arab with awhite monkey on his back? Obvioudy he's got troubles,
both of them have, or they wouldn't be carrying on like that. Forget about it, | say, you can't save them
al. Some have to drop by the wayside and that's the truth. Lost cases, hopeless. There are alot of
wrecks like that around here, especiadly here, Jerusalem seemsto attract wrecks. They'relooking for the
cure of course, deathly ill in their heads and in need of afast miraclein the Holy City. Depraved, that's all,
better to forget it. Back in Aleppo thingswill be different, better, looking up. Sure.

Joe eased the Petriarch out into the aley and came back and collgpsed in achair. Thelittle albino
monkey had curled up again on Cairo's shoulder.

A disgraceful deception, said Munk, smiling. His merciful hand? As| recal | saw the Almighty'shand
hoisting aglass of illegd Irish spirits only aminute ago.

By God and not a bit of it, whereé's your heart for grace this morning? Are you of the same opinion,
Caro?

It took three hours longer than it should have, muttered Cairo. He should have been out of here before
dawn with those other scoundrels.

Wl of course, said Joe, | know that and I'm sorry. But that large sneaky article with hiswatery eyesjust
refused to see the light before dawn. Staying on here like he did, still hoping hisluck was going to go up
or down while your loca bogman was dumping contrary evidence dl over the table. Well he came
around inthe end, but Christ it's hard maintaining that kind of balancing act.

How much was the difference? asked Munk, rubbing his eyes and yawning.

His money you mean? Twenty hoursfrom arriva to departure and heleft two shillings ahead. But that's
what he paid for minera water, so your man came out exactly on theline. Not a hapenny above or
below.

Marvelous, Joe.
But wasit worth those three extra hours? asked Cairo, aso yawning.

My God it seemsto meit was. Seemsto methat any bloody Church situated in athieves den like
Aleppo, and finding itself both Syrian and Greek in the bargain, needs dl the honest help it can get, and
especidly at the top which iswhere we started. Seems to me the devious machinations going on in such
an enterprise must be staggering. Syrian tricks and Greek tricks and God as afront for the two of them?
Frightening, | say. Perversity itsalf and just crying out for reform at the top.

Cairo smiled. Munk laughed. Asthey douched intheir chairs, too weary to rouse themselvesto leave, an
eerie baying sound, soft and distant, suddenly swelled and filled the room.

What was that? asked Munk.

Of courseit wasthe wind outsde, said Joe quickly, sitting up and whistling. Hear it? Just the wind
outside but with the twists and turns of the aleysthrowing it off-center.

It didn't seem to come from outside, said Munk. | swear it sounded asif it werein here.

From the corner, added Cairo.



Yes| thought so too, said Munk. The corner where the sefeiis.
The safe? asked Cairo.

| Swesr it.

Insde the safe, Munk?

It sounded that way to me.

Here here, said Joe. | do believe we're dl so exhausted we're hearing noisesin our heads. Next thing that
giant stone scarab is going to start talking to us from the other corner. Could it be s0? Let'stipan ear in
that direction.

Joe cupped his hand over his mouth and arasping voice rose from the corner where the huge squat
scarab watched them with ady smile carved onitsface.

Ah ha, doomed mortals. Did you really believe you could learn the scarab's secret? Never, | say.
It's locked here in my black heart for all time, still as stonein the smiling scarab of eternity.

Thevoicetralled off in cackling laughter. Munk and Cairo groaned. Joe nodded thoughtfully.

Wl what do you make of that? Quite plainly wereal in need of somerest after along thing night &t the
gaming table. Now | was the one who kept you here so it's only right | do the cleaning up while you both
go home to the comfy rest you're deserving. No that's fine, no objections, | know my duty when | seeit.
Herewe go, my Munk. Give usahand there, Cairo lad. My God but the two of you are dreadfully heavy
when not in motion.

Joe got them both to their feet and pushed them out into the aley. He stood there smiling and waving as
they walked away, but the moment they turned the corner he dipped back inside and closed the door.
He dropped into achair and put hisfeet up on the table, muttering to himsalf.

By Chrigt, that was too close by far. Another minute and the great skin would have surfaced and we'd
have been for it, the secret of the caverns done and finished and no return.

He sat up. The handle on thetall antique Turkish safe was turning. Hinges creaked. The door opened and
Ha Harun stepped out into the room carrying a pile of neatly folded laundry, hisram's horn under his
am,

Oh hdllo, Prester John. | thought you'd be homein bed by now.

Thought so too but | got carried away last night, divingly intervening with amerciful hand and so forth.
Is something the matter? Y ou look upset.

Just with mesdlf | am. We nearly had a disaster here.

What happened?

There were early morning rumors that the Crusaders were coming back.

What? Again? And were just Sitting here? Quick, we must sound the alarm and go to our podsts.



Hold on there, it was arumor merely and it turned out not to be so. Isn't that lovely?
Hg Harun sighed and his hemet went awry, releasing ashower of rust into his eyes.
It certainly is. What ardlief.

Precisdy my fedings.

Well tell me aboutt it

About what?

Therumor.

Ohyes. Wl it seemsthe sightings were real enough. The Crusaders had set out dl right, over their
headsin clanking armor and monstrous horses and lumbering siege machines, swords banging and clubs
swinging and studded maces and heavy lances dl clanging together, the full regdiait was.

Tears had cometo Hg Harun's eyes.
Please, hewhispered. | know what they look like.

Hey I'm sorry, of course you do. Well what happened was that these noble Christian knights got asfar as
Congtantinople and decided to take a break there and maybe give that good Christian city agood
Christian sack, and the sack turned out to be so much fun and the killing and burning so satisfactory,
dividing dl that Christian loot so enjoyable, such agood game dl around up there, that they just called it a
day and never left to push on down to Jerusalem.

That was the Fourth Crusade, said Hg Harun, wiping the tears out of his eyes, smiling now and fully
recovered.

Exactly. It was.
And the Fifth through the Ninth Crusades will amount to very little.

I'm glad to hear that. It means you and | will have some time to ease up around here and get somerest.
Well | seeyou're carrying your reliable ram's horn. Some blast that was, the number you gave usafew
minutes back.

| was at the end of the tunnel approaching the ladder.

| see. Wereyou just treating yoursalf to atoot or was there deadly intent behind the signa?
| thought | saw someone lurking behind arock.

Ah,

But it was only my imagination.

Only that, you say?

Yes, it was a shadow cast by my torch.

They dothat, | know it. And how was it down there? Anything specia to report?

No. | wasjust doing my laundry down on the Persian levdl.



Why that eraprecisay?

Their mountain water is very fresh and sparkling.

| see.

And then | waswaiting for it to dry. | like to hang my laundry out overnight.
Do you now. And why might that be?

It gets much whiter.

So it does. But why?

Themoon.

Of course, | forgot.

Laundry gets much whiter in moonlight, you see.

| do now athough | didn't before. Fresh facts have away of just popping up.
Look here, Prester John. Have you ever seen dishcloths as white as these?
Surdly never. Remarkably white they are.

Thank you. Would you liketo go for awak?

Fine, very fine. | do sensethe need for fresh air, to clear the mind after a smoky night at thetable. A
walk, yes, that's the job wanted.

They locked the ram's horn in the safe and | eft, Hg Harun taking his dishcloths with him and proudly
holding them up to show to the people they passed on the Street.

That'sit, thought Joe, the evidenceis continuing to mount in the cause of lunacy. Just no holding it back
astime goes on and comes around. Striking, it is. Impressive, it is. More so every day | live.



-7-
Ha Harun

It wasn't my physical condition that caused me trouble during the Persian occupation. It was the
fact that as a result of those sexual experiences, | was incoherent for the next hundred years.

Hg Harun and O'Sullivan Beare were gtrolling through the Modem Quarter in agenerdly easterly
direction.

Just ahead, said Hg Harun, isafamous Crusader church. Do you know it?
St Ann's, you mean. | do.

And have you visited the grotto?

Birthplace of the mother of our Blessed Virgin. | have.

Ha Harun nodded pensively.

Then perhaps you can tell me why so many important eventsin the Gospelstook place in grottoes. Why
wasthat s0? Why did everything happen in caves? Was it more comforting?

Caves, muttered Joe. It started out as an underground religion, like most | suppose. But listen, why isit
you tak so little when Cairo and Munk are around? Don't you like them?

Ohyes| do, said Hg Harun shyly. Infact | like them very much. They're kind and gentleand | admire
their determination. They're good men.

And s0? Why don't you fed you can talk around them?

Ha Harun turned to Joe and opened his mouth. Most of histeeth were gone, only afew stumps
remained.

Rocks, he whispered. For two thousand years people have thrown rocks at me and run after meyelling
insults because they said | wasafool. Well maybel am.

Joe put his arm around the old man's shoulders.

Here now, what'sthisall of asudden? Y ou're not afool, we know that. The city depends on you, it's
survived because of you. Y ou're the one who patrols the walls and guards the gates and sounds the dlarm
when the enemy's coming. If you weren't here who would rebuild the city after it's destroyed? How
would the mountain keep growing higher? Who would take care of the caverns?

Ha Harun lowered his head. He was weeping quietly.

Thank you, Prester John. | know I've dwaysfailed but it still means agreat ded to me to have someone
know I'vetried.

Not tried man, said Joe, you did it. Now get ahold of yoursdlf and |et'sforget this nonsense.
Ha Harun wiped hiseyes. Ashe did hishelmet tipped and released a new shower of rust in hisface. The



tears began to flow again.

Thank you, he whispered. But you seeit's going to take me time to get used to having friendsagain. To
be ableto trust people again. After so much ridicule and humiliation, and the daps and the kicks and the
punches that go with it, you can't help but be afraid. When we met and you believed what | said rather
than beating me when | said it, that was wonderful, the best thing that had happened to mein two
thousand years, ever Sncel lost my credibility in Jerusdem. But | don't want to rush thingswith Munk
and Cairo, | have to have some confidence in myself again. I'm so afraid they might think 1 was mad and
it'sterrible when people think that, it hurts much more than the dgps and the kicks and the punches. Y ou
can understand that, can't you? Please? A little?

Of course | can, dl of it. Now then, let's both of us stand up straight. I1t'saMarch morning and spring is
coming and we're walking through the streets of your city. Let's smiletoo.

Ha Harun tried to smile and ashy little twisted grin flickered across his face. Two well-dressed young
men were going by and he tentatively held up one of his newly laundered dishclothsto show them. With a
single glance they took in the dishcloth and the old man's faded yellow cloak, his spindly legs and bare
feet, hisrusty Crusader's helmet with the two green ribbons tied under his chin.

Asif on command the two young men noisily coughed up phlegm and spat into the gutter. They both
turned their heads away as they went striding by, one holding his nose and the other making an obscene
gediure.

Ha Harun dropped the dishcloth to hisside and shrank back against thewadll, cringing patheticadly. An
enormous Sigh escaped hislips.

Y ou see? he whispered sadly. The younger generation doesn't believein meat al. They think I'm just a
usdessold man.

What? said Joe. Those fat werewolves from the merchant class? Who cares about them? They've
aready taken aturn on their morning hookahs and they're so dazed they couldn't believe in anything. The
hell with them, we were talking about Munk and Cairo, two very fine gents. | mean | don't think you have
to worry with the likes of aMunk or a Cairo.

Maybel dont, but | still fed shy around them. Anyway atime will come, Prester John, and I'd rather
wait until | fed easy about it. | do like them though. 1sn't that enough for now?

Itis, certainly, so let'sbe on our way. Say, did | ever tell you | used to have aregular name before |
cameto Jerusaem five years ago?

Everyone adways has other names before they come here.

| believeit. But how would you like to call me by this other name oncein awhile?
Hag Harun looked puzzled.

Why?

Just so | won't be confused, just because it was the name | was born with. Sometimes | do get confused
when we're together. Y ou know, time and dl, it can beajumble.

Timeis, murmured Hg Harun.

By God | know it, but just occasiondly. O'Sullivan Beare'sthe name. Or just O'Sullivan if that seemstoo



long.

That'slIrish.

That'swhat it isdl right. Now can you useit now and then so | can keep mysdlf straight?
If youwish.

Y es, that would be nice,

They waked into the garden in front of St Ann's and sat down on abench. Hg Harun untied the two
green ribbons under his chin, removed his rusty helmet and held it out to Joe.

Do you seethese pardld dents on each side, O'Rourke? | got them one day five or six hundred years
ago when | was on my way out of the grotto in this church.

A fight to the finish, wasit? Y ou were emerging from the caverns and the Crusaders had the exits
blocked?

Ohno. That is, | was emerging from the caverns but there was no one around at al, unfortunately for me.
Y ou remember how low the celling is on the stairway up from the grotto? Well my torch had gone out
and it was night and | kept banging my head with every step | took. Finally | became so angry | butted
the ceiling and got stuck.

Stuck?

My helmet did, O'Banion, in acleft between two rocksin the calling. And then | lost my footing and there
| was hanging in mid-air by my helmet. | fdt like the top of my head was coming off.

Awful, I know thefeding. | have it some mornings mysdf. How did you escape?

| didn't. | had to hang there the rest of the night. The next day a group of pilgrims came dong at last and
freed me by pulling on my legs, which wasterrible. Then | redly felt asif the top of my head was coming
off.

Hg Harun stirred uneedily.

ODonndI?

Yes?

ODriscoll?

Still here asbest | can be.

Y ou know al a once my mind seemsto be a perfect blank.
Why?

| can'timagine. I'll haveto think about it

Good.

But that won't help, will it, if my mind's a perfect blank to begin with? Oh dear, | just seem to be going
around in circlestoday.



Suddenly Hg Harun laughed.
| know why itis. It's because were here. Thisisavery specia placeto me.

The old man chuckled and put his helmet back on his head. He drifted over to the church where a part of
thewadll atracted his attention. He examined himsdf carefully in asmall nonexistent mirror, then stepped
back to examine himsdlf again in afull-length, nonexistent mirror. All the while he was humming and
amiling and raising and lowering his eyebrows.

Seems unusualy concerned with his gppearance, thought Joe.
OBrien?
Yes?

I've never seen ahelmet with more dentsin it than mine, and isn't that just like history? Always new
blowsto the head? Inevitable blowsit would seem?

Seems 0, yesit does.

But there are other momentsin life, O'Connor, truly unforgettable moments. Herein this garden, for
example, in my youth.

Y our youth? A journey, I'd say. How far back are we going?
To the Persian occupation. Oh those were the days, you can't imagine.
Hg Harun laughed softly.

Such long lazy afternoons, O'Dair. | ate garlic incessantly during the Persian occupation and aways wore
my leather bracelet, the one with theright testicle of adonkey insdeit.

Do you say that. Why these customs?

To increase my sexua powers.

Ah.

Y es. And when it was hecessary | induced abortions through the mouth.
By way of, you mean?

No, out of. That could still be done then.

| see.

And | had to do it frequently because | was very active with the ladies. Feverish days, O'Casey, when
the Persians were here.

Feverish?
Sex. Just sex and more sex. Rampant sex. | wasinsatiable.
Groin fever in other words. Couldn't get enough of it?

No, never. Not until the princess finally accepted me as her lover. | even remember the year. It was 454



B.C.

True? Garlic and adonkey's right one doing thejob in 454 B.C.? That strikes me as uncommonly precise
dating for you. Generdly an eraisas close aswe get.

But I'm not in error on thisone. My experiences that year were wholly unique. Let me show you whereit
Started.

Joe followed him across the garden. Hgj Harun kept stopping to admire flowers, referring to each one as
aSolomon's-sedl.

How can that be? asked Joe. They'redl different. Don't they have different names?

Not here. Here every flower is a Solomon's-sedl. Do you see that pool, O'Nolan?

Oh nullify me, | do.

Wl that'swhere | met her, right there. And she was holding a Solomon's-sedl in her hand.
Who?

The princess.

Wheré€sthe sun gone? said Joe. Why isit looking like rain?

Joe sat beside the poal rolling a cigarette while Hg Harun roamed around the edge of the water,
absent-mindedly straying into the mud. Every so often he paused and shouted.

Right here, O'Ryan. The pool was aso called Bethesda then, did you know that?

O'Ryan am | now, muttered Joe. A congtdlation prizeif that's any help when Jerusdlem timeis out of
control. Daft heavens above and a daft gathering of the clans below in the Holy City, everybody's Holy

City.
He leaned back against the bank and closed his eyes.

It smdlled likerain but it was agood time for anap dl the same. Late game last night persuading a
patriarch from Aleppo to see through hiswatery eyes. And too much poteen for sure so forty winks, why
not

The cigarette fell out of hishand. His head rested on the grass. From far away afaint wail cametohimin
hisdeep.

I'm sinking, O'Meara. Snking.

And so0 heis, thought Joe, and so are we al. Hour by hour and day by day, that's what's happening to us.
O'Boyle, clay feet, wailed the voice, louder now and much closer.

That'sit al right, thought Joe. That's what we have and none other.

O'Halloran, please

A voice of desperation? Joe opened his eyes and saw Hg Harun stranded in the middle of the pool. The



old man had wandered in to see hisreflection in the water and gotten stuck in amudhole. Hewasin up to
his knees and unable to move. Joe scrambled around to find a pole and pulled the old man out.

A closecdl, whispered Hg Harun.

No it wasn't that bad, said Joe. The water's not very deep.

Not very deep? Two thousand four hundred years ago is not very deep?

Oh that'sright, | wasforgetting. Now just sit down here beside me where you'll be safe.
Hag Harun smiled and did so.

It'sjust aswell, he whispered. | shouldn't have been over there shouting in the first place. It wouldn't do
to have other people overhear. It might excite them too much. | mean sexud exploitslikethat are
unheard of today.

All true.
Well, whispered Hg Harun, where shdl | begin?
At the beginning | suppose. Right here by the pool where you met her.

All right, said Hgj Harun proudly. And will you keep in mind that | was quite adifferent person in those
days?

I will.
Not at dl what you see today? Strong and energetic in my youth? At the peak of my sexual powers?

The very peak, yes.

Wl then, | met this Pergan princess here and she was so beautiful | immediately fell inlove with her. |
told her so and she was d so taken with me. But first, she said, she wanted to be sure | could truly satisfy
her. Of course| already had a great reputation in such matters but still she wanted to be sure, given the
fact that she was a princess from Persawhile | wasjust ayouth in conquered Jerusalem.

Given. And s0?

And so she said she would set three tasks for me to accomplish. Thefirst task wasto cometo her castle
on the next full moon and deflower eighty virginsfrom her court, in one night, without gaculaing.

Saints preserve us. You were at apeak in those days.
And that was only thefirgt task of three. Areyou gill with me, OMacCarthy?

| am in one guise or another, some as unheard of asthe sexud adventures of your youth. Now pleaseto
proceed. How went this heroic effort?

Asrequired. Fortified by garlic and wearing my lesther bracelet and bursting with love for the princess, |
did what was necessary.

The donkey's right one was there on thejob, | can seethat.

Indeed it was. And then the next morning the princess presented me with my second task. | wasto spend
one full month standing naked in her court with afull erection, and the ladies of the court wereto come



and go asthey pleasad in any Sate of undress, fondling me asthey might as frequently asthey might,
while | was neither to gaculate nor go limp in dl that time. | wasto begin thistask, O'Gara, on the next
full moon.

| sensealunar presencein dl thistoo. Next?

The full moon came and | took up my position. It was agony but so grest was my love for the princess, |
managed it. The month was over at last and the princess was growing eager, | could seethat.

| can too.
Awed even.
And no wonder, | say. Thethird and last task then?

She was secretive, shewouldn't tell mewhat it was going to be. Return at the next full moon, she said, for
adeed that will take forty daysto perform.

Lunar presence confirmed and a surprise performance surfacing. How to prepare for such achronic
sexud task of unknown nature?

Hag Harun smiled.
Galic.

Ah, | wasforgetting.

| ate garlic.

Youdid, it'strue.
Whole bowls of garlic.
Of courseyou did.
Then| ate more.

| see.

And more. Yes.
Moredtill.

Good.

Y et more.

Fine

And more and more and more garlic, just on and on and on.

Oh God that's enough man, my stomach's on fire dready, let's go to the event. The night finally came, the
full moon was overhead. What state of mind?

No mind, whispered Hg Harun. | wastoo hot insde. Firesraged within me and flames shot from every
orifice, | swear it.



You don't haveto, | can seeit happening. Y ou were roaring to explode when the princess presented you
with your third and find task.

| was, | truly was. Love had overwhelmed me.
Oh Chrigt man, on with it. Three hundred women? All a once? | can't tand it.

No, whispered Hg) Harun. | was ready for something like that but it turned out | was going to be with
only onewoman.

One? True? Isthat dl?

Y es, but that was enough, O'Donoghue. In the princess's court, it seemed, was avery large woman who
was round and thick in every part, with a measureless treasure and an inexhaudtible appetite to have it
filled. All day shelay with haf-closed eyesthinking of nothing else, and why? Because thislarge and
round and thick woman, sadly, had never had her treasure filled and her appetite daked. Never once.
Can you imagine her physical and emotiond state?

No | can'. It was a case of many having tried, yet never had the large round woman's eyes closed more
or opened |less? Isthat the way it was? No satisfaction ever? Oh help.

That's exactly the way it was. And my third and last task was to do this woman's business unrelentingly
for forty days and nights and thereby bring off success.

Not ajob for acasual interloper.
By no means, O'Sullivan.
Whao?

O'Reilly, I meant. Well | approached the sumptuous couch of this enormous femal e creature, breathing
my withering fumes, and what a creation she was. Her breasts were as vast as sand dunesin the desert,
her bellies were amass of heaving mountains and at the base of these | ofty ranges was an immense
dripping tangle exuding the steam and the gases and the juices of aprimeva jungle. Although to be frank,
I've never redlly seen ajungle.

In short?

In short she was as magnificent a creature as God ever made, and there was no question she would test
al my powers.

I'mtired dready.

Ha. | went to work and at the end of ten days one of the princess's handmaidens tiptoed in to see how
matters were progressing. She whispered into the ear of my female continent, whose eyes now seemed
dightly more open, dightly more dert.

Has hetired yet? asked thelittle girl.
N00000000000, came the rumbling gurgle from degp down in the mountain benesth me.
Isthat the truth?

Itis, O'Shea. And when thelittle girl returned again at the end of twenty days, she could see without
asking that my continent's eyes were round and bulging, glassy and unfocused.



Oh my God. At theend of thirty days what further developments?

That'swhen it began. First amuffled groan from the hinterland, then one vast prolonged spasm moving
down her centrd ridge. And s0 it was to continue for the next ten days, O'Haherty, ten full days without
rest or interruption. Eyes clamped shut, screams and gurgles and hiccups shaking the jungles and
mountains and desertsfor ten full days. So long had she been waiting for that moment that when it
arrived, it arrived with force and duration.

Amazing.

Y es, O'Regan. Then on the fortieth day, spent, sherolled over and began to snore at last.
Atlast| say, at last | repeet, agreed. What an ordedl. And the princess accepted you after that?
Shedid.

Lovdly.

It was, O'Leary. Infact it wasincomparable.

| can bdlieveit.

Joe stood and lit a cigarette. He walked up the bank.

| think it'sgoing torain, he said.

Hag Harun turned and gazed at him. He smiled.

What do you mean, O'Geraty? It israning.

Joe shrugged.

You'reright. You know maybe it would be better if you caled me Prester John after dl. Maybe | could
keep track of mysdlf better that way.

Asyou wish.
Yes.

See here, said Hagj Harun as he climbed up the bank and looked back at the muddy pool. Do you redlize
those adventures | had while winning the heart of the princesswere the talk of Jerusalem for centuries?

| didn't, no, but | can understand it. Spectacular, that's what they were.

Later on they even wrote them down as storiesin books. But do you know they never once mentioned
my name? Not once? They always attributed those adventures to others, to people whose namesthey
made up.

Maybe it's that way, said Joe. Maybe we never hear about the real heroes. Maybe that's what being a
herois.

Likethe dentsin my hemet, you mean?
How'sthat?

No one knows how they got there except me.



True.

Curious, murmured Hg Harun.

Hold on there, said Joe, | just thought of something. Haven't you always told me that it was during the
Persian erawhen you began to lose your influence in Jeruslem?

That'sright.

Wl did it have something to do with the princess and your heroic exploits on her bendf? Were you just
completely worn out or something like that? Staggering exploits after all.

Hg Harun sghed.

It wasn't my physical condition that caused me trouble during the Persian occupation. It was the fact that
asaresult of those sexual experiences, | wasincoherent for the next hundred years. | wastotaly
preoccupied with visons of sex, which severdly limited my vocabulary. When | opened my mouth the
only wordsthat came out were things like cunt and lick and fuck and suck. They hadn't been bad words
when the princess and | were whispering them to each other, but afterward, with the generd public, their
connotations seemed to change. They no longer seemed acceptable. To befrank, | could only use about
adozenwordsinall.

Limited, yes. | see.

And after ahundred years of that no one took me serioudy anymore. Especialy my speechesin the
marketplace. Before then it had been my oratory that swayed people and made me influentid in
Jerusalem, but during that hundred years when | was using only a dozen words, people got in the habit of

laughing a me.
| see.

So by thetime | could spesk normaly again my credibility was gone. Not that | blame my fellow citizens,
it was my own fault. After dl, if you said good morning to a person and they always answered by
shouting cunt, and then you said good afternoon to them and they aways shouted lick, and you said
good evening to them and they always shouted fuck, and you wished them a nice weekend and they
aways shouted suck, how would you view them after awhile?

Not too optimigticaly.
And &fter it had gone on for ahundred years?
Pessmidicaly.

Of course, said Hg) Harun with asigh, and that's what happened to me. But if | could go back I'd do it
al again, | wouldn't change athing. I'd love the princessjust as | did then, even though | knew it would
causemy ruin.

True?
Ha Harun smiled shyly. He nodded.

Ohyes, Prester John, absolutely. We're holy men now, you and |, and our concerns are spiritual ones.
But even asingle night with the princessisworth acentury of incoherency.



Ah, now that's afine sentiment.
And it'sworth the twenty-three centuries of abuse and ridicule and humiliation.
Fine, very fine.

Y es, Prester John. If we were young again, | tell you, the ladieswould know it. They'd hear our knock
on the door and see the gleam in our eye and know our intent.

Wed be lusty, you say? Not taking no for an answer? Doing a proper passionate job in Jerusalem?
Giving the dear sweet souls God's gift, murmured Hgi Harun. Unabashedly giving them love.
Unabashedly, | say. Why not.

But unfortunately were no longer young, Prester John, and we have our mission before us.

Before us, yes, dong with arainy March day in 1925. Well | do fed like I'm going the other way
sometimes, but do you know how old | am according to the calendar?

Y ounger than | am, certainly.
True. Soon to celebrate my twenty-fifth birthday to be exact.
But of course that's gpparent age, which doesn't mean anything here.

| do know it. That information was passed on to me during my first foodless daysin the Holy City. By the
baking priest who gave me this uniform and awarded me the Victoria Cross and set me up in resdence at
the Home for Crimean War Heroes. Take the uniform and the medal for bravery, he said, apparent age
isno problem in Jerusdlem. So said the former MacMagl n mBo, baking priest and my first benefactor
here.

Ha Harun leaned over and picked up aflat worn stone. He peered into it.
The baking pries, you say?

That'swho heis, the very article. And when | ceased to be a Poor Clare nun upon my arrival here and
joined the ranks of the Jerusalem unemployed, outcasts on the summit, he was the one who put me on

my fest.
| know him, announced Hg Harun, till peering into the flat worn stone.

You do?
He dways bakes hisloaves of bread in the same four shapes, | beieve.
That'shimadl right.

Onein the shape of hishomeland and one for his God, athird in the shape of the land where he gave up
fruitless strife, and afourth in the shape of Jerusalem where he found peace.

All true, that's him. Ireland, the Cross, the Crimeaand Jerusaem.
And that's al he does. He bakes and bakes his four shapesin the Old City and is content.

Very true. But how do you happen to know him?



I've known him avery long time, ever snce he arrived. Hisroleisatraditional one here.
Ah. And when did he arrive?

Inthefirgt century. Soon after Christ died.

Ah,

Y es. Baking his bread in the OId City, a cheerful man then asnow. Givento little dancesin front of his
oven as he shovelsin his dough and shovels out his bread, sanda's clapping on the stones as he does his
little dances.

That'shim.

Bits of wisdom flying between the loaves, and laughter and merriment and rhymes aswdll, talesto hum to
and agay glint dwaysin hiseye.

By God, for sure.

A cheerful man, our baking priest, weve dwaysrelied on him. Of course we have. We couldn't possibly
get dong without him.

Ha Harun looked up from the stone mirror. He smiled.

Y es. Jerusdlem must have its merry baking priest with hisleaven and hislaughter, hisleaven and his
dancesin front of hisoven. He gives us something we in the Holy City must have, something smple yet
specid that we will never be able to do without. And we're thankful for that

I'm ready, whispered Joe. That something is?
Ha Harun nodded gently.

Bread, Prester John. Even here men can't live by spirit alone.



-8-
Joker Wild

Change the view, that's the article. If you're down on the coast, bugger it up to the mountains,
bugger it down to the coast. Do you follow me?

Still the Old City, still everybody's Holy City. In the back room of Hgj Harun's shop the high round table
was heagped with currencies and jewels and precious metds, the Great Jerusalem Poker Game now inits
ninth year and notorious throughout the Middle East as the place where fortunes could be quickly made
or quickly undone, the game ill run by itsthree founders and only permanent members, an enigmatic
African, aclever Hungarian, awily Irishman.

From thefar side of the table Munk Szondi snapped hisfingers, sgnding to the Druse warrior on mess
duty to refill hisbowl of garlic bulbs. The warrior took the bowl to the corner where the garlic bunches
hung and lopped off aload with his sword, returning the overflowing bowl to the table.

Munk picked up ahandful of bulbs, crunched hisway through them and yawned. It had been along
evening of saven-card high-low, and busnesswas dow. In front of him lay ameager supply of chits
representing Jericho orange futures, Syrian olive-oil futures and not much else. Munk sighed, rippling his
cards with garlic fumes, and gazed dully around the table,

To hisleft, alean leathery British brigadier on long leave from the Bombay Lancers.

Next to him alimp cringing Libyan rug merchant who had stopped off to pray at the Dome of the Rock
after shameesdy and successtully begting his dying cousin with astick, somewhereto the east, in order
to acquire the cousin's va uable collection of Bukharas.

Continuing clockwise, a French dedler in stolen Byzantine ikons, ashifty-eyed pederast who regularly
visited Jerusdem on histrips of desecration up and down the Levantine coast.

An elderly Egyptian landowner, cotton-fat, spastic when excited, said to beimpotent if hisfavorite
hunting falcon, hooded, wasn't perched on the mirror that ran the length of his bed.

Two enormous Russians with shaved heads, ostentatioudy dressed as kulaks and picking their teeth with
knives, pretending to be mining technicians interested in sulphur deposits on the shores of the Dead Sea,
obvioudy Bolshevik agents sent to foment atheism in the Holy Land.

A commonplace group, in short, with the players dropping in and out of the game.

Off somewhere to Munk'sright was Cairo Martyr hunched beside his hookah, not doing very well either,
infront of him asmal stack of Maria Theresacrownswhich the African fingered from timeto time,
listlesdy polishing the impressive breasts of the former Austrian empress with his smooth thumb.

And dso off somewhereto hisleft, as usud, O'Sullivan Beare, quiet tonight for achange and apparently
more interested in his antique cognac bottle than his cards, the bottle actualy containing hisfiery
home-brewed poteen. The Irishman absentmindedly traced with hisfinger the digtinctive cross that
gppeared on Al hisbottles, in front of him an inggnificant pile of Turkish dinars, backed up by atotaly
usalessreserve of Polish zlotys.

Munk yawned again and gazed down at the cards he held. The betting had come around to him.



Fold, he said, reaching under the table to scratch himsdlf. Joe dso folded, asdid Cairo.

The servile Libyan rug merchant and the French ikon thief went on to win. But the British brigadier and
the spastic Egyptian landowner had been more than holding their own al evening and the two noisy
Bolsheviks seemed on the verge of abreakthrough. Luck was running to the strangers at the table.

Hello there Munk, called Joe from across the table. Would you be having the time on this dreadfully
dreary evening?

Munk took out histhree-layer pocket watch and began flipping through the faces. Eventudly he cameto
onethat satisfied him and glared &t it. A heavy garlic belch erupted from deep inside him.

Hello there Munk, called Cairo from his side of the table. How's it read?
Sow, answered the Hungarian.

Right, said the African.

Figures, muttered Joe.

All three men nodded vaguely at each other and went back to their diversions, garlic cloves and poteen
and the breasts of the former Austrian empress. While the cards were being shuffled, Joe recited some
linesin Gadlic.

Know that one, Munk? Cairo? It'sa pome | used to betelling mysalf back when | was doing my jig
around the Black and Tans. Roughly speaking, it saysaman should never st ill when he has adose of
the dows. Change the view, that'sthe article. If you're down on the coast, bugger it up to the mountains.
If you're up in the mountains, bugger it down to the coast. Do you follow me?Y ou have to get yoursdf to
where you were or might have been, then there's a chance of something happening. And that, gents, isthe
meaning of the pomein dl itsbrevity.

Both Munk and Cairo nodded deepily, dthough it was only eeven o'clock. Munk yawned and pushed
back his chair, gathering up hisfew remaining chits of orange and olive-oil futures. Ashe did sothe
chimes attached to the sundia in the front room began to gtrike, rolling twelvetimesin al.

An early midnight and bedtime for me, said Munk. | trust no one caresif aloser leaves the table?

No onedid. Munk drifted out the door as the new hand was being dedlt. The Libyan went high and won,
the Frenchman went low and won. Cairo folded on the next hand and pocketed the only two breasts of
Maria Theresadtill in his possession.

That it, gport? mumbled the British brigadier. Not your night either?

Cairo shrugged and swayed out the door in his sately robes, trailing the sweetish smoke from hisfina
puff on the hookah. The chimesin the front room creaked and inexplicably tolled midnight for the second
time, although it was only deven-fifteen. The Russanstook a hand, then the Egyptian and the brigadier.
The French pederast and the limp Libyan shared another pot, the rug thief going low and the ikon thief
high.

Joe had only three Polish zlotys | eft when the Druse warrior on duty in the alley entered the room and
stood at attention behind Joe's chair.

| believe your batman wants you, mumbled the British brigadier.



Joe |looked up and the Druse warrior handed him acalling card engraved in gold. Joe looked at it and his
eyeswidened. He sat up very straight, whistling softly.

What isit? someone asked.

Jaysus.

A new player? asked one of the Russans.

Jaysus Joseph and Mary.

Three new players? asked the other Russan.

Rather late, mumbled the brigadier, but of course therés ill room if they have money to lose.
Joe whistled very softly and tapped the calling card. He leaned back and licked hislips hungrily.

Now it'sjust too bad, he murmured, that Munk and Cairo had packed it in and left when they did. I'd
just like to see their faces now.

Well? asked someone.

Wl you can't blame me for being shocked, said Joe. | mean who'd ever have bdieved that item would
dare show up here again after the bundle he dropped in '24? Not me, | couldn't have imagined such a
thing was possible. Sat right where you're sitting, Mr. Brigadier, and just as coolly as you please gambled
away threevillasin Budapest and two in Viennawith dl their treasuresincluded, paintings and statues
you could hardly count, regular palacesthey were, and if that wasn't enough he threw in a Czech hunting
edtate and a piece of Bohemian forest and awhole Croatian lake jammed with fish, al over two acres
can you imagine. Two acres? That'sright, mad arrogant heis. Y ou'd have thought he was the former
owner of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire, which isn't far from the truth asit happens. And another thing
he was big on betting that night was musica instruments.

What? mumbled the brigadier.

That'sright, violins and cellos and so forth. 'Y ou could have equipped a dozen string quartets with the
instruments he lost here. Now | wouldn't venture amiserable zloty on two acresin agame like this, but
there was just no holding him back. He goes off the deep end, you see, when he spies an ace. By God
and he must have collapsed between the ears to be coming back here looking for more of the same.

Joe shook hishead in dishelief. Everyone at the table was watching him. He opened atin of imported
Irish butter and snapped hisfingers. The Druse warrior on mess duty dragged a heavy lumpy sack out of
acorner and over to the table. Joe rummaged through the sack of cold boiled potatoes, looking for one
to hisliking.

Who is this mad rich man? someone asked.

Joe split a potato down the middle, tested the pulp with hisfinger and smeared it with butter. He took a
bite, decided on more butter and chewed thoughtfully. When he leaned forward at last hisvoice was
conspiratorid, little more than awhisper.

Whoishe, you say? Well | don't want to darm anyone, God knows we see al manner of rogues and
cutthroats Stting down at thistable. But this great skinissmply something ese, and if the cards weren't



running againgt metonight I'd bet everything | own against the fool. Know what | mean? Thisitem sees
an ace and just loses control. Always bets on aces and won't bet on anything else. Discards three kings,
he does, in hopes of getting an acein return, it's that kind of madness. Of courseit's crimind to throw
money away like that, but he's so bloody rich he doesn't care. Just showers money down on the table
like next year'solive crop. | tdl you, if thiswere only my night.

No one moved. There was utter sillence in the room. Joe noisily blew his nose and examined his
handkerchief. He ripped off another hunk of cold potato and chewed.

What a chance, he muttered, his mouth full of potato. A man who'll put money like that on two lonely
aces? | told my friend the baking priest about it and he straightaway hustled me off to mass. That's
dangerous, he said, your soul'sin mortal danger. Anyone who throws money away like that can only be
in league with the devil. Tempting poor soulsto legp into the abyss by dumping filthy money al over
them, that's what he's doing, now off to a specid mass with you to clean things up. So said the baking
priest, word for word.

Joe nodded vehemently. The eyes of the other six players never left him. He scooped out the rest of the
butter in thetin, loaded it on his stump of potato and closed his eyesto chew.

Ddlicious, he murmured. Beatsall.

But who is he? someone whispered.
Sorry?

My God, the man outside, Who is he?

Ah, that one. Theworgt villain ever to come out of central Europe, that's who. Not that he was a central
European to begin with, thereé'stoo much perversity in hisblack heart for anything as smple asthat. No,
his people came from farther east, around the VVolgathey say. Or perhaps asfar out as Transcaucasia
who knows.

The two Russians narrowed their eyesimperceptibly.

Anyway, hefirst surfacesin Budapest before the war, and then on to Vienna, where with stedling hisway
with liesand more lies he somehow managesto get in with the royal family. How? Faith-healing at first,
that kind of thing. Then advising on financid investments. And he uses his powerswhile heés schemingin
the shadows don't you see, hinting here and coaxing there, probably a potion or two secretly
administered in what looks like anice harmless cup of teato easethingsaong, until finaly the royd dukes
and duchesses won't make amove without him. | mean if you've ever heard anything about vampires and
werewolveslurking in the mists of central Europe, forget it. Thisfiendish monster wasin aclass by
himsdlf. So he got histeeth in dl right and that's when they say he got in touch with Trotsky. Broadening
his horizons s0 to speak, an eye out for every eventudity. Well that's the generd picture.

The two Russians seemed to have stopped breathing. Swesat ran down their shaved heads. Joe
rummaged in his potato sack and came up with another potato to hisliking.

Plots, he whispered. Laying diabolica plansfor the future, he was, and what did the future just happen to
bring? The Great War, that's what. Now isit true he arranged that war so the Austro-Hungarian Empire
would do atumble and he could pick up what he wanted from the pathetic ruins? Isthat why he'd been
talking to Trotsky? WEll have awar, Leon old chap, and you take what you want over thereand I'll do
the same over here? And just to get things started right, Leon old fruit, why don't | see that our archduke
over here just happens to get shot dead as dead? By a patriot of course, ha ha



The British brigadier looked gppalled.

Wil yes, whispered Joe. There are those who swear that's the truth of the matter but | won't argueit one
way or another, not being familiar with the intriguing that went on up there before the war. But the fact
stands he got hisloot out in plenty of time, to Brazil whereit would be safe, then just sat back and crudly
camly watched the dottery Old Habsburg Empire go down and fall flat and decompose like so much
carrion. And do you think he gave athought to the dukes and duchesses who'd made him what he was?
Not abit of it. Down you go, he said, with awicked smile on hisface asthe old Empire collapsed. Sorry
about that, old girl, but you're just carrion now. Do you see what I'm getting at? He had what hed come
for so away he went with hisbundle. A regular imperial jacka, that'swhat. And of course he'd been
dedling on all sdes, we know that now.

Munitions? whispered the Frenchman in awe.

Cruely camly watching the Empire crumble, murmured the Egyptian wigtfully, his spagtic hand jerkily
trying to rearrange the currencies he had won into two separate piles, those that fell within the British
Empire and those that didn'.

Play fair at cards, does he? asked the brigadier briskly.

That he does, said Joe, and it'sthe only time he does play fair. He has a curious habit too of liking to play
with the joker wild. Sayshelikesthe idea of having an extracard in the game. Probably becauseit means
he has a chance of getting five aces.

Fair play, said the brigadier, that's the important thing. It's no concern of ours how he happened to make
hismoney.

How important has he becomein Brazil since the war? asked one of the Russians.

Important? Y ou couldn't call it that. What it amountsto is he owns haf the bloody place outright and runs
the rest with aniron fist. But no one knows it because he uses women to front for him, torun dl his
financid transactions. He cdlsthem the Sarahs, just one namefor dl of them, and pretendsthey're his
aunts and grandaunts and femal e cousins, although of course no one would ever dareto berelated to a
fiend like him. And he dways wears disguises, that's another thing. Has his enemies naturdly. A blond
wigiswhat | remember, that and agaudy military uniform. Y ou know, asif he were some bloody
Prussian aristocrat or something.

Shit my God, said the Frenchman, who cares about awig or two?
Runs Brazil with an iron fist, mused one of the Russans.

The Habsburgs paid extraordinary pricesfor good carpets, murmured the Libyan. Especidly Bukharas.
They loved Bukharas.

The biggest country in South America, whispered the second Russian. Someday it could be asrich as
America, and herunsit with anironfig.

| don't like any of it, said Joe. That monocle and that Junker sneer on hisface, looking down his nose a
you. Treats ordinary people like peasants, that's what.

Joe grumbled and made aface. He reached into the sack and pulled out a potato without looking &t it,
devouring it noisily in three huge bites. The other players were watching him dumbly, either daydreaming
or hypnotized by his gyrating mouth.



All a once the Frenchman exploded. Hisfists came crashing down on the table.

Shit my God, what are we doing just Sitting here? He may have gotten tired of waiting and left. Quick.
Cdl himin beforeit'stoo late.

Everyone nodded eagerly. Joe shrugged.

Suit yourself then. Thejacka from centra Europe now joinsthe game, he said, initiding the engraved
cdling card and handing it back to the Druse warrior on dley duty.

The man who marched haughtily into the room wore a full-dress military uniform, recognizable to the
British brigadier asthat of acolond of dragoonsin the prewar Austro-Hungarian Imperia Army. Also
recognizable to the brigadier was the newcomer's highest decoration, the Order of the Golden Fleece. A
ceremonia sword clanked at his side and an ivory and lesther riding crop was tucked smartly under his
left arm.

He was wearing a blond wig as Joe had mentioned, Germanic in appearance and obvioudy fase, and a
closdly clipped blond beard, dso false. He wore not one monocle but two, both tinted different colors,
S0 histrue features were completely hidden. In the middle of the room he snapped to attention and
clicked hishedls.

My complimentsto the Irish peasantry, he said to Joe in thickly accented English. Gentlemen, he added,
making acurt bow to the rest of thetable.

The Libyan was dready on hisfeet with an oily smile, making a place for the colonel beside himsdf. The
man adjusted his blond wig and accepted the chair with alook of complete disdain for the Libyan. The
British brigadier, meanwhile, was studying the numerous decorations on the colond's chest. He cleared
histhroat with authority.

A mogt impressive display of medas, colond. But you must excuse my ignorance when it comesto
obsolete decorations from empiresthat no longer exist. What isthat small black ribbon, for example?

Meritorious behavior in the Bakans, said the colond. With specid reference to Bosnia, the crisis of
1908.

Ahyes. And the purple and black ribbons?

The Bakans again, till Bosnia. For the crissof 1911.

And the orange and purple and black ribbon?

Once more Bosnia Thistimefor the crissof 1912.

Very interesting, colonel. Y ou seem to have had a specidized career.

The colond's hedls clicked under the table.

Minor locdl affairs, sr. Of no possibleinterest outside of the Habsburg Empire, now defunct.

Yes, | daresay the Balkanswith their tiresome crises did seem abore to most of us at the time. But then
when your archduke was nated in Bosniaafew yearslater, we dl had quite adifferent show on
our hands, didn't we? Or at least agood many of usdid.



The colond's heds again clicked under the table.

So it would seem, gr. But | have to say Bosniawas ungtable from the beginning. The very concept of a
Bosniaisridiculous and untenable. As| should know, my decorations testify to that. And now to matters
more of the present.

The colonel removed athick packet from histunic and placed it on the table. He turned to Joe who was
sullenly munching another potato.

Y ou will recdl from my vigt afew years ago, young man, that | do not favor large sums of money on the
person. But see here, I'm addressing you. Take that disgusting lump of vegetable matter away from your
mouth thisingant or | shal leaveimmediately.

Joe put his potato down on the table as the other players glared at him. Sovenly Irish peasant, muttered
the colonel under his breath. Joe rubbed his beard around his mouth, knocking off bits of potato that fell
into hislap.

Now to begin again, said the colongl. What | have here are deeds to gold mines on the South American
continent, mostly in Brazil. Acceptable aswagers? Y es?

Joe was about to say something when voices erupted around the table.
Shit my God, shouted the Frenchman, of course.
An exquisite pleasure, shrieked the Egyptian.

But shouldn't we play with the joker wild? screamed the Libyan. Just to enliven our little game of
high-low?

High-low Brazilian gold mines, thundered the two Russans, jumping up from the tablein their excitement
and nearly knocking each other down.

Good show, said the brigadier. On with the game while therés il time.

Reluctantly Joe pushed aside his potato. He wiped his hands on his shirt and began to deal. The colond

lost heavily on asingle ace, king-high, to the Egyptian and the first Russian. On the next hand helost just
as heavily with another single ace, jack-high, to the Frenchman and the Libyan. Thethird timeit wasthe
British brigadier'sturn to share the winnings with the second Russian.

No onewas redly sure whether the colond wastrying to go high or low with hissingle aces. But they
were al suddenly winning so much, except for Joe, they didn't care. Nor did they care that the colonel
had discovered the bowl of garlic bulbsleft behind by Munk Szondi and was now snesking handfuls of
them to munch. Nothing mattered with that land of wedlth on the table.

The game was moving quickly now, cards and gold mines flying around the table. Joe had just turned in
his last Polish zloty, in exchange for one hundred perfectly worthless Polish groszy, when the Druse
warrior on dley duty regppeared with another caling card.

Y our batman again, mumbled the British brigadier.
Joe peered at the card and read the name out loud.
Evelyn Baring? Isthat ahim or aher? Anybody know?

Isntit al the same whereit counts? giggled the Egyptian, spastically prodding Joein hisribs,



Shit my God, let it in whatever it is, screamed the Frenchman gaily, hisfingers stroking along thick deed
in his pocket.

| seem to recall having heard that name somewhere, mumbled the British brigedier.
More, roared the Russians, who had broken out a bottle of vodka and were rapidly emptying it.

We have to have unanimous agreement, said Joe glumly, rules of the game. Y ou only play with those you
want to play with. What'sthe view from Libya?

Rugs, answered the Libyan with agurgle.

Vote recorded. Colonel?

| couldn't careless.

Wil dl right then. Evelyn isadmitted by popular consent.

Joe put hisinitids on the caling card and the Druse warrior withdrew. A tal, dignified black man entered
the room wearing dark glasses. He was dressed in along black robe and aforma white wig, not unlike
those worn by English judges presiding at the bench. On his shoulder alittle animal was curled up adeep,
itsfur pure white, its head and tail tucked away out of Sight.

The black judge placed alarge pile of English banknotes on the table and sat down beside the
Frenchman, his expression contemptuous and even insolent. But no one took any particular notice of him.
They were dl too busy reading the deeds to the gold minesthey had just won.

Or pretending to read them. By now the Europeans at the table were drunk. The Libyan and the
Egyptian had fired up Cairo Martyr's hookah and were lazily passing the tube back and forth, their eyes
glassy. The Russan comrades patted each other on the head and hummed the Third Internationale.

Joelogt his hundred groszy and got up from the table. He rubbed his eyes and took alast potato from the
sack on thefloor. The brigadier was grinning at him crookedly.

That it for you too, sport? Don't tell me the famous high-low Harrigan of Jerusalem poker haslost for a
change?

Afraid he has. Lookslike one more poor Irish bogman is down and out in front of the mighty British lion.

Want your hundred groszy back? asked the brigadier. Y ou could always give them to abeggar if he
didn't know what they were.

Joe shook his head. He looked exhausted and dejected.
No thanks, I'll just shuffle dong home now. Play aslong asyou like, the man at the door will lock up.

As heleft the chimes attached to the sundia in the front room inexplicably struck midnight for the third
timethat evening.

During the next haf-hour the haughty black judge wearing the white wig joined the reckless colond
wesaring the blond wig in betting more and more heavily and losing hand after hand. 1t must have been at
least an hour after midnight when the Druse warrior from the aley entered once more to announce a
prospective player. The Frenchman, who was stroking the hairsin one of his nogtrilswith afingertip, read



the card and giggled.

Why are you doing that to your nose, sir? demanded the colonel.

It'svery sensud, murmured the Frenchman.

Wl stop it thisingtant, ordered the colonel, or I'll close down dl the gold mines you've won.
The Frenchman reluctantly removed hisfinger from hisnose. He giggled again.
Thiscardisajoke. It must be.

What name, Sr?

No name. Theré's acrude drawing, donein crayon, of abear holding abottle. That'sal thereis.
The colonel reached over and took the card. His voice was grave.

Not crayon, you fool, charcod. And that bottleis the mark he dways uses. Now stop giggling like the
empty-headed idiot you are.

What do you mean, he?

| mean | recognize his mark. Most people in the New World would. But | am surprised to find him so far
from home.

Home?

Thewestern half of North America. The ancient domain ruled by Chief Sipping Bear and his ancestors
sncethe dawn of time. No native American was ever more powerful. Among other things, hesherr to
the Seven Logt Citiesof Cibola

Thelog cities of what? mumbled the British brigadier, pouring himself more whiskey.

Indeed s, said the colonel, undoubtedly you've heard smilar talesin India. The Seven Logt Cities of
Cibolaare legendary cities of gold located somewhere in the deserts of the southwestern United States.
The conquistadores searched for them but were never able to find them because they were outwitted by
the Chief Sipping Bears of thetime. For my part, as an emigre to the new world, | would welcome such
adiginguished player in the game.

And |, said the Egyptian quickly. Lost cities on the Nile have always been a source of treasure
throughout higtory.

Historicd treasure, bellowed the Russians, show the oppressed red maniin.

The Libyan concurred, suspecting American Indians might well have use for a certain number of rugsif
they lived in deserts like the bedouin. The British brigadier admitted he was adways curious to see another
breed of native. Asfor the black judge known as Evelyn Baring, he smply rapped the table once, to
show hisapprova.

By unanimous proclamation, screamed the Frenchman, Chief Sipping Bear from the New World is
invited to join the game.

But can he outsip an O'Sullivan Beare? whispered the colonel to Evelyn Baring, who for once reaxed his
severe expression and flashed abroad smile, brilliant white teeth in aface so black it was almost blue.



The door banged open and the odd figure who stood facing them was certainly neither as noble nor as
savage as everyone had been led to expect by the colonel's comments. In fact he looked rather shabby
and harmless.

Hewasasmall dark man, hisface and chest haphazardly painted with drab vertical streaks of dye, and
he wore aloincloth held up by aropetied around hiswaist. His moccas ns resembled well-worn cheap
Arab dippers, the threadbare khaki blanket wrapped around his shoulders looked like some shoddy
army issue from thelast century, and hisill-fitting feathered headband kept dipping down over one eye,
giving him theraffish look of an itinerant entertainer and low-level charlatan. Nor were the festhers eagle,
rather some common pigeon variety.

Thrust through hisrope belt was a crude tomahawk, a stone tied to a shaft of wood that might have been
cut from abroom handle. Thelong bow he carried in his hand was of the finest workmanship, however,
thin and powerful and exquisitely wrought, and the quiver made of red lacquer was equaly beautiful. So
much so that both seemed out of place.

That gave the white man trouble? giggled the Frenchman.

Theré's no hope anywhere, murmured the Egyptian.

Stunted, mumbled the brigadier. The need for empire was never clearer.

If that's hisidea of ablanket I'd hate to see histaste in rugs, said the Libyan.
Oppressed red man, muttered the Russian darkly.

The colondl groaned and shook his head asif in despair. The black judge sighed and gazed up at the
caling through hisdark glasses asif invoking the immediate intervention of some higher power.

Nevertheess, despite his seedy appearance, the Indian seemed determined to act as fierce and menacing
as he could. He scowled and began adow shuffling dance around the table, lifting his knees high and
brandishing his bow, reciting awar chant in some barbaric tongue. It wasthe quiver that caught the
brigadier's attention.

I've seen those, he whispered in astonishment.

Y ou have? said the Libyan.

Yes, inthe Orient. It's Japanese. The samurai used them.

Vi uable? asked the Frenchman.

| should say so0. That one could be at least six or seven hundred years old.
The samurai? muttered one of the Russans. Their time will come.

Do the Japanese live in America? asked the dazed Egyptian.

That'sright, said the brigadier. What's he doing with that?

Nonsensg, interrupted the colonel, suddenly recovering his composure. Everyone knows the American
Indians originally came from Asia, and Chief Sipping Bear's forebears have dways been proud warriors
inthe best samurai tradition. The heritage is dtogether naturd.



Those dippers, wheezed the Libyan, look like the ones my servants wesr.

But before there could be any more commentsthe chief al at once silenced them with aferocious
whoop. Hiswar dance around the table had come to an end. He shook his bow in the air, whooped
again and glared down at them.

Me Sipping Bear, great chief of west. How.
The colonel rapped hisriding crop on the table for order. He rose and clicked his hedls.

How indeed. Welcome chief. We're playing seven-card stud, high-low, joker wild. Let's see the color of
your wampum.

The Indian took aleather pouch out of his quiver and removed a gold nugget the size of a pigeon's egg.
Hetook out three more nuggets equaly large and placed histomahawk on the table in the middle of
them. The Frenchman, athough drunk, couldn't help but notice the savage had accidentdly madethesign
of the cross on the table with his gold nuggets and tomahawk.

Here Cibola pebbles, grunted the Indian, thumping his chest, which made him cough. All Cibolamade
out of this, pick up in streets to use as wampum.

Fine, chief, no problemswith that. Tell me, how do you happen to be over in this part of the world?

Cometo see Holy City East. Tomorrow journey west again home to wigwam in setting sun. But first play
joker wild, Holy City East.

Fair enough. Make yourself comfortable.
The chief spied the bottle of poteen Joe had left behind and grabbed it, taking along swallow.

Ummm, firewater good, Sipping Bear like firewater. Tonight play poker, win fortune. Tomorrow do sun
dance a dawn, go home. Now give cards.

He grunted and reached into his quiver again, thistime coming out with an ear of corn.

New World food, he said, baring histeeth and gnawing away at the ear of corn as he glanced
suspicioudy around the table. He picked up histomahawk.

No cardsfor great chief? No cards go on warpath. No play with Indian?
Easy there, sport, said the brigadier. No one here minds playing with an Indian.
That's right, added the colond. Thisisafriendly game.

Until now, thundered the black judge, speaking for thefirst time since he had entered the room, hisstern
Voice S0 authoritative everyone turned to stare at him. And it was aso thefirgt time that anyone had really
noticed the furry little white creature curled up on his shoulder, its head and tail tucked away out of sight.

My deal, announced the black judge. Yesit'smy turn now and | think it's only appropriate that you meet
the spirit who watches over me, my guardian spirit who appears to be dumbering by my ear but isn't,
because he never degps. Bongo, say hello to these greedy crooks.

Upon hearing his name the little abino monkey ingtantly leapt to hisfeet with his bright aquamarine
genitasthrugt forward, wildly flailing away a himsalf with both fists, aternating them and not missng a
stroke.



Thisjungle beast, said the black judge ominoudly, likesto eat cucumbers. And athough hes small he can
eat asurprisng number. The ante for the next hand isa cool three hundred pounds sterling, or its
equivaent. I'll seetheglint of your money now.

The black judge raised his hand and gave the table a solid rap.

Time, gents. The court isin session. Chief Sipping Bear? Try to keep that bottle from dancing around in
front of your face. Colond? I'm not impressed by Bosnia so blow those garlic fumesin another direction.
Asfor therest of you, | suggest you keep afirm grip on your luck. You'll need it.

Mouthsfell open, the black judge laughed. And the little dbino monkey pounded vigoroudy away & his
lurid parts as the cards began to spin once more in the swirling haze of acohol fumes and hashish clouds
that had come to envelop the tables, causing headsto float and minds to wander in the dark Jerusalem
night, the sundid in thefront room al a once catching someillusionary ray of light that set its chimes
tolling aninvisble hour.

Jugt after threein the morning the dazed Libyan rug merchant dipped out of his chair and did limply down
under the table, in passing clutching the trouser leg of his neighbor, the former colond of
Austro-Hungarian dragoons.

Excuse me amoment, said the colond to no onein particular, bending over to see what was going on.
Hefound the Libyan collapsed in a heap, one arm loosely thrown around the colond's boot.

Here here, whispered the colond. Thisisno way to act.

Ruined, wailed the Libyan. Haven't you seen the chits I've been giving him?
Giving whom?

Theblack man.

No, I've been concentrating on my own game. How much did you lose?

Everything. First the Bukharas went, my precious Bukharasthat I've only owned aweek. Then al my
rugs back in Tripoli, then the shop the rugs are in. Then my villain town and my other one by the sea.
Then my wives and my children and my servants.

In that order?
Yes
Y our greyhound?

Hetook that too. Then hetook my steamship ticket home so I'd be trapped here at hismercy. Finally
therewasthat last fatal wager.

What wasit?

Goats. | indentured myself to serve as agoatherd for the next year. Tomorrow evening I'll be standing on
abarren hillsde esting yogurt and talking to goats.

The colond tried to move hisfoot. The man's dobbering mouth was dulling the polish on his boots.



In other words he wiped you out? Hm, yes. Wl that formal white wig and the black robe did seem to
indicate he was ajudge. Perhgps he held atrid and found you guilty of shamelessdishonesty in acquiring
those Bukharas from your dying cousin.

He'sajudge?
| suspect so. Take another look.
The Libyan crept to his knees and peered over the edge of the table at the black man.

See how severdy hislips are pressed together? whispered the colond. The heavy brooding nose? The
dern unwavering eyes?

| can't see his eyes behind those dark glasses he'swearing.
No, but you can certainly imagine them. Cold blue and unrelenting. Merciless even.
Blue eyes? In afacethat color?

Yes, blue. I'd bet my lifeonit. And look at the arrogant way he waves his hand in the air when he dedls.
More like a pharaoh wafting his divine wand doft.

Frightened and confused, the Libyan dipped back under the table. The colonel gave him asharp rap on
the head with hisriding crop.

What isit?whispered the Libyan.
Thisisextraordinary. Take alook at what he'sjust put on his head.

The Libyan crawled up and peeked over the edge of the table again. The black man had placed agold
cobra headpiece on top of hiswig, the mark of a pharaoh.

Evelyn Baring, whispered the colond, of course. | should have recognized the name. He's better
remembered today asthe Earl of Cromer.

Who's that?

Y ou don't know? A modern pharaoh, the consul generd in Egypt. He ran the country for twenty-five
years around the turn of the century. No one was more powerful in this part of theworld.

English?

Of course.

An English lord? 1 didn't know they had any that color.
Ohyes. Hisisan old linethat far predates the Anglo-Saxons.
Thewho?

The people you're accustomed to thinking of as English, fair-skinned. Hisline goes back much further to
the time when the Phoenicians were sailing to England to buy tin. Along the way they stopped off in
North Africato replenish their water jars and apparently an ancestor of hisjoined one of these trading
ventures.

Isthat why he has awhite monkey on his back? Because his ancestors were originally from Africa?



It might be. In any case, oncein England that ancestor went into tin and became a titled magnate, and
thus we find the origins of the black strain in English aristocracy. And he has many other famous
ancestors. Merlin, for one, wasdso intheline.

Who was Merlin?

A wizard and generd handyman at magic. King Arthur couldn't have gotten aong without him.
Who was King Arthur?

My dear fellow, you're dready sounding like agoatherd. Y our knowledge of history is appaling.
The Libyan dipped lower down the colond's boot.

History? How can | think about history when I've just lost everything, even the future.

Ah, futures, | dmost forgot. I'm very fond of futures and there seem to be some interesting ones on the
table at this very momen.

The colond raised himself from under the table, glanced at his cards and tapped hisriding crop three
timesto indicate he wastripling the bet.

An hour |ater the two Russians staggered out the door in each other's arms, weeping noisily. Having
sguandered not only their funds meant to foster atheism in Jerusalem but sold all their Bolshevik secrets
aswadll, there was nothing | eft for them to do but return directly to Moscow, sign confessions that they
were undercover Trotskyite agentsin the pay of Rockefeller and Krupp and Ukrainian nationdism, and
be strangled in an OGPU dungeon which had recently been set asde for criminas guilty of that specific
offense.

Inthe aley outside, the black judge in the cobra headpiece had just finished urinating against the wall. He
was graightening his robe when the Russians lurched into the dl ey, tripped, and went crashing down on
the cobblestones at hisfeet, crying on top of one another.

Time, gents?
Ruined, the two Russians blurted out together.

Indeed, | did notice the colonel seemed implacably opposed to you tonight. But then, the
Austro-Hungarian army was adway's concerned about securing its eastern front.

At four-fifteen the spastic Egyptian |landowner grabbed the Indian chief's arm with shaking hands.
Can you understand English?

The Indian stopped gnawing on the ear of corn stuck in his mouth and thumped his chest withit.
English bad but since me great chief, understand words from heart. Firewater good, have drink.

Thank you but I'm too dizzy. That black man with the monkey on his back, why did he play so hard
againg me? Why does he didike me? He won my cotton crop for the next ten years. I'm finished, it'sall
over now. Why?



Cotton. Black man think only cotton. Y ou have cotton, he take.
Over, moaned the Egyptian. Somehow he even knew about my falcon and took that.

Y ou old man now, too old for mirrors and hooded falcons. Better retire and watch setting sun over
pyramids. How.

What?

Heart. From heart. Sipping Bear knows.

At five-thirty the British brigadier sank forward onto the table, hishead in hisarms. The colonel nudged
him.
What seemsto bethetrouble, sr?

It'sdisastrous, | just can't believeit. Do you realize | actually gambled away my regiments on that last
hand? That shabby Indian in the loincloth, swilling firewater and wearing an old army blanket, isnow in
command of the Bombay Lancers.

The colond thoughtfully stroked hisfase blond beard.

Disastrous, yes, | see what you mean. Of course I've always known the chief had areputation for
cunning, but even | wouldn't have imagined held go so far asto take over an entire English brigade in
India

But what can | do?

Nothing, unless perhgps you can find an Irishman wholll talk the chief into giving you back your
regiments. That seemsto be the only hope. Y ou'll have to go begging to an Irishman.

An lrishman?
Y es. For some strange reason the chief has aways had aweaknessfor the Irish.
Why, for heaven's sake?

| can'timagine. Maybe it's because he thinks they like firewater as much as he does. After dl, hisnameis
Sipping Bear.

At six-twenty the French ikon thief and pederast |egpt from the table and began besting his head against
thewall. The black judge pulled him away and led him outside.

Steady, boy.

But shit my God, did you see what that seedy savage has done to me while gnawing on his ears of corn?
He'swon every ikon I've ever stolen and every onel ever will stedl. For the next ten years| haveto turn
them all over to him and tell him where they came from. Boystoo. And in addition to everything else |l
have to spend timein purgatory.

Where's that?



Someplace herein the Old City. An ederly ecclesiastic known asthe baking priest runsit. I'm to comein
here tomorrow afternoon and the Irishman who's generally in the gameis going to take me there. And
every day for aslong asthe baking priest wants, I'll haveto davein front of ahot oven baking bread in
the shape of acrossand saying Hall Marys. Thisbaking priest isgoing to be my parole officer.

Timein purgatory, mused the black judge, time spent daving in front of ahot oven. And al because of
golenikons. It'strue the Indian chief seemed to single you out tonight as a specid target. Do you think
it's possible, despite his primitive brain, that he resented the fact that you traffic in stolen Christian
atifacts?

Shit my God, why? He'sa savage, | just don't understand it. | wish I'd never cometo Jerusdlem and
gotten mixed up in this poker game.

Y es, said the black judge. There are those who've said that before, and | suspect therell be others who
say it agan.

Back in the poker room Chief Sipping Bear was doing afind jig around the table. The black judge came
in, picked up the tube to the hookah and sat down beside the colonel of dragoons, who was contentedly
crunching garlic cloves. He took a puff on the tube. Only the three of them were il |eft in the room.

Joker Holy City East, chanted the chief. Day coming night ending, time now make water and rest head,
snooze happy dreamsin happy hunting ground, happy deep for Chief Sipping Dancing Chanting Bear,
Chief OTruly O'Sullivan Beare.

With awhoop he went spinning out the door. The black judge removed his cobra headpiece and
draightened hiswhite wig.

Going my way, colond?

The colond nodded and tucked hisriding crop under hisarm. Together they strolled down the dley away
from Hg Harun's shop. Dawn had come to the city.

A long night, said Munk.
They often are, answered Cairo.

Asthey turned a corner they came face to face with an English policeman. The man stared in amazement
at their wigs and costumes. Munk touched hisriding crop to his cap.

Asyou were, officer, we're quite capable of finding our way. Thisisthe Chief Justice of the Sudan and
I'm his aide-de-camp, seconded here by the late Emperor Francis Joseph in accordance with security
arrangementsfor the Holy Land. We're out on an early morning pilgrimage to see some of the sghts
before the crowds gather.

Sah, barked the policeman, stepping back and saluting. Cairo nodded pleasantly, Munk smiled, they
grolled on.

Y ou know, said Cairo, the night wasworth it if for no other reason than to ruin that Frenchman.
A detestable wretch, I've never cared for him. But you mean he's UIA aswdl?

Y es. He was recruited by Nubar's Dead Sea Control about a month ago. | have adeder who sells down



there and kegps meinformed.
Munk nodded.

It must cost Nubar agreat dedl to be aways sending playersinto the game to lose hismoney. Y ou'd
think he'd betired of it by now. Rather desperate, thet little Albanian.

Mad ismorelikeit, said Cairo. But no matter. We won't have to put up with him forever.
Wheat's he got?

Syphilis, acquired through the anus about ten years ago. And they tell meit's moving into the tertiary
stage.

Who tdlsyou that, Cairo?

The UIA people who inform on him to my dedlers, in exchange for adiscount. Still, that's not his most
serious problem. The other thing will probably get him first. Apparently little Nubar Walengeinisa
hopel ess mercury addict.

Munk smiled.

In certain esoteric areas your knowledge is astonishing. What in the world are the symptoms of mercury
addiction?

In his case, said Cairo, severe mega omaniacompounded by hallucinations. Sdlf-sarvation will setin at
some point. It's an uncommon way to go these days. In fact there haven't redly been any European
mercury addicts around since the sixteenth century, when afairly large number turned up among the
achemids. Beforethat it occurred among the Arab achemigtsin the twelfth century. In other words, not
an everyday matter.

Munk smiled again.

| see. Speaking of the twelfth century, have you noticed anything strange about the cognac bottles Joe
puts his poteenin?

Only that they're hand-blown and old and have dates on the labelsin Latin. As| recdl the bottle he had
with him tonight said A.D. 1122. Why?

Because theres also that mark on al the labels, awhite cross on ablack background, the arms of the
cross shaped like arrowheads with their points not quite touching at the center. Are you familiar with that
Cross?

No.

Well, said Munk, it wasthe insgnia of the Knights of St John of Jerusalem, more commonly known as
the Knights Hospita ers because they were founded here after the First Crusade to run a hospitd for
Chrigtian pilgrims. But they soon grew into the most powerful of al the orders and dominated the
Mediterranean for centuries. Their loot was enormous.

And s0?
And so how does Joe happen to have cognac bottles with their cross on them?

Cairo suddenly smiled, knowing exactly what it meant. After dl, he had extensive experience himsdf with



secret caches of higtory.
Y ou say the Knights once ran ahospitd in Jerusalem?

Merely asideline, answered Munk, an excuse for getting started. Very soon they were marauders and
wedlthy oppressors.

The pharachs were a so wealthy oppressors, said Cairo. And they weren't just knights pretending to fight
for some god. They were gods.

So?

So now they're just SO much mummy dust available in any bazaar in the Middle East. At ahigh priceto
be sure, but still available to anyone who can raise the money for asnort.

Y ou're talking about your own game, said Munk.

No, about Joe's bottles. Wouldn't it be reasonable for a hospital to have medicinal cognac on hand?
Cairo smiled more broadly. Munk stopped and stared a him.

Y ou're saying you think the bottles are genuine?

Yes.

Imported into the Holy Land by the Knights Hospitalers early in the twelfth century?

Strictly for medicina purposes, answered Cairo, laughing.

Munk took out hiswatch and clicked open the face that showed no time. For amoment he gazed at it.
Then you're dso saying Joe has discovered a hidden wine cellar that once bel onged to the Knights?
But where?

Cairo raised his patent-leather dipper and gently tapped the cobblestones where they were walking.
Down there? Somewhere benegath the city?

Very far beneathit, | would think. Jerusalem has come and gone severd times since then and they've
awaysrebuilt the city over theruins.

Munk stopped and gazed down at the cobblestones.

Caverns of the past? But how could he have found away into them? If they were known to exist people
would have been looking for them for centuries.

Perhaps there was only one man who knew they existed and Joe learned the secret from him. A man no
one e sehasever believed or even listened to.

Munk put hiswatch away. They walked onin sllencefor atime.
Obvioudy Hg Harun, said Munk.

It seemslikely.



But he's mad.
Of course.
He even clams he's lived three thousand years.

Whichiswhy no oneligtensto him. But tell me, Munk, would you be interested in the cavernsif that's
whét they are?

Not redly. Futures are my specidty, asyou know.

Yes, anew Jewish homeland. | know.

And what about you? asked Munk.

Not my line either. In my own way I'm looking to the future too.
For what?

Justice, said Cairo with asmile. He removed asmall gold container from under hisrobe and extracted a
pinch of dugt. He sniffed and the pupils of his clear blue eyes dilated. The muscles around his mouth
relaxed in afamiliar manner. The two of them had emerged from an dley near Jaffa Gate.

It's quite extraordinary the effect mummy dust has on you, Munk commented dryly.

Cairo smiled into the distance and nodded gently as they separated to go their different ways.



PART THREE



-O-
Nubar Wallenstein

Nothing less than a vast criminal organization operating throughout the Balkans, its scheming
employees chosen by Nubar solely for their abilitiesin intrigue and intimidation, burglary and
embezz ement.

In the tower room of the Albanian castle where his grandfather had memorized Biblesearly inthe
nineteenth century, Nubar Wallenstein sat brooding over areport that suggested the possible existence of
yet another obscure treatise written by the most renowned dchemist in history, Bombastus von
Hohenheim, more often remembered as Paracelsus.

Nubar'slibrary contained al the works commonly attributed to the great sixteenth-century Swiss master,
and in addition thousands of smudged pages that were either forged or illegible. Acquired over thelast Six
years, the collection represented an immense effort by his network of agentsin the Balkans.

Paracel sus Bombastus von Hohenheim.
Hohenheim Par acel sus von Bombastus.

To Nubar, those syllables held mystica implications, sonorous suggestions of secret knowledge that had
immediately captivated him when first he came acrossthem, in 1921, at the age of fifteen.

Indulged as dways by his grandmother, Sophia, he had begun writing to literary dedlers and bibliophiles
throughout the Bakans, offering huge sums of money for any works by Paracelsusthat they could
procure. Fortunes had changed drastically in the Great War. Powerful families had sunk into ruin, estates
had been broken up. The tracts and treatises flowed in and before the end of the year, due to Sophias
enormous wealth and influence, Nubar had owned the largest collection of Paracelsusin the world.

But for Nubar the largest collection of Paracelsuswasn't enough. While growing up in the ancestral
Wallenstein castlein Albania, Nubar had early falen victim to those traditiond suspicions and rampant
fearsthat had plagued the first Wallenstein master of the castle in the seventeenth century, and thereafter
al the Skanderbeg Walensteins save for the last, Nubar's grandfather, afanatica renegade Trappist
monk who had discovered an ancient manuscript in the Sinai that wasin fact the oldest Biblein the
world. Hishorrified grandfather had found that Bible untenable in every respect, denying every reigious
truth ever held by anyone, and out of piety had proceeded to forge an acceptable origina that could
provide groundsfor faith.

Parabastus Hohencel sus von Bombheim.

Fear in the case of the first Albanian Wallenstein that the enemies of his murdered uncle, the once
al-powerful Generdissimo of the Holy Roman Empire, were sending out spiesto kill him.

Suspicion in the case of subsequent Skanderbegs, those illiterate warriors who had spent their lives avay
from the castle fighting in any army that would have them, because they were incapable of combining love
with sensud pleasure and were therefore impotent with their wives, able to be aroused sexudly only by
very young girlsof eight or nine.

Suspicion feeding on itsdf and eventudly giving birth to its own redlity as successve Skanderbegs, who



when young had aways sensed that their fathers were strangers, grew up and came to know for afact
that their own sonswere fathered by strangers, aterrible burden of isolation causing lifdong instability,
the sons fatherless and the fathers sonless generation after generation in the family's dark dank castle
perched gloomily on awild Albanian crag, awindy and insecure Balkan outpost in the precarious
marches separating Chrigtian Europe from the Modem realm of the Turks,

Hohenbomb von Celsus Paraheim.

Excessve doubts and traditiona fears harrying Nubar asthey had harried Walenstein men for centuries,
those unrelated and suspicious warriors who had violently distrusted everyone a home whileimagining
extravagant plots against them abroad. Vague yet pervasive plotsthat explained dl eventson earth. The
entire universe, asthey saw it, secretly arrayed againg these inggnificant masters of aremote Albanian
cadle.

And so0 too Nubar, even though his grandmother, Sophia, still ran the castle as she had for the last
seventy-five years, ever since her common-law husband, Nubar's grandfather, had returned home from
his stupendous laborsin the Holy Land, broken and insane. Nubar sensed those same plots from the past
and he could no more control hisfear of them than keep his|left eyelid from drooping when he was
excited, another affliction of thefirst Walenstein master of the castle that had subsequently been visited
upon dl Wallengein males.

Inexplicably so. For since none of the Wallenstein males had been related prior to the time of Nubar's
grandfather, how could they possibly share such specific characteristics?

The question had never been answered, and with good reason. Because to do so would have been to
admit acausd relaionshipsin the Bakans, influences removed from logic which would have been highly
confusing in their disorderly ramifications, and had therefore aways been thoughtfully ignored as
nonexistent.

Hohenbastus von Heim Parabomb.
Or in short, Paracd sus, the master alchemist of dl time.

Briefly professor of medicine at the University of Bade early in the sixteenth century. Forced to leave
because of hisdefiance of tradition, which took the form of explaining things that had never been
explained, rdating things that had never been related, and conversdly, unrelaing other thingsthat had
aways been seen astightly wedded. In genera, then, wreaking havoc throughout the entire shadowy
terrain that lay between cause and effect.

Brilliant and eccentric and quarrel some, renaming himself Parace sus because he fdt the name he had
been born with was insufficient for his needs. Prodigioudy learned, vitriolic in debate and psychaticaly
sef-confident, believer in the four Greek elements of earth and air and fire and water, and the three Arab
principles, mercury and salt and sulphur. Discoverer of the philosopher's stone which would alow him to
liveforever. Successvely a profound scholar, aminer, amixer of metalsin dim cdlar laboratories, a
dreaming wanderer, apalitica radica, abarefoot Christian mydtic.

And findly the magus himsdlf, Faudt, firs modern scientist of the soul. The geniuswho first used minerds
to treat interna diseases, who scorned remedies such as bloodletting and purging and swesting.

Unswerving advocate of opium and mercury compoundsin search of the spirit.

Cel susheim Parahohen von Bomb.



Nubar hadn't been satisfied to have the largest collection of the magussworks, he had to have all of
them. Because if he didn't it meant that someone, somewhere, would have the power to plot againgt him,
to use an unknown page of the master alchemist's conjectural knowledge to harm him.

Once more Sophia had indulged him, thistime providing him with unlimited fundsto hire full-time literary
agentswhose job, as Nubar innocently explained it, would be to track down the lesser known works of
Paracelsus and buy them.

Admirable, thought Sophia. For aboy in his sixteenth year, he's dready displaying his grandfather's
scholarly bent to aremarkable degree.

But in fact Nubar wasn't scholarly at dl. His bent was € sawhere and his network of literary agents had
soon expanded into a private intelligence service with its own complete hierarchy of control centersand
agents and informers, nothing lessthan avast crimina organization operating throughout the Balkans, its
scheming employees chosen by Nubar soldly for ther abilitiesin intrigue and intimidation, burglary and
embezzlement.

This had been necessary because the works Nubar now sought were either so rare or so treasured by
their owners no amount of money could buy them. They could only be extorted from their owners, or
faling thet, golen.

Thusfor thelast Six years, since the closing days of 1921, Nubar had been regularly receiving secret
reportsin his Albanian headquarters, the tower room of the ancestral Wallenstein castle. These reports
he studied suspicioudy before issuing the daily directivesto his agentsthat would eventually lead to
another illegd acquisition, by blackmail or bludgeoning, from amonastery in Macedoniaor a
book-dedler in Bulgaria, or perhapsfrom a private library in Transylvania

Celsus Heimbomb von Bastus.

When Nubar had founded his criminal organization in 1921, he had decided to name it the Uranist
Intelligence Agency, because it pleased him to associate himself with the Greek sky-god Uranus, the
personification of heaven and thefirst ruler of the universe, and the father aswell of those deformed
cregtures of old, the cyclopsand the furies.

Hulking mindless shepherds with their sngle round eyesfixated on the hindquarters of retreating sheep?
Frenzied raving women so grotesgue they had snakesfor hair?

Y es, the images pleased Nubar. Their implications were close to his heart, and thus he had chosen
Uranus for the name of his secret network.

And aso because he knew that if any planet guided his destiny it would have to be Uranus, remote and
mysterious, itstrue nature unknown, its astrological sgn avariation of the male symboal, twisted,
punctuated with ablack hole.

Paraho von Bomb von Heim. Eternal Bombastus.

Sincethe agents of the UIA came from the most disreputable e ementsin the Bakans, it wasinevitable
they couldn't dl be professona criminds. Naturdly there were dso clever charlatanslurking in the ranks,
aong with the outright quacks and impostors, unctuous fabricators whose only talentslay ininventing
ever more intricate and fantastic schemes for squandering Nubar's money.



Nubar was aware of this. He knew perfectly well that his network had given rise to awhole new industry
in the Balkansin the 1920s, the marketing of fake Paracel sus treatises and tracts by unscrupulous
entrepreneurs who pretended they were saling him trandations of origina worksthat had been logt.

In order to midead him these forgeries were often concocted in obscure languages such as Basque and
L ettish, occasondly in dead locd languages such as Old Church Siavonic, and at least once in atongue
s0 remote and archaic no one who ever spoke it could possibly have heard of Paracel sus, aludicrous
gibberish from centrd Asiaknown to scholars as Tokharian B.

Y et Nubar was so obsessed with Paracel sus he dways paid in the end to have these outrageous
forgeries checked by experts, this profitable sdeline for academics being another whole industry he had
created in the Balkansin the postwar period. For Nubar invariably preferred to waste money on a
worthless sheaf of nonsense, no matter how illegible, rather than take the chance of |etting one authentic
remnant of the master dip by him.

Bombast Paraheim von Celsusho.

Nubar turned away from his workbench to gaze at the enormous sword that stood in the corner of his
tower room, areplicaof the one the great doctor had brought back with him from his mysterioustravels
inthe Middle East, before he had gone to work in some Venetian mercury mines on the Dalmation coadt,
exact location unspecified, perhaps not that far from the Wallenstein castle.

The great doctor had claimed the sword was given to him by ahangman. In its hollow pommel he had
stored a supply of hiswonder drug, laudanum, made from arecipe acquired in Constantinople.
Laudanum had been Paracel sus most valued treasure, and as aresult he had never parted from his
sword, not even in hisdeep.

Nubar aso kept laudanum in the hollow pomme of his sword and he aso never dept without it, cold and
hard and comforting asit waswith himin bed & night.

Parabast Celsen von Heimbomb.

On hisworkbench lay severa volumes of the master's Philosophia Sagax, and others of the
Arch-wisdom. Nubar owned dozens of copies of both works and al the copies violently disagreed with
one another. Paragraphs were misplaced or truncated, changing the meaning entirely. Formulae
contradicted each other and proposal's cancelled out each other. Whole pages were missing here, entire
chapters added there. In short, amaze of discrepancies.

One problem was that the great doctor had never read anything he wrote, preferring to leave that task to
others.

Then too, many of the works published under his name were transcripts of hislecturesthat had been
recorded by dazed students, or dictations he had given to inept amanuenses, who hadn't been ableto
keep up with the master's brilliantly explosive diatribes. So scholars were in complete disagreement over
which books should be recognized as genuine.

It was asif thisgreat doctor of the soul, the magus, Faust, after penetrating al the mysteries, had thrown
theingredients of his knowledge into the air to let them reshape themsalvesin endless variations through
the centuries, the indisputable truths he propounded forever as profuse and contradictory aslifeitself.

In addition, causing yet more confusion, were the code words.

Like dl the dchemigts of hisera, the great Swiss master had disguised his discoveries by using metaphors



to describe his successful methods for transforming base metasinto gold. Thus soul and chaos could
aso mean gold. And chaos might mean essence or gas. As sulphur might mean gas. Or chaos used to
indicate a certain eement he didn't wish to name at the moment. While mercury wasthefirst heaven of
the metaphysica heavensto come.

Heimbomb Celsushohen von Para.

Discrepancies, clues, cryptology.
Omitted referencesin the Sixteenth century.

Incomprehens ble additions and del etions made by dazed scribes suffering from poor candldight, weak
from unbal anced diets, given to sudden attacks of vertigo asthey struggled through the night with pen and
paper in vaulted medieval |aboratories, hopelesdy trying to record the great doctor's mutterings, his
whispered arcane wisdom that rose with the fumes spiraling up from hisvast array of pelicansand
adembics, crucibles and athanors.

Dizzy scribes numbly scribbling in the smoke as the great doctor now loomed up in the shadows, now
shrank back in the shadows, now disappeared dtogether in the darkness behind his workbench,
mumbling as he sank out of sight, only to rear up aminute later in the haze in front of hisworkbench,
bellowing out eternd formulae and artling truths that had never been heard anywhere before that
moment. While al the time explaining the secrets of Mercury, both the god of knowledge and of the
marketplace, and mercury the cure for syphilis and mercury the mother of metalss, to be purified before
long up through the seven stages to the gold of the seventh heaven. Gas and chaos and soul.

Gas, the magus. Chaos, the soul. Faust in the fumes peering into his pelicans and dembics, igniting ever
new secret solutionsin the crucibles and athanors of time.

Hohenbastus von Heim von Ho.

The gas erupted ingde Nubar with aroar. A powerful fart lifted him off his chair. He belched loudly,
painfully, and fell back in hischair to quiver through the diminishing explosions of thumping fartsand fiery
belchesthat were racing from hisstomach in dl directions, unloading hisgasinto the air.

Mercury poisoning, and merely one of its symptoms, the result of his chronic chemica experimentswith
that metd. Certainly an excessive inhdation of mercury fumes over the years could be harmful, perhaps
even dangerous. But Nubar accepted that possibility, knowing it was unavoidable when in pursuit of the
great doctor's secrets.

Merely one of the symptoms, there were others. Gastrointestind inflammation. Excessve sdivaand
excessive gas. Urinary complications. Tremors. Skin ulcers. Menta depression.

The master, chaos. The soul of secret fumes, afart, gaseous gold, to be purified up to seventh heaven.
Magus and mystery, in short.

Ho Parabastus von Heimenbomb.

After six yearslaboring in histower room, Nubar sometimes gloomily wondered whether he would ever
reach hisgod. How could he acquire al the great doctor's works when scholars couldn't decide which
were genuine? When forging the master had become an entire industry in the Balkans? When andyzing
those forgeries had become another entire industry? Both of those industries aimed at Nubar, exclusively
supported by him. Whole armies of quacks and scholarsliving off his obsession.

Sagax, for example. Which wasthe correct verson? Was there a correct version or were they al equaly



correct? Equaly incorrect?
A case of Sagax you areif you think you are? Sagax asyou likeit?

A pdlican of tremors and gas and ulcers? An dembic mixing urinary complicationswith the soul? A
crucible of excessive sdiva? An athanor of chaos and mental depression? Arch-wisdom intoinfinity?

Nubar shook himsdlf. No. He had to be careful, he was drifting again. Slipping into that vague state of
confusion that often followed the sour belches and pungent farts produced by a sudden racking attack of
mercury poisoning. He had to get back to work, there was still agreat ded to be done before lunch. For
ayoung man of twenty-one, the tasks he had set for himself were awesome.

Nubar sat up straight in hischair on that mild December day in 1927. He busied himsdlf rearranging the
papers on hisworkbench. A limp pamphlet bound in pae violet velour, smal enough to fit inside a coat
pocket and not be seen there by anyone, caught his eye. Not the great doctor, surely? He retrieved it
from the pile of documentswhereit was hiding.

The Wandering Bulgar's Unofficial Guide to Boys Orphanagesin the Balkans, Illustrated,
Complete With Diagrams of Fire Escapes and Suggested Crosscountry Itineraries. Anonymous,
Mol, 1924.

Nubar smiled and stuffed the pamphlet into adrawer. He couldn't imagine why one of hisUIA agents
had seen fit to submit that very naughty guidebook as background materia for an intelligence report.
Nubar had read the report and it had seemed to have nothing to do with the pamphlet written by the
wandering Bulgar. Had the agent made a mistake or was he making some dy comment about Nubar?
Anyway, there would be time to study the diagrams of the fire escapes that evening while he was doing
his mercury experiments. Now there was amore immediate problem.

For the third time that morning Nubar read through a perplexing document that had arrived just after
breakfast, an appendix to the monthly summary of activities submitted by his control center inthe
Bulgarian segport of VVarna, which was responsible for monitoring dl activities on the Black Sea.

The appendix was purported to be a verbatim record, taken down in shorthand, of a conversation
between one of his Bulgarian agents and an underworld informer on the Adriaticidand of Brac. The
agent had gone to theidand to investigate arumor provided by a confidentia sourcein Varna

The rumor claimed that an unemployed Croatian peasant on the Adriatic idand of Krk, after steding a
well-worn manuscript from atourist, had goneinto hiding on Brac. The stolen manuscript was said to be
Paracelsus Three Chapters on the French Disease, dated 1529, which had appeared in Nuremberg in
1530.

The underworld informer said the Croatian peasant in Brac was drunk most of the time on divovitz.
Neverthdess, despite his drunken incoherency, he was till stubbornly insisting on afee of three thousand
Bulgarian levajust to let the manuscript be reviewed by an expert.

And the underworld informer, added the agent, although just as drunk as the peasant and a'so on
divovitz, was being just as stubborn, demanding afee of three thousand Bulgarian levafor himself before
he would reved the peasant's hiding place in Brac, so the agent could contact the man directly.



The agent concluded by recommending payment of both sums, and his chief in Varna concurred. Routine
permission to proceed was requested.

Routine?

Nubar snorted. Was there ever anything routine about a manuscript that just might possibly be agenuine
Bombastus? In fact the longer Nubar considered the report the more suspicious he became.

Why hadn't this Adriatic information, for example, come from Belgrade Control ? With the whole Black
Seato monitor, what was Varna Control doing conducting an operation al the way over on the other
gde of the Balkans?

More specificaly, how competent was the agent's shorthand? As a Bulgarian, did he speak Croatian that
wdl?

There were other seeming irregularities.

Could therereally be any need for an underworld informer on anidand as small as Brac? Could there
even be any role for an underworld there?

Why was a peasant on Krk stealing well-worn manuscripts from tourists and then fleeing to Brac? How
did he happen to be interested in learned sixteenth-century speculations, written in Latin, on the French
disease? Would a drunken Croatian peasant know what the French disease was? Or did the peasant
have the disease himsdlf, and in that case was it so advanced his mind had aready deteriorated to the
point of insanity?

Would atourist be likely to carry such avaluable document with him while taking a holiday on atiny
idand like Krk?

Or to approach the problem differently, how did a confidentia sourcein Bulgaria happen to be familiar
with rumors on Brac? And how could an unemployed Croatian peasant from Krk, inthefirst place,
afford to stay drunk on imported plum brandy in Brac, in the second place?

Thethird place being reserved for the fact that the plum brandy everyone was drunk on, curioudy
enough, just happened to be Bulgarian.

And aong that same line of reasoning, why was everybody involved in the case asking to be paid in
Bulgarian levawhen the two idandsin question were both Y ugod avian? What was the matter with good
Y ugodavian dinars?

Nubar sat very straight in his chair, his pencil poised, well aware of hisrole in history. The great doctor
had cloaked his discoveriesto confuse the unworthy, but Nubar intended to be worthy and he wouldn't
be so easily fooled. Could anyone in Krk be trusted? Could anyone in Brac? What were his people over
there on the Black Searedly up to with their routine requeststo proceed in the Adriatic?

Krk-Brac. In short, what was the truth?

Nubar wrote down an extensive list of questions to be answered before any more money was spent on
the Krk-Brac operation. Having done so, he felt much better. He left hisworkbench to go to the window
for abresth of air.

In the distance lay the Adriatic. Nubar looked down on the valleys where peasants were farming the
Walengtein land, at the workers several hundred feet below who were clearing the castle moat so that it
could be filled with water again, alittle more than a century after his grandfather had disappeared in the



Holy Land and caused the castle to fal into ruin.

It had been hisideaand Sophiawas enthusiastic, but he hadn't suggested it out of devotion to his
grandfather's memory. Rather, having turned twenty-one and become legally aman, he wanted the added
protection of the moat, ahygienic insulation between himsdf and the outside world.

As heleaned on the windowsill Nubar noticed that one of the stonesin the sill had become loose.
Abruptly hisleft eydid drooped in excitement. He worked the stone free and leaned out the window with
it, taking aim at a peasant laboring in the moat.

Down and away, down and down. The stone didn't hit the peasant on the head as he had hoped, it
struck him on the shoulder. But from that height it was enough to knock the man down. There was aroar
of pain far below, then one of anger. When last seen the man was scrambling out of the moat swinging a
pickax, heading toward the workmen on top of the embankment. Nubar giggled and pulled in his head.

Order. Alignment. Hygiene.

Nubar spent the rest of the morning straightening his bookshelves, nudging the books forward or
backward so the bindings made a perfectly flat surface. To facilitate this daily task, tiny meta conductors
had been inserted at the base of the bindingsin al hisbooks, the conductors resting on metal contactsin
the shelvesthat led in seriesto acircuit breaker. Ceramic insulators had been installed at both ends of
every shelf. Nubar only had to stretch an electric wire taut down the length of a shelf, and throw aswitch,
to know whether the alignment was perfect or not.

Buzz
Nubar nudged the offending book into place and moved to the next shelf.

When he was alittle boy he had liked to lean forward on the toilet bowl and peek through hislegsto see
what was happening. A brown round head appeared and dowly lengthened, longer and longer. He held
hisbreath. Plop. Another. Thelittle brown logs circled peacefully down there. He pulled the chain and
waved asthey spirded away.

Good-bye, little friends.

When he was nine he had become fascinated with butterflies and wanted to learn how to embalm them.
Sophiawrote to Venice and soon adender young Itaian lepidopterist arrived at the castle to assume his
duties as Nubar's private embalming tutor. The Italian also taught him other things as Nubar, wide-eyed,
bent over thetrays of butterflies, hislips nestled between their richly colored spread wings.

On Sunday afternoonsthe Italian tutor took him to band concertsin towns on the Adriatic. Nubar sat
sorely but happily on the hard wooden chairs, entranced by the uniforms, especialy the conductor'swith
its cascading loops of gold braid.

Someday, he decided, he too would have a gorgeous uniform.

That winter he found himsdlf attracted to one of the mechanics who maintained the automobiles at the
cadtle, ahairy man who was aways covered with grease. By then Nubar knew how to embalm
butterflies so the Itaian tutor was sent back to Venice. Throughout the chill rainy weether little Nubar's
experiencesin the grease pit of the garage, his hands pressed againgt the cold dimy walls for support as
the hairy mechanic bucked and grunted behind him, were far more delirious than the languid summer



encounters he had known with the dender young Italian over trays of butterflies.

By the end of the Great War, Nubar had grown into asmall adolescent with an unusually large head, a
narrow sunken chest and a prominent potbelly. Hisface was smdl and round and pinched, and histiny
wesk eyeswere very close together. He wore round glasses, wire-framed in gold, that seemed to push
his eyes even closer together. Two of hisfront teeth were gold.

He had asmdl nose and asmall mouth and lips so thin he couldn't make them whistle. He cultivated a
short straight moustache and combed his straight black hair low over hisforehead to hide his bal dness,
his hairline having aready begun to recede by the time he was fifteen.

A mild December day in 1927, in the tower room of the ancestr Wallengtein castle.

Nubar finished putting his books in order with afrown on hisface, having recaled the dream that was
disturbing hisdeep lately. In the dream he entered arestaurant carrying a baby and asked the chef to
cook it rare. The chef, in atall white hat, bowed respectfully while three young men sat at atable
crunching chicken and grinning up a him with lascivious expressions, their hands and mouths dripping
with gresse. The unpleasant noise of the chicken bones cracking in their mouths woke him up and he
found he had apainful need to urinate.

Mercury poisoning again?
Parabombheim von Ho von Celsus. Immortal Bombastus.

The gong sounded in the courtyard announcing lunch with Sophia. Nubar gathered up his queries on the
Krk-Brac operation and started down the long winding stairway.



-10-
Sophiathe Black Hand

She put her tiny right fist in the fragile porcelain cup of crude, wiggled it around and brought it
out dripping. With a gesture of authority she flattened her hand in the very center of the map.

When Sophia entered the dining room the opening chords of Bach'sMassin B Minor boomed forth from
the organ in the balcony at the far end of the room. That piece of music had been the favorite of her
common-law husband, Nubar's grandfather, and Sophia always had it played during medls at the castle.
Nubar kissed his grandmother lightly on the lips and went to his chair in the middle of thetable. At thefar
end, nearer the organ and facing Sophia, the usua place had been set for his dead grandfather.

Sophiawasthen in her eighty-sixth year. She was dressed entirely in black as she had been for haf a
century, ever sncethelast of the Skanderbeg Wallensteins had ceased to recognize her upon the birth of
their natural son, Catherine, Nubar's insane dead father. She wore aflat black hat and black glovesand a
thin vell, raised only at medls. But the firmness of her unlined face made her ook much younger than she
was.

Her stature gave the same impression. Sophiawas atiny woman who had shrunk with age, and who kept
on shrinking, until now she was not much bigger than alarge dall. In fact Nubar sometimes wondered
what would happen to her if she lived another ten or fifteen years. At the rate she was disappearing,
wouldn't she be the size of ababy by then?

Or wasthat the point. There was no denying Sophials whimsical eccentricities. Having been grown up for
decades, had she now decided to retrace the stages of her extraordinary life back to its origins?

In order to St &t the table, Sophia used aspecia high chair with afolding stepladder built into it. Except
when egting she chain-smoked black Turkish cheroots through aholein her veil, an extremely mild cigar
made to order for her in Istanbul. Nubar's earliest memories were of a soft white face in black lace
hovering over his cradle, amixture of lavender scent and pungent cigar fumes suddenly engulfing him.

Then she had seemed large to Nubar, but of course he hadn't been aware that she was standing on a
chair besde hiscradle.

Once long ago when she had been rebuilding the Wd lenstein fortune lost by his grandfather, and
modestly saying very little as she did so, she had become known in the district as Sophiathe Unspoken.
The name had lingered into Nubar's youth, but now she was always referred to as Sophia the Black
Hand.

Various explanations for the name existed. Among the local peasantsit was assumed she was cdlled this
because she aways wore black gloves. Farther afield in the Balkansit was suspected she must have
played some decisve part in the Black Hand terrorist organization that had been active in Serbiabefore
the war. While e sewhere in Europe the name was considered anatural epithet for someone whose
manipulationsin oil were vast and conclusive.

All of these explanations were true as far as they went. Sophiaobvioudy did wear black gloves and she
had assisted the Bakan nationalist movements before the war. And her influence in the Middle East had
meade her the single most powerful oil merchant in the world.

But none of these facts had given birth to her epithet, which had actualy come from an unpublicized



mesting that took place on alemon barge in 1919, an event so ruthlessy suppressed only afew menin
the world knew about it.

And with reason, they felt, Snceit proved that an international oil cartel of scandaous proportionsdid
indeed exist in Europe after the First World War.

The stepsthat led to that highly secret meeting had begun a decade earlier. For three years after the
death of her beloved hushand in 1906, Sophia had remained in absol ute seclusion in the castle caring for
Nubar, who had been born prematurely the day after his grandfather died. But then the resilient powers
of her forebears had reexerted themsalves.

Although no one in the twentieth century suspected the truth, Sophiawasn't an Albanian but an
Armenian, the descendant of awoman who had been brought to the castle two hundred years ago by an
illiterate Wadlenstein warrior serving in the forces of the Ottoman sultan. That Skanderbeg had helped
crush an uprising in Armenia, and for his part in the bruta daughter he was offered the pick of some
captured prisoners. Aswould any of the Skanderbegs save for the last, he naturally chose only very
young girls of eight or nine. With ahaf-dozen of theselittle girls roped behind his horse he began the
journey back to Albania, looking forward to alusty military holiday.

But that early Skanderbeg fared poorly. Before he reached the Black Seaaraiding party of Armenian
patriots managed to free three of the girls. While waiting for asailing vessel afourth girl escapedina
rowboat, and the following night afifth dipped away while he was getting drunk in order to rape her.
Thus only Sophias ancestress reached the castle in Albania, till avirgin because the Wallenstein warrior
could only rape when thoroughly drunk, and he had been too afraid of losing the last of his spoilsto drink
on the latter part of the journey.

By thetime he Sghted his castle, that Wallenstein was desperate with craving. Helocked the girl and
himsdlf in atower room and emptied aflagon of arak in afrenzy.

After weeks of abstinence, the drink had an immediate effect. He was insensible and dobbering, the
room ablur, hismind acave of swirling bats. Hisleft eydid was drooping heavily and an unmistakable
tightness wasin his groin. On his hands and knees he groped hisway ecstatically across the room toward
thelittle girl cowering by awindow.

The girl wasfrightened but not incapable of thought. She was ready to jump out the window, but first she
wanted to seeif she could take advantage of his drunkenness as others had done. In particular she
noticed how the drooping | eft eyelid seemed to confuse his movements.

Shetherefore praised his magnificent virility. She said she had been waiting weeks for this moment and
offered him another flagon of arak, hoping, she said, that thiswould double the time he spent on top of
her. The Wallenstein warrior, laughing hysterically at his own prowess, staggered to hisfeet and drank of f
the arak.

Hisleft eye sngpped shut. He lunged and smashed into the wall, reded backward blindly and went
crashing through the window, landing on hisface in the moat severd hundred feet below, ingtantly dead in
hissexud frudration.

The little Armenian girl was put to work in the castle stables until she was ten, old enough not to attract
the attention of the next Skanderbeg. When she wasfifteen she began to snesk down into the villages at
night, determined to find an Armenian who could father achild for her and thereby keep dive her
Armenian heritage in the barbaric foreign land where fate had brought her. Before long an itinerant
Armenian rug dealer chanced to pass through the district and was happy to oblige her. A girl wasborn
and fifteen yearslater another itinerant Armenian rug dedler spent a pleasurable week with another young



Armenian woman in one of the villages.

Thus these mothers and daughters, while cleaning the Wallenstein stables, maintained their pure Armenian
blood down to the middle of the nineteenth century, when Sophia broke the tradition by becoming the
common-law wife of the last of the Skanderbegs, the forger of the Sinai Bible.

In 1909 Sophiaended her period of forma mourning and emerged from seclusonin the castle.
Agriculture no longer interested her so she turned her attention to the problems of energy, opening
severd low-qudity lignite mines on her estate. Then when the British navy switched from cod to ol in
1911, Sophia decided she should go to Constantinople and learn whét little was known about ail in the
Middle East. She studied diligently there and became convinced that oil could be found dong the Tigris.

In 1914 she executed the second most brilliant maneuver of her career by putting together asyndicate, in
Congtantinople, of English oil companies and German banksto exploit the oil dong the Tigris, obtaining a
charter from the Ottoman government for that purpose.

As broker of the agreement, Sophiaretained for hersaf a share of seven per cent of all future profits.

Because of the war the syndicate wasinactive for the next five years. Then in 1919 Sophia convened the
highly secret meeting of its members.

The English responded eagerly and so did the French, new partnersin the syndicate, Sophia having
cleverly transferred to them the shares formerly owned by the defeated Germans. England and France
now administered the Middle East through various mandates. And the oil companies of the two countries,
at her insgstence, had successfully persuaded their governments that the syndicate's charter should apply
not just to the Tigris valley, but to dl the lands that had previoudy been a part of the Ottoman Empire.

The meeting wasto be held on abarge in the middle of Lake Shkodér, on the Albanian-Y ugodav
border, thereby alowing members to approach the meeting from different countries for added diplomatic
security. Sophia hersalf spent the night before the meeting in the city of Shkodér.

So as not to arouse suspicion by her presence in the city, she had arranged to dine with the archbishop
and formally announce her endowment of achair of mora metaphysics at the Jesuit college there. But she
retired from the banquet early, telling the archbishop that her kidney stones were bothering her.

Wil before dawn afishing boat, with ragstied around its oars, was carrying Sophia across the dark lake
toward the barge.

The barge had formerly been used to transport lemons from the lake down to the Adriatic. Itsold worn
planks were deeply impregnated with arich lemon smell, and in fact Sophiahad sentimentally chosen the
barge for that very reason.

For nearly saventy years she had treasured the smell of lemons above al others, ever since that distant
afternoon in her youth when she and her Skanderbeg had wandered hand in hand through the lemon
groves beneeth his castle, amiling and laughing and findly sinking into the grassto become lovers, both of
them knowing another for thefirgt timein the heady perfume of that blossoming Mediterranean spring of

long ago.

The exterior of the barge had been disguised with earth and bushes and vinesto make it look likeasmall
idand, but ingde it was nothing less than lavishly decorated. Magnificent Oriental rugs and tapestries
abounded, giving the chamber an opulent L evantine atmosphere. Instead of a conference table there was
acircle of thick satin pillows where the syndicate representatives could lounge comfortably while Spping
cups of strong Turkish coffee. The soft flickering light cast by the tapers ong the walls, together with the



dishes of delicate incense and the sweet all-pervasive smdl of lemon treesin bloom, added to the sense
of Oriental ease.

Abovethecircleof pillowsasmal yet particularly splendid Oriental rug had been cleverly suspended on
thinwires, thewiresinvisblein that dim light, which gave theimpression that the rug was aflying carpet
from one of the traditional Arab tales of romance. On this Sophia had positioned herself to meet her
guests, standing on the flying carpet which had been raised to a height where she could greet the men eye
toeye.

The English and French representatives began to arrive, dressed as gentlemen on afishing holiday, rowed
to the barge by Sophia's servants dressed asloca fishermen. They presented their credentials to Sophia,
who indicated the circle of pillows. When everyone was comfortably stretched out she sat down on her
flying carpet and gave a short welcoming speech, emphasizing that the syndicate now owned al the ail
reservesin the former Ottoman Empire. She then asked for presentations from the floor.

It wasimmediately apparent the other members of the syndicate had no ideawhat the boundaries of the
former Ottoman Empire enclosed. Maps were spread out in the middle of the circle and consulted, but
none of the maps agreed with one another. The extent of the former Ottoman Empire was utterly
confused by itslong history of decay.

An hour passed. The English representatives were till mumbling repetitioudy, the French still jabbering
passionately, but nothing had been jointly discerned. Throughout thistime Sophia had remained
absolutely silent, sitting on her flying carpet overhead, chain-smoking cheroots and watching the
proceedings. At the end of an hour, however, she gpparently said something in Tosk or Gheg to her
sarvants, because the flying carpet suddenly began to move.

Everyonein the room stopped talking. The men lounging on the pillows watched in wonder astheflying
carpet dowly descended into the middle of the circle, coming to rest afew inches above the floor, Sophia
gtting rigidly in her flat black hat and her black gloves, her thin black veil with the cheroot sticking
through it. They could now see she was holding something in her eft hand, what |ooked like an exquisite
porcelain cup.

Sophiaraised the cup in front of her and leaned out over the edge of the flying carpet. She studied the
large map laid out on the floor and dipped her right forefinger into the cup. She touched the map.

The men gasped. A heavy black viscous substance spread where her finger had been. Pure crude.

Sophianodded to hersdlf and blew asmokering in the air. She had touched Constantinople, obliterating
it with oil. Now theflying carpet moved gracefully around the circle, still hovering inches above the floor,
and the steedy black line traced by Sophias finger began to lengthen.

From Congtantinople she was floating with conviction down the coast of the Eastern Mediterranean.

Theflying carpet paused. Sophiaagain dipped her finger in the milky white porcdain cup. The spellbound
delegates leaned forward on their pillows, holding their breath, as Sophia arrived at the Red Seaand
banked to the left, speeding east around the tip of the Arabian peninsula, heading now across the water
toward the Persan Gulf, theline of crude advancing with her.

Their eyes narrowed. Theflying carpet drifted over Abadan and floated inexorably north in the direction
of the Black Sea, the space enclosed by Sophias black line gradualy taking on the shape of an dlipse,
an enormous area that would contain dl the future oil-producing lands of the Middle East except for
Persa



A fina dip inthe cup of crude and the dlipse was closed. Theline had returned to Constantinople, the
former capital of the Ottoman Empire.

Sophiatriumphantly raised her vell, the only time the men in the room would ever see her face. She was
smiling happily and puffing her cheroot, but perhapswhat they would all recall later was the dreamy
qudity of her eyes. It wastrue she looked no more than half her age, if that, which was astonishing in
itself. But it was the softness of her eyesthat held them, not at al what they would have expected at a
timelikethis.

It wasamogt asif she had created the drama of this momentous occasion with the guileess smplicity of a
child.

Y es, they were sure of it. Innocence. That'swhat they saw.

Sophiasmiled shyly, then dl at once her face was serious. Another command in Tosk or Gheg and the
flying carpet floated to the middle of the circle above the map. She put her tiny right fist in the fragile
porcelain cup of crude, wiggled it around and brought it out dripping. With agesture of authority she
flattened her hand in the very center of the map.

Anunmistakable black handprint on the heart of the Middle East. Sophia blew a smoke ring. The men
on the pillows gasped.

Now theflying carpet gently rosein the air, withdrawing to apostion of height just outsdethecircle.
After fixing each man in the room with her eyes, Sophialowered her vell. She waved her cheroot
commandingly and spokein aquiet voice.

Y es, gentlemen, there you see it Thisisthe former Ottoman Empire for our purposes, and thisisthe area
covered by our charter. We have the agreement of your governments and | now solemnly declare the
syndicate in operation. Y ou will return to your countries and issue the necessary orders. We begin
digging, pumping and distributing a once.

Thus the most brilliant moment of her career. Speeding on an exquisite flying carpet, tiny Sophiathe
Unspoken had silently circled the entire Middle East in minutes and transformed hersdlf into Sophiathe
Black Hand.

From an opulent Oriental chamber on alemon-scented barge, avast international cartel had been
launched. And the tiny Armenian woman in black would thereafter be known, among the very few menin
the shadowy upper reaches of power who were aware of her truerole in the world, as the phenomenal
Madame Seven Per Cent of the earth'srichest ail fidlds.

Oil and immensewedth.

Y et within the tiny old woman there dtill lived a haunting innocence, as witnessed by others on the
lemon-scented barge where she had once floated on aflying carpet, the innocent smplicity of an
eight-year-old peasant girl who had found abroken man lying at the gate of aruined castle, thelast of the
Skanderbeg Wdlengteins home from his unparaleled orded in the Holy Land, and with the perfect faith
of her yearsfdlenin lovewith him forever.

Indeed, there were still mornings when Sophiarose long before dawn with a strange distant smile on her
face, dlently to descend the stairways of the castle to asmal unused room in its foundations, a servants
kitchen where she had been born and lived in poverty with her mother during her first years, the room



where the two of them had tenderly nursed the last of the Skanderbegs back to life on their bed of straw,
while they dept on the stone floor.

Sophiahad kept the room exactly asit had been then, with its bare walls and itslittle hearth, the one or
two pots and the bed of straw, the broom by the door.

On those mornings she took the broom and proudly swept the floor of the little kitchen. Went down on
her kneesin her plain black dress and her flat black hat and her black gloves to scrub and scrub the worn
stones. Chopped afew imaginary vegetables and kindled ameager imaginary fire, setting the pot to cook
the morning medl for the lord of her ruined castle.

Later she drifted up to the courtyard to gather imaginary firewood and tend the imaginary garden where
imaginary vegetables grew, down on her knees once more washing out imaginary rags and hanging them
up to dry, humming Armenian nursery rhymes as she did the chores of her childhood.

It'son her, whispered the servantsin awe, peeking out the windows.

Sophia had broken her hip and the bones had mended poorly, causing her to totter when she walked,
bent forward from the waist with her hands groping in the air for balance. And on those specia daysthe
bent old woman wandering in the courtyard, so tiny and frail, seemed at any moment about to grasp
some passing breeze that would lift her above the walls and the lemon groves on the soft sunlight of her
memories.

It's on her, whispered the servantsin awe, peeking out the windows to see whether their tiny mistress
was gtill with them. Or whether she had dready taken flight, and the strange distant smile of achild's
dreams had findly found itsway to heaven.

In the dining room Bach'sMassin B Minor progressed from a chanted solo to achoral response. Sophia
accepted two lamb chops, waiting until the empty place at the far end of the table had been served
before she picked up her fork. Nubar was dready chewing adice of brown bread and cutting up boiled
vegetables.

| wish you'd have just one of these chops, she said gently, but Nubar ignored the comment.
V egetarianism was one of the important resolutions he had made on histwenty-first birthday.

I've come across afascinating historical study, he said to change the subject.
Sophiasighed.
What isit thistime?

It was written by a Scotsman. It's called, Proofs of a Conspiracy Against All the Religions and
Governments of Europe, carried on in the secret meetings of Freemasons, Illuminati, & Reading
Societies.

Sophia shook her head.
Redlly, Nubar, spare me. What is that supposed to mean?

Just what it says. It turns out, you see, that the Knights Templars weren't redlly exterminated in 1364 as
everyone has aways thought. They survived as a secret society dedicated to abolishing all monarchies
and overthrowing the papacy in order to found aworld republic under their control. From the beginning



they were poisoning kings, dowly, so the kingswould appear to be insane, as so many have. Theninthe
eighteenth century they captured control of the Freemasons. In 1763 they created a secret literary society
ostensibly led by Voltaire and Condorcet and Diderot. But it wasn't redlly the Templars who were doing
adl this They were behind it.

Plots? asked Sophia. Still more plots? Who were they?
The Jews of course.
Oh Nubar, spare me. Not that kind of nonsense.

But it's not nonsense, Bubba, it'sfact. And it goes back much further than the Templars. | can proveit to
you.

Now Sophiatried to change the subject.

What wasin those crates the workmen were carrying up to your tower thismorning?
Cinnabar, Bubba

Cinnabar? More cinnabar? | thought there was a shipment just |ast week.

Therewas, but my experiments use up agreat dea of mercury.

Tdl me about the experiments. Arethey interesting?

Y es, but another time. Have you ever heard of Mani or the Old Man of the Mountain? Or of
Osman-Bey?

Sophialooked confused
I'm not sure. Arethey locd people?

Not at dl. Mani founded Manichaeism in Persain the third century. The Old Man of the Mountain was
supreme ruler of the Assassins, the Moslem sect that was a so founded in Persia. Both men were Jews.
Asfor Osman-Bey, he fearlesdy exposed the Jewish plot to take over the world.

Oh Nubar. Why don't you try reading the Catholicos Narses IV instead of thingslikethis? It's such
gentle poetry. It would soothe your nerves,

And the founder of the Freemasons, continued Nubar excitedly, was dso a Jew and so are many of the
cardindsin Italy. They're hoping for amajority soon so they can eect a Jewish pope. Didn't you know
the French Revolution was a Jewish-Masonic conspiracy?

That'sridiculous. And | thought you just said the Jews captured control of the Freemasonsin the
eighteenth century. Why would they haveto do that if they'd aready founded the Freemasons?

It'sthe same thing. The Jews made a secret pact with the Templars and then took them over, later they
did it again with the Freemasons. The grand master of the Freemasons has dways been a Jew and every
Freemason must nate anyone the grand master orders him to, even amember of the inner council.
Y ou can't become a Freemason of the thirty-third degree unless you're a Jew. The symbolsthey usein
their lodges are the snake and the phalus.

Y ou ought to find awife, Nubar.



Have you ever heard of Sir John Retcliffe?
No.

He was an Englishman who wrote an autobiographica noved cdled Biarritz. Thereésachapter in it that
describes the secret mesetings held in a cemetery in Prague by twelve Jews, representing the twelve tribes.
Thenove hastwo versons. Inthefirst verson Sir John isthe chief rabbi at ameseting in the cemetery in
1880, when he ddlivers a speech calling for world domination by the Jews. He wrote that to try to fool
them but it didn't work, so then in the second version hetold the truth.

What was the truth?

That he was an English diplomat, a Catholic, and that he might well have to pay with hislifefor reveding,
fictiondly, the Prague cemetery plot.

What happened to him?

Hepad with hislife.

Sophia shook her head.

Such lurid fantasies, Nubar. And you've never even known a Jew, have you?
No one who was openly aJew or admitted to it. But | have my suspicions.
Oh dear, Nubar. | think it'stime you took avacation with the Méelchitarists.

Nubar scowled. The Mé chitarists were amonadtic literary order of Catholic Armenians, formerly in
Congantinople and now in Venice, who published worksin Armenian. Sophiaadmired their combination
of monastic piety and literature, perhaps because it reminded her of his grandfather's [abor in the Holy
Land, and whenever she thought Nubar was becoming overexcited she suggested he go off and visit the
Mélchitarists. They would have been more than happy to welcome him, Sophiabeing their chief financid
benefactor. But he had no desire to vacation with monksin Venice or anywhere else.

I'll tell you onething, he said. I'm never going to acity that has underground transportation tubes.
Why not?

Because that's the way the Jews plan to blow up citieswhen the time comes. They'll take over the
subway trains and race around setting off bombs behind them.

Isthat bread really good for you, Nubar?
Yes, it'sanew kind of whole whest.
Won't you have even asmdll glass of wine? It helpsthe digestion.

No thank you, Bubba. Teetotalism and vegetarianism must go together. Cleanliness within and without is
of the utmost importance.

Ah, sghed Sophia, | just don't understand you. But then, I'm old and the world isfull of riddles.
Nubar nodded enthusiastically. He leaned forward.
Seemingly insolubleriddles?



It would seem s0. Digging for ail isso smple compared to understanding human beings.

L et me quote something to you, Bubba. The whole truth is to be found in this formula, which
provides the key to a host of disturbing and seemingly insoluble riddles. What do you think of that?

| think it's nonsense. The whole truth can be found only in God, and He surpasses human understanding.
What does the formularefer to, some Fascist or Marxist ideology?

But Nubar was suddenly evasive.

Not exactly, he said, and went on to ask aquestion about his grandfather, the spiritua presence at the
end of the table whose plate of lamb chops was now being replaced by abowl of fruit, a subject that was
guaranteed to make Sophiaforget everything el se as she lapsed back over the decades.

Two weeks later on adark stormy evening, Nubar sat hunched over the workbench in histower room
inhaling toxic mercury fumes, brooding, his mood one of rambling speculation. He had been conducting
mercury experiments since the middle of the afternoon and by now hisworkbench was acomplex jumble
of pelicansand dembics, crucibles and athanors that seethed and gurgled and hissed and bubbled.

Nubar sniffed. He breathed deeply and coughed.

Hewaswell aware that chronic mercury poisoning could produce a ddirium akin to madness, but that in
no way deterred him. The dangersinherent in his experiments were unavoidable.

Perhaps it must be repeated thousands of times, Paracel sus had written, in order to achieve the unique
st of circumstances that produces the philosopher's stone of eternd life.

The philosopher's stone. Immortality. Had he at |ast found the way to achieveit? And al because of a
bizarre report that had been smuggled out of acommuna Polish farm in Paesting?

Nubar had come across the report on New Y ear's Day, after lunch. Normally he took a nap after lunch,
and he aways carried ahandful of UIA reportsto bed with him to help him fall adeep. But there had
been no nap that day. Instead he had found himsdlf Sitting up in bed reading and rereading an unusua
report with athoroughly odd title.

The Lost Greek and the Great Jerusalem Poker Game

The Greek in question, now lost, was named Odysseus and had been the chief of the UIA gationin
Ithaca. The previous autumn he had used his annua |eave to go to Jerusdem, claming he wished to make
apilgrimageto the holy sites. But then he had disappeared, smply dropped out of sght. Nothing had
been heard from him or about him until this report, in a plain brown wrapper, had suddenly turned up one
December morning in the office of the UIA chief of station in Salonika, apparently thrown over the
transom by a person of unknown identity. The report was both a confession and a desperate pleafor
help.

Thelost Greek began hisreport by admitting he hadn't gone to Jerusdem with any intention of visiting
holy sites. He couldn't care less, he said, about holy sitesthere or esewhere. His sole reason for thetrip
wasto try to make afortune in the Great Jerusalem Poker Game.

The what? wondered Nubar, never having heard of such agame. Intrigued, he read on.

The lost Greek had entered the game one afternoon with a substantial amount of money. By the end of



the afternoon he was well ahead. However, he had made the mistake of drinking while he was playing,
which tended to loosen histongue even though he was normdly awily man with areputation for shrewd
and clever tactics. Overconfident and perhaps alittle drunk, he began to brag about his prowessasa
burglar and the easy targetsto be found in Paestine. In particular he mentioned burglarizing something
called akibbutz on hisway to Jerusdlem. It had been asmall dusty place, very poor. The farmers had
been out in thefields and in amatter of minutes he had made away with dl their vauables.

If you can cal asuitcase of old cracked Polish clocks vauable, he had added with alaugh. That'sdl they
had so | scooped them up.

Mogt of the players at the table laughed with him but severa did not. The one who seemed least amused
was a man named Szondi. What followed was a disaster for the lost Greek.

First helost dl the money he had with him to thisman Szondi. That took only two hands. Then helogt the
reserve he had hidden in hishotel room, in asingle hand, with the best cards he had ever held in a poker
game, aong with the suitcase of old Polish clocks and his shoes and socks. He wanted to leave for
Ithacathen, even though it would have meant going barefoot, but he found he couldn't rise from the table.

As soon as the man named Szondi had started betting againgt him, it seemed, another player at thetable
had begun pressing abottle of very old cognac on him. At least this other player, acarefree Irishman,
implied it was cognac and the bottle certainly looked very old. Thelost Greek had accepted the offer and
drunk fredy straight from the bottle, emptying it. The drink had seemed smooth enough when it was
going down, but obvioudy the Irishman had tricked him. It turned out the bottle hadn't contained cognac
at al but somekind of Irish home brew called poteen. All a once the lost Greek found he was paralyzed
below thewaist.

It can have such atemporary effect, noted the Irishman merrily, until you become usedtoit. Theniit
generdly paralyzes from the neck up, rather than the waist down. Do you follow me?

The lost Greek had shaken his head. He knew now he wasn't following anyone anywhere, he was
trapped at the table. The deal passed to a black man dressed in an Arab cloak and Arab headgear, a
man who smiled broadly, his skin so black it was amost blue. The beaming black man dedlt the cards
quickly and thelost Greek went on losing to Szondi, who seemed especidly adept a gambling
commodity futures. The Greek lost the future olive-ail production of hisfamily farm back in Ithaca over
the next twenty years. He then lost the olive ail that would be produced by his brothers and unclesand
cousins over the same period.

By now thelost Greek was weeping noisly. Hisfamily had no future in Greece, the next two decades
had disappeared. He begged for mercy, wanting to do so on his knees but unable to move because of his
temporary paralysis below the wais.

Finaly Szondi made him an offer. They would play onelast hand and if the lost Greek won, dl hisdebts
would be cancedlled. But if he lost, he would have to do manua labor for an unspecified period of time at
aplace Szondi would designate.

Thelost Greek had no choice, he knew that. He had to chance it. So the hand was played and the lost
Greek logt.

The designated place for manual |abor turned out to be the dusty poor Polish kibbutz where Odysseus
had stolen hisload of worthless old cracked Polish clocks. He had been laboring there ever sincein the
fidds, inthe hot sun, and it might go on forever unless aransom were paid.

Despite his exhaustion at the end of the day, he had written the report bit by bit by candldight over the



weeks, under ablanket at night, al the while being esten alive by mosguitoes. Early in December he had
managed to persuade someone to smuggle the report out of the country and throw it over the transom of
the UIA chief in Sdonika

The report had been written in pencil, and not avery good pencil at that. Nubar noticed there were water
gtains around the signature, probably tears.

Your most loyal employeein the UIA
And your former chief in Ithaca,
Now somewhere in Palestine farming with Poles in the dust,

Odysseus
The Lost Greek

Beneath that the chief of station in Sdonika had typed afew questions asking for guidance.
Ransom acceptable? How high do we go?
Nubar had snorted and fired off a cable immediately.

ARE YOU MAD?NO RANSOM OF ANY KIND FOR THE LOST GREEK. WHO NEEDS A
LOST GREEK? AND WHERE DID THISFOOL EVER GET A REPUTATION FOR BEING
WILY, LET ALONE SHREWD WITH HISTONGUE OR CLEVERWITH HISTACTICS?HIS
OWN FAULT ENTIRELY, FORGET HIM.

BUT WHAT ISTHE GREAT JERUSALEM POKER GAME? SEND PARTICULARSIF
KNOWN. AND WHY SUCH PRETENTIOUS TERMS FOR A SHABBY GAMBLING
OPERATION?

At thetime, on New Y ear's Day, Nubar hadn't been exactly sure why he had reacted so quickly to the
report. But something had been working at the back of his mind, something having to do with Jerusalem
and the Holy Land.

The answer to his cable had findly arrived that morning, athick folder of briefing materia, and Nubar
found the information in it shocking.

The game, it seemed, was notorious throughout the Middle East. Anyone who hadn't beeniiniit at one
time or another had at least heard of it and wanted to bein it. And its reputation had spread far beyond
the Levant, witnessthe lost Greek's eagernessto go there to try to win hisfortune. The game had aready
been going for six full years, in fact it had just entered its seventh year with no end in sight. The money
changing handswasincadculable.

Three men had founded the game and were its only permanent members, al mentioned in the lost
Greek's report.

Szondi, the defender of old Polish clocks that belonged to poor kibbutz farmers, was a dedicated Zionist.
And asaZionig, quite naturaly, he traded in futures, as noted by the lost Greek, since there was no
Jewish homeland at present. Hisfirst name was Munk, perhaps because he liked to think of himself as
the monk of the coming Jewish revolution.

The Irishman, who merrily offered pardyzing drinks from antique cognac bottles, was one O'Sullivan
Beare. He had made afortune sdlling spurious Chrigtian artifacts that were undeniably phalic in shape.
And hewas dill sdlling them, claiming they were blessed by an ecclesiadtic, obvioudy fictiond, known as
the baking priest.



The beaming black Arab, actually a Sudanese, had the unlikely name of Cairo Martyr. Hewas aso
making afortune on the sde by sdlling pharaonic mummy dust and mummy mastic, renowned in the
Levant as aphrodisiacs and euphoric agents.

Asfor the grandiloguent name of the game, that came from the fact that the ultimate prize at stake was
nothing less than compl ete clandestine control of Jerusalem. That was the god sought by each of the
three founding members, and of course by anyone who chalenged them, whether the chalenger redized
it or not.

Nubar was stunned.
Complete clandestine control of Jerusalem?

Now he understood why the lost Greek's report had immediately caught his attention. Jerusalem was
where his grandfather had buried the origind Sinal Bible after producing hisforgery of it. Thered origind
was gtill there and he, Nubar, wasitsrightful owner.

Jerusdem, the Holy City. The eternal city. Could it be, then, that the Sinai Bible was the philosopher's
stone he was seeking? Containing al the ancient eternd truths, the one sure way to immortaity?

Wasit time to put aside the gaseous, chaotic mercury experiments of hisyouth and boldly take what
belonged to him?

Nubar was beginning to think so. He was ready to make a momentous decision. And that'swhy he felt
that today, Epiphany, 1928, might well be the most important day of hislife.

The pelicans and alembics on his workbench, the crucibles and athanors, seethed and gurgled and hissed
and bubbled as he hunched over them, engulfed in their mercury fumes. Midnight was near. Around his
tower the storm raged. The moment had come for the third eye of occultism to see the unseeablein the
darkness.

Nubar took the smdl sphere of polished obsidian from its hiding place in his workbench. attached to the
gphere was aloop of nearly invisible gold thread. He smiled at the black volcanic glass and rubbed it
againg the sde of hisnose, the oils of hisskin bringing it to ahigh luster. He placed the gold thread
around the top of his head so that the obsidian sphere hung in the middle of hisforehead, histhird eye.
Now he possessed supernatural powers of perception.

The power to sum it al up. To consider the totdity of the universe and make hisdecision.

Nubar mixed mercury, heated mercury, mechanically repesting the master dchemist'singructions. He
lowered his head into the fumes as his mind wandered through the stormy night from plots and Strategems
to the possihility of joining Paracel susin an exclusive society of immortals, to Zog, to the Black Book, to
the muscular stable boy with curly hair, to teetotalism, the Protocols, aprimitive volcanic eye.

To vegetables and black glass and adark cemetery in Prague, to the Theban Sacred Band and the
origina Bible discovered by his grandfather in the Sinai, to the moat around the castle and hygienein

generd.

The Uranigt Intelligence Agency and whole-whest bread and Krk-Brac, the whole truth and the Great
Jerusalem Poker Game, the Assassins and subterranean trains and the Old Man of the Mountain.

Black glass, primitive volcanic eyes. A third eye, bombs.



The Black Book. Said to have been compiled by the German secret service before thewar. Said to
contain the names of forty-saven thousand English homosexuasin high places, both male and female.
Entrusted to the care of Prince William of Wied when he cameto Albaniain 1914 to serve briefly as
king. Who had the Black Book now? Could it be bought or stolen? Did Zog know whereit was?

Zog. Born Ahmed Zogu of the Zogalli clan of the Mati digtrict. Dictator of Albaniafor thelast three years
and soon to crown himsalf King Zog |. Sophiahad worked for the liberd leader, Bishop Fan Noli, but
Nubar had backed the cause of the reactionary Zog. What rewards would be his after Zog's coronation?

The Uranist Intelligence Agency. Hisown private network of Paracelsus agents and informers, feared
throughout the Balkans and perhaps beyond. Criminas of the highest caliber making up the largest
private intelligence servicein the world.

The Theban Sacred Band. Three hundred heroic young warriors of noble blood in ancient Thebes,
bound together by oath in defense of their ideals and their city-state, an elite homosexua brotherhood
that had lived and fought in mutua passion until daughtered by Philip of Macedonia. Could the Band be
reborn in Albania? Would that be the reward he requested from Zog?

The stable boy had rolled his eyes as he lit Nubar's cigarette, forbidden to Nubar according to one of the
resolutions he had made on histwenty-first birthday. But Nubar had rapidly inhaled the cigarette anyway
in the dizziness of the moment, in the shadows at the back of the stables where he had dipped down onto
apile of damp hay, a sudden weight on him and afiery pain rushing up to cleanse his body.

Mercury fumes, chronic poisoning, ddirium.

Using the crucibles on hisworkbench, Nubar mixed equa amounts of sulphur and lead and iron and
arsenic, copper sulphate and mercury and opium. Equal amounts as he poured and mixed, as he drifted
above hisworkbench through the stormy night numbly repesting the experiment again and again in search
of the unique set of circumstances, in search of Paracelsus and his secret society of immortals.

Whilein adark cemetery in Prague aging men with long thick noses bent over alittle boy, holding him
tightly and taunting him, their white beards matted and filthy, the Old Man of the Mountain dowly
thrusting adull rusted knife between thelittle boy'slegs.

Nubar shuddered and found himsdlf standing in front of amilitary formation, three hundred handsome
young men at atention. They wore the helmets and swords and tunics of ancient Greece, identical in cut
and color. Courageous invincible warriors waiting for him to address them, to lead them again into
victorious battle as only he could do, their immortal commander Parastein von Ho von Heim, Celsus of
Bombastus, the incomparable von Wallenbomb.

The handsome young warriors cheered him, holding up their clenched fistsin salute. Nubar nodded
solemnly and waved for silence. With aflourish he dipped hisright hand around hisright buttock. The
lines and ranks watched him breathlesdly.

Wild cheering erupted. Nubar grinned and nodded. For amoment he was able to thrust hiswholefist in
up to the wrist. The massed young warriors were screaming ecstatically. The muscular stable boy knelt
beside him, waiting with bowed head. Nubar carefully wiped hisfist on the boy's curly hair.

Whole-wheat bread and vegetables, curly hair and bombs.

Fumes. More mercury fumes and amoat, hygienein generd and the Assassins and subterranean



passages. Brac. A dull rusted knife. Explosions.

And across the sea a poker game being played by three ruthless criminals for control of Jerusalem. The
Sna Bible discovered by his grandfather, il buried in Jerusalem, now rightfully his.

The originad Bible, the philosopher's stone, and a secret society in Jerusdem plotting against him to get it.
A secret triad of playerstrying to steal what was his.

Through histhird eye Nubar saw it dl clearly, through his obsidian eye of primitive glass. Nothing could
escape his black volcanic eye on that dark stormy night of Epiphany.

Nubar fell forward. His head struck the boards of the workbench and rested there, his poisoned ddlirious
brain adrift in visons of immortality and the Sna Bible.

The next evening when they sat a dinner, the Massin B Minor booming forth from the organ, Nubar was
unusualy subdued.

I've had afew things checked into, said Sophia. | thought you might be interested in the facts that turned
up.

What facts, Bubba?

For one, the English diplomat and autobiographica novdist known as Sir John Retcliffe. Hisred name
was Hermann Goedsche, aformer German postal clerk. He later admitted Biarritz was atota
fabrication, including of course the chapter set in Prague.

Nubar smiled faintly.
What about Osman-Bey?

An even worse fake. He a so used the name Kibridli-Zade, but hisreal name was Millinger, acrook of
Jewish originsfrom Serbia. He wrote in German and published in Switzerland, peddling his anti-Semitic
works door to door from Constantinople to Athens. He was expelled from every country he ever entered
for every kind of swindle, ways on the move and dways being arrested. His career began in 1879 with
his expulsion from Venice, and ended with his death in 1898. The Russian secret police sent him to Paris
with four hundred rubles to uncover evidence of a Jewish plot to take over the world. He used the money
to manufacture World Conquest by the Jews and haveit published.

Ritua murder of Chrigtian boys by rabbis? murmured Nubar vaguely.

The most recent documentation of that comes from a Roman Catholic priest of Polish extraction who
was defrocked for avariety of offenses, ranging from embezzlement to rape. In 1876 he wrote a book
on the subject, then made an offer to some leaders of Russian Jewry to publish arefutation of hisown
book if they paid him. He dso offered to lecture against hisbook if they paid him alittle more. Don't you
understand what kind of company you're keeping, Nubar?

The whole truth is to be found in this formula, murmured Nubar, which provides the key to a host
of disturbing and seemingly insoluble riddles.

| know. The linerefersto the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and was written in Paris by one
Rachkovsky, head of the Okhrana outside of Russia. He spent his time writing attacks on everyone and
then answering his own attacks, al under names of red people. He also had the habit of fabricating



nonexistent organi zations, issuing pamphlets under their names and then refusing those same pamphlets,
using the names of other nonexistent organizations. And so on endlesdy. Can't you redlly see what this
kind of thing leadsto?

Nubar murmured that he would reconsider histheories of historical conspiracy, but actualy he no longer
cared much about them. It was the Great Jerusalem Poker Game that now obsessed him, the secret
reasons for the game and especidly the three evil criminals who had founded it and were now trying to
deny him immortaity by keeping him from the philosopher's stone, which lay hidden somewherein the
Old City where his grandfather had buried it.

Sophia placed athin volume of poetry by the Catholicos Narses |V, atwefth-century Armenian prelate,
at hiselbow.

Just read alittle, Nubar. It will soothe your nerves.
Nubar nodded.

And promise me youl'l at least consider avacation with the Melchitaristsin Venice in the not too distant
future. | know you'd find it restful.

| promise, Bubba, he said, dready immersed in the details of shifting the operations of the UIA from the
Bakansto the Middle East.



-11-
Gronk

To counteract the chaos of eternity there, utter order here.

The task Nubar had set for the UIA wasto uncover every particle of information related in any way to
the Great Jerusalem Poker Game. Once armed with that knowledge, he would then move to destroy the
game and ruin itsthree crimina founders. And with that accomplished hewould &t last be ableto seize
clandestine control of the Holy City himsdlf, resurrect the Sinal Bible that had been buried there by his
grandfather and use it as the philosopher's stone that would guarantee him immortdlity.

Thefirst step, relocating the UIA in the Middle East, turned out to be surprisingly easy. Infact Nubar's
network functioned far more effectively in the bazaars of the Levant than it ever had in the bookstores of
Bulgariaand the private libraries of Transylvania. His agents began collecting information on the poker
gamein Jerusalem with an enthusiasm they had never shown when dedling with Paracelsus and dchemicd
mydseries.

One of the most disturbing facts they uncovered initially concerned the sundia that hung by the door in
the vault where the game was being played. In the nineteenth century, according to information collected
by his agents, this monstroudy heavy bronze piece had been a portable sundid, the property of afabled
English explorer named Strongbow who was said to have been the secret owner of the Ottoman Empire
at the end of the century.

That immediately struck Nubar asimportant. So too the fact that this sundia had chimes attached to it
that sounded erraticdly, belying any orderly concept of time and thoroughly disorienting visitorsto the
game. But not, gpparently, confusing the three founders of the game. On the contrary, they obvioudy
thrived in the chaotic atmosphere caused by this unnatura timepiece.

What was the connection then? Wasiit possible his three enemies were usng this strange sundid to try to
negate timein order to recreate Sirongbow's nineteenth-century empire? Secretly playing with timein the
eternd city not just for control of Jerusalem, but with the aim of controlling the entire Middle East?

Qil. Not only werethey trying to deny him immortaity, they wanted al the money he was going to inherit
aswell. The cunning of those three men was appaling.

Nubar's eyes narrowed.

The poker game was even more dangerous than he had suspected. Never would he have imagined the
conspiracy againg himin the Holy City could be so vast.

The massive reports Nubar's agents sent to Albania proved to be stunning mixtures of hearsay and hints
and shadowy dlegations, each more improbable than the last. And even when hard factual evidence was
available, it seemed to drift away dmost at once and loseitself in the twisting dleys of Jerusdem with the
ease of aHg Harun, that unreal phantom figure who somehow embodied the spirit of the mountaintop,

everybody's mythica Holy City.

Numbingly complex reports, and Nubar spent long days brooding over the confusion of the eternd city.
In the beginning he toyed with the idea.of making ajourney there, in disguise, to assessthe Situation



himsdlf. If he did go to Jerusalem he might even enter the game one evening with some of his stronger
agents dong as bodyguards, cleverly passing himsdlf off as deaf and dumb 0 as not to reved anything he
knew.

But no, thought Nubar. Not yet. It would be far too dangerous now to enter Jerusalem and confront the
three vicious poker players, even in disguise and surrounded by bodyguards. Too much was at stake.
The UIA had to complete itswork beforeit would be safe to venture there. For the present it was
necessary to remain hidden securdly in his castle tower far awvay from Jerusalem, methodically perfecting
histheories and carefully arranging thick sheaves of charts and numbers.

And perhaps not just for the present. Nubar was already beginning to sense that the myth of aHoly City
might dwaysremain asdlusve asabutterfly in flight, forever defying order initseternal quest. Asaboy
he had been fascinated by butterflies, but only when they were dead. Their erratic passages when they
were free on the wind, colors suddenly flashing and just as quickly gone, had always disturbed him, and
asaresult he himsdf had never caught the butterflies that were to be embamed for his collection.
Servants had done that.

So perhaps even then Nubar suspected that he would never dare to go to Jerusalem and subject himsalf
to theredlities of that myth with itsworn cobblestones beyond time, its massive walls that had drifted
over the ages shdltering hope and safeguarding in their shadows the cherished water of sacred wells, the
secret byways of faith and promise, amountain of many dreams reared above the wastes by many

peoples.

No, the implications of the myth were abhorrent to Nubar and the myth itself was intolerable, too
mysterious and too intangible, too far beyond the control of any power on earth. So even in the beginning
he sensed that he would never be able to dedl with the city and its players except from afar, in order for
the playersto remain faceless and the myth remote, whilethe UIA served as his net for catching the
changing colors of life. Butterflies, but only when embamed for Nubar. Order and dignment and the
safety of abgtractions, the security of concepts, and as with butterflies, so too with Jerusalem.

Thusthe bulky UIA reports arrived month after month, endlesdy piling confusion upon confusion as his
three distant enemies across the sealaughed and joked and dedlt the cards that spun out their game over
theyearsin the eternd city, as Nubar brooded over hearsay and hints and shadowy dlegationsin his
castle tower in Albania, safe and far away as he wanted to be, asindeed he had to be so great was his
fear of the conflicting clues of the Old City that rose above time and the desert, & homein hiscastle
tower safely handling charts and numbersto his satisfaction, safely arranging concepts.

But at the sametime finding it increasingly difficult to relax in the evening, unable to escape the
contradictionsin the reports he read during the day. To be able to do that Nubar decided he needed a
practica diverson that would be the exact opposite of the chaotic poker gameinthe Holy Land, a
diversion that would be wholly under his control. To counteract the chaos of eternity there, utter order
here.

But what form should it take? Nubar's mind wandered and a number of boyhood memories nudged one
another.

The Sunday afternoon band concerts he had gone to with hisfirst lover. The uniformsworn by the band
members, the far grander uniform worn by the conductor whom everyone watched and obeyed.
Returning home at the end of the afternoon to nestle hislipsin orderly trays of embamed butterflies, his
lover on duty behind him.

Band members. Embamed butterflies in neat rows. Colors and uniforms, the conductor.



Nubar smiled. Of course. A private army.

An dlite private corps devoted to pomp and regularity, to discipline, recruited by him and commanded by
him and bound by the strictest oaths of obedience, to be ruled with aniron fist by Generaissmo Nubar
Parastein von Ho von Heim, Celsus of Bombastus, the incomparable Field Marsha von Wallenbomb,
Maximum Leader and Number One, future Supreme Commander of the Albanian Sacred Band.

Nubar lounged happily at hisworkbench far into the night playing with crayons. Nothing could have been
more soothing to him than pondering the uniforms of his elite corps and musing over its ceremonies.

A code of conduct?

Naturaly smilar to that of the Theban Sacred Band, those noble warriors of ancient Greece with their
traditions of honor and physical cleanliness, homosexudity and fanatical brotherhood. But couldn't he add
to that afind irrevocable act of initiation? Something aong the lines of the vicious crimes perfected by the
Spartan aristocracy?

In ancient Sparta each young officer had been responsible for planning and committing an atrocity &t the
end of hismilitary training, sneaking out at night aone to secretly massacre an entire Spartan peasant
household as brutaly as possible, this crime againgt his own people seen as proof that he was worthy of
being aleader for his country in battle.

Probably out of the question in modern Albania, thought Nubar. But still, the idea of secret crimes
binding his men together strongly appeded to him.

Uniforms?

Nubar spent more time designing them, coloring everything in with crayons, than he did on any other
aspect of the future Albanian Sacred Band. After dl, uniformswere vital. Nothing was more important
for the pride and bearing of men, for the sense of honor his dite corpswould fed. It took Nubar months
but finaly he devel oped a portfolio of crayoned sketchesthat satisfied him.

The black leather tunic was skin-tight with a high round black leather collar. The black lesther pantswere
skintight. The black leather jackboots flared above the knee, and the black |eather military cap rose high
in front with amassive silver skull mounted over the visor. A black leather trenchcoat was to be worn at
all times, indoors and out, as were black leather gloves long enough to revea no flesh at the wrists.

An anima skin would be thrown over the right shoulder and gathered together by asilver skull on the left
hip. The rank and file would wear leopard skins, the officerstiger, he himsdf, asking of thejungle, lion.

The bdt of the trenchcoat would be aheavy slver chain. Hanging from it would be alarge spiked mace
and arusty straight razor in athick cylindrical black lesther sheath, aleather blackjack, ablack lesther
fist and along black leather truncheon.

Loops of heavy slver chain would gird the chest between medas awarded for merit, the medals
depicting stags and stdlions and bulls, wolves and jackals and hyenas. A large slver skull would hang
around the neck on aslver chain.

His own uniform would have gold everywhere instead of slver.

Ceremonies?



They would be held exclusively at night, by torchlight, hismen facing himin perfect linesand ranks. The
ceremonieswould consst of him ranting at the top of hislungs, strutting back and forth, while the men
listened. He would ddiver interminable speeches detailing al histheories and concepts, talking aslong as
he liked about whatever he liked, while the massed corpsremained rigidly at attention, expressionless,
the dightest movement by anyone cause for immediate disgrace and expulsion. Then when it suited him
he would distribute awards for obedience and give everyone minute instructions about what they were
going to do next.

An dlite private army. Spiked maces and skulls and truncheons, fists and black leather by torchlight, iron
discipline.

Nubar completed his plan in histower room late on a Sunday night. For the third time that evening he
mixed equa amounts of sulphur and lead and iron and arsenic, copper sulphate and mercury and opium.
Tomorrow hewould have to return to the unsettling reports from Jerusalem, but now at least he was at
peace with himsaf.

Nubar marched to the window and stood with his hands on his hips staring defiantly out at the darkness,
a nothing, profoundly immersed in visions of order and obedience and deeply satisfied with himsdif,
unaware that his old friend Mahmud would be responsible for both the initia success and the sordid
destruction of the Albanian Sacred Band.

He had first met Mahmud when he was twelve and Mahmud ayear older.

In the spring of that year Sophia had vacationed in Rhodes. One evening at sunset on the walls of the
Crusader fortress there, Sophia had chanced to fal into conversation with another tourist, an elderly
princess connected to the Afghan royd family. The two old women took an immediate liking to one
another and retired to Sophias hotel to dine. The princess was on her way to the Rivierabut promised to
stop in Albaniaon her return in September, bringing with her ayoung grandson as a playmate for Nubar.

When they arrived at the castle Nubar thought the Afghan prince looked much more than ayear his
senior. Mahmud was a head taller than he was, his voice had degpened and there was hair growing on
his flabby chest. Nubar, till without body hair and speaking in a high squeaky voice, hid in the castlein
embarrassment and refused to come out and play.

At the time Nubar was fascinated with bad Albanian poetry as aresult of having met aman named
Arnauti, ayoung French national of Albanian descent who had shown him a battered yellow volume of
his poems while passing through the country on hisway to Alexandria. The poemswere grossly
sentimental but they had beguiled Nubar and he was now writing poems himsalf, imitating Arnauti by
cramming his verses with the names of rare minerals and semiprecious stones, adevice Arnauti had
developed to make commonplace colors seem exatic.

After hiding for savera days Nubar finaly agreed to show Mahmud his poems. Mahmud said he liked
them very much. The boys began giggling and before long they were panting together on acouch,
whispering lurid accounts of real and imagined experiences with animals and household objects and adult
mae servants.

Of dl Mahmud'staesthe one that intrigued Nubar the most was his account of an exclusive medica
clinic outside of Kabul. Nubar had never been treated in a hospital and the descriptions of somber menin
white coats, coming and going with strange instruments, fascinated him.

When he was leven, it ssemed, Mahmud had begun to manifest sgns of anervous disorder. He laughed



hysterically at ingppropriate moments and then broke into tears for no apparent reason. Afghan
speciaists were called in and diagnosed dementia praecox with possible overlays of adolescent catatonia.
The psychiatric clinic on the outskirts of Kabul was recommended for intensive observation.

Mahmud spent the next year and ahdf at the clinic, which was Stuated in a pastoral setting that included
brooks and ponds, sheep and goats and many wild flowers. Every morning the doctors treated him with
hypnotism and every afternoon his mother faithfully visted him, to take him for awak on the grounds of
the clinic. But no progresswas made. If anything Mahmud wept more violently and laughed more
ingppropriately.

Onefine sunny day Mahmud had been out for the usua afternoon walk with his mother when adoctor
had stumbled upon them behind a bush next to a bubbling brook. The doctor had suddenly begun
shouting at his mother and angrily waving hisarms.

What are you doing, woman? ydled the doctor.

Mahmud waslying on hisback in the grass giggling inaudibly, gazing up at the rays of sun danting through
the bush while his knedling mother performed fdllatio on him. Hismother, an unsophisticated Tadzhik
woman whom his father had married for political reasons, raised her head in confusion and wiped her
mouth.

But he began to cry, she said smply. | aways do thiswhen he cries. Look, now he's smiling again.

Which Mahmud was, dthough the vacant leer on hisface dangeroudy resembled the demented grin of a
congenita idiot. His mother wasimmediately hustled out of the clinic and told she could never return.
Within amonth Mahmud was pronounced cured and sent to the Rivierawith relatives for arest

The Albanian sojourn of the Afghan princess and her grandson ended in late October. They Ieft the castle
to return to Afghanistan and there the elderly princess soon died from a concussion suffered when her
horse went out of control on acliff. Nubar wrote to hisfriend once or twice but Mahmud wastoo lazy to
answer. So Nubar knew nothing of him until he turned up in Albania unexpectedly in the autumn of 1929,
in disgrace, hisfurtive note to Nubar from a cheap hotdl in Tirané saying that he had just arrived in the
country and was badly in need of help.

Nubar went to the shabby hotel in Tirané and found his old friend stretched out on afilthy bed, dressed in
the shapeless costume of a Turkish peasant. After a separation of ten years, they embraced with tears.
Mahmud then produced a bottle of chegp mulberry raki from under the bed and went onto givean
acocount of himsdlf.

It seemed the coming world economic crisis had already been anticipated in the palaces of the Afghan
royd family. Various speculative ventures were collgpsing and Mahmud had been implicated in aplot to
poison the minister of finance, his parental uncle, with whom he had been maintaining a secret sexua
relaionship in order to gain access to economic information.

Mahmud had just managed to flee the country in disguise, traveling overland by way of Baku and
Odessa, digtributing heavy bribes dong the way, his uncle's jewels and some other vauables he had
golen at the last moment. He still had asmall income from afew holdings on the Riviera, but it was
absolutely essentid that he go into hiding in some obscure place until the scandd was forgotten at home.
Hefdt there surely must be such aspot in acorner of Albania, and he asked hisold friend'shelpin
findingit



Mahmud was equaly frank about other things. In the last ten years he had become an alcoholic, he said,
and having aways had alow opinion of man'sbetia nature, he was now dowly starving himsalf to death.
Hetotally lacked the courage for a more abrupt departure, and besides, he quite enjoyed the routine he
had set for himsdlf. In fact he had adopted the M editerranean habit of taking asiestain order to have the
pleasure of getting fully drunk twice aday.

His regimen was orderly. Upon awakening in the morning he drank severa quarts of warm beer, in bed,
to soothe his somach. By the middle of the morning his ssomach was sufficiently inactive for him to get
out of bed and go to acafé for mulberry raki, which he drank by the tumbler until noon while reading
literary reviews. Hisintellectua work for the day thus accomplished, he went to arestaurant and ate one
baked chicken wing with his fingers because his hands shook so badly aknife and fork made too much
noise clattering around the plate.

After lunch he returned to the café and drank unwatered wine until he went to bed toward the end of the
afternoon, reawakening around eight in the evening to repesat hisearlier cycle, thistime minustheliterary
reviews of course. His second performance ended in oblivion sometime after midnight, when by
prearrangement awaiter carried him home and dumped him in bed.

And there you haveit, said Mahmud with asmile, emptying the bottle of mulberry raki and going down
under the bed to look for another.

Nubar listened to al thiswith sympathy and agreed to do whatever he could. Accordingly, the next
morning, he donned hiswhite duster and racing goggles and set off through the mountainsin his
Hispano-Suizain search of an Albanian hideout for Mahmud.

Hefound it that very day but not in the mountains. After driving for severa hours through one drab village
after another, Nubar decided he needed some grilled crabs for lunch to buoy his spirits. He asked for the
nearest fishing village and was given directionsto a place caled Gronk.

The olive groves gave way to orange trees as he dropped down out of the hills and sped along aflat
sandy gtretch of coast, abeautiful deserted beach that must have been five mileslong. And then all a
once he came around a headland and stopped the car in amazement.

Exquistelittle Gronk. Why had he never heard of it before?

A Venetian wall around the village, acrumbling Venetian fort on the promontory. Minaretsfrom the
Turkish erarising beyond the smal placid harbor, which was ringed by the stately stone arches of what
had once been the high narrow houses of Venetian merchants, their walled courtyards set behind them
for protection from the winter seas. Tiny aleyswound around and around back there away from the
harbor, the overhanging upper stories nearly obscuring the sky.

A brilliant autumn day, the blue water sparkling, the brightly painted fishing boats rocking gently by the
quay where afew old fishermen mended nets or rinsed sea urchins and pounded small octopuses on the
rocks. There was only one café-restaurant on the harbor, alarge smple place with its tables set out by
the water, ahuge stove at the back and arches inside that showed it had been a boat-builder's shop
under the Venetians. In the stillness of the little harbor Nubar ate and drank, warmed by a sun casting
soft russet colors over the worn stones of the old Venetian houses.

After lunch he talked with the couple who ran the café. They said the only people who ever visited Gronk
were the peasants from the surrounding farmlands bringing in their produce. Other than that men fished
and grew oranges, women cared for children and chickens and it was aforgotten corner of the



Mediterranean with Venetian and Turkish memories. Half of the houses on the harbor were empty and
could be bought for next to nothing if anyone wanted to buy one, which no one ever did.

Nubar was excited and returned at once to Mahmud to describe the beauties of little Gronk. Mahmud
liked what he heard but he also had practical questions.

Of course, Nubar assured him, the café would serve him a single baked chicken wing twiceaday. And it
was well supplied with beer and mulberry raki and wine, and the large stove insde would be warm and
cheery during the winter months of rain, the tables by the water lovely the rest of the year. Here Mahmud
could happily spend hiswaking hours following his usua routine. Nubar had aready talked to the café
owner and he had agreed, in exchange for the steady patronage of aforeign resident, to carry Mahmud
back to his house every night and put him to bed.

Mahmud became enthusiagtic. They returned to Gronk together and Mahmud bought one of the Venetian
villas on the harbor and set about having it repaired. At the pleasant café beside the water that was now
his headquarters, Mahmud was a so enthusiastic about the idea of an Albanian Sacred Band, when
Nubar explained it to him.

But | have afew suggestions, said Mahmud, flashing a swift toothy grin and pouring more wine astheir
first afternoon in the Café Crabs swirled drunkenly on toward evening.

For one, Mahmud thought the uniforms of the Supreme Field Marshd Generalissmo and his deputy,

Nubar's and his own, would be more impressive if the skull hanging from the neck were discarded in

favor of alargeivory mask that would fit over the entire head, making their heads look like skeletons
skulls

Y es, Nubar? A grinning death's-head in cold carved ivory?
Nubar nodded eagerly.

And for another, said Mahmud, refilling his glass, shouldn't we change the name of our elite corpsto the
Albanian-Afghan Sacred Band, thereby suggesting an internationa brotherhood reaching far beyond the
confines of Gronk? Indeed, one that goes so far asto embrace the outer limits of the empire created by

Alexander the Gregt?

Nubar nodded dizzily.

Asfor the secret crimes Nubar wanted committed asfinal acts of initiation, Mahmud agreed that
full-scale Spartan atrocities were smply no longer feasible.

No, Nubar, times do change and we can't kill any children, he said, brushing away an imaginary bat that
was nibbling at hisear. But what anoble vison you've had, resurrecting ancient Greecelikethisin dl its
glory and even improving upon it. Thetruth isyou must be amad genius. I've dways suspected it and
now | know it.

Nubar laughed.

I'm not mad, he said.

Mahmud downed another glass and brushed at his ear.
Do you see anything hovering above my shoulder?

No.



Odd. I could swear something'staking little bites at my ear, and yesterday it was the back of my head.
Anyway, you're going to order the masks and uniformsright away?

Of course, immediately.

Excdlent, Nubar, uniforms are crucid. I've never known why exactly, but they are. I've never felt redly
comfortable except when I'm wearing a uniform or someone el sg's clothes. Do you know what | mean?

Nubar nodded, Mahmud smiled, and thus as the world sank into the ruinous despair of the Gresat
Depression which would give rise to so many historicd extremes, an dlite organization devoted to honor
and physical cleanliness, homosexuality and fanatica brotherhood, was born in the autumn of 1929 over
adaily regimen of beer and mulberry raki, single baked chicken wings and unwatered wine, and the rites
and rituds of the Albanian-Afghan Sacred Band, to be known affectionately to its two founders asthe
AA, cameinto being beside the beautiful little harbor of Gronk.

Over the next three years during long lazy Mediterranean afternoons, from clear eveningslistening to the
cicadas down through the soft shadows of night to the brilliant still sunlight of morning, avast successon
of peasant boys passed through Mahmud's stately sixteenth-century Venetian villa on the harbor, being
initiated into the wonders of the AA.

In order for darkness to be perpetua in the villa, shutters had been nailed closed over al the windows.
Candldight played on the pae violet drapes and on the soft low couches where the boys lay while Nubar
and Mahmud reclined in their elaborate AA regdia, raisng themselveslanguidly to sp mulberry raki and
discourse on ancient Greece.

In practice the boys dressed up only once ayear, on Easter a sundown, when the villa's locked closets
were thrown open and uniforms and chains and leather fists and truncheons were distributed to everyone,
the solemn oathsin the cellar then followed by afeast of lambsroasted over pitsin the privacy of the
walled courtyard, and thereafter by along fiery night of drunken dancing in the villa, the anonymous black
figures spinning from floor to floor and room to room in an unbroken chain.

But it was the summer scenes on the beaches outside of Gronk, the daring watermelon parties held by
moonlight, that were perhaps the most delicious of dl to the two founders of the AA. The parties began
with abrief lecture by Nubar on some aspect of Greek philosophy while Mahmud hacked up the first
watermel on and passed out the dices. But almost at once the two of them dropped out of sight among
the boys and rich dippery sounds spilled over the sands as sticky fingers squeezed off seeds, sweet juicy
pulp everywhere as more rinds were ripped open amidst the rhythmic munching of mouths and the
rhythmic roll of the sea, eager eyes exploring the insatiable sources of blackness and the lapping waves
dirring ever more quietly with the late hour, ever more softly, findly washing asummer night into oblivion.

For Nubar and Mahmud, delirious years on the timel ess shores of Gronk. Watermelons and rituals and
pleasures without end for the two friendsin their lavish, ancient dream.

Until one winter morning a cleaning woman entered the stately Venetian villaon the harbor and found
Mahmud's mutilated body in al its AA splendor, without a head, disfiguring the orderly lines of his bed.

Theterrified woman's hysterical screams shook the little harbor as she came running out onto the street.
When the police arrived they found agrinning ivory skull staring out from under the bed, with Mahmud's
head insdeit. They broke into the locked closets and discovered racks of black uniforms and hegps of



AA medas. Huge AA banners were hung on the walls aong with photographs of mass meetings by
torchlight, long straight lines of rigid warriors, faceless, seen from the back, being harangued by asmal
grutting figure in black wearing a death's-head and gold chains and aternately waving truncheons and
draight razors and black leather figtsin the air, hisidentity hidden by hisivory mask.

The police went at once to the Café Crabsto learn what they could of Mahmud's last movements, but
the moment they entered the café a stolid peasant boy, who was eating breakfast, came forward and
confessed to the crime. The boy wasled away. An investigation began.

Nubar, adeep in his castle tower room, was awakened by atelephone call as soon asthe police left the
Café Crabs. Fortunately Sophiawasin Istanbul on abusinesstrip so he didn't have to do any explaining.
Immediately he cabled the M chitarist monksin Venice, sgning Sophias name, saying that he was
coming there to marry and that they should find him a suitable wife. Just before noon, after making
severd confidentia callsto Tirané, he boarded a chartered yacht for Venice.

By thetime he arrived there the Ml chitarists had found him a respectable young woman to marry from
the Armenian community in Venice. The wedding ceremony was performed as soon as Nubar
disembarked. That night, terrified by the events he had fled in Albania, he was somehow able to arouse
himsef briefly through fear, the only time he ever had in hislife. The marriage was thus consummated and
there could be no grounds for divorce later on charges of impotency, Nubar's lifelong affliction.

Asit happened, he aso impregnated hiswife during that momentary encounter.

Theinvestigation in Gronk was quickly concluded. From the beginning the Albanian authorities had been
inclined to believe that aforeigner, and especially a prince from acountry as barbaric as Afghanistan, was
capable of the most ungpeakable behavior. They were therefore more than ready to put most of the
blamefor the murder on the murdered man himsdlf, the headless Mahmud.

Thetrid opened and the peasant boy explained that he had accidentaly strangled Mahmud with one of
the chains Mahmud was wearing around his neck. Unknown to the boy, the chain had become entwined
around hisfoot while they were lying together on the bed. The moment he redlized what had happened,
said the boy, and that he would be blamed for Mahmud's death, an uncontrollable rage had seized him,
directed toward that grotesque mask that was grinning up at him from between hislegs, itsfrozen leer an
unbearable mockery. In afrenzy he had rushed to the kitchen to find a cleaver to ded with the
death's-head asit deserved. After he had done o, the head had apparently rolled off the bed and under
the bed and, till grinning, come to the upright sitting position in which the police had found it.

Other citizensfrom Gronk then took the stand to describe what they knew of Mahmud's activitiesand
background, athough no one could bring himself to utter the dead man's name. Instead, without
exception, Mahmud was referred to as that disgusting Afghan, that despicable Easterner, or smply
as thefilthy foreigner.

And then al at once there was an immediate sensation in the courtroom when it was |earned that the
filthy foreigner had first arrived in Albania by way of Baku and Odessa, where he might well have
acquired secret Bolshevik links, shocking information that somehow managed to emerge in the rambling
testimonies of severd illiterate Gronk fishermen al of whom were retired and poor and ederly, but who
had a so been in the habit of loitering around the Café Crabs from time to time, hoping to receive a bone.

By the end of the afternoon the judge was convinced the extenuating circumstancesin the case were
many. The filthy foreigner's rank perversity had been more than made evident, as had the extreme
provocation to violence that he had provided at the time of the crime by his ugly costume and uglier
wegpons, and especially by his abominable death's-head mask. The peasant boy was therefore



sentenced to only twenty yearsin an agricultura prison where tomatoes were grown, each day of |abor
to serve astwo days off his sentence, so that with good behavior he could be out in only six years.

But meanwhile, and more important for the nation, the entire contents of Mahmud's villawere to be sent
under guard to Tiranéfor ingpection by higher authorities, possibly to include King Zog himsdlf, to see
whether the AA might indeed have been a cunningly disguised Bolshevik plot to invade the country and
assasd nate the king, after entry had been achieved by corrupting youths at akey point on the vulnerable
Albanian coadtline.

Assoon asthetria was over Nubar received detailed reportsin Venice on the proceedings. Sophia
returned from Istanbul and wrote to him in amazement asking what he was suddenly doing in Italy. Nubar
replied vaguely that he had felt the need for avacation. Lately he had been working too hard on his
mercury experiments, he said, and had decided to cometo Venicefor ares, following Sophias
long-standing advice. The city enchanted him so much, he added, that he had bought a pal azzo on the
Grand Cand for other vacations in the future. Sophia, delighted that hewas at |ast getting out of his tower
room and into the world, immediately sent him a cable. Over the next few daystherewas a brief
exchange.

WONDERFUL NEWS, NUBAR, I'M SO HAPPY FOR YOU. NOW TRY TO GET OUT AND
ENJOY THE SIGHTS. DON'T SIT INSIDE YOUR PALAZZO ALL DAY BROODING, AND
STAY AWAY FROM MERCURY FOR A WHILE. READ POETRY. IT WILL CLEAR YOUR
MIND.

* % %

MY MIND AND CONSCIENCE ARE PERFECTLY CLEAR, BUBBA. FURTHERMORE, I'M
OUTSIDE A GREAT DEAL. | SPEND MANY HOURSIN THE PIAZZA IN FRONT OF SAN
MARCO'S.

* k% %

LOVELY.NOTHING COULD BEBETTER FOR YOU. IT'S SO BEAUTIFUL THERE. DRINK
PLENTY OF MINERAL WATER FOR YOUR GAS, GET A LOT OF SLEEPAND HAVE A
GOOD TIME.

THANKS. GASUNDER CONTROL. HAVING WONDERFUL TIME IN THE MY STERIOUS
WINTER MISTSTHAT CLOAK THE CITY. PERFECTLY ENCHANTING.

If only she knew, thought Nubar, setting out again in the cold fog at sundown, heading for San Marco's
with his stack of thick journds, the rambling testimoniasto himsdf that he spent dl day, every day,
writing.

Thejournas contained passages describing his sadnessfor the fate of the peasant boy convicted of



murder in Gronk, who had originaly been hislover, not Mahmud's, athough no mention was made of
that. But most of the pages were devoted to long incoherent attacks on every conceivable aspect of
Mahmud's character and behavior.

In addition the journas contained lengthy spurious histories of the AA, which proved beyond any
reasonable doubt that the organization had been founded and run solely by Mahmud, while he, Nubar,
hadn't really known of its existence. In fact, he had never even suspected that it existed. He smply had
no ideathere could ever have been such amonstrous group as the AA operating secretly in deepy little
Gronk.

Furthermore, the correct name of that foul organization, spelled out in large letters at the top of every
page in the journals so no one could mistake it, was the All-Afghanistan Sacred Band, proof of the
utterly foreign nature of the conspiracy which had aways been completely dien to the Albanian way of
life and the Albanian national character, not to mention Albanian ideals and the Albanian work ethic, and
initslazy decadence, even contrary to Albanian efficiency. As Nubar made perfectly clear in thejourndls,
the AA could only have been the product of a filthy foreigner's diseased and totaly aberrant mind.

The entire affair, in short, was afrightening case of Afghan mountain madness|et loosein asmdl, quiet,
civilized, respectable, law-abiding Albanian fishing community.

And lagtly, there were numerous eulogies to the Albanian prison system in the journds, particularly toits
agricultura prisons, dong with arguments that showed afew yearsin one of them, growing tomatoes,
couldn't help but be a healthy experience for a peasant boy who had previoudy known only the confines
of asgmd| seasidevillage.

The Boy.

The letters appeared on the covers of each of Nubar'sjournas. All day long he scribbled illegibly in his
journas, sipping mulberry raki to steady his nerves, then gathered up the journas at twilight and went off
to San Marco's where he moved from café to café, accosting strangers to read them passages aloud
from the journds, or thrusting the journals into the hands of astonished tourists and trying to run away, so
they would be trapped with them and perhaps read a page or two.

Spring passed into summer and summer into autumn. Sometime before the whiter fogs descended once
more, the Md chitarigtsinformed him that hiswife, who had deserted him on their wedding night upon
seeing what kind of person he was, had given birth to a son in the Armenian community in Venice where
she had returned to live. Nubar told them the boy was to be named Mecklenburg Wallenstein, an effort
by Nubar to retain asmall measure of salf-respect by recdling past family glory, the uncle of the first
Albanian Wallenstein having once been created the Duke of Mecklenburg by the Holy Roman Emperor
for hisextraordinary military services during the Thirty Years War.

But past glories couldn't relieve the restless despair Nubar now felt as he made his nightly rounds of the
cafésin the piazzain front of San Marco's, hiding in archways until the waiters were looking the other
way and then darting between the crowded tables, quickly squeezing dong trying to distribute his
journds, trying to make people see the truth, trying to get someone, anyone, to listen to his absolutely
accurate account of past eventsin Gronk.

In what? asked a startled touri<t.
Nubar thrust hisjournas forward.

Gronk, heraved. Areyou mad? Are you deaf? Gronk, | said. Gronk.



By now even the most worldly tourists were thoroughly aarmed. Sticky pastries and cups of black coffee
cameflying, the weapons at hand used by waiters and café patrons who were outraged by his skulking
behavior around their tables, hisfurtive whispers as he sneaked up behind them and tried to drop one of
hisjournasinto their |aps before they knew what was happening.

So the sticky pastries rained down on him, the cups of thick scalding coffee shot by his head and Nubar
had to turn and run, crashing into wallsin the darkness, in the eerie fog-bound emptiness of the huge
deserted piazzawhere adistant footfall sounded asif it were right beside him, fleeing around and around
through the night on the dippery cobblestones, lost in the mists and the drizzle of a Venetian winter,
stumbling and falling and clutching to his chest the preciousjournasthat were capable of explaining
Gronk initsentirety, if only someone would read them, which no one ever would.

Just before dawn he collapsed in agondola and ordered his gondalier to hurry down the Grand Canal so
he could reach his paazzo before daylight came. Gliding over the water then with bits of stale pastry
clinging to hisface, his evening clothes muddied and his operacloak ripped and histop hat newly dented,
he lay in the bottom of the boat haggard and trembling and dizzy, sinking deeper into a stupor,
dangeroudy weak becauise he now ate only asingle baked chicken wing twice aday, amorbid
compulsion toward sdf-starvation that had come to overwhelm him in the last year. And delirioudy drunk
aswell from the mulberry raki he dways carried to the piazza at nightsin awooden canteen dung over
his shoulder, another compulsion toward self-destruction that had come to overwhelm himin the last
yedr.

But finally home. Nubar lurched for the landing and nearly missed it, lost ashoe and histop het in the
water, lost his opera cape on the landing, muttered incoherently as he staggered across the wet stones
pulling off his clothes and disappeared at |ast, mostly naked, through the door of his elegant paazzo,
thereto hide until night came once more to cover his movements.

Thuslived Nubar in the closing days of 1933, a crazed phantom figure haunting the winter mists of
Venice, never farther from the eternd city of hisdreams. Y et soon now, very soon, to achieve hisgoa of
immortality after reading the UIA's last staggering report on the Great Jerusalem Poker Game.



PART FOUR



-12-
Maud

Afraid of Jerusalem, just imagine. Afraid of something, unlike the rest of us.

Not surprisingly, Maud'slong friendship with Munk began in Smyrna. Many years|ater when she looked
back on her four decadesin the Eastern Mediterranean, it was one of the two cities that meant the most
to her, Smyrnain her mind somehow embodying the secrets of profanelove just as Jerusdem held the
secrets of more sacred dreams.

Infact Maud lived only briefly in each of them, about haf ayear in Smyrnaand alittle morein Jerusaem.
Y et s0 changeable was the flow of timefor her in retrospect, reducing whole yearsto afew experiences
dimly recollected, surging e sewhere to transform an afternoon or an evening into months of memories,
that the importance of those two citiesin her life far surpassed the actua decades spent in Athensand
Istanbul and Cairo.

Jerusalem, because she met Joe there. Smyrna, because of Sivi and Theresa.
Munk she met in the one, but she always associated him with the other.

Smyrna, then, in 1921. Maud in flight from thelittle flowered house in Jericho that Joe had so lovingly
found for her so she could escape the wintry blasts sweeping the heights above. The child shewas
awaiting had been conceived the previous soring in ther first days and nights of lovein atiny oasson the
shores of the Gulf of Agaba One month of exquisite solitude in that tiny oasis, one boundless monthina
world of fiery desert sunsets and star-filled darkness, of sun-soaked hours on the brilliant sands, lacing
the Sinai and the blue cooling water in the fingers of their love.

Winter in another oads after that, in flowering Jericho awaiting the birth of their child, Joe awvay most of
the time smuggling arms because he could find no other way to make aliving for them asafugitivein
Pdestine, away because he had to be, yet Maud's old fears of being abandoned returning from her
childhood, asking those terrible questions from childhood.

Why did everyone leave? Why did they go away?

As her card-playing father had done when he left the farm in Pennsylvaniato go west. As her mother had
done when she swallowed Paris green in despair, and when that failed went out to the barn and hanged
hersdf at supper-time. As her Cheyenne grandmother had done behind the counter of the grimy saloon
sheran in aPennsylvaniamining town, the old Indian woman hardly saying aword for days on end as
little Maud learned arithmetic by adding up what the miners drank, hearing from them that her grandfather
was a convicted murderer who had been sent away, never to return.

And then the dream of her youth, to become the best figure skater in the world, which she till might have
become when she escaped to Europe at the age of sixteen as the youngest member of the Olympic
skating team. But ingtead, being totaly ignorant of men, she had made the disastrous romantic mistake of
marrying aman she knew not &t al, aman who lived in a saventeenth-century Albanian castle, the
depraved Catherine Wallengtein.

Catherine raging insanely between the twin curses placed upon him by hisfather, thelast of the
Skanderbeg Walensteins, who had come to think he was God and that his son was therefore Chrigt,



who had named his son after the monastery in the Sinai where he had discovered the origina Bible, twin
unbearable burdens for Catherine Wallengtein, hopelesdy |ost as he staggered ever deeper into the
symboals attributed to St Catherine, asword and a crown and awhed and abook, usng awhed to
torture boysin the Albanian forests and asword to kill them dowly as he bled from acrown of thorns
and covered the book of hisshort violent lifewith sacrificid human skin, in savage madness reenacting on
others the martyrdom of the historical Catherine and her mystical marriage to Christ.

Fated from the beginning, Catherine Wallenstein. Doomed by an intolerably pious act in the last century,
hisfather'sforgery of the origina Bible, astupendous task meant to bring order out of chaos and give
groundsfor faith where there were none.

Maud saved from him by the intercession of a mysterious old woman who had a strange hold over the
castle, Sophiathe Unspoken, at the time not known to be Catherine's mother, who helped Maud flee the
castlein 1906 when her time was coming to give birth to Catherine's child, which Maud did prematurely
in apeasant farmhouse, Catherinein pursuit with forty horsemen finding the farmhouse where shelay and
daughtering al the inhabitants before ordering some of his party to carry his newborn son back to the
cadtle, Catherine himsdlf galloping on ahead intending to murder Sophia, who instead &t |ast brought an
end to the curses on her son by striking him dead on the road in front of the castle. With her eyes, as she
thought, and by making the sgn of the cross.

Maud's Wallenstein son, Nubar, thus lost to her on the day of hisbirth. And seven yearslater in Athens
an infant daughter dead while her second husband, the Greek patriot Y anni, was away fighting in one of
hiswars, Yanni himself dead in 1916 on the Macedonian front.

After four long years of sadness adream in Jerusalem, where she met her magica Irishman just ashewas
emerging for thefirst time from Hg Harun's mysterious caverns of the past, Joe dl whirling words and
visonsin the shadowy crypt of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Maud in wonder and silence dipping
to her knees and performing afirst wordless act of Communion there.

To befollowed by beautiful Agabain the spring, the worn stones of Jerusalem in the summer and
flowering Jericho in the autumn when the evenings were turning cold on the heights. And Joe away
athough he couldn't help it, and the terrible fear tormenting Maud as she gazed into the currents of the
Jordan flowing near their little house, the muddy river of miracles by then reaching the end of itsbrief and
steeply faling course from the rich dopes of Gdilee down to the utter barrenness of the Dead Sea.

Fear that Joe would leave her. That thislove would aso go away. At her feet arushing river and Joe too
young to understand the terrified silences that gripped her that winter beside the Jordan, Maud unable to
raise her eyesfrom the water and reach out and touch the man she loved.

So she had run away from the little house where Bernini was born toward the end of winter. She had |eft
before Joe had even seen his son, not leaving anote behind for him because there was no way then that
she could explain her dreaded memories of abarn in Pennsylvaniaand a castlein Albania, a daughter
dying when Y anni was away at the front and Y anni's deeth, al those restless demonsthat had returned to
shatter the dream of peace she thought she had found in the stillness of acrypt in Jerusalem.

Abandoning thelittle flowered house in desperation and going up to Galilee, where she rested until she
could travel with Bernini. And then in April sadly journeying on to the only sanctuary sheknew inthe
world, the lovely villaby the seain Smyrnathat was the home of Y anni's elderly haf-brother, the el egant
andkindly Sivi.



Svi wasthen nearly seventy. Hewas unusualy tall for aGreek, as'Y anni had aso been, both of them
having inherited their large strong frames and deep blue eyesfrom their father, afamousleader of the
Greek war for independence who had come from an isolated corner of Crete where the people were
said to be direct descendants of the Dorians. The fierce old man had married twice late in life, fathering
Svi when hewasin hisfiftiesand Y anni when hewaswdl over eighty.

So nearly thirty years had separated the half-brothers and much else aswell, Y anni awarring patriot who
had lived by the Cretan war cry againgt the Turks, freedom or death, Sivi asophisticated arbiter of art
and society at hisfamous teasin Smyrna, where everyone seemed to turn up sooner or later.

In the past year Maud had written Sivi only once, soon after returning from Aqgaba, a short note saying
she had fallen deeply in lovein Jerusalem. But later when her fears had begun to pardyze her she hadn't
dared to write. So Sivi had no way of knowing who was at the door on that April afternoon when he
answered the bell and found her standing in the rain, thin and wasted with ababy in her arms, one
battered suitcase at her feet.

Maud had memorized what she was going to say but the words left her the moment she saw Sivi
suddenly towering above her. She couldn't speak. She broke into tears.

She didn't remember everything that happened after that. Sivi embraced her and swept her inside,
ddivered the baby into the care of his housekeeper and helped her upstairs, called Theresa, his French
secretary, to draw abath and provide new clothes, talking happily al the whilein awarm excited voice
asif the visit had been planned for months, asif the only misfortune on that dark April afternoon was that
it had been raining when she arrived.

Later they sat with cognac in front of thefire, Sivi's deeply lined face dl smiles as he wagged his massive
head and chatted on about Smyrna and his recent adventures, never once mentioning Bernini or dluding

to Maud'slife during the last year, Smply accepting her presencein his home and delving into ever more
elaborate anecdotes to distract her.

Congtantinople, 1899.

While Sivi was entertaining ayoung sailor in his hotel room the sailor'sregular lover, ahulking customs
inspector, had arrived and begun chopping down the door with an ax, shouting that he was going to kill
Sivi. The only escape was the window and the door was giving way so fast there was no timeto dress.
With an open umbrella over his head to serve as a parachute, Sivi went sailing out the window inalong
red nightshirt and nothing else, the hotel room having been cold enough to warrant a nightshirt no matter
what activities were under way.

The nightshirt billowed up, reveding his nakedness to the pedestrians below. And what wasworsg, it
made it impossiblefor him to see where he was going.

To not even know, intoned Sivi, gesturing extravagantly, what manner of grave | wasgoing to fal into? A
diabolical trick of fate.

Asit happened he found himself [anding on hisbottom in apool of water, raising agresat sray, inthe
back of amadly careening water wagon driven by an Armenian whose horses had gone out of contral,
attacked by ayapping dog. Asthe customs inspector shook his ax from the hotel window the wagon
thundered away up the street followed by the noisy dog, Sivi Sitting up to hiswaist in the water and till
holding hisumbrelahigh, his nightshirt soread around him like agigantic red water lily, smiling and
nodding pleasantly at the astonished spectators on the S dewa ks who had seen him come sailing out the
window &t precisaly the right moment to make good his escape.



Or Sdonika, 1879.

Being given to pranksin hisyouth, Sivi had not appeared in his box at the opera until just before the end
of thefirg intermission, when he presented himsdlf dressed in an enormous red hat spilling with roses,
long red sk gloves and aflowing red gown complete with an impressive bustle, afake ruby brooch of
extraordinary sizefitted into the cleavage of his chest.

Whispers were rampant through the tiers of the operahouse but Sivi kept his eyes fixed on the stage,
ignoring everyone, dowly stroking histhick moustache with aforefinger.

The curtain rose. Segfried marched to the middle of the stage and spread hisarmsto proclaim amighty
deed, whereupon Sivi swept dramatically to hisfeet and thundered out the first bars of the solo in abasso
profundo that not only shocked Siegfried into silence and stunned the audience but immediately brought
the curtain crashing down.

And Alexandriaand Rhodes and Rome, Venice and Cyprus and Florence, Sivi recounting tales from
over the yearsto amuse her until Maud was laughing in spite of hersalf, whispering as he kissed her
goodnight that this was expected to be an especidly beautiful spring in Smyrna, hisway of saying shewas
welcometo stay aslong assheliked in hisvillaby the sea.

And later that night as she lay deeplessin bed, sobbing quietly in the darkness astherain beat down on
the house, she marveled anew ét this gentle courtly man who had somehow come to accept everything in
life, and everyone, without asking why it should be so.

At peace. She wondered if such serenity would ever be hers.

She met Munk for thefirst timein June and found him to be so close to Sivi asto be dmost his adopted
son, which surprised her initidly because she hersdf had known Sivi so long and never heard him mention
Munk. But then she remembered that had dways been Sivi'sway. So flagrant in his own behavior, he
was yet extremely discreet when he came to others and never talked about one friend to another. Andin
the same manner, Munk was surprised to learn that Sivi had a sister-in-law.

And an American with beautiful green eyesat that, said Munk, taking Sivi'sarm. Why didn't you ever tell
me, you old snner?

Sivi wagged hishead and smiled wickedly.

Tdl you?Why should | havetold you?1 didn't want to complicate your lives. A handsome young widow
from the New World? An itinerant bachelor from Budapest? No, | would never take responsibility for
initiating such an enterprise. Who knowswhat might come of it? But the truth ismy closets are seething
with relatives and friends neither of you have ever heard of. The condition isacommon one asyoull
come to understand when you get to be my age and have along and varied background behind you. It's
just extraordinary how events over the decades can multiply the peoplein your life. And even when
you'rejust out for astroll and strictly minding your own business. Come now, thisway for tea. Y oung
Munk isburgting to tell us something. The Signsare unmistakable.

Infact Munk had cometo Smyrnato tell Sivi of hisrecent conversion to Zionism, and he could talk of
nothing else asthey al sat together in the garden behind the villathat first afternoon, Sivi nodding
paterndly a Munk's enthusiasm over what would be done in Paestine, Sivi's secretary Theresa
gppearing indifferent. But by then Maud knew the young Frenchwoman well enough to understand her
exaggerated cam.



When did they stop being lovers? she asked Sivi later, when the two of them were alone and hewas
preparing to go out for the evening. Sivi smiled happily and came back to sit down beside her, more than
ready to tarry, as aways, when the talk turned to love.

But my dear, he said, patting his closely cropped white hair, they still arelovers.
| don't think s0. He may not know it yet, but she does.

Y ou mean his new interest in poalitics, ahomeand for his people and so forth?
Yes.

Svi waved his hand mgjesticaly.

Nonsense. Passion in one sphere induces passion e sewhere. Our friend Munk has been looking for a
causefor years, long before that stately old Empire of his began to crumblein the cold damp mists of
central Europe. Theblood of the great Johann Luigi Szondi flowsin hisveins, the indefatigable spirit of
exploration, and now that Munk has found his cause on the shores of the Eastern Mediterranean, his
flamewill burn ever more brightly casting light in dl corners. Love, in short. A lifetime to come exploring
the landscape of love. The Mediterranean hashim at last.

Sivi, you do carry on so. Y ou should be back on the stage.

| don't recall ever having left it. Now, awager of adrachma on the casein hand?| say the passion
between the two of them will be grester, if anything. And you say it's aready gone?

All right, adrachma.
Sivi suddenly leaned forward, hisface serious. He put his hand on hers.

No, Maud, don't do that. Don't you seeit'swrong? Y ou must never do that, you can never be happy that
way. Not even one drachma. Don't you see you're betting against love?

| suppose | am.

Then the bet is summarily withdravn?
Yes.

Sivi amiled and squeezed her hand.

Excellent. The least we can do on these beautiful Aegean shoresishonor our pagan gods, and there's
never been any question they're on the side of love. Heavens, how they did carry on. Swans and bulls
were no obstacle whatsoever. In comparison our very best efforts are meager indeed.

Y our gods, Sivi. | don't know that they're mine.

Not so, my lady, smply not so. They belong to dl who pause in this sunlight, and whether for aday or a
lifetime is no matter. We have no control over it, you see. Summoned or not summoned, the gods are
there.

Yours?

Heavens no, much too profound for me. The words of arevered counselor of antiquity, the Delphic
oracle to be exact. Spoken to the Spartans when they were contemplating war against Athens. Well they



made their war and they triumphed, but then the Thebans triumphed over them so wheredid it get them
inthe end? Ahyes, inthe end. In the end we're dl sodomites.

Maud laughed.
Svi. That'sawful.

Indeed it is. An atrocious pose to strike early in the evening. But you do see my meaning? Y ou see how
impossibleit isfor usto escape love? Even when we turn our backs we're not safe.

Svi, that's enough.
The old man wagged his head happily and got to hisfeet.

You'reright of course. In the cafés of this city, where every sort of depraved creature dizzily nurtures his
obsession, such mild remarks would go unnoticed. But here, it'strue, were standing beside ahearth in
the presence of motherhood, while upstairs an innocent babe waits to be nursed. Asfor him, by the way,
you've dready decided it.

What?

Hisfuture, by naming him Bernini. With that name theré's Smply no chance the pagan gods will overlook
him. Whether he likesit or not the sunshine of the Mediterranean will be his home and heis blessed with
it, | predict it. Y esand now you're off to your materna concerns on the second floor, and Munk and
Theresa have |ft to relish the mysteries of the harbor by moonlight, and it'stime for meto venture into
the shadowy recesses of Smyrnato discover what piritua nourishment this soothing June evening hasin
store for me. Shouldn't you be wishing me success? I'm not asyoung as | used to be.

Maud laughed. Sivi stroked his moustache in the doorway.
WI? Not even awisp of awish for success?
Y ou don't need it, you old goat.

| don't? In the end? Hmmm. A fdicitousturn of phrase. It suggests philosophical resgnation. But naturaly
I've dways been astoic on top of everything €l se, dthough naturally I'm not dways on top. Now if you
chanceto hear whispersin the early morning hours, don't be disturbed. 1t may well be some thoughtful
young rogue in search of the wisdom of Smyrnas Zeno, who isrightly famed for living consstently with
his nature in darkness aswell aslight. And the consistency of that nature? Undeviating. Without the
confusion of mixed sexes. Addio then. Y et again Smyrnabeckons, and who am | to resist love's
caressing whispers? Addio, my lady Maud.

That summer Sivi planned to go to Crete to visit hisfather's village. He asked Maud to go with him but
sherefusad, Y anni's birth there sgnifying to her al the pain of lossin life that she couldn't bring hersdf to
accept.

Y anni himsdf had never told her the story. It was Sivi who did after his haf-brother's death, when hewas
trying to help Maud understand why Y anni had lived the way he had.

Sivi'smother had died giving birth to him. A wedthy sister who lived in Smyrnaoffered to take the baby
and raise Sivi as her own. Sivi'sfather, in despair over theloss of hiswife, agreed to thisand also
decided to give up politics and return to the isolated village in Crete where he had been born.

He became a goatherd again, as he had been in his youth, spending six months of the year alonein the



mountainswith hisflock, running his goats from dawn to darknessto find the meager feeding, in lonely
solitude deegping in one of the huts made of broad flat stonesthat had been up in those mountains for
centuries withstanding the ferocious winds of the lunar landscape, never able to take off hisboots or his
coarse woolen garmentsin the frigid nights of those mountain summers, in darkness before the sun rose
and again after it set, hurriedly eating his meals of goats-milk yogurt and twice-baked bread, rock-hard
until soaked in water, brought with him from hisvillagein the spring.

Occasiondly his keen eyes spied movement on afar dope and there would be achanceto cal from
peak to peak to other roaming goatherds. And since the distances were too great for wordsto carry,
they didn't use words, rather a shouted singsong code that passed their messages through tone and
cadence. Asfor talking to another man face to face, that opportunity seldom came until the snow began
to block the passesin late October and it wastime to descend to the villages and await the ebb of the
melting snowsin April.

Over aquarter of acentury passed before Sivi's father, then eighty-four, took a second wife, awoman of
nineteen from hisvillage. She conceived and complications appeared toward the end of her pregnancy. In
her eighth month the two of them set out across the mountains for the north coast, to the nearest town
where adoctor could be found.

It was early October and snow flurries were aready worrying the passes. It took them two daysto reach
the last northern ridge and see the Cretan sea opening up beneath them. That night she went into
premature labor and by dawn the baby was breeched and suffocating.

They exchanged afew words, the old man who had lived along full life and the young woman who was
only beginning hers. The wrong one was being taken but there was nothing to be done.

He held her. They both made the sign of the cross. Then he placed arock in each of her handsand a
twisted root of wild thyme between her teeth and cut open her belly with his hunting knife and removed
the baby as she went into shock and died.

That morning he walked into the town on the north coast with theinfant Yanni in hisarmsand therigid
body of Y anni's mother strapped to his back.

Oh | know, Sivi had said as she sat with her head in her arms.

It's crud and bruta and it sounds barbaric, but you have to remember the life those people have. When
you're up in those mountains you might aswell be on the surface of the moon. Therésonly alittlewild
thyme clinging to the rocks here and there and aman hasto run dl day to find it, from five in the morning
until ten at night, so hisgoats can eat. And they do that, those men, they run up mountains. It'samost
impossibleto believe unlessyou've seenit. Thelifeishard and violent and although they liveto be very
old when |eft done, often they're not | eft alone and death can be quick.

Not long ago achild in one of those villages was playing and as ajoke took the bell off one of hisfather's
goats and put it on aneighbor's. A goat stolen? By nightfall the boy's father was dead and the neighbor
was dead and three other men were dead, and by the next morning the village was deserted, not a soul
there. Because|if dl the families hadn't Ieft at once, the killing of brothers and cousins by brothersand
cousinswould haveto go on until &l the men in the village were dead. They knew that and they had no
choice but to abandon their homes and go away.

So the way lifeworksfor them isthat everyone has his duty and death can never be feared. Of course
Y anni could have come back from the front when your daughter was due to be born, and he could have



come back when shewastaken ill, but | doubt that he ever even thought of it. To him hewaswhere he
bel onged as a man, doing what he was supposed to be doing. The mountain peoplein that corner of
Crete were never conquered by the Turks, the only Greeks who never were. For two hundred years the
Turks burned down their villages, but they went up into their mountains until they had a new generation of
sonsto fight, and then they came down and fought, and saw their sons die, and went back up into the
mountains again. For two hundred yearsthey did that, and when the resistance was particularly heroic the
Turksimpaed those they had captured and put mirrorsin front of them so they could watch themselves
dowly diein the hot sun. The best remembered of dl their leaders was a Captain Y anni who died that
way when hewas afew years younger than your Y anni. So that's where your Y anni came from, and
that'swhat he was.

Maud shuddered. She understood it was away of life. But she herself never wanted to see those
mountains,

When Maud said she hoped to be aone with Bernini that summer, Sivi offered to let her say inthevilla
in Smyrna. She quickly accepted, planning now to move back to Athensin thefall and find work asa
trandator, after Sivi returned in September. Asfor Theresa, she had dready |eft to spend the summer in
theidands, her affair with Munk having abruptly ended in June as Maud had foreseen.

Munk was in Smyrnatwice that summer and on his second visit Maud spent anight with him, an evening
brought on by wine and loneliness on her part, by wine and uncomplicated need on his. They smiled over
it the next day, both aware it wouldn't be repeated, Munk hurrying on with his Zionist concerns and
Maud preoccupied as before with beginning anew lifein Athensin thefal. But it had been along,
intimate summer night that they both a so knew would giveriseto friendship.

One of their conversationslate that night had turned to Theresa, and they redlized al a oncethat neither
of them knew anything about her past. Three years earlier at the age of nineteen, according to Sivi, she
had gotten off aboat in Smyrna, one and friendless and without any money. Another passenger from
the boat, whom Sivi knew, had brought Theresato one of his afternoon teas and Sivi had offered her a
job as his secretary, asaway to help. Soon he had become strongly attached to her and now he liked to
refer to her, mischievoudy, as hisunnatura daughter.

Another adopted stray, said Munk, like me before the war. And it's been wonderful for him since she
moved in. Despite what he saysthe old sinner has his bouts of gloom and loneliness, and it's made agreat
difference to him to have her here. She'sfamily to him and he loves her enormoudy, and I'm sure she
loveshim in her way. But theré'sakind of intensity about Theresal've never understood. Something
hidden. Something that won't dlow her to be really closeto anyone. | don't know how to describeit.

Isthat al Svi knows about her?

Y es, other than the fact that she was educated in aconvent in France, apparently very grictly, athough
she's not a practicing Catholic now. But about her family or lack of it, or how she happened to turn upin
Smyrna, nothing. Of course he never asks people who they are or where they've been. If they want to tell
him he's glad to listen, no one could be more sympathetic. But if they don't he just accepts what he sees
and plunges ahead without any reserve whatsoever, just assuming you deserve his confidence, his
friendship. It'san extraordinary trait, asif he had no guileat al. Of course he must have some or he
wouldn't be human. But I've never seen it. And anyway, Maud, surely you aready know dl this.

She nodded.



Yes. When | came herethefirg timeas Y anni'swife, an American no lesswith no family, out of
nowhere, there wasn't asingle question about who or what. And this spring when he found me standing
at the door with Bernini, not having heard from mein dmost ayear and having no ideal'd had achild,
well he burst into asmile and threw his arms around me and that wasthat. Ah, here you are, how
lovely. That'sall he said, only that. And they weren't just words. | swear there was no question in his

eyes, ether.

Munk rose from the bed to pour more wine. Maud took asip and gazed out the open window &t the
lightsin the harbor.

When did it start between you and Theresa?

About ayear ago. I've been visiting Sivi since before thewar and | suppose it was only natural that
Theresaand | should fall in with one another. But | was never in Smyrnafor morethan afew daysat a
time, and | didn't think it was a particularly serious matter for anyone. Certainly Theresadidn't act asif it
was.

That distance you mentioned?

Yes. Not cold exactly, but asif shedidn't redlly care oneway or the other. She never asked meif | could
stay another day, for example. In fact she never even asked me when | would be back. When | turned
up that wasfine, and when | |eft that was fine too. But when | came here at the beginning of June, she
suddenly got al upset and said she didn't want to see me anymore. It was strange though. When shetold
methat | had the sensation she wasn't there somehow, not with me | mean. She was somewhere else,
talking about something else. To be frank | don't think it was me, her interest in me or lack of it, that
caused her to become so emotional.

| know, said Maud.
Why? How, | mean.

Well wetalked severa timestoo, before she left for the summer. She wasterribly guarded but afeeling
camethrough all the same. It'sodd, but it dmost seemed asif what bothered her were the places you
kept talking about. Palestine, | mean. The Holy Land. Particularly Jerusdem. | don't know why | had that
impression. Maybeit hasto do with the fact that she was religious once and isn't now. Do you think she
could be afraid of Jerusalem for some reason?

Maud shook her head. She laughed harshly at hersdlf.

Afraid of Jerusdem, just imagineit. Afraid of something, unlike the rest of us. Aren't you afraid of
anything, Munk?

No. What we have to do will taketime, but it will happen.
Maud smiled. She put afinger on hisnose.
[t will? It just hasto happen? What'sthat? The faith of the fathers?

More, my lady, much more. Remember that | became a Zionist because of aformer Japanese baron.
And the reason | happened to meet my Rabbi L otmann was because | once discussed cavdry tactics
with histwin brother, Baron Kikuchi, who was a hero of the Russo-Japanese War.

And 0?



And so Baron Kikuchi and | chanced to meet in Constantinople while we were both covering the first
Bakan war. And then yearslater he writesto me asking me to check on the well-being of histwin
brother, who was converted to Judaism and is supposedly studying medieval Jewish mysticism in Safad.
But the twin isn't there and eventualy | trace him to St Catherine's monastery in the Sinai, where he's
goneinto hiding because of hisZionist activitiesand is pretending to be a Chrigtian pilgrim, a Nestorian
from China. At &t Catherin€'s| listen to the evening concerts on the koto of this man who is now Rabbi
Lotmann, and the music is so haunting and strange in that unusual setting that | find | can't deep at night.
Instead the former Japanese baron and | stay up and talk and talk, and the result isthat a Hungarian Jew
isconverted to Zionism in the Sinai by an aristocratic landowner from northern Japan who wasraised as
aBuddhist in matters of degth, and asa Shintoist in matters of birth.

Maud laughed again.
All true. And 0?

And s0 given these vast implausibilities, geographica and racia and religious and esthetic, it immediately
becomes gpparent that much more than just thefaith of my fathersisinvolved. Quite obvioudy, someone
with an extraordinary overview hastaken ahand in the matter and given mefaith in thistask.

Maud reached out and tweaked his nose.

Itsaways useful to have that kind of help, she said. The only thing you haven't explained iswhy these
Japanese twins happen to figure so prominently in God's plan?

But that's easy, said Munk, tapping her nosein turn. The Japanese are a unique people who arrived in
their idands more or less as an entity, with a culture of their own, just before and after the time of Chrigt.
But no one has ever been quite sure where they came from. Now it was suggested more than oncein the
last century, by them of course, when they'd opened up their country and begun to Westernize
themsdlves, that they just might be the survivors of theten lost tribes of Isragl. No one has ever taken that
serioudy but the time span wouldn't have to be wrong if you consider aleisurely journey across Asia,
with time out to plant crops and care for livestock as awandering people must, and also with time out to
develop their unique culture, so they'll definitely be an Asian people when they eventudly arrivein their
Asanidands. Andlagtly, | don't think | mentioned that both Baron Kikuchi and histwin, Rabbi Lotmann,
are very smdl men with very short legs. Legsthat short, if not in ahurry, would cover distances sparingly
and take some centuriesto cross the world's largest continent from its western end to its eastern tip. So
in conclusion, God's plan for the last two and haf millennia has been to have His chosen people tationed
at both extremities of Asato see that nothing untoward occursin the interior, which aswe know has
been anotorious birthplace for marauding tyrants throughout history. And those are the facts, in brief.
Widl what do you think?

Maud smiled and filled both their glasses. Sheraised hersin atoast.
Chapeau, Munk.

Thank you, madame.

Before she moved to Athensin September, Maud saw the changesin Theresa. She couldn't believe it
wasredly asbad asit gppeared but in fact it wasworse, as Sivi told her the next time they met, in
Athenslatein the spring of the following year.

She's coming apart, said the old man sadly. She just doesn't care about anything. Drugs and acohol and



practicaly any man who speaksto her on the street. She told me there were thirty-five last month and
shedidn't even know the names of most of them. Then shelaughed and said they dl had beards though.

Beards?

Yes, it'scrazy. | don't know what that was supposed to mean, or whether it meant anything at dl. But |
didn't like the way she said it and that laugh was more a scream of desperation, just horrible to hear. But
shewon't let me help her, she saysit's not my concern and ther€'s nothing | can do. Well if it's not my
concern, whose can it be? She doesn't have anyone else. Oh | tell you, Maud, | fed sick about it. It
samply can't go on like thismuch longer. There hasto bean end in sight or it will bedl over for her. And
she's so young, just achild.

Maud took his hand and agreed with him, not knowing the end was indeed in Sight because agunrunner
named Stern, the man in Jerusalem who had told Munk where he could find Rabbi Lotmann, had recently
arranged for O'Sullivan Beareto meet Sivi in Smyrnain September.

Sivi providing amsfor Stern and Joe smuggling them. Sivi asecret patriot with his dreams of agreater
Greece, his clandestine life unknown to Maud then and for many years. And Stern, the sad shabby
gunrunner who would save Maud's life more than a decade later when she stood in despair beside the
Bosporusintherain, ready to giveit dl up a last, the past too much for her, ready to throw hersdf into
the currents when night came.

Sivi, Theresa, Stern, Joe. Only afew months from then to be together in Smyrnawhen araging massacre
would bregk loose and change dl their lives.

Leaving Stern atormented man forever. Driving gentle Sivi into madness. Theresastortured visonsin the
fire and smoke of that terrible daughter to be reveded so painfully to Joe when their time came, on the
small londly rooftop where he kept watch in the Old City.

Smyrna and Jerusalem. The profane and sacred cities one day to be inextricably entwined in Maud's
memories.



-13-
O'Sullivan Beare

Sgnal night, he thought, quiet place for sure. Demanding night up here beneath the murmurs of
heaven.

And there were other, quieter moments during the twelve-year poker game when one of the three friends
would disappear for days or weeks to pursue his dream. Munk Szondi building afuture Jewish
homeland, Cairo Martyr on his quest for the black meteorite of Idam, O'Sullivan Beare pondering the
enigmas of thelost Sinal Bible and hislost love aswedll, Maud, the woman who had abandoned himin
Jericho in 1921, taking with her their infant son.

When those moods came over him Joe | eft Jerusalem and traveled down to Galilee where he kept histiny
segplane, a Sopwith Camdl.

Joe had won the Camdl in apoker game during the great blizzard of '29. That spring helearned to fly the
Came and had ahangar built for it on the shores of the lake, and hisfirgt flight that spring becamethe
pattern for al the subsequent ones.

Latein the evening he taxied out onto the till water. He pushed the engine to full power and the Camel
broke free to rise above what had once been Beth Jarah or the Temple of the Moon, sped south above
the Jordan down the sinking valley past Naharaim and Bethshean and Jabesh-gilead, past Jabbok and
Adam and the Jungle of the Jordan where lions had once roared, above the little flowered house
somewhere below that he and Maud had once known near Jericho, whose ancient name aso spoke of a
lunar god, between the Moabite hills and the Dead Sea aong the dopes of Mt Nebo where Moses had
seen the promised land that he would never enter, rising to speed above the wastes and reaching Agaba,
tracing the west coast of the gulf until the configuration of apromontory and amountain told him the Sinai
oasis was coming up beneath him.

There Joe landed the Camel and pulled it partway up on the sand. He took ashore a small wicker basket
and a bottle marked with the cross of St John, dated A.D. 1122, and sat crossegged under apam tree
eating fresh figs and drinking raw poteen, waiting for the last hours of night to pass and the sun'sraysto
rise above the mountains of Arabia, to warm the sands and glitter upon the waters where he had long ago
spent amonth with Maud.

Once he had a strange visitor in that remote spot, and the episode was so curious he wondered later if it
might not have been adream, avision brought on by poteen and the dark loneliness of his mood.

Inthevery firgt light he had seen the figure, small and indistinct, coming out of the Sinai and moving in his
direction. The minutes passed and the figure became an Arab, il striding directly toward him. He
remembered being puzzled that the Arab had known he was there in the darkness, so complete in that
last moonless hour before dawn that even the plane would have been invisible to anyone more than afew
hundred yards away. Y et from the time hefirst saw the Arab, the man'sline of march had never changed.
He came waking straight from the night toward Joe, straight from the vast black hills of the desert to the
mound where Joe sat on the beach.

A gray light now lay on the sand. The Arab kept coming until he was no more than ten yards away, then
stopped and smiled. The stave he carried was that of ashepherd. His cloak was tattered and he was



barefoot, his head tied with an old rag, apoor man of indistinct age. Gesturing, smiling, he made friendly
sgnsthat Joe wasto follow him.

And there was the dream, for Joe got to hisfeet. Why? He didn't know, it just seemed there was nothing
elseto do. There were more reassuring nods from the shepherd and Joe found himsdif trailing along
behind the man, down the shore away from his plane.

After they had walked some distance down the sand the Arab stopped and handed Joe his stave. He
smiled and pointed at the water. Joe took off his shoes and shirt and trousers and waded in up to his
knees, holding the stave.

A sandbar ran aong the coast there and after going fifty yards Joe was till only up to hiswaist. Onthe
beach the Arab was still smiling and nodding and pointing farther out. Joe smiled and took afew more
steps, the water now suddenly up to his chest. He had reached the end of the sandbar and the bottom
was dropping sharply away.

An absurd thought came to him. What if the shepherd kept pointing to the east? How far would he have
to swim? Across the Gulf of Agabato Arabia? Around Arabiato the Indian Ocean? From there to the
Pacific?

Why?Where would it end? He might have to go on swimming forever. Swimming for therest of hislife
until hefinaly reached the Aran Idands and died. And what would the bedouin think when they found a
Sopwith Came abandoned on the shores of the Sinal, near it awicker basket containing fresh figsand a
bottle of home-brewed Irish liquor dated A.D. 1122, bearing the cross of St John?

The Arab was suddenly shouting in excitement. Joe heard a frightened whine. He turned, the water now
up to hischin.

He hadn't noticed it before. Off to hisleft beyond the end of the sandbar there wasa small clump of
rocks. The shepherd was gesturing wildly for him to swim over to the clump of rocks.

He began to swim. A terrified dog was huddled on the rocks. The shepherd was shouting and waving his
arms and Joe understood. He pushed the stave toward the rocks and the dog leapt for it. He started
back toward shore with the stave stretched out behind him, the dog swimming after it. When they
reached land the Arab was beaming. Joe smiled and returned the stave. He picked up his clothes and
together they walked back up the beach with the dog happily prancing at his master's hedls.

Joe offered the shepherd adrink of poteen but the man sniffed it and politely refused. He pointed at the
cross on the bottle and laughed. Solemnly, then, he put his hand on his heart and bowed his head before
griding off in the direction from which he had come. On the top of the first ridge the shepherd turned and
waved his stave in salute and exactly at that moment the new sun rose above the horizon and fell on the
barefoot man.

The shepherd was gone. Joe sat down on the sand and watched the sun come up across the gullf,
curioudy wondering what manner of being could come striding out of the Sinai and have the wordless
power, expressed only through smiles and gestures, to cause him to enter the seawithout knowing or
caring why he did so, even if it meant he might have to go on swimming forever.

The god of dawn? The god of light?

Strange presences, it seemed, on the shores of the Sinai where he and Maud had once known love.



It was late one afternoon in the autumn of 1933 when Cairo made hisway through the still streets of the
Armenian Quarter and knocked on the door that was Joe's addressin the Old City. An elderly Armenian
priest appeared. Cairo looked puzzled.

Were you looking for the Irishman? asked the priest gently.
Yes, said Cairo. | thought helived here.
He does. Y ou take those outside stairs to the | eft

Cairo thanked the priest and the door closed. He started up the winding stone stairs. Apparently the old
house had been added to at different times, for the walsjutted out at irregular levels. The stairstwisted
steeply around them and led up to ashort stone bridge, an arch connecting the main structure with a
smaller one behind it. Cairo crossed the bridge above anarrow courtyard, climbed alast flight of Sairs
and stopped. Now he was even more puzzled.

He had emerged on aroof and save for asmall square shed at one end, low and windowless, there was
nothing else there. He tried the door to the shed but it was locked Bewildered, he sat down on the low
wall that enclosed the roof and gazed out over the Old City, lost in thought. He didn't know how many
minutes had passed when he suddenly heard the soft familiar voice behind him.

Liketheview then?

Cairo turned and broke into laughter at the sight. Joe was wearing the baking priest's shabby uniform
from the Crimean War, flyer's goggles around his neck and aflyer's leather helmet. The goggles bounced
on hisVictoria Cross as he bounded up the last few steps and walked across the roof scratching his
beard.

Here now, Cairo, what's so funny?
That outfit of yours. | never knew they had fighter pilotsin the Crimean War.

Didn't you now. Wdll | don't think | did either until | was amogt thirty. History can be amystery when
you're young. Were you looking for me then?

Not at dl. Just roaming the roofs of the Old City in my sparetime. Y ou can't see asfar up here asyou
can from the top of Cheops pyramid, but there's more variety certainly. Where do you live by the way?

Here.

No, | believe an ederly Armenian priest lives here.

Ah, you met Father Zeno downgtairs. A fine oul article that one, none better.
I'm sure.

Runsthe library in the Armenian compound and aso makes pottery. First abaking priest took mein,
then apotting priest. Just ssemsto be how things go for mein Jerusalem. Care for adrink?

Fine. Where did you say you lived?

Joe shrugged. He walked over to the shed and unlocked the door. Cairo followed him and stood outside
the door, gazing down at the narrow iron cot, the battered wooden footlocker, the smal cracked mirror
above asmadl table that held abasin and a pitcher, abar of soap, acomb and a toothbrush and atowel
neetly folded over arack. A kerosene lamp hung on one wall beside a shelf of books. There wasa



crucifix above the head of the cot. The ceiling of the shed was so low Cairo wouldn't have been ableto
stand up inside, but of course he was much taller than Joe.

A cupboard sat on the floor and there was alittle fireplace in one corner. Joe took a bottle and two
glasses out of the cupboard and poured poteen. They went back to the wall around the roof and sat
down.

Wl herewe go, Cairo lad, home-brewed and the best poteen in the Holy City by far. But don't go
thinking I'm religious just because you saw that crucifix. It'sahabit merely, kind of thing | grew up with.
Would you say theview is best to the north? I'm generaly of that opinion.

Cairo nodded.

What's the meaning of that anyway?

Of what?

That peasant's hut. That monk's cell.

| don't know what you're talking about. It'swherel live, theré's no specid meaningtoit.
Thereisn't? When one of the richest men in Pdestineliveslike that?

Oh those schemes of mine, Christ they're nothing really. | was born a peasant you know so theré's no
reason why | shouldn't live like one.

Joe took off hisleather helmet and goggles. Helit a cigarette and sipped from his glass. Cairo clasped
one knee with both hands and leaned back, silent for awhile, his eyes closed.

Do you cook in there too?

That | do. The very best stewsto be found east of Ireland. Hearty and nourishing on awinter night.
What do you do for heat on awinter night?

A nice cozy turf fire, nothing likeit.

| canimagine how cozy it is up here when therés awinter gae blowing down from the north.
Anyway, Cairo, aren't you richer than | am?

Probably.

And Munk too?

He might beif hedidnt giveit dl away.

Sure and that's true, Munk's our very own idedlist. Knew another man like that once, aman who had that
kind of dream, ahomeland for his people. But his people were Jews and Arabs and Christians all
together, if you can imagine such ahopeless stuation. Hated him at thetime | did, but | was young then.
Anyway, I've nothing but affection for our dear Munk of the revolution and histhree-level watch, timeas
timeisat any hour of the day or night, fast or dow or not even there. And helll makeit too | think, Munk
will. Hope so certainly. Be good to see someone who believesin more than money makeit. But isthat
why you came dropping in today? To seeif | was properly prepared for winter?



We were worried about you, Joe. Munk thought one of us should look in.

Nothing to worry about. | was just off with the Camd taking in the fine autumn sunsets.
Aqgaba?

That'sright.

For three whole weeks?

Weasit that long now. Yes| guessit was. | was having asnort or two you see.

Drunk for three weeks, in other words.

Couldn't have been that long, I'm sure of that.

Yesyoureright. It must have taken at least a sober day or two before you were steady enough to fly
back.

It's not being unsteady exactly, that's not the problem, it's the danger of faling down that dlarmsyou.
Who wantsto take aterrible tumble? Not me. So you just daren't get in the plane at atimelike that. Y ou
just haveto gt till asgill watching the water and holding on to yoursdlf until things get right ingde. Even
walking isadarming. Dreadful fedling, thefaling-down sckness.

Joetried to smile but hisface was sad and weary. He emptied his glass and lit another cigarette.

Therésapome, he said, that describes my last three weeks and it goeslike this.

When things go wrong and will not come right,
Though you do the best you can,

When life looks black as the hour of night —
A PINT OF PLAIN ISYOUR ONLY MAN.

Likeit, Caro?Hasaringtoit | say, atouch of mgesty, andit'll live aslong as the tongue is spoken. But
sncewe don't have any plain on the premises, | think I'll just help myself to another glass of this most
friendly drink that lookslike water, yet isfar friendlier than that. Careto join me?

No thanks. It's alittle raw for me.

Guessit would be. Guess you have to be born to the stuff. But it can help al right when you'refeding like
last winter'sturf fire, dl cold gray lumps and ashes. Wl I'll just be hel ping mysalf now.

Cairo squinted a his hands as Joe went inside to fill his glass. Behind him he heard a beating of wings, a
pigeon adighting on alittle roof just below them. There were two small wooden shelters on the lower roof.
A short ladder led toit.

Y ou keep pigeons, Joe?

For company don't you know. After he eats helll deep, so will the otherswhen they arrive. They'll be
tired certainly.

Where are they coming from?
Joe shrugged. Agaba, | suppose.

Y ou take them down there with you?



It's company, and then when I'm getting ready to leave | give them awave and tell them they can go
anywhere they want. Amazing, isn't it, how they can fly al the way back from the Sinai to find alittle roof
likethis? Onetiny roof in Jerusdlem when they've got the whole world to choose from? Makes you think
about home and wonder whereitis.

Joe went down the ladder and put out some grain for the pigeons. Cairo was standing outside the door of
the shack, gazing at the crucifix, when Joe came back and sat down.

| just knew you'd be going and thinking | was rdigious when Christ it'sjust not the truth. Why are you
thinking thet anyway?

Cairo nodded. He put his hand on Jo€'s shoul der.

Say, what's the hand for? Am | in need of support or something? Do | ook like the faling-down sickness
isonmeagan?

Joe, why don't you tell me about her?
Who?

The woman you went to Agabawith once. It waswhen you first cameto Jerusaem, wasnt it?
Yes.

Wdl?

Well | met her here.

Where?

Here. The OId City.

Where exactly?

Inachurch.

What church?

A churchthat'sall, what'sit matter.
Say it, Joe.

Ohdl right, my God, it was the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. I'd been in Jerusdlem only afew weeks
after spending four years on the run in the mountains of Cork never talking to asoul, and before that
nothing but the Dublin post office which we held for a couple of days, and before that just aboy inthe
Aran Idands. Wdll that's where we met and she didn't say aword then, shejust did thisthing in the crypt
of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. I mean I'd never done athing with awoman before, not one thing.
Will you understand?

Yes.

All right, so we met, mejust out of four years on the run in the bogs fighting the English, cold and wet all
the time and sinking up to my kneeswith every soggy step, and then thiswoman and | went off to the
desert. Hg Harun suggested that. It was spring and Hgj Harun said spring was the time for the desert,
the flowers were blooming and they only had a couple of weeks before they dl died. Wl blesshis



bones, blessthe oul article for telling me that because we did go, we went to Agaba and down the coast
of the gulf and we found atiny deserted oasis and the two of us were aone there, the Sinal red on one
sde and the gulf blue on the other and the sand so hot and the water so cooling and arak to drink and
fresh figsto eat and other than that just nights and days that had no end or beginning. Do you see, Cairo?
A month we werethere and | wasjust twenty years old and I'd never known there could be sun like that
and sky like that and nights and days like that. By God, just never knew it, do you see?

Yes

Wil it turned out | didn't know her. After we came back here it wasn't the same and it got worse, me
not understanding any of it, and findly sheleft our little house in Jericho where wed gone for the winter,
taking our baby son with her, | was away and never even saw the lad, had to go to the midwifeto find
out it wasaboy. So that'sdl there is and that's enough. Twelve and a hdf years ago sheleft meand
that's how I got into our bloody poker game, by God that's how. Money and power | wanted after that.
What eseisthere?

Y et you keep going back to Agaba.

| do, surely | do, and | aso go back to the crypt in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Just go back and
back for no reason. Makes metired, going back. Makes me dreadfully tired, Cairo.

Waan't there ever another woman after that?

Y es, one only, Theresas her name. And it's strange because Munk knew her before | did. They were
together once.

Who was she? Who is she?

Y es, theresthat difference dl right. When Munk knew her in Smyrna she was young and carefree, and
when | knew her in Smyrna she was still young but she was going mad. And here, well here she's
something else, Joe looked down at hisfeet. Hetipped hisglass.

Now she lives downgtairs, he said softly. She lives with Father Zeno. He takes care of her and protects
her and keeps anyone from seeing her because of what she has. Good man that heis, he protects her
because of that, so the world won't flock and gape at her and make her miserable.

Because of what?

The sigmata. She hasastigmata. 1've seen it, and besides him I'm the only person in the world who has.

The sky was brilliant with stars that autumn night above the roof in the Armenian Quarter where Joe sat
with Cairo turning over the years amidst the domes and spires and minarets of the Old City, the shadows
of the Judean wastes dropping away into blackness.

Theresa?

There was the one who'd been Munk's lover in Smyrna after the First World War, and there was the
other Theresawhom Joe had seen during the massacres at Smyrnain 1922, shrieking and beating her
head on the floor in the frenzy of her torment.

Smyrna?



Joe had gone there for aman named Stern. He was running guns for Stern then and there was aman
Stern had wanted him to meet in Smyrna, an elderly Greek who provided Stern with guns, so that Joe
could deal with him directly. The Greek's name was Sivi, Theresawas his secretary. That wasin 1922,
September. Joe had taken Hgj Harun with him.

But there had never been timeto discuss their businessin Smyrna, Stern's cause and Sivi's cause and Joe
running guns from one to the other. The massacre had begun on a Sunday in September and there was
nothing but daughter and fire as the Turks butchered Armenians and Greeks. Joe and Hg Harun had
gone to the address they'd been given, Sivi'svillaon the harbor, and there they found Stern and Theresa
trying to drag Sivi to safety, the old man bleeding from ahead wound and raving incoherently, having
been beaten by the Turkish soldiers who were ingde his house, looting and setting fires.

Stern and Joe managed to carry the old man away. Theresawas gill cam but later she too collapsed and
began raving. And the daughter went on as the city went up in flames, and Joe shot a Turkish soldier who
attacked them, and Hg) Harun killed a blinded old Armenian who was burning to desth, and Stern dit the
throat of alittle Armenian girl who was dying in unbearable pain. Screams and smokein the dleys of
Smyrna, screams and death everywhere in that nightmare on the waterfront.

They al managed to escape. Joe was finished with Stern after that and told him so. Never another rifle
smuggled for anyone, not for any cause, no cause was worth the daughter.

Svi?
He'd gone mad during the massacres.
Theresa?

Joe didn't know what had happened to her after Smyrna. Having broken with Stern, he lost touch with all
of them except for Hgf Harun. But Munk also knew Stern, asit turned out, and later Joe learned from
him that Stern was till running guns and Sivi had never recovered his sanity. Of Theresa, however, Munk
knew nothing. Sheld smply disappeared.

For ayear. Until she cameto visit Joe on hisroof alittle over ayear after Smyrna, on aclear evening
early in November. November 5, to be exact. In Theresa's tortured mind there was areason for the
date, as Joe eventually discovered.

He didn't know why she'd sought him out, nor did he ask her. Sheld brought a bottle of cognac with her
and they sat here where he and Cairo were sitting now, having adrink and talking and neither one of
them mentioning Smyrna It was asif they'd met once pleasantly somewhere, chance acquaintances
together again, who knew? A clear night with cognac and stars and stray sounds drifting up from the
dleys

To Joe it seemed better for them not to have apast that night. Not their past. Not the horrible hours they
had known together in Smyrna. Better to have another drink and listen to the murmurs of the Old City,
which never quite dept.

Time passed, they made love. It had been Theresa's doing but afterward she sat up in bed crying
hysterically. Joe thought she was drunk. Hetried to quiet her but she was screaming so wildly he had to
dap her and dap her a second time, athird time before she stopped. She began talking feverishly then
and her voice wasterrible to hear.

Shewasevil, she said. For ayear before Joe had met her sheld been deeping with every man she could
find in Smyrnawho had a beard. Because she was obsessed with Chrigt, she said, laughing hystericaly.



Because she was obsessed with finding Christ and &l she could remember from the paintingsin the
convent school of her youth was that Christ had abeard. A beard. I've lost His face, shrieked Theresa,

laughing hygtericdly.

Well none of those men in Smyrna had been Chri<t, she said. Until in the flames and the smoke of the
massacres she'd seen avision, and that's when sheld collapsed. She'd seen Joe standing over her with his
beard and his burning eyes, thefires of Smyrnaburning in his eyes, and she thought she'd found aface for
Chrig at last and that'swhy sheld come to him tonight. To make love with him, to use him to fulfill her
twisted vison.

And how do you like that? she screamed. How do you like that?
Joe moaned.
Letit go, hewhispered sadly. Let it go.

But she wouldn't. She kept on screaming and taunting him until finally he could stand it no longer and in
another moment he was screaming too, calling her wicked, saying she was evil, shouting that she was
damned forever. Damned forever.

Theresa heard those words and suddenly she was sober, her face grave. She looked up at him.

| am damned forever, she said smply. And then al a once she was a smal naked woman huddled on his
narrow iron cot, cowering and terrified and whispering naked words, terrible naked words.

Normandy. The chéteau where Theresaand her brother had been born. Their father, acount, wasa
fanaticdly religious man, their mother aplain and quiet woman. Theresawould one day look like her.

A whore, shouted their father. That's what you were when | saved you.

Little Theresaand her brother crouching in a corner hearing the same dreadful words shouted over and
over, their mother with abowed head never saying anything. Then their mother began to stay in bed dll
day, and in the kitchen they heard the servants whispering of opium.

Their father dismissed the servants from the chéteau. He told his children his shame before God was too
greet to alow anyone to see their mother in such acondition. They would live onein the chéteau and
pray for her redemption, which would comeif they prayed hard enough.

But it didn't come. Instead the children were out playing one afternoon when they heard poundingin a
tool shed. They peeked ingde. A cross made out of old lumber was leaning againgt thewall. Their father
was nailing their mother toiit.

They threw themselves at him and he knocked them down. They attacked him again and he drove them
off with ahammer. They ran across the fields to the nearest neighbor, a curate, who ran back with them.
Their father was Sitting at the foot of the cross, weeping. Their mother's head had fallen. She had aready
suffocated.

The curate went to his bishop and it was decided the scandal had to be suppressed because of its
religious nature. The bishop made arrangements with ameagistrate and it was agreed the count shouldn't
be sent away for fear he might talk about what he had done. He would remain in the chéteau and the
curate would move into live there. The children were made to place their hands on a crucifix and swear
under threet of eterna damnation never to say anything about what they had seen. A certificate of death



by natural causeswasissued for their mother.

The curate moved into the chéteau. Theresaand her brother amost never saw their father, who went to
church seven times a day with the curate, observing the canonica hours. Other than that, obeying the
curate's orders, he stayed in hisrooms.

Their father did penance but no one knew he had carried hisfasting to the point of giving up food almost
entirely. For sustenance he had turned to raw Calvados, and over the years the small amounts of wood
acohol in the Calvados dowly ate away hisbrain.

The sudden outburst of submerged decay occurred five years later in the family chapel on the anniversary
of the murder, at the specid mass performed each year by the bishop for their mother. During the final
benediction the emaciated old count shrieked and suddenly rushed forward. Before anyone could stop
him he had climbed up on the dtar. His arms were open to the crucifix on the wall and the words he
screamed were those of the leper on the shores of Galilee.

Lord, if thou will thou can make me clean.

He legpt to embrace the crucifix and missed it, crashing through awindow at the Side and shattering the
richly stained colorsthat had depicted a garden below Jerusalem, and the meeting there of two
kinswomen who would one day know sorrow, Mary and Elizabeth.

The window was gone, the old count's throat was severed, the chapel was rendered into the silence of its
candles.

Theresaand her brother returned to the chateau and went on living as they always had, aone with each
other in aprivate world, secluded in their love. And gradually under those gray skies of Normandy, far
from the black twisted roots of the past, there was born within them the dream of another and timeless
land by the Nile where the blue heavens were unbroken and the distant horizons limitless, an ancient
dream of an eterna pharaoh wed to hiseterna sister.

One day Theresathrew hersdf down the stairs. Her brother carried her to her room and that night he
went out into the drenched forest to dig deeply the grave of their hopeless love in the loose stinking earth,
there to bury the tiny bundle of unborn flesh wrapped by Theresain her own Confirmation dress, once
gpotlessy white and flowing and now bloodied to the ends of its delicate lace, soon to rot in the
undergrowth of falen vines and blind nibbling creatures.

That winter the howling winds of trapped memory had come to haunt her brother. In the tool shed where
their mother had been crucified he soaked himsdlf with kerosene and struck amatch.

And 0 a the age of nineteen Theresa had |eft everything behind and fled south to the M editerranean, by
chanceto beautiful Smyrnawhere kindly Sivi had taken her in and where she had known afew peaceful
years because of him, only to find the horrors of the past were inescapable, abandoning hersdlf then to
her snsand spiraling downward in alife of degradation.

Until aterrible massacre descended on Smyrnaand Sivi wasraving in pain, and awizened agelessman
abruptly appeared to defend them, an apparition in arusty helmet and afaded yellow cloak, trailing a
long sword.

Who is that? she had screamed, and a soft Irish voice had whispered near her that it was all right, the
old man thought he was the archangel Gabriel now, come to smote God's enemies.

She had turned. She had looked up and seen asmall dark man standing over her, aman with the beard



and the burning eyes from the paintings on the convent walls of her childhood.

Chrigt in the gloom and smoke with apistal in hisbdt. Chrigt in the fires of Smyrna.

Dawn had cometo the roof in the Old City by the time Theresa had finished speaking. Joe stroked her

head and wrapped another blanket around her naked body. She had refused to dress until she had told
him everything. He rose and went to the door, leaving her Sitting on the narrow iron cot. He opened the
door and stood there gazing north in the gray light.

Joe?

Yes

I've never told anyone before. Never. Do you mind my having told you?
No, he said sadly. No. It's better to tell someone.

Joe? That stained-glass window in Normandy? The garden beneath Jerusalem where Mary went to meet
Elizabeth?

His shoulders suddenly sagged in the doorway. He leaned against the wood and sighed.

Yes| know it, Ein Karem. I've been to the village. And yesterday was St Elizabeth's feast day. Y ou
chose that day to come here, to come to me. Why?

Because that's where I've been living, Joe. Since Smyrna, for thewhole last year, that's where I've been.
There'saleper colony there and I've been working in it. Joe? Please? These hands that held you last
night wash lepers. Wash lepers. They're not good enough for anything else. Joe? Could you forgive me
for what I've donein life? 1 know God never will, but could you? I've been wretched for so long, and |
know | don't even have the right to walk in these streets where He came to suffer and diefor us.

Y esterday evening when | entered the gate | thought 1'd be struck dead. But | had to come and tell
someone here and you're the only person | dared to speak to, because you've never redlly known me.
I've been terrified of Jerusalem for so long, Joe, you can't imagine, no one can. And I'm weak and I've
done one awful thing after another inlife, and I've suffered for it, but that waswhy | went to Ein Karem.
To be near Jerusalem, to be ableto look up at it, the Holy City that will never be mine. Oh Joe, please?|
know what | did to you last night was horrible, but if you say you'l forgive meI'll go away and youll
never seemeagain, | swear it. I'll go away and never bother you again, Joe. Only here, now, just once
let me be forgiven here. Just once. Please?

He stood in the doorway. The new sun was touching the domes and the spires and the minarets with
gold. Thetearswere running down hisface and his voice was choked.

Yes, little Theresa, poor tormented little one. Of course | forgive you.
With Hiswords, Joe? Could you please? I'll go and you'll never see me again. In His city? Please?

Joe nodded. They weren't hiswords to give but he repeated them anyway because therewas no one else
to speak them, no one else to utter the healing words. So he looked at the floor and whispered what
Christ had said to the woman in the house of the Pharisee.

Thy sins are forgiven, thy faith hath saved thee. Go in peace.



A scream, an dmost Silent scream that cut through him with al the pain of Smyrna. Joe looked up, he
looked at the bed. Theresawas Sitting with her hands up in front of her, staring at them and screaming
Slently.

Joe stared too. Punctures had appeared in, her palms. Christ's wounds. She was beginning to bleed.

Joe got up from the wall and paced back and forth.

| don't know how long | stood there, Cairo, right there in that doorway. It seemed forever. And she
didn't move ether. She sat there naked on the bed with the blankets falling open, her handsin front of
her, staring, watching the wounds form, watching the blood come out, both of us watching it happen, not
believing it and watching it happen. | don't even remember whether either of us spoke after that or how |
got her down to Father Zeno or why, but | did.

Shewas in some kind of shock and | wasn't much better. He bandaged her and put her to bed and
prayed beside her dl day and al night. He asked me not to say anything about it and of course | wouldn't
have anyway, we were both pretending it might have been anything.

But it wasn't, Cairo. It wasn't anything. The wounds went away in afew days but they came back the
next month and the month after that, and they have ever snce. Ever since that night we made love in there
ten years ago.

What does Father Zeno say?

Only that he hears her confession and I'm to tell no one what she said that night. She never goes out
anymore, she prefersit that way. She has aroom down there somewhere, | don't know where, and she
keepsto it most of the time, and after the wounds come she doesn't see anyone, not even Father Zeno. |
respect him. What hesdoing is best for her.

Do you see her?
Never.
Would you liketo?

| don't know. | did the first three or four months she was there. She seemed to want it, to need it. We
wouldn't do much, hardly even talk, just St together in the courtyard in the evening. But then one evening
Father Zeno met me and said she couldn't see me then and it would be better if | didn't come anymore.

Did he say why?
No.

Did you ask him?
No.

Cairo nodded. Joe sat down again. The moon was gone now and the domes and spires and minarets of
the Old City were waning in the soft sarry glow of midnight.

Y ou know, said Joe, | don't think I'm going to bein the game much longer.

How's that?



I'm not sure, but it's been dmost twelve years now, hasn't it. Twelve yearsin December.

The last day of December, said Cairo. Y ou were sitting in that coffee shop fegling bitter because you
were afew months away from your twenty-second birthday and dready eighty-fiveyearsold, and |
camein with Bongo to get out of the wind, and then Munk turned up with his samurai bow and his
three-level watch, and that'swhen it al began. A cold winter day with snow definitely inthe air.

Yes. You know | was doing some thinking when | was down in Agabathistime. Thinking it might be
timeto move on. Thinking that whét |'ve been telling mysdf | wanted for the last dozen years, well maybe
itsnot what | want at dl.

Joe waved hisarm toward the city.

The things that happen here, what can you say about them? They happen, that's all. Have you ever heard
of something called the Sinai Bible?

What isit?

Wil it's supposed to be the origina Bible. Supposedly it was written three thousand years ago, more or
less.

Caro gmiled.
And how'sthat possible?

Who knows? Who knows what's possible around here? Not me, | don't, I'm just apoor fisherman's son
from the Aran Idands, awindswept place and barren and nowhere, so poor that God didn't even put any
soil on them. We had to make it out of seaweed and manure. Well the point isthe Sinai Bibleisburied
near here.

How did you learn about this Sinal Bible?

Oh I've been hearing about it Since | arrived in Jerusalem. It'sthe kind of thing that will fascinate me every
time. And you can pick up clues when you'relooking for them.

Joe laughed.

Ahand | wasinnocent when | first got here. | actudly believed then that this Bible was something Haj
Harun had written. | heard about it and got it wrong, and Hgj Harun confused me more, and off | was
just spinning like atop around the ideaof aSinai Bible. Y ou know what Hg Harun likesto cdl it when
hels mixing up the ages? The story of my life. But of courseit could be, depending on your point of
view. It could be that aswell as anything else. After adl that's about how long he'slived, three thousand
years or 0. So why shouldn't hethink the origind Bibleisthe story of hislife?

It'saniceway tolook at it, said Cairo.

Yes. Anyway, after atime | learned that such aBible actudly had been found in the last century, in the
Sina | guess, that'swhy it hasthat name. A Trappist monk found it, but that'sal | know about him, and
he was so gppalled by its chaos he decided to forge anew origina and let it be found, then buried the
red origind herein Jerusalem, the Holy City don't you see. Well he did that and the fake origina was
acquired by the czar in the last century, and just this year the Bolsheviks sold it to the British Museum for
ahundred thousand pounds. So how's that for a sagaand ahaf? But the real one, thered one's il here.

Where?



Right here, somewherein the Armenian Quarter. Buried in abasement hole,
And that's why you wanted to live here? Y ou moved in to be close to it because you wanted to find it?

| did, I mightily did, but now I'm not so sure. I'm not so sure | redlly want to seewhat'sin it. Something
along those lines, | just don't know anymore. Maybe it'd be better to leave it alone. Better to think of it as
the story of Hg Harun'slife, and remind mysdlf that I've been fortunate enough to have been able to keep
the old man company these dozen and one years, better just to let it go at that. There are more than
enough mysteriesin his lifeto think about, certainly more than enough for me, so why go on looking?

Why? asked Cairo.
Joe amiled.

Wl thereyou are. | don't think | will. I think it'stime for meto give up the seeking and the search for
lost treasure and go take my easein the west, Holy City West, wherever that might be. It'stimeto
become Chief Sipping Bear a homein the setting sun.

Areweto betreated to a Zuni sun dance now?

Go on with you, Cairo. We're hours away from sunup and any dance of that nature could only be a
fallure a thishour. No, there are other matters before us. Now that it's midnight and alittle more we have
to hear from avery important spokesman who goes by the name of Finn MacCoal.

Joe cupped his hands around his mouth and pretended to shout out over the rooftops.

Hey Finnnnn, he whispered, wereright herein Jerusalem. Lend usahand if you will.

Do you think he heard me? whispered Joe. | wasaming in ageneraly western direction but | don't know
how well my voiceis carrying tonight. What do you think?

Cairo laughed.
He heard you, definitely. And | take it he's sometriba god native to the bogs of Ireland?

Now why would you be guessing aswildly asthat? Well asamatter of fact that's just what heis, agreat
strong giant of aman whose favorite pastime on nights like these istelling stories. In fact he's got so many
storiesto tell, most of them about himself, that he never runs out of them. He's been doing it for ages
aready and it looks like he just might go on doing it to the end of time. Now back home when you want
Finnto tell you astory you say, Please relate. Will you do s0?

What?

What you're doing, Cairo. I've noticed you might be getting tired of the game yourself. Thesgnsare
there and of course with my keen eye, | wouldn't be missing them would |. Why the poker game for you
originadly?Why did you want control of Jerusdlem? Pleaserdate.

Itistruethat | will not.
Joe laughed.

Ah Cairo, there you go usng my very homespun English, bad asit isand getting no better. But with that
accent of yoursyou'll never be taken for an Irishman, not even in Africa. Y our tone istoo aristocratic by



haf. Wdl then, will you rdae?

I'll compromise with you, Joe. I'll go so far asto tell the tale the way your Finn MacCool might
Whichisto say?

Stretched and distorted and made outrageous.

Fine, very fine. That'stde-tdling for sure and nothing could be more accurate anyway. So pleaseto
begin. And asyou do | think I'll just be taking a shade more of thisdrink that |ooks like water but
definitdy isnt, isdefinitely not.

That won't help at thishour of night.

You'reright, Cairo, it won't, it surely will not. Makes agood man old before histime and abad man
young before he's ready, a curse on the race and that'safact. But if it'sany help to you | have some of
that other stuff here for a smoke, and maybe you'll be wanting a puff or two before the night's out. Well
maybe you will o I'll just lay the pipe and the mixings beside you in case you fed the urge sneskingupin
the darkness, alate evening in the Holy City being no timeto exert yourself unduly. Now, you'rethe
African Finn MacCool you say?

| wasn't aware of saying that.

Ah comeon, Cairo. After dl these years of us playing poker together, how could you possibly miday
your name? I've always known you weren't in the game for money, something €l se has been up. What's
the deed?

It was going to be Jerusdem first, then Mecca
Hasaringtoit dl right. What in Mecca?
TheHoly of Holies

Ah,

The black meteorite.

Ah.

Y ou may not know it, but that black meteorite is the most sacred object in Idam. It'sin the Kaaba. | was
going to stedl it and take it to Africaand bury it in good rich African soil. Black soil. Where no one would
ever find it

Why?

Cairo grew somber then. He described Jidda, for centuries the great depot of the dave trade, and how
many of the African children who arrived there had dready wa ked more than twelve hundred milesto
reach the Arab ferries on the other side of the Red Sea.

He described the small wells he had seen across the Sahara, surrounded for miles with dry bleached
bones, the skeletons of daves who hadn't survived the forced marches of their Arab owners. And
athough the footprints of the daves had fled where the earth was hard, straight deep troughs still ran from
horizon to horizon to show where the countless dave caravans had passed century after century in the
desert, grooves once cut by lumbering camels laden with Arab davers and their tents and their food and
their water, for them, not for those who stumbled starving in the dust behind them.



Joelisgtened to it dl in silence. And not for thefirst time he felt the enormous sadness that wasin Cairo, a
sadness that would have seemed unbearable to Joe had it not been for Cairo's great strength. Cairo with
hisbrilliant smile, Cairo who laughed so warmly, his huge hands so gentle when he reached out and laid
them upon you, when he embraced you in greeting and smply lifted you up off the ground in his
exuberance, tenderly, gently, with the natural ease of aman picking up his child. Indomitablein the end.
Therewas no other way to see him.

So Joe listened in silence, and after atime Cairo broke through his somber mood.
Anger now, Cairo?

Therewas.

Vengeance too?

Therewas.

Wil by God, | can see how you've been ableto bet dl these years without looking at your cards. It's
therein the very name you bear.

Given to me by my great-grandmother, adave from the Sudan. | was going to do it for her and al my
people, to repay the Arabsfor the black gold they've carried out of Africaover the centuries.

But now you're not so sure that's what you want to be doing?

No. Somehow my passon has been spent aong the way. Building something would be better. Perhaps
it's because of the game. Perhaps | learned that there.

From our Munk?

From Munk, yes.

| know what you mean. But here now, what's this? Do | see you filling that pipe and preparing a smoke?
Y ou do.

Curious. Never understood the stuff mysalf. Why would anyone want to bother with that when theré's
genuine poteen on the premises? A mystery to me, one more among the many. But sncewefind
ourselvestaking our easein our different ways, shouldn't we be talking about our futures?'Y ou know
how Munk does nothing but deal in futures. Well what about us? Isn't it timewe did alittle dedling in that
line ourselves?

Cairo smiled. Time, hesaid.

Right. How'sthat stuff taste by the way?

Good.

Now that's odd, it is. That's exactly how this tastes and poteen is nothing like that at all.

It was dawn before Cairo and Joe embraced on the roof and Cairo made hisway acrossthe little stone
bridge and down the twisting stone stairs to the street, quiet at that early hour but not deserted, the
beggars and madmen and pious fanatics of the Old City aready out pursuing their vocations as they had
been for millennia



Cairo waked dowly through the dleystoward the bazaar, thinking he might have something to est. Soon
he would be going back to Africa, he knew that now. He and Joe had talked away the night making their
plans, deciding that December 31 would be the appropriate timeto play their last hand with Munk, the
twelfth anniversary of the game. They had aso agreed to make it asurprise to Munk, whet they were
going to do on that last hand.

But would Munk be surprised? wondered Cairo.
Probably not. They al knew each other too well by now.

Dawn after along autumn night. Ten years, thought Cairo, after Joe and Theresa had spent their hours of
darkness and light together on arooftop in Jerusalem, and concelved a child.

Did Joe know?

Cairo nodded. Of course Joe knew. No one had told him but he knew. He had admitted as much when
describing how Father Zeno had told him that it would be better if he didn't cometo see Theresa
anymore.

Did he say why? Cairo had asked.
No, answered Joe.

Did you ask him?

No, answered Joe.

And so Joe had known it all these years, a secret borne for the sake of others and never to be spoken,
until last night when he had findly shared it with afriend, finaly, in hisweariness after returning yet again
from Agaba.

And where, wondered Cairo, would Father Zeno have placed the child? With afamily? In afoundling
home?

In any case, not ardligious home. That much was certain. From what Joe had said about Father Zeno,
Cairo knew that the gentle old priest would never have presumed to choose afaith for the child. Thusno
one but hewould ever know who the child really was. Cairo was sure of thét.

Father Zeno would have made the arrangements very carefully and the secret would die with him. And
somewherein Jerusalem, or in an encampment near it, a child would grow up not knowing he or she had
been born to Christ and Mary Magdalene.

Cairo paused in front of ablind beggar and dropped a copper coinin his cup. Ever since that spring
when he had come down the Nileto find the lid on top of Mendik Ziwar's massive sarcophagus, the
crinkled smiling face gone, he had never once passed a beggar without giving him something, hisway of
recalling the kindness an old man had once shown to a frightened twelve-year-old boy, illiterate and
without any skills, who had suddenly found himsdf donein theworld.

The derly blind man whispered his thanks and Cairo moved on.

Only to stop afew yards away and look back. For along moment he gazed at the beggar where he sat
on the worn stonesin the dust, then he retraced his steps and placed three gold coins, one after the other,
in the beggar's scarred hand. The beggar heard the coins ring and his blind eyes turned upward. He
murmured in disbelief.



Gold?
Yes. | would likeyou to say aprayer for achild, if you will.
With dl my heart. Tell methe name of the child and | will pray.

| don't know the name and I've never seen the child. Or perhaps | have seen the child and don't know it.
Inthis| am asblind asyou.

And so arewe al, murmured the beggar. But God knows the namesthat are and will befor dl of us, and
| will pray and Hewill hear my prayer.

Cairo nodded. He placed hishand lightly on the beggar's shoulder and held it there, then turned and
entered the bazaar, now raucoudy coming to life amidst the cries of merchants and thieves hawking their
endless goods and trickeries.

But there was yet another secret in that house in the Armenian compound next to the cathedra of St
James, unknown even to Father Zeno, a secret Joe had discovered some years after seeking refuge there
in 1921, when the old priest had given him the rooftop home where he had learned to dream his
Jerusdlem dreams.

Early in the nineteenth century, it seemed, ayoung beggar had turned up at the house one blustery winter
night, asking for shelter. The beggar was entirely naked, lacking even aloincloth. He had pretended to be
an Armenian dthough the priest who received him knew he was not. He was given clothes and a blanket
and shown to aroom.

The next morning the beggar made a propostion. If he were dlowed to livein the cellar of the housefor
the rest of the winter, he would carry out dops and do other menial tasks around the compound. This
offer was accepted as an act of charity.

It immediately became apparent the stranger was no ordinary man. Before descending into the cellar that
night he explained in ahumble yet determined voice that he was under gtrict self-imposed vows of
poverty, celibacy and silence. Save for the omitted vow of obedience, in fact, he might well have been a
secret Trappist on some solitary mission.

The priest in the house was skepticd at first, but not when he found the stranger had abandoned the
cdllar for the even greater deprivation and privacy of adark basement hole beneath it. Here indeed, then,
was one of those anchorites who appeared from time to time in Jerusalem to pursue some personal
religioustack inisolaion.

The anchorite never spoke again to anyone's knowledge. For the next twelve yearshelived in his
basement hole beneath the cellar of the house, performing hislowly duties around the compound and
coming and going on occasion, but spending most of histime donein his subterranean cell.

Or s0 it was assumed. Actudly the cdllar above his basement hole aso had a smdl entrance that opened
directly onto an aley outside the compound, so it would have been possible for him to leave without
being witnessed by the priests. And in fact there were years when he wasn't seen by any of them for long
periods. Because of the extreme augterity of the anchorite's existence, the priests, with affectionate
humor, had cometo refer to him among themselves as Brother Zeno, after the founder of Stoicism.

Then in 1836, or when the anchorite appeared to be about thirty, he walked out of the compound one



morning with his open hand raised in the sign of peace, turned south at the gate without aword, and was
never seen again.

His abrupt disappearance caused the priestsin the compound to ponder the significance of thisenigmatic
man who had lived near the cathedra for twelve years. Now they spoke of Brother Zeno with awe,
rather than mild humor. Where had he gone and why? What new role had he sought for himself?

In the course of the nineteenth century the account gradually acquired the dimensions of afable around
the cathedrd of St James. Somehow the priestswho later arrived at the Armenian compound found it
immensely appeding that an anonymous man of unknown origins, and unknown destiny, had oncelivedin
abasement hole beneath the stones where they waked, obliviousto the strictures of any church yet living
the strictest of lives according to the tenets of an unspoken vocation.

The fable was so appedling it became atradition for the most respected priest in the compound to be
assigned as his residence the house that gave access to the basement hole, and to be known thereafter
among the other priests as Father Zeno, in memory of that dedicated man who had mysterioudy
appeared there early in the nineteenth century, and just as mysterioudy disappeared a dozen years later.

The present Father Zeno had received this honor in 1914 at the age of seventy-nine.

And | think what most engages our imagination, he had said to Joe, is precisdy the puzzle of that man's
disappearance. We here have al openly professed the vows of our vocation. Because of them we have
taken our respective placesin life, and so we continue in orderly lives of service and prayer until our time
on earth passes. But him? What was his vocation? What had he sworn to do and where did he go? Are
there cdlingsthat can never be reveaded to others? And then lingering behind the mystery thereisdways
the question of the man's apparent age when he I eft here, which was Christ's age when He set out on His
ministry. Doesit have ameaning?

Father Zeno smiled hisgentle amile.

A priest may wonder about such things. Herein Jerusalem where we keep watch and bear witnessto His
sacrifice, we may wonder.

| can understand that, said Joe. It's a strange and haunting tale.

And then putting together everything he had learned about the life of the last of the Skanderbeg
Walensteins, which was more than he had ever admitted to Cairo or anyone e se, the dates and
disappearances of that pious Albanian Trappist who had |eft his order and goneinto the Sinai to forge the
origind Bible, Joeleaned forward and asked his question.

What do they say Brother Zeno did in that basement hole for twelve years? Isit known?

It's assumed he was in prayer, but other than that, no. Out of respect for his privacy none of the priests
ever visted him down there.

Y esof course. And did he ever have someone from outside the compound visit him?
Father Zeno looked surprised.

Why do you ask that?

No reason redlly. | just wondered.

Wil that's odd because he did, asit happens. A minor fact but recorded, | suppose, because the visits



were so rare. About once ayear, according to tradition. And aso because the priests at that time
wondered what could possibly have gone on during those vidts, in view of hisvow of slence,

Perhaps he and his vigitor didn't need words. Is anything remembered about the other man?
The comment's vague. He's described only asvery old.

An Arab?

Now Father Zeno looked shocked.

Y es, he whispered.

The man's dress, is anything said about it?

There's one obscure reference that he wore afaded yellow cloak. Why? Doesit mean anything? Y ou
can't imagine how much thisinterests al of us here. If we only knew more. If only | knew more.

Father Zeno clasped his hands. He lowered his eyes.

Forgive me, that was uncalled for. | didn't mean to act like achild with hisfirst puzzle. Therés much we
don't know in thisworld and much we can never know, and it'sthe samefor al of us. For you, for me,
for dl of us.

Thus Father Zeno had lowered his eyesin humility, and in humility he had laid asde the questionswhose
answers seemed unknowable. And Joe had learned that among the people Hg Harun visited on his
yearly roundsin the Holy City, along with the nameless cobbler near Damascus Gate whose cubbyhole
Hag Harun could never find, along with the nameless muttering man who ceaselesdy paced back and
forth on the steps to the crypt in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, dong with them there had once been
apious linguigtic genius with whom Hg Harun had conversed in Aramaic, the language spokenin

Pd estine two and three thousand years ago.

Thelast of the Skanderbeg Wallengsteins perfecting his skillsfor twelve yearsin abasement holein
Jerusaem, teaching himself to write with both hands because he knew the task facing himinaSnai cave
would otherwise surpass any man's endurance. Preparing himself for the crestion to come, the most

gpectacular forgery in history.

So here beneath the rooftop home where Joe had learned to dream his Jerusalem dreams, right hereina
basement hole below, lay buried the originad manuscript Wallenstein had brought back from the Sinai

after completing hisforgery of it, that fabulous creation that had been sought by so many, adocument that
was unchronicled and circular and calmly contradictory, suggesting infinity, thered Sinai Bible.

Behind him hispigeonsweretrilling quietly asthey fell adeep one after the other. Lying flat on his
stomach under the stars, on the little stone bridge that led to hisrooftop, Joe held his breath and peeked
over the edge of the bridge, down at the narrow courtyard where asingle lamp was burning, Father Zeno
was at his potter'swhed and in front of him in the soft yelow light, Stting on the ground, watching, was
Theresa,

Father, she whigpered, it's coming again.
Weatch thewhed, my child. Watch it turn.



But I'm frightened. I'm aways so frightened when it comes.

Keep your eyes here, my child. Were amost finished and then well go in and pray together and al will
bewdl.

Joerolled sllently over on hisback and gazed up at the sky, listening to the rub and the squesk of the
potter'swhed raising its vessd, the echoless risng whirl of the whed!.

Blessour little Theresa, he thought, little onethat sheis.

A night seemingly like so many others. Father Zeno tending hiswhed and Theresa her sainthood, and
above them on rooftops, Joe, aslent witness with his degping pigeons, minding the dreams of new gtars
over Jerusalem.

Signd night, he thought, quiet place for sure. Demanding night up here beneath the murmurs of heaven.



-14-
Stern

And if God turns out to be a gunrunner crossing the desert in a balloon in 1914?

Christmas Eve, 1933.

Joe sat in afilthy Arab coffee shop near Damascus Gate, dumped over an empty glass of Arab cognac.
Wigps of snow blew across the windows and the wind groaned in the dleys. Only one other customer
wasthere at that hour, an Arab |aborer adeep at afront table with anewspaper over hisface.

The door opened and alarge shapeless man came in. He stood for amoment with his back to the door
and then came shuffling heavily across the room. Joe stood up and put out his hand.

Hdlo, Stern.

The Arab under the newspaper stirred briefly and began to snore again. A clock onthewall clicked in
the gtillness. The unshaven proprietor, moving unevenly from the effects of hashish, brought the cognacs
and coffee Stern had ordered. After greeting each other the two men sat for atime watching the snow
dance across the windows. Joe was thefirst to speak.

Snow. Just likethe last time. And the same night and the same place, only now it'stwelve years later.

Y ou know way back then, Stern, | wastelling you | was going to become the undercover King of
Jerusalem. Power, that'swhat | wanted. And my father made just such a prophecy on aJune night in
1914. Just dipped out of him it did. He had no ideawhat he was saying, or why, but he said it and he
wasright so far aswhat could have been. Y ou know that, Stern? | could have been if I'd wanted to be,
but | didn't want it enough. That'safunny thing about prophecy. Even when it'sinfdlible you still haveto
want it to cometrue.

Yes.

Yesand just look at thisbrown ail in our glasses. They're dill using it to fuel the lampslikethe last time.
Before you camein our staggering host there was going around filling the lamps with hiswretched
cognac, cheaper than kerosene | suppose and works just aswell as he prepares this wreck of aplace for
Christmas, dthough why aModem should be preparing for Chrissmasisinformation that e udes me.
Make any senseto you?

Stern smiled.
Y ou'relooking alot older, Joe.

Me? Go on with you, not aparticle of truth init. Y ou mean just because my beard's going white and my
eyeslook like aflock of pigeons have been doing ajig around them these last dozen years? No | don't
believeit, but if it weretrue I'd say it'stherarefied air that's doneit, up here on top of the holy mountain
and dl. A few people get younger in Jerusalem, most age. Over time this place has away of opening up
the guts of aman and laying them out for heavenly inspection. Listen, there's something I've been wanting
to tell you. I'm sorry what | said to you in Smyrnain '22. That was abad time for me and | had things
mixed up, had them wrong. It's been awhile, can weforget it? It wasjust that | wasn't doing whét |
wanted to be doing.



Nobody was, Joe.

Saints preserve us, that's the truth. Well I'm sorry, that's al, and | wanted to tell you so. It wasn't right,
but as you say, nothing was. Y ou still carry those awful Arab cigarettes?

Stern offered the packet.

I'm glad you got in touch, Stern, | really am. And not just so | could say | was sorry, athough there's that
too. My God but | was young then and didn't know much, nothing in fact, plain zero. Since then I've
learned alittle. Y ou do playing poker in Jerusalem for twelve years.

Stern took acigarette and Joe lit it for him. He watched Stern's eyes.
Hey, you dl right?

What do you mean; Joe?

Nothing.

No, what isit?

The light's not too good in here for Christmas Eve, that'swhat it is, but what can you expect when they
fuel the lamps with the same liquid shit they serve their customers. Bloody Chrismas Eves, | never did
likethem. New Y ear's Eve either, they're al the same. Bloody expectations and then boom, you come
crashing down into the truth. Eve, isthat the problem? The myth wasright after al and we should blame
her for dl our troubles?

What were you going to say before, Joe?

Can't remember. But listen, why don't you tell an old friend how your work's going? It's been along time
and | need some catching up. Y ou've been al over the place and I've just been here, just been doing not
much in Jerusdem. Wel|?

Look, we were there together. What isit?
Nothing.

Nothing. Y ou want meto ask you about Theresa, Joe? She was there too. And tell you about Sivi? He
wastheretoo. He findly died two months ago, ablessng. So what wasiit?

All right then. It was your eyes, Stern.
What about them?
The match. When | it the match.

Joe stopped and rubbed his head. A match here, amatch in Normandy. He saw amatch striking in

Normandy, in atool shed with the smell of kerosene and the stink of rotting wood. Wouldn't there ever
be an end to Smyrna? Did it dways have to lead you back to other things? That afternoon and evening
and night in Smyrnawith Stern. With Sivi and Theresaand Hg) Harun. Couldn't you escape that ever?

Joe sighed.

Listen, Stern. Y ou're not into the heavy stuff are you? | mean, you know there's only one way out of that.



Stern smiled. He pushed back hishair.
There's only oneway out anyway, he said.

Joe nodded. He's big, he thought, never redized how big heredly is. Bulky and substantia, just large and
there and kind of shapel ess but there, reassuring in away, it's strange. And me smdl and dight, not much
to me now or then, now or maybe ever. Just not much there. Just a poor fisherman’s son who'slearned
to play alittle poker in the Old City.

Joe?

Well Christ man | know it, know it full well. 1t's no easy game you're playing what with the fucking Arabs
and Jews at each other'sthroats dl the time and you being both of them and trying to make that work,
and coming from where you did besides. The Y emen, what aplace to grow up. And why didn't you ever
tell me Strongbow was your father? | aways had him down for amyth.

Hewasamyth, said Stern quietly.

| know it and you had to live with it. Have to live with it. Too bloody much.
How'd you find out he was my father, Joe?

Cairo Martyr. We play poker together, remember?

Oh yes, theinscrutable mummy dust deder. But how did he find out?

From the man who adopted him when he was a child, another nineteenth-century myth who went by the
name of Mendik Ziwar.

Ziwar? But that was before Strongbow retired to the Y emen. Long before | was born.
Sure, but then they got together again just before they both died. Weren't you aware of that?
No, of course| wasn't. Wherewasit? Inthe Y emen?

Not abit of it. Old Mendlik's arthritis was acting up and the best he could do was limp upstream ayard
or two. It wasin Egypt, in Cairo. At that same filthy, restaurant beside the Nile where the two of them
had had their forty-year conversation.

| don't bdieveit.
All true, dl the same.

But | never even knew Strongbow ever |eft the Y emen. Held sworn held never set foot west of the Red
Seaagain.

| guess he decided to bresk his promisein order to see old Mendlik. And it wasn't for long, just one
Sunday afternoon for lunch. It seemsthey were catching up on the past.

But that's astounding. When wasit?

Maybe 1913? Strongbow wrote that since they were both due to go the other way before long, being in
their nineties, they ought to have alast toot in their old haunt and fill up on wine and talk and spiced lamb,
and then do afina repest of their famous jump into theriver at the end of the afternoon to clear their
heads, s0 to speak, before they passed on. So that's what the two old gents did, seventy-five years after



thefirst time. Swilled the wine and munched the lamb and raved on in generd treating themselvesto a
scandaous Sunday afternoon, then did their leap into the Nile and went home sober, more or less.
Anyway, Cairo Martyr grew up dreaming about Strongbow and al his exploits because of the things old
Menelik had told him. Dreams, don't you see. Dreams. Y our father gave them to an orphaned black boy
growing up beside the Nile, he gave them to Hg Harun too.

Hedid?

Sure. What about ageniein the desert in the last century? Hg) Harun on his annual hg and suddenly
finding the sky strangely dark in northern Arabia, so darkly strange he knew there had to be something
unusua going on of aheavenly nature. Could it be s0? History making one of its moves with the help of a
comet? Sound achime of time, doesit?

Joe winked.

That'sright, Stern. A geniein the desert, agenie and his doings and Hg Harun awitnessto it And
thereafter for Hg Harun, mysteriesto dream to.

Stern leaned back and smiled. Strongbow's Comet. It had been one of hisfather's favorite stories. How
he had discovered acomet in northern Arabia, and how afrightened Arab had ssumbled upon him while
he was taking measurements, and how he had explained the comet to the frightened man.

Y esindeed, said Joe. Hg Harun told me al about the experience and | repeated it to Cairo once and it
matched exactly with the account of Strongbow's Comet that he had heard from old Mendlik asaboy.
So that's how we identified the genie Hg Harun had met out there in the desert so long ago, the very
giant and worker of miraclesin question. Dreamsfor sure, you see. Strongbow the geniejust leaving
them everywhere.

Stern clasped his handstightly together on top of the table. He was staring a them, frowning, drifting
away. Joe took out athick envelope and pushed it under Stern'sarm. He started for the toilet at the back
of the shop.

What's that? asked Stern without looking up.
Nothing. Just put it away and forget about it.

Joe walked away. Of course Stern knew what it was. It was money, alot of money, much more than
Stern would ever have guessed. Everyone knew Stern never had any himself. Always spending wheét little
he had on his hopeless dream of avast Levantine homeland for Arabs and Christians and Jews together,
the peoples of his heritage, Stern's mother a'Y emeni Jew and hisfather an English lord who'd become an
Arab.

That kind of homeland? That kind of dream? Hopeless. It could never happen.

But Joe wanted to give him the money al the same. Maybe held spend asmall part of it on himself. My
God it was Christmas Eve after dl, at least Stern could treat himself to anew pair of shoes. The oneshe
was wearing looked like the same pair hed had on in Smyrnathat night on the quay, that awful
September night in '22. Joe remembered those shoes, he'd never forget them. Held been looking at them
when the knife came clattering down on the cobblestones beside him, the knife that was covered with
blood. Lying on his side on the cobblestones with a broken arm and down came that terrible knife beside
those shoes. Worn shoes, cheap shoes, not wearing well even then. He'd have liked to have told Stern



that's what the money was for tonight, the whole thick wad of bills just to buy one new pair of shoes, so
they both wouldn't have to look at the old ones anymore. But of course he couldn't say that, couldn't say
anything about it. Y ou didn't talk to aman about his shoeswhen you hadn't seen himin over even
years.

Worn, cheap, walking where? Why? Stumbling to what?

Hopeless, thought Joe. Bloody idedlswill ruin aman every time, that'swhat. Kingdom come, that's what.
Hopdessin thisworld.

He came back to the table. The envelope was where he had |eft it.
Joe?

Never mind now, just put it away so we can forget about it. Bloody snow won't let up, will it? Just goes
right on blurring the view in thisland of milk and honey that isn't. And don't get gloomy on methis
Christmas Eve, | know what was bothering you just now. Y ou were thinking how your father used to get
mistaken for some marvel of agenie whileyou're just agunrunner diding downhill with amorphine habit
or whatever it isyou use to get you over the bumps. But let metell you that's not dl thereistoit. There's
another sdeto thetale by God, and aremarkable oneit is. Makes aman's hair stand on end and maybe
even havefath in thewonder of it al. Did you ever know Hg Harun recognized you the minute he laid
eyeson you up therein Smyrna?

He couldn't have. Wed never met.

Ohyesyou had. Y ou'd met dl right, only you were someone else then. And not just agenieout in the
desert playing with his comet, nothing so minor asthat. Not just agiant magician dapping a certain hue
across the sky so the common folk would know anew prophet was on hisway up from the wastes.
More than just as Strongbow for sure. In fact you'd be surprised who you were.

Stern smiled.
Who was|?
Wl I'll tell you then. The very article, that's who you were. Himsdlf.
What's that?

God. Now how's that for a case of mistaken identity? It beats Strongbow by more than alittle and as
I've often said, we have to give Hgj Harun credit, we do. When he limps out there into the desert to find
hisway to Mecca, he seesthe sights. Wl this sight, and none can match it, occurred a dawn. Y ou were
up in your balloon running guns and when you came down at dawn to hide out you nearly landed right on
top of Hg Harun, who naturaly thought you were God coming down to reward him for histhree
thousand years of trying to defend the Holy City, dways on thelosing side. It must have been around
1914, remember it now? A broken-down old Arab in the desert at dawn tottering on spindly legs? His
eyes permanently feverish with dreams from the Thousand and One Nights? And you coming downin
your baloon and him progtrating himsdf and asking you if you would tell him your name? Remember?

Yes, | do now.

Well how about that then?

Stern smiled sadly. He stared down at hisfists and said nothing.
Wdl?



It's not funny, whispered Stern after amoment. To be rewarded by a petty gunrunner in abaloon. It's
not funny. Not when you have faith the way Hg) Harun does.

Hold on there, said Joe, you're getting it al wrong. Not rewarded by you, rewarded by God. Listen,
you've never seen eyeson this earth shinelike Hg Harun's when he talks about meeting Sternin the
desert at dawn. Sern, he murmurs, and hiswhole face glows with strength enough to defend the Holy
City, dwayslosng of course, for another three thousand years. Sern, he says, God manifesting Himsdlf
at dawn in the desert for me. And | told Him, he says, that | knew God has many names and that each
onewe learn brings us closer to Him, and | asked Him His namethat day in the desert at dawn and He
deigned to tell me, finding some virtuein my misson, even though I've dwaysfaled. Stern, he murmurs,
and he'sready for anything, and nothing can stop him now or ever. And | tell you that'sthe way he saw it
out there so that's the way it was, and you're the onewho did it, Stern. Eyesthat shinelikethat, it's
enough to make aman cry. So you've got to let him have his due, Stern. He worked hard for that
moment to come, and it finally did come, and he deserved it. And if God turns out to be agunrunner
crossing the desert in aballoon in 1914? Well what can we say about that. If that'sthe way it is, then you
and me, we just have to accept it. We might prefer another vision of God but that's the one that came to
the man who deserved avision of God. Me, I've dways known Hgj Harun sees more than the rest of us.
Y ou wouldn't argue with that, would you?

No.

Of course you wouldn't. Because we're stuck in atime and place and heisn't. Wetry to believe but he
does bdieve, and that's the whole difference. Were sitting in Jerusalem but heredlly is up therein the
Holy City on the mountaintop. And you're not going to douch in that chair and tel methat one of ushasa
better perspective on things than he does, now are you? Balloon or not? Petty gunrunning or not? Poker
here or poker there, what does it matter? Not when we're usng wretched lamp fudl to light our bellieson
Christmas Eve. Y ou wouldn't dare tell me any such thing and | know it. True or not?

True.

Right. Then Hg Harun saw what he saw, he learned what he learned, and that's that. One of God's
secret namesis Stern and there we are. Hg) Harun heard it spoken to him once, and hearing it onceis
hearing it forever. Y ou just can't undo the past and you just can't argue with the factsin thisworld and
that wasafact for him, thereforeis. Indl hislong life, the old man says, he will aways cherish that
moment above dl others. Stern. One of God's secret names.

Stern looked up from the table. He opened his hands and shrugged, smiled, thistime without any sadness
inhisface.

Joe nodded and laughed. Even though it was only asmall step, he was rdlieved. But he also knew they
gl had along way to go that night, e even years and three months after that other night in Smyrna.

An evening for reminiscing dl right, said Joe, drumming hisfingers on the table. What with the dleys
outside deserted under the snow and this dreadful Arab excuse for apub doing no businessat al but our
mesger own, not what you'd call exactly ahaven of holiday cheer. Tell me now, what do you know
about thisformerly talking mummy named Mendik? This Ziwar of antiquity who Cairo'sawaysgoing on
about. Did you meet him?'Y ou must have.

Of course.

Wdl?



Among other things, Strongbow left him dl his correspondence when he went into the desert to become
aholy man.

Joe made aface.

Correspondence, you say? Y ellowing letters? | don't know how awakening and arresting that ison a
quiet snowy night in Jerusalem near the end of the year. Maybe we should go back to the time when |
was smuggling amsfor you in Hg Harun's giant hollow stone scarab. Now that was heavy lifting, | can
tell you. And hard on the back with very little assistance from the resident companion sorcerer, | can tell
you that too.

But this was an unusual correspondence, continued Stern. About twelve thousand letters and al from one
man, the White Monk of Timbuktu.

Joe dapped the table. He whooped.

Hold it. Hold it right there. This may be something I've been looking for. The article in question, the said
monastic gent in Timbuktu, he didn't al'so go by the name of Father Y akouba by any chance?

Y es, the same.

And when his nine hundredth child was born your father sent him a pipe of Cavadosin honor of the
occas on? Say about seven hundred bottles marching right down to Timbuktu, for which the
extraordinary item heretofore mentioned sent your father a thank-you note dated Midsummer night,
18407 Said note thanking your father for this most welcome gift of one hundred and fifty galons of juice?
Timbuktu being as dry asdry with little to relieve the thirst except banana beer?

Stern laughed.

| hadn't heard of that |etter, he said. But there was only one White Monk of the Sahara, and he and
Strongbow were grest friends.

Joe dapped the table again.

My God man, there we have it. Once along time ago when | first arrived here, Hgy Harun turned up with
that thank-you note, the way he does you know, being aformer antiquities dealer. Well the numbers
involved knocked me over they did, since | was still accustomed to thinking of priests as something quite
different from what this White Monk was obvioudy up to down therein Timbuktu. And ever since, I've
been eaten with curiosity to know how that White Monk became what he did, where he did. Would you
be knowing that?

Stern laughed. He nodded.

Y ou do? Ah and ah, now that's just the job for a Christmas Eve. Just the thing to brighten up this sorry
excusefor avillage pub on acold snowy night. Quickly I'll dert our host to bring usawhole bottle of his
deliciousfud so we can flame at will. Now then, Stern. Who wastthis great skin down there in Timbuktu?
And moreover, why?

He started out asamissionary in Tripoli, said Stern, amember of the White Father order. Originaly he
was from Normandy, a peasant, and he had ataste for Calvados. Well acardina came down to Tripoli
from Paris, an art collector who was aso epileptic. The cardina was there to smuggle out some vauable
mosaics, but while there he thought he should aso deliver a sermon for the sake of appearances. He



decided to ddliver it in the desert outside of Tripoli, because held never seen a desert.
Joe held up his handsto interrupt.

Wait. They chose the Calvados peasant-priest's congregation for the event? It came to passin the desert
under apam treefor shade? The cardina got underway and had abloody seizure?

Y es. The congregation was black and the peasant-priest was facing them, doing the interpreting, with the
cardind standing behind him. | forgot to mention that the peasant-priest was a dwarf.

Joe interrupted again.

Wait, | think I'm beginning to see it now. It'sbloody hot out there and the cardina has hisfit and begins
swinging hisarmsto keep his baance, and the Calvados peasant-priest's head is fast becoming akind of
lectern. Down rain the blows, just pounding and pounding away on your man's head, and before long
he's being battered something terrible. Likethis, isit?

Joe stood up and swung his arms, pounding the table.

Do | haveit right? Just swinging away & this head beneath him, for Christ's sake, and then the cardinal
goesinto thefind writhing snatch of his saizure and screams something holy? Maybe that the flesh of the
lamb isgood to eat? And thislast blow of hisis so holy and determined, has so much passionate religious
conviction behind it, it bangs your man right down into the dust, just lays the dwarf flat out in the dust?
Trueor not?

Have you heard this story, Joe?

| have not, not aword of it, but tales have away of running true to course and so far this one's holding
together as such things should. Now if I'm not wrong, I'd suspect the cardinal collapsesin his sedan chair
at thispoint and is wafted away to a cool palacein Tripoli where he can have aglass of wine and abath
and arelaxing snooze. In other words he's finished. He's done what he came to do in the story and now
we can forget about him. Yesor no?

Yes.

Still on course then. Still in line and back we go to our hero, our dwarf peasant-priest, who islying in the
dust, flat out and thoroughly dazed, his head singing from the blows of higher authority, trying as best he
can to recover from this very holy besting. And his black congregation is staring a him, naturdly, and
he's staring back at them, and nobody knows what to make of it al. | mean this gppearsto be afrightful
way to spend amorning. True?

Yes

And those poor blacks sitting there in the dust are starving. Any one of them would be more than happy
to have abite of lamb if they could, just asthe cardinal suggested, but they know there's no hope of them
ever getting their hands on amorsd, not even thetiniest. Right?

Yes

And now we find thisvery same scene, utterly Static, atableau if you like, continuing on through an
endless hot afternoon in the shimmering heat under that palm tree, no one moving and nothing but mirages
on the horizon, not a cloud in the sky, the black congregation staring at the dwarf priest from Normandy
and the dwarf peasant-priest staring at this starving congregation, just on and on asthe sun dipslower
and lower crushing what shade there had been and burning everyone, until thereisno shade, just this



hopeless heat and blistering dust, suffocating it is, and that continues for about five thousand hours or until
the sun bloody well sets. Isthat how it went, Stern?

Yes
Joe sucked in his coffee and poured more cognac.

All right. Sunset. Here we are then. The sun is gone and now that it's getting dark the people under this
pam treerise like ghosts from the dust, the two sides of them, the dwarf priest on the one side, the
garving blacks on the other, nobody having said athing al day, nobody having moved amuscledl day,
and the two sides go their separate ways in the shadows of the night. Correct?

Yes

Y es, you say? Then I'm beginning to seeit clearly now. Well what happensthat night is that the peasant
dwarf-priest locks himself in hisroom, lonely as he can be, just lonely aslondly, and bresks out a bottle
of Cavados and saysto himsalf, What's going on here? What was al that about? Why is an epileptic
cardind from Paris beating me sensdessinto the dust? Why is my head being used as alectern by
anyone anyway?Why am | spending an endless afternoon flat out in the shimmering heet, nothing but
mirages around me and not asingle cloud overhead, while my poor black congregation staresat me and |
gare at them? Isthere anything Christian about that? says the peasant-priest to himsdlf, pouring another
healthy dug of Calvados. Be that the case at hand?

Yes

Still running to course then. So the next morning we find your man, who's done some thoughtful thinking
over hisbottle of Cavadosin the course of along lonely night, thinking ahead for sure and ruminating on
amore amenable future for himself, we find him respectfully approaching his White Father superiorswith
amodest proposa. Why don't you send me to Timbuktu as a one-man missionary team, he says, and Il
convert the heathens there. Fact?

Yes

Good, afact. Although of courseit's aso true there's no French army within athousand miles of
Timbuktu, which means converting anyone there is out of the question. But his superiors decide to grant
the request anyway, because losing adwarf peasant-priest from Normandy doesn't mean anything to
them, and also because a show of missionary effort so far away to the south would certainly be pleasing
newsto their cardina back in Paris, who didn't find their stolen mosaics as vauable as hed thought
they'd be. Still true?

Yes

All right. Off goes the dwarf peasant-priest, and after adventures that would take hours to recount he
findly reaches Timbuktu. There he setshimsdlf up in adusty courtyard and beginsto preach an
exceptionaly mild message of love that's dl-encompassng. Love thy neighbor, sure, that'sfor certain.
But don't stop there. Love strangers and non-neighbors, in fact love everyone you ever met. Isthat it?

Yes.

Do acertain amount of honest [abor, but after that and before that and in between times, love anyone you
happen to find on the premises?

Yes



Joe jumped to hisfeet. He pushed back his chair and climbed up on it. The snow wasfaling faster
outside. The Arab who had been adeep at the front of the shop belched and scratched his groin and
belched again, staring in disbelief at Joe standing on his chair, hisarms outstretched, dressed in the baking
priest's shabby uniform from the Crimean War.

And it isespecidly important, intoned Joe, caressing the fetid air with his hands, that no one should ever
find himsdf gtting aone in the dust on a hot afternoon staring a a group of people. Nor should agroup of
people sit and stare at a poor lonely person, even adwarf, who happensto find himsalf aone acrossthe
way. Instead both sides should rise at once and mix in the love of God. In short, make love for God's
sake. Don't just St and stare, make love, now and quickly and all together. Was that the ultra-Christian
message, Stern, that was heard down there in Timbuktu?

Stern nodded, smiling up at Joe.

Wil then, said Joe, that must be atrue account of how aformer peasant-priest from Normandy cameto
establish ahuge polysexua commune on the far Sde of the Saharain the nineteenth century. And by this
manner of activity one Father Y akouba, adwarf more generaly known asthe White Monk of the
Sahara, becamethe father in time of nine hundred children. On which occasion the legendary explorer
Strongbow, your said father, sent to hisold friend the said dwarf in Timbuktu, by way of most sncere
and congratul atory sentiments, a pipe of the priest's most favored beverage, Calvados, which by aless
prodigious man's measurements would be some seven hundred regular bottles of the stuff. Am | il free
from error?

Yes.
Joe dropped hisarms. He jumped to the floor, coughing, and sat down. He drank and lit a cigarette.

Wretched drink, thislamp fud, saints preserve us. But it's cold tonight and we need it. Cairo told me all
that by theway. He had it from Menelik, who of course picked it up in hisforty-year conversation with
Strongbow. But my God what a giant of adwarf, the White Monk of the Sahara. Y ou know what | wish
sometimes? | wish I'd known just one of those characters from the last century. Old Mendlik, the White
Monk, Strongbow the genie, just one of them.

Joe tried to laugh but he coughed instead.

| know, he said, when the coughing subsided, why am | always talking about the past? Bad habit, I'll
have to get over it someday. Have to get over al my habits someday. And maybe you'll be wanting to
talk to me about Maudie now that you've met her. How shetried to trace Sivi after the massacrein
Smyrnaand couldn't, and only found out years|ater that he wasliving in Istanbul, if you could cdl it living
after what Smyrnahad doneto him. Poor old Sivi. Christ she must have been shocked finding him like
that, living in atiny squaid room by the Bosporus and working as alaborer in ahospita for incurables,
forgetting even to feed himsdlf half thetime. And | can understand why she moved there to take care of
him, loving him as she did and trying to have that link with the past at least, until he died and she went
back to Athens. Sivi would have been that for her even then, giving her life some meaning. Ah the
wreckage in thisworld, what can you say about it? How can you ever explain it to yourself? And Sivi of
al people. From what I've heard just about the kindest, gentlest man who ever lived. Always helping
everybody and he ended like that. So what's to say? Nothing, that's what.

How'd you know al that about Maud?

Munk. She and Munk have been friends since after the war, you know.



| didn't, but | should have guessed. Through Sivi of course.

Yes. And I'vetried to help her, Stern. | gave Munk money to give her, saying it was a gift or aloan or
anything from him, not me, but she wouldn't take it. She must have known it was coming from me and
couldn't bring herself to accept it after the way she left me. Munk'stried to help her too but she dways
refuses, gl thinking it's coming from me, | suppose.

But, Joe, why haven't you ever goneto see her?

| didn't think it would help. Y ou can't go back, Stern, you just can't. | know that. I'll never love another
woman theway | loved her, but still you can't go back. It'sjust too long ago and I've put it behind me as
best | can. Y ou haveto do that, you just haveto.

Wl what about your son?
Joe smiled.

Bernini. That'salovely name she gave the lad. I'm going to be seeing him soon, but | won't be seeing
Maudie and | don't want her to know, it's better that way. She's got some kind of balance worked out in
her lifeand | don't want to upset it, especialy with Sivi just dying. He was her family after dl. Brother,
father, everything. All she ever had. And | know she mugt still have some painful memories about me.
Time, it takes. So someday maybe.

Another time, another place. But listen, I've got afavor to ask you. If she ever needs money, | mean if
you can see sheredly needsit, I'd like you to let me know, write to me, so | can send it to you. She'd
accept it from you if she didn't know we knew each other, which she doesn't. | never told her who | was
running guns for back when we had that house in Jericho. So will you not tell her? Will you do that for
me? So | can get money to her through you, if she needsit?

Stern nodded.
Of course.

Thanks, | appreciateit. Now let me pass on my gtirring local news. Cairo and me, we're ending the
poker gamein afew days. Munk doesn't know it but it'sall over at last.

Y ou'releaving Jerusdlem?
By the stars, Stern, by the stars.
Whereto?

Me? The New World, where else. Ever since | met Maudie and she told me about her Cheyenne
grandmother, I've been fascinated by the American Indians. | want to seethem. Maybe even try living
with them for awhile.

Stern smiled.

And Cairo?

HEll be heading back to Africa. Y ou haven't met him, have you?
No.

Morestheloss. A finearticle, that, totaly fine. Holdsin trust what you tell him, then hearswhat you don't



tell him and holdsthat in trust too. Whoever old Menelik was, he should be canonized, bringing up Cairo
theway he did. Who was he, Stern?

Strongbow's best friend.

That'salot.

Yes

But you shouldn't go on lingering under that burden, Stern. Shouldn't do it. No man can.
| suppose.

Wretched stuff, fuel for lamps. Burns your wick but burnsit down and out too.

Joe? What about Hgj Harun?

| know, I've thought about that. Munk'll just have to watch out for him. If he wantsthis bloody place hell
just have to take on the respongbilities.

It1l bedl right?

My God how do | know, | guessit'll have to be. Nearly three thousand years he survived here before |
met him. Why not now without me?

Because things are changing, Joe.

So they are, so they dways are. Changing in Jerusalem, changesin the Old City. How about you. Y ou're
going to carry on with what you're doing?

Yes.

No offense, but you know by now it can't work.

Maybe.

Not maybe. Y ou know. The point isyou're going to continue doing it anyway?
| have no choice.

Joe leaned forward and placed his handsflat on the table. He gazed at the bulging veinsthat hadn't
shown afew years ago.

No choice, Stern? No choice?

Stern nodded dowly.

Yes. It seemsit'sthat way sometimes.

Joe closed his eyes and shook his bead. Stern was speaking very quietly.
Joe? That timein Smyrna?

| hear you.

The smoke and thefires, you remember?



We had to get to it, didn't we. Shared it and had to get to it. Yes, | remember.
And Sivi going mad.

Going dl right, going and never coming back. A September Sunday in 1922.
And Theresa beating her head on the floor and screaming Who is that?

| hear it. I've heard it more than once since then and | hear it now, poor little one.
And Hg Harun?

Y es, trailing his greet long bloody sword up therein the garden, weeping and wandering around and
around lost in the flowers, lost in the smoke and the flames, just logt, that old blessed sack of bones.
Tearsmy heart it does, him and histattered yellow cloak and hisrusty Crusader's hedmet, stlanding there
in the garden holding up his sword, preparing to charge the Turkish soldier who found us hiding there.
Been dead before he took a step of course, therifle aimed straight at his middle, but there he was ready
to defend the innocent, defending hisHoly City of lifein terrible Smyrnawith an old sword, awful it was,
that moment, | died for him a dozen times before | got the pistol up and shot that soldier in the head. And
you know what he's been asking me recently? If we shouldn't arm oursal ves because of the way the
Arabs and the Jews are going at each other here. Thetwo of us| mean, imagine that. The two of us
standing up together to defend Jerusalem. What do you say to something like that? It's daft and al too
red.

And the other thing, Joe. The other thing up there.
Joe rubbed his eyes. He emptied hisglass.

Y esthat too. All right, we've got to do that too. Thelittle Armenian girl on the quay that night dressed in
her Sunday best, her Sunday black, because it was a Sunday. Maybe eight years old and raped and
bloodied within a bregth of her life, lying out there all donein that hell of screams and smoke and dying.
Dying, that's all, the fires on one side and the harbor on the other and no place to go, no place to take
her, just dying in unbearable pain. And what you did, Stern, waswhat | should have done, and | wish |
had doneit so it wouldn't be tormenting you now. Please, she said in Armenian, and you told me what it
meant but | didn't do anything so you did, and | should have doneit but | wastoo angry at you and
Maudie and the whole fucking bloody world. Mad at mysdlf | mean, let's keep it honest. So after dl,
Stern, what did you do but end adying child's pain? Ended the torture. There was no way she could
have lived through that night

Joe?

| tell you Hgy Harun did the same thing and that's why he was weeping in the garden. It happened outside
the garden. There was an old Armenian man who'd had his eyes torn out and he was walking into the
flames, finished. Strands of bloody tissue hanging from his empty eye sockets. Tears of blood, Stern.
Immovabletears. For the love of God, he was screaming, kill me before | burn. And Hg Harun did.
Gentle harmless old soul that heiis, he raised his sword and swung it and after that | had to take him by
the hand and lead him back to the garden or he never would have found it, he was crying so hard. And
Stern, he's been on the losing side for three thousand years defending the Holy City, everybody's Holy
City. You're adways on thelosing sdein such agame but he goeson. Always. Losingisal. Sowhat did
you do that was so bad? Stern's hands were shaking. He reached out and gripped Joe's arm.

I'll tell youwhat | did. | took aknife. | dlit her throat.



Oh Christ man, screamed Joe, it wasn't your fault.

Stern's chair went crashing backward onto the floor. He lurched to hisfeet and stared at Joe with wild
eyes, backing away from the table. Backing awvay and stumbling clumsly across the room.

Wait, caled Joe, you can't just go on running. Well talk. Don't go on running.

Stern stared, atrapped anima backing away, big and hunched and shapeless. He knocked over achair
and kept on backing away, hit atable and backed into the door, frantically groping for the door handle

behind him, trapped, trying to escape.
Sern, for Christ's sake. Wait.

The door banged open. An empty frame of darkness, snow swirling acrossit. Joefelt the blast of cold air
al theway at the back of the room. He sat there looking at the night and the snow in the empty doorway.

Don't go on running. Once, in thisvery room, Stern had said the same thing to him. A dozen years ago
that was, before Smyrna. Strange, thought Joe, how the words that were meant to help were awaysthe
same. Someone said them to you when you were sinking, trying to help, and then adozen years later you
were saying the same words to them. Saying and saying, going around, it never ended, But you just
couldn't help running sometimes, just couldn't, you ran away from yoursdf, just had to, trying to survivein
the cold and the darkness. Everyone avictim now or then, everyone, trying to survive.

How long could Stern manage with his morphine? Taking morphine and living with his hopel ess dream of
ahomeland that could never be, Arabs and Christians and Jews together, trying to believe. How long?
Running.

The door banged closed. Wind gusting in the alleys and sucking it closed, sedling the light from the
darkness, the warmth from the cold, swirling snow in the land of milk and honey.

Hewas vulnerable, Stern, and that's why people loved him. Bulky and shapdess and going down yet
trying to believe, and that'swhy people loved him. Everybody |onged to believe and wanted to reach out
to the man who tried to. But everybody didn't make it. Everybody couldn't. How long for Stern?

Running.

The Arab at the front of the shop was snoring again under his newspaper. Joe pushed back his chair and
dragged himsdlf weearily to hisfeet. Hed tried, but it hadn't worked out. A small step at firdt, then nothing.
But maybe someday Stern would recall that smadl step, maybe sometime it would help him just alittle as
he sank and sank with morphinein his hopeless dream.

Yes, Sern. That too was one of God's secret names.
The proprietor of the shop |ooked dazed as he staggered over to the table. He managed an oily smile.

Why not? thought Joe. Time for him to collect atip if he can. Moreimportant to him now than the snow
and the sllence, the darkness, has histroubleslike everybody ese making aliving, making alife. Best he
can do. Eyesout of focus and teeth rotting in his head, on the limp and looking to ingratiate himself, best
he can do.

Want awoman, sir?

No thanks.



A boy?

No thanks either.

Someone else? It's cold tonight.

| know it.

Snowing, cold. Not anight to be aone out. there.
| know it.

Hashish?

No.

So what do you want?

Nothing, nothing at dl. Here. Keep it.

The Arab looked down at the handful of bills. His smile spread.
You Jewigh?

No.

Chrigian?

Born that way, yes.

Merry Christmasthen.

Right. Thanks.



-15-
Shek Ibrahim ibn Harun

What is this game we've been playing, Cairo? And wheredid it really start?

Christmas day and Cairo had brought buckets of lobsters and champagne to the little roof in the
Armenian Quarter where Joe lived with his pigeons. The weather was cold and raw, the sky overcas,
but they set up atable outside so they could have the city spread out in front of them while they
celebrated, their timein Jerusalem almost over now.

Herewe are in overcoats again, mused Joe, just like that first day of the game twelve years ago when we
sat down on the floor in the back of Hgj Harun's shop. Funny how things come around and come
together. Speaking of which, Cairo, I'm glad you came. | wouldn't have thought of anything so fine as
lobster.

| know you wouldn't have. Y ou'd have been inside crouched over your turf fire nursing some dreaedful
sew.

True enough, and that would have been dl right too, but this is much better. The kind of occasion aman
can look back to when he'sfinishing up and getting ready to go the other way, no doubt off in some
bloody unknown corner of the world by then, tottering around on usdlesslegs and cresking in every joint
and cursing the day he was born, certainly cursng another Christmas to be faced, for what's the sense of
celebrating something and trying to be happy whenit'sal over and behind you and theré's no moreto
come? And probably in his cups as usud on Christmas because that's ablack day in Irdland, whichisto
say the pubs are closed, and aone at home in adark mood shaking his head and muttering cross
thoughts like the malcontent heis at the end of life, having seen what he thinks he's seen although most of
it wasablur, when dl a once he saysthat glass on itsway to hislips and peersdown into it, right down
into that muddy well of his soul, and takes agood look and saysto himself, Hold on there you villainous
trickster, what do you mean forgetting that beautiful Christmas years and decades ago when you were
gtting on arooftop in Jerusdlem with your feet up, you and afriend feasting like lords with the Holy City
itself spread out a your feet? Right therein front of you, you grumbling ingrate. And your man will have
to admit it then. Hell haveto stop cursing everything in sight and throw a smile back into hisglass. Drink
| may, hélll say then, but 1've known those moments, | have, those beautiful rare momentsand it'sall been
worth it because of them, al worth it and more because of those sweet rare moments, ah just the
swesetest. Sure, that's what he's going to have to say in the end, coming around to the truth at last after a
wicked and dissolute life. So will you raise aglassto that, Cairo lad? To this very moment and none
other?

Cairo laughed. He uncorked another bottle of champagne and the pigeons took flight. The two of them
watched the pigeons fly away and dowly return, swooping in ever narrower circles.

By God they're getting little enough rest today with al these champagne shots going off. Butit'sniceto
seethem circling overhead al the same, knowing their home and coming back toit.

Who's going to feed them after you leave?

Don't know, but I'll find some unemployed beggar or pious fanatic to do the trick, no shortage of hands
likethat in Jerusdlem. Say Cairo, | wasjust thinking. Why'd you redly suggest welet Munk win al our

money?



Why not? Isn't it appropriate? The three of us began the game and we're dropping out, so he should be
thewinner.

That'sfinewithmeas| sad, but | sill havethisfeding.
What feding?

That there's something more. Another reason. Let'sadmit it, Cairo lad, you're shameesdy sentimental.
So what's the other reason?

Cairo tipped hishead. He amiled.

Family. That's the other reason.

Joe nodded. He cracked alobster tail. Juice squirted over hisface and he dabbed at it, licking hisfinger.
Doyou tell methat?

Yes. Munk and | are cousins.

Joe waved the lobster tail toward the city.

Hear that, Jerusalem? Y ou just see how it goes around here?

Heturned to Cairo and grinned.

Now hold on there, go dow with metoday. I'm feasting on a Christmas banquet and not thinking too
clearly. Not making alittle joke are you?

No.
Cousins, you say? Y ou and the Munk are cousins?
Yes.

Wl you wouldn't look to be cousins, that much I'm sure of . But if you say you are, you are. Some years
ago | learned it's best not to disbelieve anything you hear around here. So dl right then. How do you and
Munk come to be cousins?

We had the same great-grandfather.
Joewhistled softly.

And why nat, | say. I've dwayswondered why you had blue eyes. Well he must have been awandering
man. A fair-skinned Sudanese then? Or a dark-skinned Hungarian?

Cairo laughed.
Neither. He was Swiss.

Ah, of course hewas, | should have guessed. Traditiona neutrality and so forth, not wanting either of you
to think he was favored over the other. Clever man he must have been too, kegping his options openin
the manner he did, not about to limit hisfamilia future by way of race or continent either. But who was
this wandering ancestor with tendencies to father sonsin lands as disparate as Hungary and the Sudan?

Albaniawas another.



Alsoasonin Albania, you say?| don't think | likethat. The only Albanians I've ever heard of arethe
Wallengteins. Now you're not going to be telling me that nasty little Nubar Wallensteinisaso kin to the
two of you. Not so much, are you? Tell meit's not the case.

Cairo gmiled.
I'mafraditis.

Itis? Then I'm afraid | just went overboard at seain rough weather with nothing to hold on to. Or maybe
wha'sworse, lost my bearingsin avast bog with the evening light sinking and me having no ideawhich
way isout. Take pity, Cairo, which way is out? Who was this wandering Swiss?

His name was Johann Luigi Szondi. Bornin Badein 1784.

Why do you mention Bade?

Because that's where Strongbow's study was published and burned nearly a century later.

Stop it, Cairo, well just leave Strongbow out of this. Go back to this Luigi fellow. Who was he?

A highly gifted linguist with apasson for details.

Details?1 believeit. Heleft enough of them scattered around. So he's born highly gifted, what next?

In 1802, as astudent, Johann Luigi made awalking tour to the Levant and asked for lodging one night in
an

Albanian castle. The master of the castle was away at war, the master's young wife was done and
friendly. Check an Albanian cousin. Later Johann Luigi became a doctor in Budapest and married
Munk's great-grandmother, Sarah the First. Check aHungarian cousin. Later till he traveled through the
Middle East and Africain disguise, and met my grest-grandmother in avillage on the fringe of the Nubian
desert. Check a Sudanese cousin.

Check, said Joe, I'm suddenly tired. All this moving around and fathering sons at the beginning of the last
century isexhaugting. Before you tell me any more, can't we just Sit still for amoment and contemplate
theview?

Of course we can. In fact that's exactly what | was going to suggest.
Y ou were?

Yes. Now let's allow about ahundred yearsto go by and position oursavesin front of avillabesidethe
Bosporus.

Why would we want to do that?

To contemplate the view, and also to consider aremarkable event. Tell me, how do you imagineit's
known that young Johann Luigi made awalking tour to the Levant in 18027

| think Luigi might have told hiswife about it later when he married her, Sarah the Firgt. She could have
passed the information on down and thus Munk would have the fact tucked away today.

Correct. And the night on that walking tour when Johann Luigi stayed in an Albanian castle? Entertained
by ayoung and friendly wife whose husband was away a war?

| think maybe Luigi didn't bother to mention that one to Sarah the First. No reason to darm her after the



fact, marriage being sacred and dll. Merdly an indiscretion in hisyouth, and only one night of it at that.
Cairo gazed out over the city.

Hey wait, said Joe, Sitting up. Only one night in the Wallenstein castle and then on hisway? How did
Luigi know hed made the wifein the castle pregnant?

Cairo flashed hisamile.
That'sright. How indeed?

Wil he couldn't have known. So there's no way he could have passed on that information to anyone.
That information could only have come from the young and friendly wifein the Walengtein cadtle.

Correct.
So where are we?

Asl said, we're standing in front of avillabeside the Bosporus about a century later, contemplating the
view. Theyear is 1911, to be exact. Aswe gaze at the last of the sunset over Europe we notice that a
carriageis approaching thevilla, its curtains drawn.

Which curtains? Carriage or villa?
Both.
Ah.

Now. Thegateto thevillais Stuated in such away that visitors can draw up to the entrance without
being seen by observers such as us, who are seemingly standing beside the Bosphorus gazing at sunsets.
Naturally, consdering the nature of the business often conducted by the person or persons unknown who
resdeinthisvilla

Nefarious business, said Joe, that'swhat. | can seeit coming. All manner of pranks, did you say, going
oninthisvilla?

Perhaps. Now the two of usaren't everyday observers, we both know that, and with our superior vison
we're able to seethis particular visitor who has just aighted from the curtained carriage to enter the
curtained villa. And we do so even though the sun has set and the villais cloaked in impenetrable
shadows.

Shadows, muttered Joe, pouring more champagne. | sense arendezvousin the worksthat can't bear the
light of day. Definitely aclandestine affair. Of course | dready suspected that when | took careful note of
the curtainsover dl and sundry.

Correct, said Cairo. Now can you make out the visitor who is emerging from the carriage in the
shadows?

I'm peering. | honestly am. My eyes are sharply narrowed and I'm using my best night vision.
And?
Anddl | seeisanindigtinct figure.

A very small figure? asked Cairo.



Yes Mogt unusudly smal.
A woman?

How did you know my suspicions were running in that direction? Well just wait aminute, let me check
the gait and the movements. Y es, awoman all right. No question about it.

Dressed entirely in black?

Black asthe hour of night. But she's not about to fool me even in those impenetrable shadows.
Isshewearing ablack vell?

That sheis, said Joe. Hiding her face of course. A clever and cautious woman from beginning to end.
What's that you see sticking through aholein her veil?

How about that. A cigarette maybe? Must be aheavy smoker if she can't even wait until she getsinside
tolight up.

You'resureit'sacigarette?

To befrank, I'm not. It's hard to make it out from this distance, 1911 being sometimeago and dl. | was
only eeven then and not thinking much about cigarettes.

| think it lookstoo long for acigarette, said Cairo.

Precisgly my thoughts.

But it could bealong thin cigar. A cheroot maybe.

Has to be acheroot, said Joe. | was just going to say 0.
Some sort of specia Turkish cheroot she has made to order?
Makes sense, murmured Joe. After dl wearein Turkey.
Exactly. Careful now, isthat the door of the villaopening?

Itis, and not making a sound in doing so. Wouldn't you just know it? Well-oiled hingesin the curtained
villain keeping with nefarious practices.

Isthat aman stepping out to greet the tiny woman dressed entirely in black?

None other. A man and just as cautious and clever asthetiny woman he's greeting. Skulduggery's afoot
and aromantic assgnation seemsahighly likely possibility.

Isthe man wearing a uniform? asked Cairo.
No mistaking auniform, said Joe. | often wear one myself and you can't fool me there.
And thishogt cuts adashing figure in hisuniform?

Decidedly dashing. Women aong the Bosporus probably make fools of themsalves when faced with that
dashing figure. Although why my own uniform never hasthat effect | can'timagine.



Would you say he'sayoung man? asked Cairo.

That heis, unexpectedly so.

Do you recognize the uniform?

I'm trying, but again this distance of twenty-two years is making thingsless clear than they should be.
Could it bethe uniform of acavdry officer?

Joe turned and looked at Cairo.

Yes

Dragoons?

Joe stared at Cairo.

Yes.

A lieutenant colond of dragoonsin the Austro-Hungarian Imperid Army?
Joewhistled softly.

My God, how about that. We're spying on Munk as ayoung man.

And hisvigtor, thetiny woman in black?Y ou gtill don't recognize her?
No, | don't. In fact I'm pretty sure I've never seen her before.

Y ou havent, said Cairo emphatically. And I've never seen her either. At thispoint in time, 1911, there
are only ahandful of peoplein the world who would recognize her, and most of them peasants, because
she haslived such areclusivelifein her little corner of theworld. Only ayear or two ago she emerged
from strict seclusion after mourning the degth of her common-law husband. And before that, and for
many decades, she lived so modestly and said so little while doing so, she was generally referred to as
the Unspoken. But just give her afew moreyears, | tell you, and she's going to become notorious. Men
in high postionsdl over theworld will know thistiny woman as the Black Hand.

Joewhistled very softly.
Sophia?Isit redly Sophiacoming to cdl on Munk?
Cairo amiled.

After emerging from mourning, Sophia hastoyed with lignite minesin Albaniaand decided to look into
oil. She's been studying the oil situation in the Middle East and has become convinced that substantial
reserves are to be found along the Tigris. She wantsto put a syndicate together to exploit this ail, but to
do so shefirgt needs a charter from the Ottoman government, which isin astate of terminal decay and is
hopelesdy corrupt. Who should she approach with bribes? The routes are multiple and devious. It is
absolutely essentid that she get confidentia information from a disinterested observer, someone outside
the government, who is both knowledgeabl e and thoroughly trustworthy. She has made numerous
inquiriesin Congtantinople and the answers coincide. It appears the person to seeisthe brilliant young
Austro-Hungarian military attaché in the capitdl. It'strue that he's astonishingly young to bein such a
position, but everyone agrees heisfully cognizant of the intrigues within the Ottoman menagerie.
Furthermore, he happensto be a scion of the most powerful financid family in central Europe, the



revered House of Szondi.

That decides Sophia. The House of Szondi isrun exclusively by women and therefore she trugtsit.
Therefore she will go to the scion even though heis astonishingly young.

Secretly Sophia contacts the young lieutenant colonel and ameeting isarranged at hisvilla, just after
sunset for purposes of security, afew weeks hence. The young lieutenant colonel, meanwhile, checksinto
Sophias background and finds sheis the head of the important Walenstein clan in Albania. The political
gtuation in the Balkans, never more unstable than now, is of grest interest to the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, thereforeto its military attaché in Congtantinople. Mightn't this head of an important Albanian
clan have much to tel him? Mightn't this even be an assgnment of the highest priority?

Duty cdls. Obvioudy more could come from thismesting if it were not just adull business conferencein
adull business stting. And so we find certain preparations being madein thevilla

For one, theforma dining room has been rgjected in favor of acozy acove a one end of the paneled
library. Here an array of ddlicacies have been laid out by the servants, who have then been given the night
off. Candles cast asoft glow in thevilla. Aninviting fire cracklesin the library fireplace, in front of which
St two deep leather lounging chairs and a soft deep leather sofa. Joe? Areyou dl right?

Joe's eyes were wide. Cairo smiled broadly.

Now then, said Cairo. What obvioudy liesbefore usisaleisurdly dinner for two in asecluded villa
beside the Bogporus, asparkling evening over champagne in a.cozy setting. Strictly out of duty, mind
you, our young military attaché intendsto carry out hismissonin amost relaxed atmosphere, bringing all
his considerable charm to bear.

Joe broke out of histrance. He pounded the table and began leaping around the rooftop, singing, doing a
kind of dance.

Our very own Munk, ho ho ho. Turning on the charm for Sophia, ho ho ho.

Suddenly he stopped in front of the table.

Sophia? Wait aminute. Sophia still the Unspoken? My God, how old was she then?
Sixty-nine, said Cairo dryly. Munk was twenty-one.

Joe roared with laughter and dapped the table. He sat down, only to jump to hisfeet again.

Thisis stunning, smply stunning. Here | thought there was going to be away out of thislurid Luigi bog
before nightfal and instead I'm sinking deeper dl the time. Candldlight and champagne in Congtantinople,
you say? Dashing young Munk in his dashing cavary uniform just leisurdly doing hisduty at aprivate
sumptuous dinner for two in avillabeside the Bosporus? Fires crackling invitingly and candles casting
glows? Soft deep leather lounging chairs and sofas? Delicaciesin acozy acove? Onwithit, for God's
sake, before | have aliver attack.

Cairo cleared histhroat.
It may be you haven't had experience in these matters.

My God of course | haven't, you know that. Just don't ease off now, get on with it.



Yes. Wdll, you see, when | worked as a dragoman in Egypt back before the war | found there were
occasions, not asinfrequent as you might think, when an older woman, even amuch older woman, could
be strongly attracted to amuch younger man. Now if she were awise woman, as Sophiaobvioudy is,
she had noillusions about it. She knew perfectly well what was happening and why, but that didn't mean
she couldn't enjoy herself.

Oh help, saints preserve us. Y ou don't mean to say the dinner is going to progress from private to
inimate?
| do. That's precisely what | mean.

Then here's another quick shot of champagne for both of us. Y ou may not need it but | do. And don't
stop. Keep thisamazing news churning.

Well, in short, wefind the evening taking avivid course. Dishes are tasted, corks pop, there are
pleasantries and laughter. Sophia happensto recdl severd off-color anecdotes, having to do with
itinerant Armenian rug deders, that have been passed down from mother to daughter in her family for a
couple of centuries. Munk, for hispart, is able to repest anumber of naughty insinuations currently
making the rounds in Congtantinople's demimonde. And al the while Sophiaiswell avarethat in return
for the atentive favors of this handsome young lieutenant colone of dragoons, information useful to himis
expected. Politica and economic information concerning the Balkans.

No, shouted Joe, jumping up and sitting down again. Not another bloody word about the Balkans.
Quickly back to the candldight dinner and tell me what happened next | know what you're going to say.
What happened next?

They madelove, said Cairo quietly.
Joe banged the table. He shrieked.

Ha. | knew it. | just knew you were going to say that. All that cozy candldight beside the Bosporus, it
get you every time. But my God, isthistrue? Did Munk redly do that?

Y es, athoroughly friendly matter. Even so, it took sometimeto bring off.
What?
Well when awoman getsinto her late Sixties, you see.

No. Hold it right there, Cairo. | don't see and that's not information | need at the moment, it'snot a
problem I'm facing. When the time comes, forty years from now if it does, I'll write you aletter and you
canfill mein. But will you just imagine Munk up to something like that? And you too when you were
back in Egypt, you shameless dragoman-ex. Where'sit come from anyway, this scandaous behavior?
Did you both inherit something from thisLuigi fellow?

Cairo smiled. Joe was chain-smoking and puffing furioudy.

Now just let me calm mysdlf, he said, blowing smoke everywhere. And before we get mixed up with this
Luigi fellow again, give me ahint of how the evening in the villaended. How did it end?

Not until the following morning. The night was abusy one and no one got any deep. Fortunately the
servantsweren't due back until noon the next day.

And?



And after somefind activities that accompanied the sunrise, Munk fell adeep in hisbed. He woke up
toward the middle of the morning, hearing water running.

Water?
Sophiawas drawing a bath for him.
Ahand ah. What else?

Delicious smélswere coming from the kitchen. Munk noticed that his uniform, newly pressed, had been
laid out over achair. His boots, newly polished, stood beside the chair. There was aso abouquet of
flowers, freshly picked from the garden, on the night table. Sophia had evidently been bustling about
while Munk caught hisfew hours of deep. When hefinished his bath Sophia appeared with atray and
served him breakfast in bed.

What?

Asl recdl, freshly squeezed orange juice, eggs and asteak, a pot of strong coffee laced with cognac,
and amountain of hot rolls sraight from the oven. Extremely light, he said. Merefluffs of ambrosa

Fuffs yes. Ambrosa Then?

Then thetiny old woman smiled in the doorway, threw him awink and was gone. Altogether asingular
performance, said Munk. A singular evening, asingular night, asingular morning after. It was hisopinion
that awoman fifty years younger couldn't have possibly equaed it. There was only one problem.

There was? What?

Hisback. His back was absolutely covered with long deep scratches. Fingernails, you see.
Uncontrollable passion.

| see.

But of course he was more than ready to suffer that because of what had gone withit.
Of course.

And he dso had great difficulty walking. Hislegs, he said, werelikejdly.

Jly, yes.

And he couldn't redlly straighten up, and held never been so sore. Every musclein hisbody ached from
the experience, dthough naturaly that wasfine too.

Joe sagged inhischair.
I'mlimp, hesaid, | can't move. That'sdl, | hope.

Not quite. Apparently the heavy scent of Sophia's cheroots lingered in the bedroom for days. Munk said
he used to go in there and find himsdlf immediately lost in areverie. He said it was severd weeks before
he could pull himsdlf together and get back to working in a proper manner.

Proper? cried Joe. What's proper about any of these goings-on? It'sall outrageous, that's what, and
should never have been repested to a sober Chrigtian like mysdlf. Mere fluffs of ambrosaindeed. A
scanddl.



Cairo laughed.

Now in the course of that very long night Sophiatalked about anumber of things, including the man shed
loved dl her life, thelast of the Skanderbeg Wallengteins. Her mother had been aservant in the
Wallengtein castle in 1802, when that young and friendly Wallenstein wife had taken a Swiss stranger to
her bed, and had been so excited by it she had to tell some of her female servants about it the next day,
after the stranger had gone on hisway. Thus Sophia was able to describe the Swiss stranger who'd been
the father of her beloved Skanderbeg, the young Swiss student with apassion for detailswho'd been on
awalking tour to the Levant that year. | mean she described his appearance exactly, down to aquite
gpecific and intimate fact.

What fact? asked Joe.

Cairo cleared histhroat.

It seemsthe Hungarian Szondi men dl inherited a certain peculiarity from Johann Luigi.
Wheat peculiarity?

A physical onethat proved exceptionally pleasurable to the Szondi women.

Move on, Cairo, what specific fact?

It hasto do with Size, with dimension.

Oh.

Andwith achangein direction.

Oh?

Highly unusua. About halfway aong, it ssems, matterstake an abrupt turn. Thus movement isgoing onin
many directions at once, S0 that the love the Szondi man is expressing is being expressed in awhole host
of different manners at one and the same time. Apparently you can't speak of thrust in such acase. And
inand out issimply out of the question. Apparently there's only one word for the sensation the woman
fedsingdeher in such acase.

Whichis?

An explosion. A vast explosion of continuing duration aslong as he'singde her. That change of direction,
you see, smply strikes everywhere. Apparently it fedsasif something about the size of ababy'shead is
in there, humming and singing and shouting for joy.

Explosions, muttered Joe. These revelations are exhausting me. Back to Munk and Sophia at once.

Y es. Well when Sophia described the young Swiss student who had impregnated the young and friendly
Walengtein wife in 1802, Munk recognized at once that this student was none other than hisown
great-grandfather, the tireless Johann Luigi Szondi.

TirdessLuigi, said Joe. That'shim dl right. But hold on there. What about thismae Szondi peculiarity
you were speaking of ?

What about it?
Well Sophiahad just spent the night with Munk.



Yes
And s0?

Oh you mean didn't she recogni ze the smilarity, the connection, between Munk and that Swiss student of
the early nineteenth century? Of course she did. No woman could mistake that explosion. In fact Munk
speculates that was the real reason, once they'd got into bed, that Sophia was so taken with him. He's
modest about it and doesn't put it down to his charm. No, he thinks Sophiamust have found the idea of it
immensaly appedling. Eratic to the outer limits, in other words, making love with the great-grandson of
the man who'd fathered her beloved Skanderbeg.

I'll never understand the Balkans, said Joe. Go on.

Wl Sophiaalso told Munk how her Skanderbeg, formerly a Trappist by the way, had discovered the
origind Biblein the Holy Land, been shocked by its chaos and gone on to forge an acceptable version. A
new origind.

Discovered what? whispered Joe. Thewind up her€'s playing tricks with my head.
The origina Bible, repeated Cairo dowly. Y ou know, the Sinai Bible.

Joe choked. He reached for his handkerchief but didn't get it up to hismouth intime. A dug of dark
brown phlegm shot out of histhroat and landed in his champagne glass. Joe gazed absentmindedly at the
glassfor amoment and fished in it with a spoon.

Y ou're smoking too much, said Cairo.
Joe nodded vagudly.

| bedieveit. What | don't believe isthis business about the Sinai Bible, Munk knowing about it dl these
years. Why didn't he ever mention it to me?

Did you ever mention it to him?

No.

Wdl?

| see. But wasn't heinterested in finding it?
Munk's not religious, said Cairo. Y ou know that.
| do. But I'm not religious ether.

So?

Joe shook his head. He seemed dazed.

All right, Cairo, so the bog's al around me and I'm sinking fast. Give me ahand and pull me out before
my head goes under. In other words, when did you learn dl thisfrom Munk? About this Luigi fellow who
was your common gregt-grandfather and what he'd been up to one night in Albania? No | don't mean
that, | mean about the Sinai Bible. When did you learn about the Sinai Bible?

When | met Munk.



What? All the way back at the beginning of the poker game?

Yes.

How'd it happen? I'm about to go under for the last time.

| asked Munk about his name. Mendlik Ziwar had told me my great-grandfather's real name was Szondi.

He did? Old Mendik the mummy? On his back in the bottom of his sarcophagus conjuring up the past
agan? Wel | thought | was going under for thelast time but it seemsyou can Sink forever in thisbog. |
mean, how did old Mendlik know that? | aways thought he was ferreting out tombs along the Nile, not
gpending time down in villages on the fringe of the Nubian desert soliciting accounts of Swisswanderers
who had passed that way in disguise some years before he was born.

Mendik had known my great-grandmother when he was young, when they were both davesin the ddta.
Shetold him about the father of her child, who'd been awell-known expert inIdamic law in hisday.
Later Menelik was able to trace this expert back to Aleppo, where he discovered hisredl identity.
Aleppo, you see, was where Johann Luigi had lived for severa years, perfecting his Arabic, before
assuming his disguise and setting out on hiswanderings.

Ah sure, someoné'sred identity. So tell me now in the end when it'samost over, what isthis game weve
been playing, Cairo? And where did it redly start?

Cairo laughed. Any one of those places we've mentioned?
Yes| suppose. And when. When did it start?
Any one of those times we've mentioned?

| bedieveit, | do. All these years|'ve been circling around like my pigeons up there. Well why not pop
another song of time so we can see the scheme of things over the Old City?

Cairo opened another bottle of champagne and the pigeons scattered in the air. The two men watched
them swoop back and dowly beginto circle.

Ah that's better, that's nicely reassuring. For amoment there dl thiswas unsettling my mind. Here I'd
been thinking about finding the Sinai Bible these last dozen years and more, thinking no onein the game
knew the great secret of its existence but me, and what do | discover al of asudden? Y ou and Munk
both knew about it, that's what. And you, Cairo. Just a couple of months ago we spent along night up
here talking together, deciding to end the game, and you let me run on about the Sinai Bible asif you'd
never heard of it. Guilty or not?

Cairo gmiled.

No, | never did anything like that.

You didnt? Ismy mind adrift and afloat in the manner of Hg Harun? | certainly thought you did.
No. | smply asked you how you'd heard about it. And more important, what it meant to you.
Isthet dl?

Yes.

And 1 just ran on and on after that? Well | do that, | know. But why didn't you interrupt me and say you



aready bloody well knew about the Sinai Bible? That everyone in the game knew abouit it? Of course,
what ese, sinceit's just about the oldest piece of goodsin Jerusalem.

About three thousand years old? said Cairo, amiling.
Joe groaned.

Ohall right, so I was running on and you were just being agood listener. But tell methis, Cairo. After
you'd heard about the Sinai Bible, why weren't you ever interested in finding it? Why wasn't Munk?

| guesswe had our own goasin the game.

And soyou did. And so inthe end, al we know iswhere the game ends. Jerusalem naturaly. Jerusdem
of course. Saith ending of endings end. Jerusdlem asit was and will be. And here we are with you and
Munk and that nasty little Nubar al cousinstoday, friends and foes dike related, and where does that
leave me? Don't | get to be related to someone?

| would think so. In fact Since you were the youngest of thirty-three brothers, | would think you must
have quite afew nieces and nephews, not to mention their children.

True, | must. Quite afew. Even though seventeen of my brotherswere killed fighting in the Great War,
that still leaves room for anumber of nieces and nephews and their children.

Where are the rest of your brothers?

Americamostly, scattered around something called the Bronx. I'll have to look them up someday. But
you and Munk and little Nubar al second cousins acentury after the fact. That was somejob for one
great-grandfather, thistirdess young Luigi. Whatever became of him?

Hedied of dysentery at St Catherine's monastery in 1817. Do you know anything about St Cathering's?

Just that it's quiet and remote. | tramped in there once to have aturn around and climb the mountain.
Wanted to know what it felt like to stand up there, but of course no one spoke to me or gave me any
tablets.

A lobster tail cracked in Joe's hands.

Oh my God, walit, you're not going to tell me that's where Skanderbeg Wallenstein found the Sinal Bible?
Of course.

Where dsg, of course, naturaly that was the place. Anything more?

That's also where he did hisforgery. In acave just below the summiit.

Joewhistled softly.

Full circle, no stop. S Catheringsitison dl counts, al points touched and none left out, the miracle of
the mountain and why not. Luigi fathers everyone and then dies there, having been a Christian and a Jew
and aModem at onetime or another, and then one of his sonsfindsthe origina Bible there and forgesa
new origind there. And then one of his great-grandsons, our very own Munk of course, finds his cause
there, through the intervention of a Japanese baron of course, just as you'd expect, and soon thissaid
Munk will proceed to win the Great Jerusalem Poker Game, of course and of course. It's the nature of
the game assuredly and it'sall clear to me now, now that it's behind me. That rogue Luigi has brought it
al together, and nicely so. But he must have been amischievous one, that's what he must have been,



carrying on and about the way he did and ordering and disordering things a century later. Ah yes. And
tell me, Cairo, speaking of nasty little Nubar, what do you hear about him these days?

He'sin Venice and doesn't seem to be faring too well. There could be drastic news soon.

Can't say | wouldn't be ready for that. Never did like the way hetried to tinker with our game. To my
mind you either sit down and play or you don'.

And lagtly, said Cairo, theré's the name Johann Luigi used when hewastraveling in disguise,

Do you tdl methat? | was just hoping there might be one last tiny item tucked awvay somewhere. What
name could it have been?

Sheik Ibrahim ibn Harun.

Weasit now. Well well well. | think he deserves atoast for that aswell aseverything dse. Let'shoist a
glassto Shelk Luigi and hisparticular names. | liketheideaof him caling himsdf Abraham, the son of
Harun. Who'sto say after al? On hisway down from Aleppo, when he began his wanderings, he just
might have stopped in Jerusalem and met aremarkable gent by the name of Harun, and decided that if he
was going to wander in these parts it would be best to become the adopted son of that remarkable
elderly gent, honoring the old man too that way and also maybe picking up alittle of the old sorcerer's
magic by association, just in case amiracle became necessary, which it seemsto me hiswanderings
certainly were. Y esindeed, a striking possibility and worth atoast to cap our Christmas celebration.

They got to their feet beside the table hegped with |obster shells and bottles. Joe was wearing mittens,
Cairo had put on his gloves. The weather had grown colder as the afternoon wore on. The sky was dark
and it looked like snow again. They stood with mufflers wrapped around their ears, gazing out over the
Old City.

To Shelk Luigi, said Joe. Without him there never would have been the longest poker gamein the back
room of Hg Harun's former antiquities shop.

They drank, then went insgde the little hut and threw their glassesinto the small grate where aturf fire was
dumbering.

A Christmas and was it not, Cairo?
A time, Joe. A good timefor dl of us.
Joe lowered his eyes. He looked down at the floor.

Ah God willing, for some of us anyway. Peace to seek.



-16-
Venice 1933

And it was here beneath the Grand Canal that he would secretly plan the destruction of the Great
Jerusalem Poker Swindle and decree the ruin of its three criminal founders.

On acold December day in 1933, Nubar lay shivering in bed watching the thick winter fog roll up against
the windows of hispaazzo in Venice. Sophiawas now sending him cablesamost every day inquiring
about his hedlth, asking him what his plans were, wondering how his short holiday in VVenice had
inexplicably stretched into astay of nearly ayear.

WHAT ARE YOU DOING THERE, NUBAR?
It wasterrible. He couldn't possibly tell Sophiawhat he was doing.

TO BE FRANK, I'M IN HIDING. | HAD TO ESCAPE FROM ALBANIA BECAUSE OF AN
INCIDENT IN A FISHING VILLAGE AND | CAN'T COME BACK RIGHT NOW BECAUSE
OF THE LIESTHAT MIGHT BE TOLD ABOUT ME. PEOPLE WILL DO THAT, JUST LIEAND
LIE.BUT NO MATTER HOW OUTRAGEOUSLY I'M SLANDERED, BUBBA, I'LL TRIUMPH
IN THE END, | PROMISE Y OU.

And he could even imagine exactly what her response would be.

PROMISES, NUBAR? SPARE ME, DON'T PROMISE ME ANY THING. JUST TELL ME HOW
YOU SPEND YOUR DAY S. ARE YOU GETTING OUT OF THE HOUSE ENOUGH AND ARE
YOU DRESSING WARMLY?

And another statement of fact.

WELL TO BE FRANK AGAIN, BUBBA, | DON'T DRESSAT ALL DURING THE DAY
BECAUSE | NEVER GET OUT OF BED. DAYLIGHT FRIGHTENSME. SO | LIEIN BED ALL
DAY SWILLING MULBERRY RAKI, WHICH ISABSOLUTELY FOUL, THE WORST THING
IN THE WORLD FOR A STOMACH AS GASEOUSASMINE. BUT YOU SEE | FEEL A NEED
TO DRINK AND A COMPULSIVE NEED TO DRINK ONLY THAT. AND WHILE SPENDING
THESE LISTLESSDAYSIN BED, ASI'VE DONE FOR MONTHS, | CONTINUE TO WORK
ON MY JOURNALS, WHICH ARE TITLED THE BOY.

And another imagined response.

SPARE ME, NUBAR, | KNOW HOW YOU ATE WHEN YOU WERE A BOY. POORLY. NOW
PLEASE DON'T MAKE ME DRAG EVERYTHING OUT OF YOU. ARE YOU EATING
PROPERLY OR NOT?



And a statement of fact again, and aresponse, and on and on.

I'M EATING A SINGLE BAKED CHICKEN WING TWICE A DAY, BUBBA, ONE AROUND
NOON AND ANOTHER IN THE EVENING, AND THAT'SALL | EAT. | ADMIT IT DOESN'T
SOUND LIKE MUCH, BUT AGAIN | SEEM TOHAVE A COMPULSIVE NEED TO EAT NO
MORE THAN THAT, AND TO EAT ONLY THAT. IT'SODD, | AGREE. OBVIOUSLY I'M
STARVING MY SELF TO DEATH.

* % %

PLEASE, NUBAR, SPARE ME YOUR LURID FANTASIESAND TELL ME HOW YOU SPEND
YOUR EVENINGS. ARE YOU WRITING POETRY AGAIN?

* % %

NO, BUBBA, I'D HARDLY CALL MY EVENINGS POETRY. | CONTINUE SWILLING
MULBERRY RAKI AFTER SUNDOWN, BUT THEN | DO SO FROM A WOODEN CANTEEN
THAT | CARRY WITH METO THE PIAZZA IN FRONT OF SAN MARCO'S, WHERE, IN THE
RAIN AND THE DRIZZLE, | HAUNT THE VAST FOG-BOUND EXPANSES SEARCHING IN
VAIN FOR SOMEONE, ANYONE, TO GIVE ONE OF MY JOURNALSTO.

* % %

DO YOU WEAR A HAT, NUBAR? AND PLEASE REMEMBER TO TAKE ALONG A SCARF
EVEN IFYOU KEEPIT IN YOUR POCKET.

* % %

ORNOT EVEN THAT, BUBBA, THEY DON'T EVEN HAVE TO TAKE ONE OF THE
JOURNALS. I'D SETTLEFORVERY LITTLENOW. IN FACT I'D BE QUITE HAPPY IF
SOMEONE, ANYONE, JUST ALLOWED ME TO READ A BRIEF EXCERPT FROM ONE OF
THE JOURNALSTO HIM OR HER.

* * %

GOOD, NUBAR. I'M GLAD YOU'RE TAKING A SCARFWITH YOU WHEN YOU GO OUT
IN THE EVENING.

* * %

AND ISTHAT TOO MUCH TO EXPECT, BUBBA? TO ASK SOMEONE TO STOP FOR JUST
A MINUTE TOHEAR THEWHOLE TRUTH ABOUT GRONK?AND THEWHOLE TRUTH AS
WELL ABOUT THE DESTRUCTIVE THINGSTHAT WERE DONE THERE BY A VILE AND
UTTERLY SELFISH AFGHAN, A MAN SO CONTEMPTIBLE HE WAS OFFICIALLY
DESCRIBED IN AN ALBANIAN COURT OF LAW ASTHAT FILTHY FOREIGNER?

* * %

PLEASE DON'T BE SO IMPATIENT WITH FOREIGNERS, NUBAR. I'VE ONLY KNOWN
ONE PERSON FROM AFGHANISTAN, THE PRINCESSWHO VISITED USYEARS AGO,
AND SHEWASASLOVELY ASANYONE COULD BE.

* % %

NO, YOU WOULDN'T THINK SO, BUBBA, BUT APPARENTLY IT ISTOO MUCH TO
EXPECT. APPARENTLY THERE'SNOT ONE PERSON ON THISEARTH WHO'SWILLING
TOLISTEN TOTHEWHOLE TRUTH ABOUT THE AA.

* % %



ISTHAT A WORD, NUBAR?WAS THE TRANSMISSION FAULTY OR HAVE | MISSED
SOMETHING?

* % %

THEY'RE INITIALS, BUBBA, AND THERE ARE SOME DEMENTED PEOPLE WHO MIGHT
EVEN CLAIM THEY STOOD FOR THE ALBANIAN-AFGHAN SACRED BAND, A TOTAL
LIE. FROM ITSINCEPTION THAT NOTORIOUS ORGANIZATION WASACTUALLY THE
ALL-AFGHANISTAN SACRED BAND, A FOREIGN MADNESS AND A FOREIGN
CONSPIRACY BENT ON DUPING INNOCENT ALBANIAN FARM BOYSINTO
PERFORMING FOUL AFGHAN ACTS. YOU'VE HEARD THE AFGHAN SAYING ABOUT
WOMEN AND BOYSAND GOATS, IN THAT ASCENDING ORDER?

* % %

PLEASE, NUBAR, NO MORE CONSPIRACIES.

* * %

BUT DON'T YOU SEE WHAT I'M GETTING AT, BUBBA?WHEN | VENTURE INTO THE
RAIN AND FOG OF THAT HUGE PIAZZA IN THE EVENING, AND CONTINUE GOING
AROUND AND AROUND IT ALL NIGHT, I'M SHAMEFULLY IGNORED AND EVEN
SHUNNED, ASIF | WERE SOME LOATHSOME CREATURE. AND I'M STARVING AND MY
VISION ISBEGINNING TO BLUR AND ON TOP OF EVERYTHING ELSE | STILL HAVE
ALL MY OLD SYMPTOMS OF MERCURY POISONING. SO YOU SEEMY LIFEHAS
ALMOST BEEN RUINED BECAUSE OF A FILTHY FOREIGNER WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE
FOR EVERYTHING, AND THAT'STHEWHOLE TRUTH. MY JOURNALS EXPLAIN IT
CLEARLY AND SUCCINCTLY.

* k% %

TAKE A HOT BATH, NUBAR. GET A GOOD NIGHT'S SLEEP AND TOMORROW THINGS
WILL LOOK BETTER.

To befrank with Sophia? It was out of the question. There was no way he could tell her what he was
redlly doing in Venice. He could only go on making up imaginary activities and receiving Sophialsworried
responses. The exchange seemed endless.

I'M VISITING PALACES, BUBBA, STUDYING THE WORKS OF VERONESE.

* % %

ARE YOU SURE, NUBAR?I NEVER KNEW YOU WERE INTERESTED IN ART. WHAT
HAPPENED TO MERCURY ?

* % %

AND I'M ALSO VISITING MUSEUMS, BUBBA, MAKING A STUDY OF THE RISE AND
FALL OF MARITIME POWER IN THE MEDITERRANEAN.

* * %

MARITIME POWER ISFINE, NUBAR, BUT ARE YOU DRINKING MINERAL WATER FOR
YOUR GAS?

* * %

MINERAL WATER SUPERB, BUBBA. GASUNDER CONTROL.

* % %



I'M SO GLAD, NUBAR. AND YOU PROMISE YOU'RE EATING PROPERLY? A NICE PIECE
OF FISH OR VEAL AT LEAST ONCE A DAY?NOT JUST RAW VEGETABLESAND THAT
DREADFUL WHOLE WHEAT BREAD OF YOURS?

* * %

WITH ALL THESE ITALIAN DELICACIESBEFORE ME, BUBBA, | HAVEN'T TOUCHED
WHOLE WHEAT IN MONTHS, AND YOU CAN BE SURE OF THAT.

* * %

ARE YOU SURE, NUBAR?

* % %

ABSOLUTELY. BESIDES, BUBBA, WILD BOAR HAS JUST COME INTO SEASON AND |
MUST HAVE GAINED TWENTY POUNDSALREADY.

* % %

WONDERFUL, NUBAR, KEEPIT UP.

* * *

| WILL, BUBBA, | CERTAINLY WILL. I'M FAT AND SLEEK AND EVERYTHING'S
PERFECT, SO | GUESS THAT'SIT FOR NOW. CHEERIO.

* % %

NOW DON'T GET ANGRY, NUBAR, BUT WILD BOARISVERY RICH AND | SIMPLY
MUST KNOW. ARE YOU REGULAR?JUST CABLE YESOR NO.

* % %

YES.

MARVELOUS. HAVE A NICE WEEKEND.

But when the weekend came there were more worried cables from Sophia. Of course she would have
stopped sending them if Nubar had told her that he had married upon hisarrival in Venice and fathered a
son. But then Sophiawould have rushed to Venice to meet hiswife and see his son, and shewould have
discovered that his dlarmed wife hadn't set eyes on him since the evening of their wedding, when Nubar,
thoroughly distraught over the recent events he had fled in Albania, had suddenly begun to harangue his
new wifewith one of theinterminable AA speeches he had been accustomed to delivering in Gronk,
ranting on ingppropriately about AA rituas and truncheons and discipline, even going so far asto
describe in consderable detail the uniforms he had designed for the AA, whereupon the horrified young
woman had abandoned him on the spot, screaming that she would never speak to him again, and
returned at once to her home in the Armenian community of Venice, where their son Mecklenburg had
been born when the time came.

So naturdly Nubar didn't dare to tell Sophiaanything about his marriage or his son. Nor could he admit
that he had been dangeroudy deteriorating ever snce hisarriva in Venice, especialy since he had bought
his gloomy paazzo on the Grand Candl.

Sowly starving in his palazzo, in fact, anidst alarge unruly staff of dovenly servants who added more of
their reativesto the payroll each week in order to rob him. Who had gone from stedling smpleitems
such as paintings and slverware to cleaning out whole roomsin the most unscrupulous manner, until
finally the entire palazzo had been siripped bare save for afew pieces of furnitureleftin hisown



bedroom.

Intolerable behavior on the part of histhieving servants, who found him so preoccupied with his
compulsve fantasiesthey had recently become so bold asto begin ripping out walsto get at thewiring
and the copper tubing and the plumbing, anything at dl that they could sdll for scrap on the mainland.

No plumbing. Not even that. For amonth now Nubar had been forced to stedl flowerpots at night from
the cafés he haunted and smuggle them back to his bedroom closet so he could have something to use as
atoilet the next morning.

Fog. The penetrating cold damp fog of aVenetian winter, Nubar adrift in adream city floating out to sea,
logt intherain and the drizzle on the tides of alandless dream, hiding in bed in hisempty palazzo,
shivering in afetal position on adamp December morning.

Nubar jumped. One of the tall bedroom windows was cracking, shattering, cascading down on him, the
window frame having apparently been loosened during the night when agang of his servants had chisded
away avauable cornice on that sde of the paazzo.

Nubar shuddered asthe glass splintered noisily and came showering down on the bed. When it was over
he peeked out from under the covers. Clouds of dense fog were billowing in through the jagged gaping
holg, filling the room with an icy dampness.

Fog, fetdl. Nubar felt dizzy. Hiswinter dreams were becoming a nightmare. Soon the fog in the bedroom
would be so thick he wouldn't be able to make out the fireplace in the far wall. He had to escape from his
bedroom while there was il time, before the fog billowing in through the window swallowed up
everything and trapped him in bed for the rest of the winter. With an enormous effort he threw back the
covers.

Naked. He hadn't realized that. No wonder he was so cold. He groped hisway over to where the chest
of drawers was supposed to be.

Gone. The servants must have carried it away during the night so they could sdll his shirts and socks. He
felt hisway aong thewall to the closet.

Empty. Nothing but piles of festering flowerpots. They'd taken his suits and shoes and coatsto sdll as
wdll. He got down on his hands and knees, hoping to find the clothes held taken off when he returned at
dawn, but after crawling only afew feet he cut histhumb. He popped the bleeding thumb into his mouth.
Glass everywhere from the broken window. He'd have to find clothes el sewhere.

Thustoward the middle of the morning on December 21, 1933, a naked Nubar Wallengtein, sole heir to
thelargest ail fortunein the Middle East, sucking histhumb and shivering violently inaswirling fog, l&ft his
fetal pogition in the master bedroom of his spacious Venetian palazzo and wandered into the corridor on
the second floor, in search of clothesto wear on what would be the longest day of hislife, under hisarm
astack of incoherent journds, bewilderingly contradictory, titled The Boy.

It was dark in the corridor, the chandeliers having al been removed months ago. Nubar sucked his
thumb and worked hisway aong thewall. Behind him the fog from his bedroom billowed out into the
corridor inimpressive clouds.

Fog. Ahead to the left afeeble yellow glow came from what had once been the music room. Nubar
tiptoed over and peeked in.



A gang of about a dozen servants and their relatives were milling around the room with torches and heavy
crowbars, arguing loudly about who should hold the torches and who wield the crowbarsto pry up the
marbleflooring.

One of the women had |eft a battered old pair of brown gal oshes outside the door. Nubar stepped into
them. They were torn and cracked and much too large for him, about twice the size of his smdll feet, but
at least walking on rubber would be better than going barefoot on the cold marble floors.

Nubar shuffled forward, dowly moving away from the weak yellow glow that aready seemed dimmer.
Behind him the demalition crew in the music room erupted into passionate Itdian curses as they bumped
into one another and knocked each other down, suddenly unable to see what they were doing because of
the thick fog ralling into the room from the corridor.

Somewhere back there a voi ce screamed, followed by adifferent scream and athird. Crowbars were
striking something solid with heavy thuds. Heads being broken? A faling-out over loot? Why not, the
thieves deserved it. Nubar sucked histhumb and giggled. He skated over to the top of the grand
dtaircase, where atorch had been jammed into aholein the wall.

He removed the torch and examined hisfinger. It was till bleeding dightly. He put the thumb back in his
mouth and waddled down the staircase toward the grand entrance-hall on the ground floor, the volumes
of The Boy pressed tightly againgt his sunken chest.

Disorder on every sde. Holesinthewalls, cratersin the floors. Here and there flickering corners heaped
with chunks of rotting bread and gnawed bones and the glittering skeletons of chickens picked clean,
gtinking salami wrappers and twisted olive-oil tinsand mounds of rigid tangled pasta, the debrishis
servants had | eft around the makeshift cooking fires they had hastily set up and abandoned on their
destructive migrations through the palazzo.

Rampaging Visgoths, thought Nubar. Marauding Ostrogoths. The fools. Didn't they redlize that when
they pillaged him they were pillaging the very foundations of Western civilization? Idiots. When would
they ever learn?

Nubar picked hisway carefully around the smoldering campfires toward the lofty devastated space that
had once been the salon, through the desol ate wasted savannathat had once been the library.

Mad savages, he muttered as he shuffled forward, his destination a small room behind the kitchen where
the cooks had once changed into their uniforms before coming on duty, months ago when that was il
done. He thought there might be some clothes there but when he finally reached the small room, now a
murky cave with assorted shards and bones scattered around the entrance, he found only some
underwear hanging on ahook, women's underwear, monstroudy large even by Italian working-class
standards.

Women's underwear. Monstrous. Nubar poked through the huge damp articles and found mold
everywhere. They must have been hanging there for months, at least since the rains of the previous spring.
Still, he had to have something to wear.

An enormous pair of thick brown stockings, too big for him to use as stockings. A scarf? Nubar wound
the stockings around and around his neck, making athick scarf for himsdif.

Enormous brown bloomers. Nubar stepped into them and found that the waistband came dl the way up
to hisarmpits. He wound the bloomers around the top of his chest, tying knots, three or four times
around his chest and dozens of knots before the bloomers would stay up. He sucked his thumb and
Sudied the next article.



An immense brown canvas corset, boned. The corset was aso big enough to go around him three or four
times. Nubar looped the corset ties over his shoulders and knotted them under his armpits. The corset
reached down below his knees and was pleasantly warm. Because it restricted his legs he found he had
to take small mincing steps, but no matter. He had to take small mincing steps anyway because he
couldnt lift the large brown galoshes off the floor, only push them forward alittle bit at atime.

A brown canvas brassere, each cup large enough to held a man's head.
Nubar giggled.

Why not? His ears were aching from the damp cold of the fog that had followed him down the main
staircase from his bedroom. Impenetrable fog. Soon it would become so thick it would obscure al the
roomson thefirst floor aswell.

Nubar pulled one of the brassere cups over his head and fitted it snugly around his ears, tying the strap
under his chin. With haf of the brassere now awarm skullcap enclosing his heed, the other haf hung on
his back shaped like aroomy rucksack.

Why not? thought Nubar. He tied the strap from the lower haf of the brassiere to an eyelet in the corse,
s0 the rucksack could be steady and not dump out its contents when he moved.

Steady. Nubar floated into the pantry and removed the wooden canteen he kept hidden there behind a
broken wagon whed. Then hefilled the canteen with mulberry raki from a demijohn he kept hidden
under the decomposing carcass of a sheep that looked asif it had been daughtered for ritudistic

pUrposes.
Barbarians. Y ou couldn't be too careful. Anything of vaue had to be hidden from these pillaging hordes.
Steady. Voices gpproaching. Perhaps a patrol ?

Nubar pressed himself againgt the wall in the pantry and held his bresth as awrecking crew of servants
trooped through the kitchen shouting loudly to each other, gpparently coming from the direction of the
main dining room with something long and heavy, perhaps a beam, going toward the back door. The
noisy gang passed no more than afew yards away but Nubar, dull brown and immobile, was ableto
escape detection in the thick fog.

He dropped the canteen into his rucksack and entered the scullery, there to make his most spectacular
find of the morning, along greasy housecoat propped up on apole, like an animal skin, beside the dead
embers of acampfire, no doubt left behind by some woman vandalizing another wing of the paazzo.
Nubar pulled it down and found that the housecoat was a fine garment in faded violet with alarge floppy
collar, the collar very soft to the touch after years of being nibbled and chewed. The greasy violet
housecoat had a deep pocket on each hip and asmaller pocket on the chest.

Long and warm and greasy, what could be better on a cold winter day? Nubar went through the pockets
to see what might turn up.

A large brownish rag, stiff with what looked like dried blood. Nubar closed his eyes and sniffed.

Raw horsemest, there was no mistaking the smell. Raw horsemesat had been wrapped in thisrag.
Probably it had been carried under the saddle of a Tartar horseman as he came wildly galloping out of
the steppes of central Asia, the heavy swest of the anima and the weight of the rider tending to cure the
raw mesat so the horseman could rip off adigestible hunk at the end of the day for hismed. Barbarians.

Disgudting.



A nearly full packet of Macedonian Extraswith abox of matches.

A tube of lipstick and atin of rouge.

A single earring made for a pierced ear, with adangling spherica stone of fake lgpislazuli.

Three one-lira pieces.

A meddllion stamped with Mussolini's face on one side and the Blessed Virgin Mary's on the other.

Barbarians. Savage plunder. Nubar put everything back into the pockets of the housecoat except the stiff
bloodied rag, which he sniffed again. He blew his nose on the rag and dropped it into his rucksack for
easy access. Then he put on the housecoat and found it truly magnificent, a stately garment that swept out
behind him and trailed along the floor in the manner of abride's gown, or even aqueen'sat her
corongtion.

Nubar giggled. He made severa formal turns around the kitchen, smiling haughtily down at his admiring,
imaginary subjects. At the door he stopped and uncorked his canteen, taking along drink of thefiery raki
that immediately infused him with strength. His eyes narrowed dyly as he peered into the foggy darkness
of the corridor off the kitchen.

A descent into the underworld? Had the time comefor the whole truth?

Yesit had, and Nubar was ready. Civilization was going to survive despite the worst efforts of the
barbarians.

Theidea had come to him while he was putting on his huge brown brassiere, precisely a the moment he
had pulled the cup down over his head and made athinking cap out of it. A brilliant plan for reversing the
failures of the last months, those abject and futile efforts to peddle The Boy, at night and alone, to
sneering strangersin the rain and the fog in the piazza, in front of San Marco's.

For nearly ayear now the reports of the Uranist Intelligence Agency had been accumulating in the
subcdllar of his paazzo, sent regularly from the Middle East and "stored according to his standing
instructions. Nubar had been too busy trying to peddie The Boy to vist the subcdlar in the last year, but
he knew that in those reports there would be a complete account of the poker game in Jerusalem over
thelast year.

And more important, there would be detailed descriptions of the activities of those three master crimina
degenerates, Martyr and Szondi and O'Sullivan Beare, who were trying to gain control of Jerusalemin
order to keep him from the inheritance that wasrightfully his, the origina Sinai Bible discovered by his
grandfather a century ago and buried by him in Jerusaem, the philosopher's stone that would guarantee
Nubar immortality when it cameinto his possession.

Wheét evil new designs, what fiendish plots had those three sinigter figures been using againgt him?

Nubar intended to find out. And then he would issue the order that would end their diabolical
twelve-year game and diminate the three of them for al time.

Order at last, unwavering discipline and correct toilet training, absolute authority. The final solution.

No longer to be obsessed by Gronk dreams and memories, by desperate attempts to have someone,
anyone, take The Boy serioudy. All of that was behind him now. By an act of will he would do what had



to be donein the winter fog of Venice. He would do what was necessary to end the Great Jerusalem
Poker Swindle. He would bring them total war and then the fools would see what disobedience led to
and learn the meaning of the whole truth, hisrulethat would last athousand years.

Nubar's smile twisted into asmirk. Heraised historch in front of amirror in the kitchen and squinted at
himsdf approvingly.

Corset and brassiere and bloomers and stockings, a greasy warm housecoat, al oversized and
subgtantial. A massive study in brown gently overlaid with faded purple.

Still smirking crookedly, the journals of The Boy tucked under hisarm, he floated forward and drifted
slently down the corridor to the door that led to the cellar.

Twenty stepsto the cellar. Nubar opened the door at the bottom of the stairs that led to the subcellar and
descended the thirty steep stepsto the landing halfway down. A faint light rose from the depths. He
changed direction, watching carefully, and started down the last steep stretch of forty steps.

Hewas dmogt at the bottom before he could make out the figure. A manin livery was digging with a
pickax and shovel, one of hisfootmen muttering in amaritime Genovese accent about the secret treasures
rich foreigners always buried in their deepest cdllars.

Peasant swine, thought Nubar. The barbarian had no ideathat the treasures here weren't to be found in
the ground but in the reports of the Uranist Intelligence Agency.

The footman had removed a section of the cobblestonesthat paved the subcellar floor and had dug a
hole about four feet square. He was now standing in the hole up to hiswaist, vigoroudy hacking away at
the clay with his pickax. Beside the hole lay the footman's blue satin swallowtail coat. A candlethat stood
in the clay was dripping wax on the gold braid of the coat, and Nubar wasimmediately infuriated to see
gold braid being treated with o little respect. He slamped hisfeet and shouted defiantly, his anger
directed toward the defilers of civilization everywhere, hisvoice weirdly distorted by the confines of the
subcdlar.

Out, peasant swine. Out, you evil creature.

The footman whirled. He stared. Nubar was moving dowly up and down inside his huge stationary
gdoshes, hislong greasy housecoat shaking in rage, the brassiere encasing his head quivering with
indignation.

The footman screamed and |egpt from the hole in horror. He bolted up the stairsto the kitchen where he
threw himself through a casement window and went crashing down into the dark water beside the
palazzo, there to be entangled in aduggish flow of sewerage that was moving out into the Grand Cand
under the impenetrable cover of fog.

Nubar, meanwhile, paused by the bottom of the stairsto get his bearings, and what he saw astonished
him. The entire subcellar was packed with stacks and stacks of nesatly piled papers, dossers and card
filesand loose-leaf folders, the unread reports of the Uranist Intelligence Agency over thelast seven
months.

Extraordinary, thought Nubar as he gazed out over the thousands and thousands of reports, the towering
collections of amassed data, redizing for thefirst time just how productive hisintelligence agency redly
was.

Nubar shuffled over to the hole the footman had dug and stuck historch in the clay. He knocked over



severa tdl stacks of reports and made a couch for himself out of the paper. The footman's coat, folded,
served as an armrest. He took adrink of mulberry raki from his canteen, accidentally biting off some of
the wooden spout in his eagerness to begin, not noticing there was wood in his mouth so grest was his
concentration, chewing the wood and swallowing it dong with the mulberry raki. Then he arranged
himself comfortably on his paper couch, tucked the tails of the greasy housecoat snugly around hislegs
and lit aMacedonian Extra, inhaing deeply.

A drop of water fell on hisnose. Helicked it away. Salt water?

Nubar looked up at the celling. He estimated the height of the subcellar staircase with itstwo directions
to the north and eadt, the height of the regular cdllar staircase with itsthird northerly direction. Herecalled
the location of the cdllar door in the palazzo and calculated its distance from the landing in front of the
paazzo.

Nubar smiled. There was no doubt about it.

The archives of the Uranit Intelligence Agency lay directly beneath the Grand Cand. And it was here
beneath the Grand Cand that he would secretly plan the destruction of the Great Jerusalem Poker
Swindle and decree the ruin of itsthree crimind founders.

Nubar's eyes narrowed.

Jerusalem the Holy City on the heights, above the wastes and the deserts? The eternd city secureon its
mountaintop? Well they wouldn't get away with it, those barbaric criminas. Order and dignment and the
whole truth would triumph, he would liberate Jerusalem and take what was his.

Nubar licked another drop of salt water off hisnose. He picked up areport at random and began to
read.

Perhapsit wasonly thelack of air in that subagueous cellar, but to Nubar the report in front of him
seemed unusualy interesting, far above the normad qudity of UIA materid.

In the beginning, indeed, it was impaossible to imagine just what the subject of the report would turn out to
be.

It had been submitted by Dead Sea Control, which was responsible for the Jerusalem district, located at
adistance from Jerusaem, for security reasons, amidst the sulphur and salt deposits on the south shore of
the Dead Sea. The station was housed in a cluster of tin hutsthat had been erected by anow defunct
mining enterprise. Although nicdly hidden away behind the huge columns of salt common to the ares, the
tin huts were unbearably hot most of the year, which perhaps explained the incoherency of many of the
station's reports.

Origindly Jericho had been considered asalikely location for the reporting center of the Jerusalem
digtrict, but Nubar had persondly intervened in favor of the sulphur site on the Dead Sea, despite the
hest. It pleased him to know the UIA's most important field station was nestled in the lowest spot on
earth, within those grotesque geologica formations that were generaly accepted to be the natura ruins of
Sodom.

Dead Sea Control had evaluated the report as POTENTIAL URINE, which meant it had been written
by an informer who had shown enough initiative to be consdered apotential Uranit intdligence e
mployee. Beneath the forma title was a descriptive caption, uncommonly cryptic by UIA standards.

Submitted as background material only, to illustrate the difficulties faced by Dead Sea Control in



collecting relevant information about Jerusalem, in view of the mythical nature of that city up
there on the mountain. And especially in view of the view from down here on the shores of what
has been referred to, in an important piece of literature, as thedried cunt of theworld. (That very
long novel, still banned in most countries as obscene, deals exclusively with a single day, June 16,
1904. Amazing, don't you think? Of course we have a lot of time to read long novels down here.)

Nubar snorted. Did his agents think they were getting paid to read long novels? He made amental note
to fire off acable to Dead Sea Control as soon as he had finished reading the report.

ARE YOU MAD?NO MORE REFERENCES TO CUNTS AND NO MORE OBSCURE
LITERARY ALLUSONS. STICK TO THE TRUTH FROM NOW ON OR YOU CAN EXPECT
IMMEDIATE DISCIPLINARY ACTION.

NUBAR
SUPREME LEADER

He read on.

Submitted, secondly, to illustrate the difficulties faced in separating interesting, relevant
information on Jerusalem from the mass of uninteresting, irrelevant detailsin whichiitis
invariably encased. And lastly, submitted because the report does have some legitimate curiosity
value when read with an open mind.

An open mind? Nubar had an open mind and the idea of reading something with curiosity vaue intrigued
him after dl these months of lying in bed dl day and snesking around intherain dl night trying to get
someone to take The Boy serioudy.

He turned the page.

EYESONLY Jerusalemto Dead Sea Control.
DATE when information was acquired: August 1933.

DATE when information was forwarded to Control: Halloween 1933. (Delay due to time required
to write up report.)

TIME when information was elicited: Several hours on a very hot afternoon in August 1933.
PLACE where information was licited: The Moslem Quarter, the Old City, Jerusalem.

PERSON from whom information was elicited: Name, race and nationality unknown. A man on a
pilgrimage to Jerusalem. (They're always coming and going by the thousands, these pilgrims,
aren't they, and there's certainly no way to know who most of them are. Now this one happens to
remain anonymous throughout the report, on the face of it ssmply because | was never able to find
out who he was. But mightn't there be some larger design beyond that? Could it just be, perhaps,
that he was meant to be anonymous in order for himto assume the role of the archetypal pilgrim?
One single part in the narrative, thereby, put forward to represent all the seekers who have
sought Jerusalem over the millennia?



Not so farfetched, it seems to me, once you get into the entanglements that are coming.)
PERIOD covered by information in thisreport: From 930 B.C. to August 1933.

WHAT follows initially: Unclassified records (public).

WHAT follows in the middle: Top Secret speculations (private).

AND FINALLY WHAT follows in the all-important end. (A note to agents filling out this form.
You have now arrived at the meat of your report and you are warned, here above all, to be brief
and to the point. Your ability to describe your meat succinctly is the only reason anybody will ever
read your report, if anybody ever does, which isin no way guaranteed by the hierarchy of the
UIA. So summarize ruthlessly, in one sentence, making your case in plain language accessible to
all. Extravagant attitudes may be allowed elsewhere, but not here. And the same goes for
dabbling in fanciful notions or toying with idle speculations, with taking side trips down curious
byways or pausing to explore obscure corners, all of the above and more, in fact any device
whatsoever that may creep into your reports elsewhere. That's one thing but thisis another, and
we repeat, it must not happen here. Your meat of the matter, that's what is wanted now.

All right then, we're there, thisisit and good luck. State your end product, what valuable
contribution you have today to this crazy businesswe're all in. Go.):

True identities of all major figures who have operated clandestinely in Jerusalem during the
period covered by thisreport 930 B.C. to August 1933).

Thefirst records Nubar came to were copies of documents from a Jerusalem tax office, dated from 1921
to 1933. But there was no indication what significance the records might have, or what was being taxed.

Next there were Jerusalem tel ephone bills and water bills for the same years, evidently purloined,
followed by hills of lading for achegp but sturdy juice squeezer of Czech origin, the squeezer'slever and
cup and strainer dl detachable for packing and cleaning purposes.

The bills of lading were dated 1921 and traced the juice squeezer from afactory in Prague, by rail, to an
outlet on the Black Sea. By Bulgarian lugger, in aload of generd cargo, to Congtantinople. By cart,
overland to Beirut, and by Greek caique down the coast to Jaffa. Whence by rail up to Jerusalem, the
ultimate destination of the juice squeezer.

Nubar put hisfinger on thelast bill of lading and gazed into the dark corners of his subcdllar.
Jerusalem. A pattern was beginning to emerge.

He tightened the stockings around his neck againgt the chill, scratched himsdf thoughtfully and went back
to the report. He had finished with the records.

The next page showed afloor plan of what appeared to be atiny room. Thewallswereirregular. There
was adoor and one window, a counter and two chairs. At the end of the counter next to the door was
the emblem of the UIA, §, also the symbol of the planet Uranus. Outside the door in a space marked
alley wasthe number 18 and an arrow with an N at thetip. A scale beside the arrow listed foot and
yard.

Nubar measured the room with histhumb and found it to be about eight feet long and five feet wide,
narrowing to only three feet at the back.



Heturned over the diagram. Now the pages began to be numbered for security reasons.

Page 1 of 407 pages, a report on the Great Jerusalem Poker Snindle.

1. The preceding diagram shows a fruit juice stand. Mine. | squeeze fresh juice by the glass, on
order, and customers generally drink it on the premises. Shops in the Old City are often small and
oddly shaped.

2. N indicates north.

3. 18 indicates the street number my shop might have if it were on a street and had a number,
which it isn't and doesn't, being situated in a narrow alley and cul-de-sac near the bazaar in the
Moslem Quarter, the rent there being about as cheap as can be found inside the walls built around
the Old City by Suleiman | in 1542.

Good, thought Nubar. Completeness and unerring accuracy was the motto he had adopted for the
UIA way back in 1921 when he had first begun hiring literary agentsto stedl dl the known works of the
great doctor and master alchemist, Paracelsus, real name Bombastus von Hohenheim.

4. Trade isreasonably brisk in the summer, almost nonexistent in the winter and more or less half
and half at other times.

5. To the east of my shop at a distance of a dozen yards or less, occupying the end of this
dead-end alley, stands the entrance to two vaulted rooms owned by an elderly man who claims he
was formerly an antiquities dealer. This elderly man wears a faded yellow cloak and a rusty
Crusader's helmet, goes barefoot, and calls himself Haj Harun.

Nubar ingtantly sucked in what was|eft of his cigarette, inhaling so forcefully it burned both hisfingers
and hislips. Helicked hislips and gasped.

Ha Harun's shop? The actual site of the vicious poker gamefor the last twelve years? Nubar closed his
eyesto concentrate. He took a deep breath, then read on.

6. My clientele comes almost exclusively from the lower classes, but without regard to race,

religion or creed. Members of other classes, however, have patronized my shop on occasion,
generally because they were lost in the Old City and seeking a way out, as we shall soon see
below.

Indeed we will, thought Nubar suspicioudy.

7. The constant stream of visitors, many wealthy, who frequent Haj Harun's murky premises at all
hours of the day and night, for purposes of poker, never enter my shop. On their way into Haj
Harun's they often remark disdainfully that my shop is much too dirty for their patronage. But on
their way out, penniless and dazed, stripped of all they own, they just as often sag on my counter
and beg for credit. Please? A mere glass of juice? Just a sip? Just a lick of the strainer? No, |



answer firmly, cash on the counter having always been my policy.

Excdllent, thought Nubar. Sound and businesdike. Why take pity on anyone? It could only lead to
disruptionsin the socia order, and order was al-important.

Infact Nubar was beginning to like thisinformer and his thoroughly straightforward approach to a
problem. No wonder Dead Sea Control had seen fit to evaluate him as POTENTIAL URINE. Hewas
indeed. Nubar thought of another cable that should be sent as soon as he finished the report.

FLASH PRIORITY. BRAVO TO ALL HANDS. OUR MAN AT THE FRUIT JUICE STAND IN
THEOLD CITY ISTHE BEST POTENTIAL URINEWE'VE HAD IN YEARS. YOU ARE
HEREBY AUTHORIZED TO PROMOTE HIM IMMEDIATELY TO FULL OFFICER STATUS
WITH ALL MEDICAL AND RETIREMENT BENEFITS.

BY ORDER OF

NUBAR

LEADER,

FIELD MARSHAL,

SUPREME GENERALISSIMO COMMANDING

Nubar smiled. Heliked that. Good. He read on.

8. | have no phone. The phone-bill records apply to the phone in a nearby coffee shop where |
have made all my personal and business calls over the last twelve years, or sincel arrivedin
Jerusalem.

9. | have paid no taxes over the last twelve years because my cash flow is meager and | have been
able to bribe the tax clerk in charge of my alley with free pomegranate juice. Therefore | have
included the tax records for this same coffee shop, and also its water bills, because completeness
and unerring accuracy are everything to an informer for the UIA.

Perfect, thought Nubar. Maybe the enormous sums of money consumed by the UIA weren't being
entirdly squandered after dl.

10. During the twelve yearsthat | have operated this fruit juice stand, pomegranate juice has
outsold orange juice, although not by much. Before coming to Jerusalem | worked briefly in
Damascus and for a longer period in Baghdad. In both cities | was a self-employed technician in
Sputum analysis.

11. The symbol of the UIA, seen on the counter in the diagram of my shop, marks the exact
location of my imported juice squeezer.

A fine grasp of detail, thought Nubar, reaching the end of the page. He paused to tug his skullcap more
tightly around his ears as protection againgt the cold drafts sweeping fitfully through the cdllar. Timeto
take abreak for alittle refreshment? Why not?



Hetook his canteen out of hisrucksack and drank, feding new warmth from the mulberry raki, at the
same time absentmindedly nibbling off what was left of the wooden spout of the canteen, totally absorbed
with the methodica reasoning of thisinformer. The report was unfolding with undeniable logic, and he
could see that the informer was determined to do his duty, to tell the whole truth.

Nubar chewed and swallowed the wood.

12. May | just state here that | have always considered it the greatest of honorsto serve as an
informer for the UIA, which | firmly believe is all that stands between Jerusalem and utter chaos.
Without the UIA, Jerusalem today might well be at the mercy of those three notorious villains who
call themselves Martyr, Szondi, and O'Qullivan Beare or Fox, depending on his mood and also on
how much he's had to drink, and how long it was since the last drink, and how long it may be to
the next.

13. Jerusalem must be saved from the barbarians.

14. Only the UIA, and its Supreme Leader, can do it.

15. Despair and defeat to our enemies.

16. | pledge myself anew to selfless service for the UIA, and above all for its Supreme Leader.
17. Conclusion of the foregoing.

18. The narrative formis herewith adopted for purposes of clarity.

Nubar read on, thoroughly captivated.

Theinformer was Persian, he said, and an adherent of the Zoroastrian faith, which he admitted one didn't
seem to hear much about anymore. He had grown up in aremote hill tribein Persaand he considered
himsalf lucky to have been born at dl, since the tribe had dmaost been wiped out by acholeraepidemicin
thefirst haf of the nineteenth century.

Living in those remote hills a the time was ayoung foreign lord who had fdlen in love with agirl from the
tribe. The epidemic had broken out only afew weeks after he met her and the girl had abruptly died.
Thereafter the young man had patiently nursed the sick without regard to hisown welfare.

Thislegendary foreign lord was said to have been seven and ahalf feet tall. He had used ahuge
magnifying glassto examine his patients, o large his unblinking eye had been two nicheswide behind it.
After making adiagnoss he, would then prescribe medicine according to the hours he read on his
portable sundia, amonstroudy heavy bronze piece which he wore on hiship. Theforeign lord's
knowledge of herba remedies was unsurpassed, and without him no one in the tribe would have
survived.

Nubar stirred uneasily. He had the sensation of being here, or somewhere, before.

When the epidemic subsided, continued the informer, the young foreign lord took hisleave, never to be
seen in those remote hills of Persaagain. Quite naturdly the thankful survivorsin the tribe had cometo
revere thisgentle and merciful giant as AhuraMazda, chief of the gods of goodnessin the ancient
Zoroadtrian pantheon, who had seen fit to sojourn in their hillsin order to deliver them from the forces of



darkness and desth.
Asareault, ever snce, everyonein the tribe had been aprofound believer in Zoroastrianism.

Theinformer wasincluding thisinformation, he said, to explain hisunusud religious bdiefs, which might
otherwise be viewed as anachronistic and suspect in this day and age, and thereby bring into question his
suitability as an officer-in-training for the UIA, said training to be concluded at the end of this report when
hewould qualify asaprofessiona UIA officer on duty in adanger zone, Jerusalem, which would entitle
him to receive specid hazardous-duty pay, in addition to an officer'sregular salary and full medical and
retirement benefits.

Nubar grinned. He shook his head.

What was this brazenly sdlf-serving attitude? Did this nonentity, this Zoroastrian squeezer of juice, redly
think he could promote himsdlf in one short paragraph from a petty informer to afull-fledged officer's
position inthe UIA? Did hereally imagine Nubar could be fooled so easily, even herein acold damp
cdlar beneath the Grand Canal?

Nubar snorted. No, it hadn't quite cometo that yet. Routingly, in his head, he dashed off another cableto
Dead Sea Control.

ARE YOU MAD?HAS THE SUN DOWN THERE IN THAT DRIED CUNT OF THE WORLD
BEEN GETTING TO YOUR BRAIN? NO, REPEAT NO, PROMOTION FOR THIS
ZOROASTRIAN CHARLATAN. MEDICAL AND RETIREMENT BENEFITSOUT OF THE
QUESTION AND NO HAZARDOUS-DUTY PAY FOR THISSHIRKER. FORALL | CARE HE
CAN GO THEWAY OF THE LOST GREEK AND THE TWO OF THEM CAN RELIVE THE
PERSIAN CAMPAIGNS AGAINST GREECE AND THE GREEK CAMPAIGNS AGAINST
PERSIA. | ABSOLUTELY REFUSE TO BE DUPED.

NUBAR
SUPREME LEADER AND FIELD MARSHAL,
GENERALISSIMO COMMANDING EVERYTHING

That was better. Much better. He knew he couldn't be too careful. His control had to be absolute,
discipline smply couldn't be relaxed for amoment. One instance of even the lowliest lackey promoting
himsalf and everyone in the organization would seeit asa sign of weakness on his part, at thetop. Then
al of them would begin promoting themselves and plucking grandiose new titlesout of theair.

This dangerous tendency had to be stopped before it gathered momentum. A follow-up cable to Dead
Sea Control wasin order.

PRIORITY FROM THE VERY TOP. FREEZE, DOWN THERE. ALL PROMOTIONS BARRED
UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. DID YOU REALLY THINK YOU WERE GOING TO GET AWAY
WITH SOMETHING?WELL YOU'RE NOT. SIT RIGHT WHERE YOU ARE UNTIL YOU HEAR
FROM ME. IT MAY BE A HARDSHIP POST BUT IT'STHE ONLY ONE ANY OF YOU ARE
GOING TO SEE FOR A WHILE AND YOU CAN COUNT ON THAT. NO ANSWER
NECESSARY AND NO EXCUSESTOLERATED.

NUBAR



LEADER AT THE VERY TOP AND CHIEF OF ALL FORCES.

Suddenly Nubar frowned. Something the informer had said was troubling him, working at the back of his
brain.

Y es, he remembered it now. He pursed hislipsto whistlein surprise but of course he couldn't whistle. It
was al coming back from those early historica reports, the background material on the poker game that
had been sent to him when the UIA first began to operate in the Middle East.

A huge magnifying glass with an unblinking eye two incheswide behind it?

Mendlik Ziwar, the unknown black Copt and foster father of Cairo Martyr, had alegedly used just such
aglasswhen hewaslying on hisback in retirement in the sarcophagus of Cheops mother.

But the magnifying glass hadn't originally belonged to Ziwar. It had been agift from his dearest friend, an
unnamed giant of aman who had worn amassive greasy black turban and a shaggy short black coat
made from unwashed and uncombed goats hair, both said to have been giftsfrom aremote hill tribein
Persia. Thisfriend, mysterioudy, had appeared from nowhere on Sunday afternoonsto continue a
forty-year conversation he was having with Ziwar over drunken lunchesin afilthy Arab restaurant beside
the Nile, the lunches ending toward sundown when both men jumped over therailing into theriver for a
swim.

A portable bronze sundia, monstroudy heavy?

The one the giant explorer Strongbow had worn on his hip in the nineteenth century? The same sundia
that was now on the wall of the former antiquities shop in Jerusalem where the poker game was being
played? Chimes attached to it that sounded erraticaly, confusing time?

A giant in both cases. A giant. An eusivefigure who may have secretly owned the entire Middle East at
the turn of the century.

Nubar gripped histhroat. He was having difficulty breething. Being so small, he couldn't help but be
terrified by the specter of aman seven and ahalf feet tall.

Or was he aman? Perhaps much more? Did that explain his height and his odd behavior, the sudden
appearances and disgppearancesin afilthy restaurant beside the Nile? In aremote hill tribein Perdain
time of need?

AhuraMazda, chief of the gods of goodness?

Nubar fell back limply on is paper couch. His unfocused eyes roamed the ceiling.

He had now arrived at the main body of the juice squeezer's report. The direction of the narrative was
vague, atortuous route through the Old City with no hint of its destination. To Nubar under the Grand
Cand, mythica Jerusdem seemed to be growing ever more indigtinct on its faraway mountaintop.

The informer's account began with the anonymous pilgrim, mentioned at the very beginning, whose name
and race and nationdity were al unknown.

One hot afternoon in August this pilgrim had lost hisway in Jerusalem. He wastrying to find a gate out of
the Old City, any gate would do, but the maze of dleys had confused him. He wandered into the
cul-de-sac where the informer's fruit juice stand was |ocated and collgpsed in the doorway. After



numerous glasses of pomegranate juice the pilgrim eventudly revived. As he did he began to talk about
the cause of his near-total disorientation.

Thefirgt stop on the pilgrim'sitinerary that morning had aso been hislast, & Savior's Convent, the
Franciscan enclavein the Old City that was practicaly acity initsdlf. Hehad arived intimetojoina
scheduled tour, but soon after the tour started he became enamored with a statue in an acove and found
himself detached from the group.

The pilgrim opened the nearest door and discovered he had chanced upon the convent bakery, hisfirst
serious mistake of the day.

At thispoint in the narrative, wrote the informer, the pilgrim had begun to twitch violently. He laughed
loudly until tears cameto his eyes, then dl a once stopped laughing and moaned asif in great pain. The
informer thought the man was suffering from sunstroke or perhaps some hysterica disorder. In any caseit
was only after gulping down several more glasses of pomegranate juice, newly squeezed, that the pilgrim
was able to resume his account.

Somberly Nubar chewed hislip. A cable had come to mind. Imprecise language could be dangerous,
because it might very quickly lead people to make false conclusions.

MY FRIENDS. LET ME MAKE ONE THING PERFECTLY CLEAR.

ITISESSENTIAL TO OUR NATIONAL SECURITY, AND TO OUR SURVIVAL ASA
FREEDOM-LOVING PEOPLE LIVING UNDER GOD, THAT THE JUICE SQUEEZER BE
WARNED NOT TO USE EXAGGERATED TERMS FOR CONCEPTSHE DOESN'T
UNDERSTAND.

WHAT | MEAN TO SAY ISJUST THIS. STRICTLY SPEAKING, THERE ISNO SUCH THING
ASAN HYSTERICAL DISORDER. THERE ISONLY DISORDER OF A GENERALLY
LAWLESSNATURE, WHICH ISTO SAY LAWLESSNESS IN GENERAL, AND THAT CAN
ALWAYSBE CONTROLLED BY DISCIPLINE AT THE TOP, IFIT ISIRON DISCIPLINE. SO,
MY FRIENDS, LET ME SHARE THESE THOUGHTSWITH YOU. TELL OUR GOOD FRIEND
THE FRUIT JUICE SQUEEZER TO SIT UP STRAIGHT AND CONCENTRATE, AND TO BE
READY.HE TOO WILL HAVE HISORDERS, NO LESSTHAN YOU DO, FOR THERE ISA
PLACE FOR EVERYONE BENEATH ME.

AND SO LET ME SUBMIT AGAIN FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION THE SIMPLE YET VITAL
PROPOSITION THAT WE CANNOT HOPE TO SURVIVE ASA FREEDOM-LOVING PEOPLE
UNDER GOD IFWE ALLOW SELF-DELUDED CITIZENS AND SELF-APPOINTED
ZEALOTS, NOMATTER HOW WELL-INTENTIONED THEY ARE, AND | PERSONALLY
KNOW THEY ARE OFTEN WELL-INTENTIONED, STILL WE CANNOT ALLOW THEM TO
RUN AROUND THE STREETS OF JERUSALEM, OR AROUND THE DEAD SEA FOR THAT
MATTER, EVEN IFIT ISTHE DRIED CUNT OF THE WORLD, SHOUTING WHATEVER
COMESINTO THEIR HEADS. BECAUSE, MY FRIENDS, IT JUST WON'T WORK.

NUBAR

THE GENTLE AND UNDERSTANDING,
YET NONETHELESS, BY NECESSITY,
IRON FIST AT THE TOP.



Nubar smiled benignly. He tucked his housecoat moretightly around hislegs and read on.

The anonymous pilgrim, wrote the informer, now found himself standing in the doorway of the convent
bakery. Insgde the bakery avery old priest was doing ajig in front of the oven, while removing loaves of
freshly baked bread. All the bread seemed to have been baked in one of four digtinct shapes. The pilgrim
remarked upon this, upon saying hello, and the old priest readily agreed.

Exactly four, said the old priest merrily, right asright you are. And those four shapes are none other than
the Cross and Ireland, and Jerusalem and the Crimea, and what do you think of that?

Here the pilgrim made his second serious mistake of the day. He didn't dam the door and run. Instead he
stood there, and shook his head, and said he didn't know what to think of it.

Wl the Crossfor obvious reasons, said the old priest, till doing hisjig, and Jerusdlem for equdly
obvious reasons. And Ireland not only because | was born there but because it's the most beautiful land
thereis so far aslandsin thisworld go. And the Crimea because | wasin awar there once and survived
adisastrous cavdry charge there, and asaresult of surviving that folly | saw the light and found my
vocation in the Church, God's orders being vastly superior to man'sat al times but especialy so when
you've seen servicein the Light Brigade. So that'sal of it and for the last seventy years|'ve been serving
God soberly here where you see me, in front of this very oven turning out delicious loaves of bread
shaped in the four concerns of my life. And after seventy years of such service, | supposeit's not
surprising that | should be known to al who know me as the baking priest.

Nubar's head jerked back.

The baking priest. The man who had rescued O'Sullivan Beare when hefirst arrived in Jerusdlem asa
fugitive. The mysterious priest whom Nubar's agents had never been able to trace or identify. Was he
redl or had O'Sullivan Beare made him up?

Nubar had never known until this moment. And with that secret now out in the open, who could imagine
what ese might follow?

Nubar giggled happily. He congratulated himsdf.

At last it wasdl coming together.

In hisexcitement Nubar snatched up his canteen. He gargled with amouthful of fiery mulberry raki,
chewed some wood off the canteen, lit asoggy Macedonian Extra. He knew successwould be hisin the
end. Hed dwaysknown it.

Theinformer in Jeruslem, meanwhile, was continuing hisle surely account of the conversation between
an anonymous pilgrim and an elderly Franciscan known as the baking priest.

Sinceit was August, the bakery was hot.

Frightfully hot? asked the baking priest. He then said that although he was naturaly accustomed to the
oven's heet, he could well understand how it might be uncomfortable to others. For thisreason he
suggested the pilgrim should fed perfectly free, if he wished, to take off his clothes and hang them on the
hook by the door.



And here was the pilgrim's third serious mistake of the day, and by far the most disastrous.

He should have redlized, as he later told the informer at the fruit juice stand, that the bakery was so
unbearably hot his sanity couldn't survive therefor long. There was no question that he should have
bolted at once, redizing the folly of listening to aman who was nearly ahundred years old, who had been
merrily dancing in front of an oven in Jerusalem for seven decades, baking the same four loaves of bread.

But the unfortunate pilgrim, sweeting heavily and aready dazed, did as he wasinvited to do. He took off
al his clothes and hung them on the hook by the door.

Naked then, he promptly collapsed beside alarge water jar, too weak to do anything but splash an
occasiond handful of water over his burning heed, utterly defensdess againgt any fancy the Franciscan
might choose to conjure up as he capered around the room, distributing loaves of bread to itsfour
corners.

On apilgrimage, are you? sang the old priest. Well let metell you there be odd events here, odd events
within and about our Holy City, and none stranger than the epic tde of along-term resident of Jerusalem
who saw ageniein thelast century and God in this one. Know about him? Probably not, but my source
is unimpeachable, being the former terror of the Black and Tansin County Cork, and with such noble
service behind him we can do nothing but believe him down to the last syllable.

Theold priest fixed the helpless naked pilgrim with amaniacal stare. Maniacal, yes. There was no other
word for it. After seventy yearsin front of that hot oven, the old priest’'s eyes glowed with adisturbing
and unmigtekable lugter.

Areyou ready then? said the old priest to the pilgrim. What's that, you are? Good. Well heré's how this
oddest of odd epics goes when properly told. But before we begin | suppose we should giveit aname
for itself and that would have to be God and the Genie. And then when you consider the man who saw
them both, whose very own epicit is, you just might want to ruminate further and let your imagination go
and sense that we have aHoly Trinity on our hands. Just might, | say. No one would want to go al the
way with such athing and clamiit for sure. All right then. Our headlong charge is coming up, so hold on
now. Tighten your reins, lad, sit tight and smartly. We're about to cover some ground in a breathtaking
breakneck gallop as daring as any the world has heard since the plains at Bal aklava thundered to the
gdlant hoofbesats of hopeless heroes. Ho, | say. Ho-0-0-0-0-0-0.

But before | report on what came next, wrote the informer, | think | should mention afunerd that was
held in the spring in Hg Harun's back room. It wasfor Cairo Martyr'slittle pet, the dbino monkey with
the bright aguamarine genitals who wasin the habit of curling up on Martyr's shoulder and pretending to
be adeep, until his name was spoken.

The pet died of old age, in its deep, and the funerd was quite an event. Szondi and O'Sullivan Beare and
Hag Harun joined Martyr as palbearers, snceit seemsthey al had greet affection for thelittle fellow and
sadly mourned his passing. In fact the poker game was closed down for two weeksin tribute to the pet,
whose grave is known only to the four of them, the burid party having set out with great stedth one dark
moonless night, carefully on the lookout to see that they weren't being followed.

| include thisinformation, wrote the informer, because it may have some significance| don't understand.
Bongo, screamed Nubar.

And immediately regretted it, for the syllables somehow seemed to fed at home in the confines of that
subcellar and the echoes twanged around and around Nubar's head even after he had clapped his hands



over hisears, bongobongobongo.

If the report went on like this Nubar knew he was going to get upset, possibly even angry. A quick cable
to the fruit juice stand in Jerusalem was needed.

FLASH FROM HERE. ARE YOU MAD?HALT ALL FUTURE REFERENCESTO ALBINO
MONKEYS. COLOR OF GENITALSUNIMPORTANT. | NEVER LIKED THE IDEA OF THAT
FREAKISH BEAST FROM THE JUNGLE. UPUNTIL THISPOINT YOU WERE DOING WELL
BUT NOW YOU'RE BEGINNING TO SLIP. GET BACK TO THE EPIC TALE AND NOT
ANOTHER WORD ABOUT THINGS THAT DON'T MATTER.

NUBAR
TOP BONGO.

No. Wrong. Was his mercury poisoning causing his brain to substitute words inadvertently? Or had that
loathsome name jumped into the cable because it was echoing around his head?

Either way it was dangerous. He had to be careful. Using the wrong words could lead to confusion in the
ranks, even chaos. His absol ute authority might come into question. In hismind he crossed out the last
line of the cable and wrote TOP LEADER instead.

But that seemed too brief. He pondered the problem for amoment and decided on alonger ending.

GET BACK TO THE EPIC TALE AND NOT ANOTHER WORD ABOUT THINGS THAT
DONT MATTER.

NUBAR

THE TOPALL RIGHT AND ALSO JUST PLAIN NUMBER ONE,

SO YOU BETTER GET USED TO THE IDEA FAST.

Nubar scratched himself and turned pages.

The man referred to as along-term resident of Jerusalem, the witnessto the eventsin the epic, was
described by the baking priest in such away that the informer knew it had to be hisneighbor inthe dley,
Ha Harun. No one esein Jerusalem wore afaded yellow cloak and arusty Crusader's helmet tied under
the chin with two green ribbons.

Both of the unusual occurrencesin the epic, sang the baking priest, seeing ageniein the last century and
God in this one, took place while thislong-term resident, an ederly item, was making hisannua hg.

Here the informer interrupted his narrative to make a persona observation. There was no way of
knowing, he wrote, whether Hg Harun went to Mecca every spring, as he claimed. He a so disappeared
at other times, saying he was off exploring imaginary caverns of the past beneath the Old City; something
he claimed he had been doing for the last three thousand years. The informer then added acomment on
that.

What is one to make of these extravagant claims that seemto pop up every time Haj Harun is
mentioned? Can the old man be believed or is he suffering from terminal amnesia? Or perhaps
from advanced dementia brought on by acute senility? If you want my opinion, it's the latter.
That's exactly what | think. This Haj Harun is definitely a strange one. And furthermore, |



guestion the legality of anyone skulking around beneath Jerusalem for the last three thousand
years. Isn't that against the law? Wouldn't it be a clear and present breach of some existing
statute, perhaps the sanitation code, for example?

Nubar snorted furioudy. They weren't going to get avay with this. Immediately he made amenta note
for another cable to Dead Sea Control.

ARE YOU MAD?WHY ARE YOU LETTING THISINFORMER THINK?1 WANT FACTS,
NOT SPECULATIONS, AND | DON'T WANT TOHEAR ANYTHING MORE ABOUT
SANITATION CODES OR LEGALITY IN GENERAL, OR IDLE OPINIONS.

ABOUT WHAT'SLEGAL AND WHAT ISN'T, | AM THE SANITATION CODE AND
WHATEVER | DOISLEGAL BY DEFINITION, REMEMBER THAT. ANYTHING SAID TO
THE CONTRARY ISA SUBVERSVE CRIME THAT AIDSAND ABETSTHE ENEMY, AND
THAT CRIMEWILL BEDEALT WITH ASIT DESERVESTO BE, WITH UTTER
RUTHLESSNESS.

THATISTO SAY, WITH CRIPPLING FINESAND PURLOINED MAIL FOLLOWED BY
CONSTANT SURVEILLANCE, BY OFFICIAL VERBAL ABUSE AND BREAK-INSAND
SHOOT-OUTS AND OPPRESSIVE HARASSMENT BY ALL AGENCIES, BY PERJURY AND
BLACKMAIL AND INSINUATIONS OF SINISTER FORCES AT WORK, BY SECRET

PHY SICAL BEATINGS WHERE POSSIBLE AND UNRELIEVED THUGGERY ALL AROUND.

AND LET ME MAKE ANOTHER THING PERFECTLY CLEAR. NO ONE ISGOING TO GET
AWAY WITH AIDING THE ENEMY. | REPEAT, WHAT | DO ISLEGAL AND IF ANYONE
ELSE DOESANYTHING | DON'T LIKE, ESPECIALLY ANYTHING THAT ISIN THE LEAST
WAY THREATENING TO ME, I'LL GRONK THEM AND GRONK THEM GOOD. AND YOU
CAN BET YOUR SWEET ASSON THAT YOU SHITHEAD ASSKISSING CUNTLICKING
ASSSUCKING CHICKENSHIT COCKSUCKING FUCKOFF ASSHOLES.

THAT'SRIGHT, YOU'RE IN TROUBLE NOW, BOY. AND IFI WERE YOU I'D STAND UPAT
ATTENTION AND START SHOUTING HAIL TO THE CHIEF AND I'D SHOUT IT ASLOUD
AS| COULD AND I'D KEEPON SHOUTING IT UNTIL THE CHIEF TOLD ME OTHERWISE.

YEAH. YOU'RE NOT GOING TOHAVE ME TO KICK AROUND ANYMORE, YOU
BUNGHOLE COCKSUCKING ASSHOLES. BUT | MAY JUST DECIDETODOA LITTLE
ASSKICKING MY SELF AND HOW'D YOU LIKE THAT, YOU CHICKENSHIT SANITATION
FARTS?

YEAH, SO WATCH OUT, BOY. BIGNUMBER ONE MAY JUST TAKE OFF THE GLOVES
AND COME DOWN THERE AND GIVE YOU DEAD SEA SHITSTHE KIND OF REAM YOU
DESERVE.

YEAH. ASSHOLES.

NUBAR

FUCK SUCK KILL.

ULTIMATE LEADER AND SUPREME
AUTHORITY AT THE

TOP OF THE HEAP AND ALONE



THEREFORALL TIME.

Nubar felt alittle better after that, but it only showed you could never relax your authority. They were dl
ready to go over to the enemy if you showed the dightest weakness, the dightest deviation from absolute
iron-fisted control.

He brushed away something that seemed to be nibbling at his ear, an imaginary bat perhaps, then
returned to the report.

Now the narrative was back in the Franciscan bakery, the pilgrim sprawled naked on the floor with his
head on fire, the baking priest dancing around through the fierce heat bearing fresh loaves of bread in dll
directions.

Off to Meccahewas dl right, sang the baking priest, just as sure as the wind will blow he was going to
reach hisMecca, thiselderly article on hisannud hg in thefirg haf of the nineteenth century. Well he
gets himself well down into the desert that spring, well down into Araby and away from the customary
tracks asis his custom when on a hgj, when what does he find going on down there dl of asudden in
Araby? What, you say? He finds the sky turning strangely dark one morning, that'swhat, darkly strangel|
say. And al dlarmed heisand why not, since he'sin the middle of nowhere where no man should be, and
what happens then but he sumbles across an apparition of aman who'sdl of seven and ahalf feet tall,
and what's this striking figure doing but sighting through some complicated astronomica instruments, by
way of measuring heavenly bodies. Likeit sofar?

Nubar groaned. He closed his eyes.
Seven and ahdf feet tal. Surely not AhuraMazda again?

Hetook along drink of mulberry raki, coughed weakly and read on.

Well, sang the baking priest, clapping his hands and dapping his sandas on the floor, well and then well.
It's not exactly what an honest traveler would expect to run into out there, and with this apparition
looming up in front of him with heavenly instruments and the Sky so dark and dl, well your manisjust
suddenly very frightened.

Why, you say? Because he knows athing or two about the world and one thing he knows for sureisthat
thishasto be agenie he'sdeding with. But luckily for him this genie is agood genie who takes pity on
him and decides straightaway to make things better, not worse. So the genietells him right off why it's
dark out there. It's dark, says the genie, because a comet is passing overhead. But no one knows about
the comet except him, the genie, because of course agenie can have hisvery own comet if he wants one,
and it seemsthis genie did. And now this genie was out there in the desert plotting his comet's cycle of six
hundred and sixteen years, taking roundabout measurements of this heavenly plaything of his, soto
gpeek. All thisthe giant good genie quickly relatesto your man the elderly item.

The baking priest did aquick turn in front of the oven. His cassock twirled and he came up with an
armful of bread before resuming histae.

Wl that's certainly something now, but although it explains the darkness of the sky out there, it dso
tendsto mystify your man.

Exactly sx hundred and sixteen years? he asks the genie, in ahumble whisper of course, showing the
greatest respect. Why exactly that period of time?



For agood reason, answers the giant good genie, who then goes on to demystify the Situation at once. It
seems, you see, that this comet he has discovered and made his own isrelated to certain unexplained
eventsin the lives of Moses and Nebuchadnezzar and Christ and Mohammed, along with afew |esser
known passages from the Thousand and One Nights and an obscure reference or two from the Zohar,
those literary mattersthrown in for balance and good measure.

That isto say, those eventsin those lives would be unexplained if it weren't for this comet the genie had
discovered, which had come over at the proper timein those livesto do the job required of it, said job
being to provide heavenly evidence that something important was going onin the livesjust mentioned.

Do you follow me? The giant good geni€'s comet was up there to explain the inexplicable, dthough no
one dseknew it, and the genie was down there in the desert using his astronomica instrumentsto keep
our heavenly historical affairs on course, as he dways does when his comet comes over every Six
hundred and sixteen years, no more and no less and will you just imagine that? Will you now?

A case of genuine celestia evidence, the baking priest had added. Makes you think, doesn't it. And since
then the man who told me dl this haslearned the name of the giant good genie in question. Strongbow is
his name. And so that heavenly body up there that explains the inexplicable and lets us know that
important events are happening in important lives, said celestid evidence hasto be known of course as
Strongbow's Comet.

Celestid evidence? Nubar didn't likethat at al. Who were these people and what did they think they
were doing over therein Jerusdem, in Araby, inventing this nonsense? His grandfather had discovered
the origind Bible and now it wasrightfully his, the philosopher's sione belonged to him. It wasassimple
asthat. Decisive action was needed.

SPEEDIEST FLASH. ARE YOU MAD? GENIESDON'T EXIST AND THEREFORE |
ABSOLUTELY FORBID A COMET BEING OWNED BY ONE. MAKE THISEPIC TELL THE
TRUTH OR FACE SEVERE REPRISALS. PRODUCE OR GET OUT. THISISMY FINAL
WARNING, YOU DEAD SEA FARTS, AND IF YOU DON'T BELIEVE ME JUST TRY ME.

NUBAR
THETOP

Thetop, yes, but he had to be careful al the same. Treachery was everywhere. Betraya was
everywhere. And of course he knew exactly what they were trying to do with their comets and genies
and maniacaly dancing priests. It was asavage ondaught by the barbarians again with their primitive
ideas and their ingtincts out of control, their profoundly ignorant belief in the superdtitions of the heavens
and giants to be met in the desart and swaying shamans seen illuminated in a cave, the shadowy figure of
primitive brains trying to assault arationd mind. But they wouldn't get away with it, and if they continued
to try to delude him they would soon see whereit led.

A page from the report in hislap floated loose and rose dowly inthe air. Up up and away. Nubar
watched it disappear somewhere up there in the gloom.

Drafts. Icy drafts. It was cold in the cdllar and getting colder. He needed more light to be ableto seein
this damp cave benesth the Grand Canal. He needed some hest.



The pit dug by the footman was at his feet. Despite their savagery even the barbarians had known what
to do a the end of the day. A fire surely. A blazing roaring fire to warm the fierce horsemen and cheer
them after another day of relentless butchery on the way to Europe. There were thousands of UIA
reports here, more than he could ever use. Burn some, why not. Nubar pushed a pile of them into the pit
and tossed in amatch.

Light, heet, the flames shot up. Thiswas much better. He pushed in more reports and settled back
comfortably beside the crackling pit, able to see more clearly now, ableto think more clearly because he
didn't have to worry about theicy drafts.

Mulberry raki, strong and nourishing. He took a second gulp and thoughtfully chewed some of the
wooden canteen.

A Macedonian Extra, just right. They thought they could wear him down with their [unatic antics but
never had agang of madmen been more mistaken. The barbarians believed in their primitive magic but
Nubar knew better. He could handleit al and he was prepared to do just that.

He smiled shrewdly, not concedling his contempt, and picked up another page.

And now, sang the baking priest, having seen our geniein the last century, well be on with thisepic tale
and skip right up into our century, to just before the Great War. Once again your man the elderly itemis
off on hisannua hgj, resolutely making hisway through Araby, through the wilderness and wastes and
wearing hisrusty Crusader's helmet as he does at dl times againgt contingencies, steadfastly trudging
through the desert to reach his Mecca, hisfaded threadbare yellow cloak flaring into asail now and then
to give him a push, atug, the nudges he so badly needsif he's going to continue to make headway against
thevicisstudes

The baking priest pulled open the oven door and peered in. The blast of hot air struck the pilgrim on the
floor and flattened him out alittle more, if that was till possible. The oven door clanged shut.

Right we are, al'swell. Now where were we? Oh yes, down in Araby of course and your man has just
finished walking dl night, and just before dawn, being tired naturally enough, he ducks under arock to
catch anap, to catch forty nods asthey say, his spindly legs protruding out from under the rock and
looking like nothing so much astwo ancient and exhausted lizards intent on dying. When al a once he
hears anoise, amost unusua noise for way out there, akind of whooshing sound asif something big
were moving intheair, and he pokes out his head from under the rock. What might that be? he wonders.

The baking priest began to spin in front of his oven. Cassock twirling, sandals flapping, around and
around he whirled.

What might that be? Well I'll tell you what that might be. That just might be the hgppiest moment of his
very long life. It just might be ecstasy for him, that's what. Because who's coming down in that place that
any other man would call Godforsaken? Any man except him, that is, with his centuries and centuries of
faithful service. Whao's descending right there on top of thistattered and battered soul, this starving and
exhausted and tottering elderly item? Whao's just dropping in for alook in that remote corner of the desert
formerly and normdly forsaken?

Himsdlf, that's Who, do you follow me? Our Lord God and Crestor.

The baking priest had stopped spinning when he said that. He stopped and crossed himself solemnly and
gazed down at the pilgrim naked on the floor.



And hisface was grave as was only to be expected, and the tone of hisvoice most reverent. Y et the
pilgrim saw atwinkle in the priest’'s eye even then, even then when he was referring to his Maker. Caused
by seven decadesin front of an oven in Jerusalem, no doubt, enough to bake anybody's brains.

The pilgrim didn't move. He couldn't move. He lay speechless, naked on thefloor.

Areyou sill with me? sang the baking priest as he scooped aload of hot loaves out of the oven and went
dancing across the room.

At this point in his account, wrote the informer, the naked pilgrim on the bakery floor had finaly
succumbed to heet progiration and begun halucinating.

It wasimpossible to make any sense out of what the pilgrim later that afternoon, between glasses of
pomegranate juice at the informer'sfruit juice stand, claimed the baking priest had said after that. Or
rather, sung after that. The larger part was incomprehensible gibberish, the remainder incoherent hearsay.

Nevertheless, for purposes of completenessin UIA reporting, asummary of the rest of the epic was
being included.

Summarized, the subsequent eventsin the baking priest's epic tale were these.

Page 17 of 407 pages, a report relating to the Great Jerusalem Poker Swindle.
A. Conclusion of the foregoing.

B. The narrative formis hereby temporarily suspended, for purposes of clarity, in favor of
itemized notes.

1. The man the baking priest has been referring to throughout as that elderly itemor article,
obviously Haj Harun, prostrated himself in the desert at dawn the moment he poked his head out
from under the rock and saw God above him.

2. God was riding in a balloon.

3. The balloon descended and came to rest beside the rock where Haj Harun, as still asa lizard,
had been about to catch forty nods after walking all night. Needless to say, Haj Harun was now
alert and not thinking about forty nods, having waited three thousand years for this moment.

4. God stepped out of His balloon and saw that Haj Harun was terrified as well as ecstatic. God
immediately offered Haj Harun food and water from a supply He was carrying in His balloon.

5. Haj Harun refused in the humblest of whispers.

6. God then offered to give Haj Harun a ride in His balloon to the nearest oasis, if Haj Harun
were too weak to walk, as seemed likely.

7. Haj Harun again refused in the humblest of whispers.

8. God asked Haj Harun if there were anything He could do for him out there in the desert. Haj



Harun finally had the courage to rise to his knees, as God had been begging himto do, and speak.

9. Haj Harun said that he knew this world was a desert compared to God's kingdom. He said he
also knew that God has many names, and that every name we learn brings us closer to Him. He
said that he was a pathetic creature who had spent the last three thousand years futilely defending
Jerusalem, always on the losing side, as was the case when you wer e trying to defend everybody's
Holy City. So he had failed in his mission, yet he had never given up hope. In fact he was il

trying.

10. Haj Harun admitted it was a sorry effort that deserved to go unrewarded. Yet if God could
find any merit in his failure, and would be so gracious as to tell him His name that day, then it
would be a blessing to Haj Harun that would make up for all his suffering over the last three
thousand yearsin the cause of Jerusalem.

11. Apparently God did find merit in Haj Harun's futile efforts, for He decided to grant the
request. He said His name that day was Stern.

Nubar stopped reading. He was appalled. Stern? Sern? He knew who that was, the name had turned
up years ago in areport, and after that severa other times. Stern was a petty gunrunner of no importance
whatsoever. Moreover, he was a morphine addict. At the time Nubar had immediately dismissed him as
inconsequentid.

No, not even that. Dismissed him as nothing, anonentity. The kind of shuffling forgotten wreckage you
could expect to find anywhere in the world. No money, no power, some ideals maybe and afriend or
two but going nowhere, just sumbling downhill with his morphine habit. A cipher, nothing, to be
dismissed and forgotten.

So what was he doing turning up here being mistaken for God?

Ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous. Thissmply couldn't be allowed to go on for another minute. A cable was
inorder, succinct yet dl-inclusive.

FLASH FROM THE TOP. YOU'RE ALL MAD. GOD ISN'T STERN. STERN ISA PETTY
GUNRUNNER WITH A MORPHINE HABIT. WOULD GOD BE LIKELY TO BE RUNNING
GUNSACROSS THE DESERT IN A BALLOON?WOULD GOD BE LIKELY TOBEA
MORPHINE ADDICT? NOW WOULD HE? WOULD HE?

NUBAR
GOD ASHE SHOULD BE.

Nubar rubbed his eyes wearily. Another page of the report was floating away in the gloom. He reached
out and grabbed it asit tried to escape. He was getting tired of this. Why not be done with it once and
fordl?

FINAL FLASH FROM THE TOP. YOU'RE ALL FIRED, EFFECTIVE LAST MONTH. NO
SEVERANCE PAY, NO RETIREMENT BENEF TS, NO MORE UIA, NO MORE NOTHING.
DIE DOWN THERE ON THE DEAD SEA FOR ALL | CARE, AND DON'T SAY | DIDN'T
WARN YOU. MY PATIENCE ISGONE, YOU DROVE ME TO THE LIMIT ON THIS ONE.
ONE OF GOD'S SECRET NAMESIS STERN?IF YOU CAN BELIEVE THAT YOU CAN
BELIEVE ANYTHING. ASSHOLES.



NUBAR
ALONE ASALWAYS.

That made him fed better. He decided to read afew more pages before he went upstairs and fired al his
servants aswell. He didn't know what time it was but it must be getting on toward the hour for abaked
chickenwing. Ah yes, herehewas.

12. While talking to God, Haj Harun had noticed something about His eyes that reminded him of
the giant good genie, seven and a half feet tall, whom he had met in this same desert while on a
haj in the nineteenth century.

13. Thus Haj Harun understood at that moment that God and the genie were father and son.

14. Haj Harun thanked God profusely for telling him His name that day and wept with joy. He
backed away from God on his knees and continued in this manner for the rest of the morning,
until God and His balloon were no longer visible beyond the sea of sand.

15. Nearly a decade later Haj Harun met God again, this time in Smyrna during the fires and
massacresin 1922. To defend the innocent and protect God's children, Haj Harun had
transformed himself into the Holy Ghost and carried a sword, in a smoky burning garden, God's
children at the time being named Theresa, Svi, and O'Sullivan Beare.

16. Before the massacre in Smyrna, Haj Harun had already survived the sacking of the Holy City
by Assyrians and Babylonians, Persians and Greeks and Romans and Crusaders, Arabs and Turks,
encouraging the citizenry as best he could.

17. (Asyou can see, there was a good reason back at the beginning of this report for indicating
that the number of my fruit juice stand would be 18, if the shop had a number which it hasn't,
being located in a dead-end alley too small for numbers.

It should be noted here, if the UIA hierarchy is unaware of it, that 18 means life in Hebrew.)

18, then. In addition to everything else, Haj Harun claims he witnessed the original Bible being
written in his youth, say around 930 B.C.

The primary author of the Bible was a blind storyteller who recited tales in the dusty waysides of
Canaan in exchange for a few copper coins from those who tarried to hear him. During the
recitals these tales were recorded by a friendly imbecile scribe, who was the blind man's traveling
companion.

However, what the blind storyteller didn't know was that he wasn't the sole author of those Holy
Scriptures. The imbecile, being friendly, had also wanted to play a part in the production.

Haj Harun, as a little boy, had peeked over the scribe's shoulder.

And yes, sure enough, the imbecile scribe was happily adding a few thoughts of his own to the
pages.



Nubar lay on his makeshift couch with hishand on his heart aswater dripped down on him from the
Grand Cand. His heart was papitating and hefdlt dizzy. An unfocused pain moved back and forth
behind his eyes. He had barely begun the report in hislap but he knew he was far too wesk to go on with
it.

Hetossed the report into the fire.

Weak, yes. Asweek asaflower, afrail Albanian flower withering away in an icy subcellar underneath
Venice, driven there by marauding hordes of barbarians bent on destruction and chaos, once there
repeatedly and savagely assaulted by the ravings of primitive mindsinsandly out of control in Jerusalem.
Wesak from hunger, close to starvation. Wasthere anything left in his canteen?

He reached into his rucksack and pulled out what was | eft of the canteen itself, now about the Sze of a
small drinking cup, holding perhaps haf acup of mulberry raki. He drank the raki and chewed the little
cup around the edges, nibbling in nervous hites, gnawing hisway to the bottom of thislast relic from
Gronk, the kind of canteen used by peasant boys when they were out working in the fields.

Nubar gazed at the fire. Barbarians were surging forward on every sdethreatening civilization, yet il
there was no reason to fear what he had just read, none whatsoever. It was al meaningless fantasy, a
web of buffoonish tales having nothing to do with redlity.

A Zoroastrian operator of afruit juice stand in the Old City? A naked anonymous pilgrim sprawled on
the floor of a convent bakery? A maniacal baking priest piling up bread in four shapes?

Ludicrous.

Then too, the time span was consderable. From ahot August day in Jerusdlem in 1933 to Smyrnain
1922, from God in His balloon just before the Grest War to agenie-astrologer in Arabiain thefirst half
of the nineteenth century. Finaly dl the way back to the dusty waysides of Canaan in 930 B.C.

Absurd.

And the ultimate source of al this, none other than Hgj Harun. His epic tale weaving up and down the
dleysof Jerusalem over the millennia, passing from beggar to beggar in the bazaars with new variations
added each time it was retold by another thieving layabout, another shifty-eyed Arab or unscrupulous
Jew or hdlucinating Chrigtian in that unred city on the mountaintop wherethered Sinal Biblelay buried.

Nubar squeezed hisfistsin afrenzy.
Lies. All lies.

God in the twentieth century, Stern? The genie in the nineteenth century, Strongbow? The two of them
having something about the eyes that showed they were father and son?

Andworg of all, that vison of Hg Harun in 930 B.C. Hg Harun as alittle boy, peeking over the
shoulder of an imbecile scribe and noting that the scribe was happily adding afew thoughts of hisown to
the origind Bible.

Nubar clenched hisfists and exploded. He staggered to hisfeet, shrieking.

Liesand more lies. They think they'll get me but they won't. I'll get them.



Inafury he hurled more reportsinto the fire that was raging in the pit a hisfeet. The smoke swirled
around him and he fell back weakly on the couch.

So weak after fighting everybody for years, especially those three evil criminadswho had set up the Great
Jerusalem Poker Swindle to deprive him of immortdity. Why had there been that disaster in Gronk
smply because he liked to dress up alittle? Those three depraved criminasin Jerusalem dressed up, he
had read about it in reports long ago. They all dressed up and had their fun, so why had it been wrong
when he wanted to wear auniform? And why did he haveto fight everybody in life? Fight endlesdy?

Nubar's roving fingers found the tin of rouge and the tube of lipstick in the pocket of his housecoat. He
took them out and began to play with them idly, applying alittle bit here and there, wondering what
Paracelsus would have done in this damp murky cellar on an evening such asthis. Ignored theicy drafts
and the water dripping on him and gone on to repeat his mercury experiment athousand timesin search
of the unique set of circumstances? Two thousand times? Three thousand times?

Breathing those heavy mercury vapors anew on agloomy winter evening in Venice? Y et again inhding his
bel oved fumes beneath the Grand Canal? At last dreaming hisway into the philosopher's sone of
immortdity?

Nubar's gaze fell on acrate that had surfaced from under the stacks of reports he had dumped into the
fire, acrate with avaguely familiar shape. He crawled over and opened it.

Cinnabar. Mercury ore.

A whole crate of cinnabar from his achemist's workshop in the castle tower roomin Albania. Left over
from the days when he had performed mercury experiments, shipped here as part of the UIA archives.
Odd that it should happen to turn up in front of him now, just when he was thinking about mercury.

Alchemy in the steps of the master. Six years ago, only that?

Happy days and nights then, he remembered them well. Long hours spent done a hisworkbenchin his
castle tower room, communing over mercury with the master, Bombastus Vonheim the Cel sus of
Parahohen.

Wasthat right or was it Bombastus von Ho von Heim?
Parabombast? Paravon? Paraheim and Paraho?

No no, it was Parastein of course, Nubar Wallencelsus Parastein. The incomparable Parastein. What had
happened to himin six short years? Where had he gone?

Nubar pushed the crate of cinnabar over to the pit and watched it tumbleinto the roaring fire. Smoke,
fog, dreams. Mercury vapors. Swirling new fumesin the subagueous archives of the Uranist Intelligence

Agency.

Nubar found the medallion depicting Mussolini and the Virgin Mary in his housecoat and turned it over
and over, looking for asmilarity between the two faces. He found the three one-lira coins and put them
into his mouth to suck. He pushed more reportsinto thefire.

Something was missing. In order to see clearly in the billowing smoke and mercury fumes he needed the
third eye of occultism. But where was his small obsidian sphere, the precious ball of black volcanic glass,
hisprimitivethird eye?



Lost. HEd never find it now. Hisfingers touched something round in the pocket of his housecoat. He
heldit up.

The single earring, fake lapislazuli, the color of the sky. It looked like arobin's egg.

Nubar attached the hook of the earring to his skullcap so the robin's egg would rest on hisforehead. Yes,
that was better. His head was expanding, his supernatural powers of perception were beginning to return.
He could fed hisbrain growing, swdling like an egg to encompassdl of life.

Ultimate thoughts now in the underworld, the time had come. Hisleft eye, the eye that had bothered
Wallenstein men for three centuriesin times of stress, automeaticaly seded itself shut as Nubar considered
the ultimate enemies arrayed againgt him.

Ahura Mazda, chief of the gods of goodness, the secret owner of the Middle East who had aso been
known as Strongbow, agiant genie who was implacably pursuing him from the nineteenth century. Why?
Why had he, Nubar, been singled out for persecution by the giant good genie?

God his son, father of the genie, Himsdf, in the twentieth century disguised as a petty gunrunner and
morphine addict named Stern. Y ears ago Nubar had dismissed Stern astoo insignificant to bother with.

Andladly, Haj Harun, that timeless ghosily figure who had witnessed everything, even thewriting of the
origind Bible.

Nubar smiled and hisright eye also sealed itsdlf shut. With both eyes closed in the smoke, in the billowing
mercury fumesrising from the pit, he could at last see the universe asit was through hismysticd third eye.

And?Wasit going to turn out the way that maniacally prancing baking priest had suggested & the
beginning of his epic tale? Were the ultimate enemies arrayed againgt him the Holy Trinity? The Father
and the Son and the Holy Ghost?

Anideacameto him. Even though the Holy Trinity was arrayed againgt him, that till left the Virgin Mary,
and where wasthe Virgin Mary? Was he the Virgin Mary in disguise? It wastrue, after dl, that in some
parts of Greece there was the bdlief that when Christ was born again He would be born of aman, which
waswhy the men there al wore trousers with alarge sack in the seet, to catch the Savior when He
appeared.

Extraordinary. A fascinating new possibility with limitless ramifications, not only for him but for the world.
Asheturned over the meddlion in his hand the black volcanic eyein hisforenead stared blindly at the
roaring firein the pit, oblivious to the smoke and the flames and the fumesin the cave.

A moveto Greece a once? The sun and the sea, lucidity and the Savior?

Nubar grinned and the grin froze.

The astounding event that was the talk of Venice that winter occurred precisely at twelve o'clock noon
on December 22. Some claimed it had to do with the fact that the previous night had been the longest
night of the year. Others, calling this mere superstition, argued that darkness and night had played no
part, rather high noon and broad daylight had.

In any case, whether one or the other, Nubar would never have been found without it, his Strange fate
never known.



The heavy fog that had hung over Venice for days began to clear toward the middle of that morning,
December 22. Tourists eager to see the wonders of the city were quick to take advantage, and by
eleven-thirty amodest but steadly traffic of gondolas was plying the Grand Cand.

In one of the gondolas was a party of Argentines, of German descent and strongly in favor of Mussolini's
Fascig palicies, the only actua witnessesto the event

What made it seem so eerie, they said later, was that the stately palazzo had collapsed without a sound.

One moment they were admiring its beautiful lines asthey passed through the water, an ornate and
dignified structure on the Venetian skyline that wastypical of what they had dwaysimagined a palazzo on
the Grand Cand would look like, and the next moment it was Smply gone, no longer there, having slently
disappeared before their very eyesin a puff of smoke.

They blinked. They couldn't believeit. There was nothing but sky where the paazzo had been, sky and a
mysterious puff of smoke that was dready wafting away on thewind.

The clocksin the church towers al over Venice were striking noon. The paazzo had disgppeared asif it
were an empty dream.

The experience was uncanny, said the Argentines. For several minutes they sat dumbly in their gondola,
too stunned to spesk, staring into that patch of newly empty sky.

Of course the palazzo had made some noise collapsing, but not enough to be heard above the loud
pedling of the city's church bells, which engineerslater speculated might have upset the paazzo's ddicate
bal ance with their combined vibrations. And there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for the smoke,
athough it would take twenty-four hoursto discover it.

While the stunned Argentines sat immobile in their gondola, other parties of tourists began to arrive on the
scene from up and down the Grand Canal. The gondolierslanded and what they found astonished them,
just asit astonished the police who arrived some minutes later.

For it seemed the Argentines strange impression had not been wrong at all, rather it was based on airy
fact. Thefloorsand interior walls of the palazzo had al been removed, indeed, itsinsgdesin their entirety.
There had been absolutely nothing at dl |eft in there.

The pdazzo had been an empty dream before it collapsed.

It didn't take the police long to find out what had happened. When they went to question the servants
who had worked in the palazzo, they found them dl living in richly decorated villasfar beyond their
means, aswere many of their relatives. One servant after another broke down and confessed.

The pillage, they admitted, had been going on since the beginning of their employment there. It had
progressed from single objects to stripping whole rooms, to ripping out the plumbing and wiring, then to
the marble in the floors and the wood and stonework inthewalls.

The previous night they had findly made an end to thejob by carrying away what was |eft of the floors
and interior wals, leaving an empty shell behind.

By the evening of December 22, the scandal had taken on enormous proportions, particularly because
the palazzo had been owned by aforeigner. The ability of the Fascist government to maintain law and
order was being held up to ridicule, and tourists were leaving by train for Switzerland and by ship for



Patras, outraged that aforeigner in Italy could be treated in such amanner. The police had to act
immediately or the Situation would have becomeintolerable,

Thus by ten o'clock that night seventeen former servants and severa hundred of their relatives, screaming
and weeping and shouting, had been dragged before judges and arraigned for amultitude of offenses
ranging from unpremeditated theft and smilar crimes of passion, to the systemeatic defacement of a
nationa landmark, which an urgent cable from Rome, received just after dark, indicated the palazzo had
secretly been for about the last one hundred years, unknown to anyone in Venice.

Meanwhile the search went on for the victim of thisterrible conspiracy, who was described by the former
servants as an Albanian millionaire, about twenty-seven years old, of extremely eccentric habits.

By gondolierswho for months had been carrying the little millionaire back to the palazzo just before
dawn, hewasidentified asthat bizarre figure who had been haunting the piazzain front of San Marco's
through the hours of darknessfor dmost ayear, dressed in evening clothes and atop hat and an opera
cape and thoroughly drunk from some powerful acoholic beverage, which he carried in awooden
canteen dung over his shoulder.

Asfor hisactivities at night in the piazza, thousands of witnesses were ready to testify that they had seen
the little millionaire sneaking up behind touristsin cafés and annoying them in the most flagrant manner by
whispering on endlesdy about something called Gronk, asif this single word, unrecognizable to anyone,
not only conveyed awhole host of meanings but dso implied unlimited possibilities of an unknown nature.
And aways he had carried in hisarms astack of journdstitled The Boy, which he had tried to give away
but never could, it apparently being thelittle millionaire's destiny to go on carrying The Boy around with
him forever.

Thesefurtive nightly performances were known to thousandsin Venice, but other than that the police
could learn only one other fact concerning thelittle millionaire's public life. Severd restaurant owners
stated that he had been in the habit of dropping in around midnight to order asingle baked chicken wing,
which he then carried off into the darkness in a paper bag.

Y et even though he hadn't come to the piazzain front of San Marco's on the night before his palazzo
collapsed, the servants reported that he definitely wasn't to be seen in the empty dream when they had
carried out the last supporting beam. Nor had abody been found in the ruins.

WHERE ISTHE MAD NIGHTLY PEDDLER OF GRONK? screamed the headlinesin the
newspapers.

The police intengfied their search on the morning of December 23. Lists were checked and it was found
that afootman from the palazzo was not among those arrested. The footman hadn't returned home and
had last been seen by other servants on the morning before the collapse, dressed in blue satin livery and
carrying apickax and shovel in the vicinity of the kitchen.

The police put out an darm for the man and before noon they were led to a Communist laborer ina
cheap café on the mainland, drunk on grappa, who was wearing blue satin knee breeches. At first the
laborer sullenly denied any knowledge of his satin breeches, saying they would never exisina
Communist state. But under threat of a sound beating from the Fascist police crowding around him, he
soon admitted he had taken the breeches off a ddlirious man who had washed up on the shore two days
ago, thinking they would add allittle color to hislife. After hiding the breeches under his shirt he had
hailed a passing group of mendicant monks, who had carried the delirious man back to their monastery to



carefor him.

The monks were traced and the footman was found lying in a corner of the monastery garage, just
emerging from a coma caused by excessve ingestion of Grand Cand water. The police dapped himto
bring him around and the footman told a confused tale.

One morning, he said, days or weeks or months ago, he had no idea when the catastrophe had befalen
him and how long he had been in acoma, he had been carrying out his normal dutiesin the subcellar of
the palazzo when he had met an gpparition of womanhood so horrifying, so unnatura, that he had run
upstairsin terror and jumped through a casement window to swim for hislife. But the sewerage had been
duggish that morning around the paazzo. As he swam out into the Grand Cand the fumes overwhemed
him, helost consciousness and didn't know anything after that.

But he did remember that terrible, ghastly apparition he had seen in the subcellar by torchlight.

And never before that moment, swore the footman, crossing himsdlf again and again and shaking violently
as putrid bubbles popped out of his mouth, could | have imagined such afemaefigure existed on this
earth, Hall Mary, mother of God.

A subcellar benegth the palazzo? The policemen were amazed, but not so one of the learned mendicant
monks who had been listening with them in the monastery garage.

Y esindeed, observed the monk. That palazzo was once shared by Byron and hisfavorite pimp and
catamite, Tito the gondolier, which | happen to know about because Tito was agranduncle on my
mother's side. Well to escape the hordes of women and boys who were dways besieging Byronin his
living quarters, he had a secret subcellar built where he could retire late at night and write his poetry.
Undoubtedly that's why the palazzo was a secret nationd landmark that none of us knew about until
yesterday evening. Some of Byron's greatest poetry must have been written down there.

The palice rushed back to their launch and quickly roared away from the mainland, sirens howling,
making for the Grand Cand. With little difficulty they found the entrance to the cellar in the palazzo ruins.
Twenty steps down stood the entrance to the subcellar, alow narrow door hidden behind a blanket,
exactly as described by the footman. They pushed it open.

Immediately mountainous clouds of thick acrid smoke belched from that gloomy cave and went stirring
up over the city, obscuring the sun, Nubar having burned the entire archives of the Uranist Intelligence
Agency in hismercury pit, to keep warm, during the cold damp night of the winter solstice.

Firemen arrived with masks and emergency equipment. They found Nubar stretched out beside his
smoldering mercury fire, dive but unconscious, and carried him up to the surface where curious crowds
had gathered. The cand in front of the ruined palazzo was now thronged with the bobbing boats of eager
sghtseersfrom dl over the world.

Somberly the Fascigt firemen brought Nubar forward on astretcher and laid him out on ahigh platform
they had erected beside the water, in full view of everyone, not only because their countrymen loved a
gpectacle but aso, in this case, to impress the masses of foreign tourists with the Fascist efficiency of their
rescue operations.

The sightseers sghed and were silent. Waves lapped gently against the assembled boats and gondol as.
Respiratory and other equipment quietly wheezed beside the raised platform, which had been hung with
bunting and Fascist bannersfor the occasion.

Then the Fascist mayor, the Fascist chief of police and the Fascist chief of the fire department took turns



announcing in loud voices what they saw before them, shouting the facts up and down the Grand Candl
and describing in considerable detail the thick layers of rouge and lipstick, the various large brown
garments and the even larger purple one, the single blue earring resting on Nubar's forehead and the three
oneliracoinsresting on histongue, in one hand the medallion depicting Mussolini and the Blessed Virgin
Mary, and in the other hand the most curious object of dl, a Jerusalem water bill, paid, dated 1921, on
which he had scribbled some words before losing consciousness, poker and Jerusalem and Haj Harun,

Paracelsus and Bombastus and immortality, Ahura Mazda and Sern, genie and God, the Snai
Bible.

The presence of the coinsin Nubar's mouth suggested that he might have been swallowing foreign
objectswhilein the subcdlar. A somach pump was therefore immediately whedled into position, but al it
brought up was alarge amount of chewed wood impregnated with acohal.

This mysterious piece of information proved too much for one of the spectators, a French thief and
former dedler in stolen ikonswho had arrived in Venice not so long ago after an extended stay in the
Holy Land.

It was true that he had been accosted by Nubar more than oncein the piazzain front of San Marco's late
at night, which he had found insulting enough in itsalf. But the real cause of that Frenchman's passionate
didike for Nubar was a period he had once spent in purgatory, after being hired by the UIA to infiltrate
the Great Jerusdem Poker Game. The Frenchman had entered the game as ordered and had lost
disastroudy to an American Indian chief, who resented histrafficking in stolen Christian artifacts. Part of
hislossincluded being assigned to davein front of ahot oven in the Old City, his purgatory, with aman
known as the baking priest serving as his parole officer.

A very hot oven. The Frenchman remembered every dripping minute he had spent in that fierce heat
baking bread in the same four shapes, as directed by his ancient parole officer who dl the while had
danced back and forth in amerry way, which had only infuriated him more.

All those horrible experiences he blamed on Nubar for getting him into the gamein thefirst place. So it
was with unrestrained glee that the high-pitched French cry came floating down the Grand Cand.

Shit my God. He ate his canteen.

Onthelast day of the year Nubar regained consciousnessin the hospital and it was apparent he would
never be norma again. Hisfrozen grin was directed toward the celling, his stony stare fixed on some
invisble quarry. Every twelve minutes or so he stirred and softly whispered parts of the words he had
scribbled on the Jerusalem water bill, paid, dated 1921.

And those were the only syllables Nubar ever uttered again, rearranging them endlesdy in senseless
mercurid anagrams that were somehow pleasing to him, Parabastus Bombhaj and Snaisalem
Bombpoker, Ahurahaj Paramazda and Sternpoker Bibletality, Jerugenie and Immorharun,
Hajstern, Jerupoker.

Jumbled private words that seemed to soothe him in the airless tillness of the eterna dimensionless rock
encasing his head, a secret and solitary philosopher's stone that no one would ever penetrate.

For Nubar, safety at last, peace at last, immortality at last. All his enemies defeated and Stern dismissed,
AhuraMazda dispelled and Hgy Harun forgotten in the dream of stone he had finally entered.



-17-
Crypt, Cobbler

The whole point, isthat all? Well of course | was getting around to it. | was just sort of sizing up
the countryside along the way. What's the point of taking a trip if you don't see the sights?

Thelast night in December, 1933. Twelve yearsto the day since the three of them had met by chancein
achegp Arab coffee shop in the Old City, seemingly by chance then, the three of them escaping the wind
on ablustery afternoon that had been cold and heavily overcast with snow definitely intheair. And now
they sat around the poker tablein Hg) Harun's back room, one or the other of them shuffling the cards
for awhile before passing the pack along.

An ambling affair, said Joe. Just one of those quiet rambling evenings that comes dong sometimes. |
mean it isthe last day of the year soit'sonly natura aman might want to take amoment to look back a
bit, just to see how things went maybe, insofar asthey did.

Sure, said Joe, shuffling the cards. And that's some news al right about the end of our little Nubar.

Losing hishead like that under the Grand Cana and finding astoneto put in its place. With him out of the
way | guesswe could go on playing poker forever, if wewanted to. Yes, well | can't say I'm sorry for
him. Alwayswas anasty little piece of goods by any account. But I'll tell you something else. | do fedl
sorry for Sophia, even though I've never met her. From al you hear she soundsright to me, and | imagine
she must betaking it hard.

Y es, said Munk. But she dso knows she indulged him too much from the beginning.

Habit both good and bad, murmured Joe. Can run both ways, indulging aman, depends on the man, like
mogt things. Hey there, Munk. Not recalling a breakfast in bed beside the Bosporus, are you? Dashing
young officer of dragoons being served steak and eggs and a pot of strong coffee laced with cognac?
Not to mention amountain of hot rolls straight from the oven and light aslight? Ah yes, mere fluffs of
ambrosia, no less, in your wicked youth. And your uniform pressed and your boots polished and a bath
drawvn? Never crossed your mind once, you say, in al these years?

Munk smiled.
| talked to her yesterday, he said.
My God, you what? How's that? Y ou talked to Sophia?

On the telephone, yes. | thought | should cdll her as one old friend to another. It was over twenty years
ago, and only one night at that, but al the same.

Of course dl the same. Well quick man, out with it. What'd she say?

Shewasin Venice. We didn't talk about Nubar, mostly about his baby son. There was one, it seems,
and Sophiahad just found out about it. She was excited about that and aso happy about the baby's
mother, who happens to be Armenian. So perhaps the good news has made up for the bad. She plansto
take them both back to Albaniawith her.

And you? What'd she say about you?



She asked me to come pay her avigt at the castlein the spring. | said | would.
Joe hooted. He reached over and dammed down the pack of cardsin front of Munk.

Y our turn to shuffle, and did you catch that, Cairo? Catch our former dashing young officer of dragoons
dill in action? The lady in question's over ninety, so what's he going to do about it? Pay afriendly vist for
old times sake, that'swhat, console the old dear because of the memories. Now isthat what ambrosia
doesfor you or isn't it? One taste and you can't ever forget? Just never? Ah but that'sfine, truly fine, |
lovethewholeideaof it. And you do alittle reminiscing with her, Munk, you do that. A woman her age,
sheld like that for sure.

Munk smiled as he shuffled the cards.

Businessisn't going well for her, he said. The syndicate's breaking up, not that she cares much about that
sort of thing anymore. It was setting it up that was a challenge to her, not making money onceit was
going. Soyes, I'll journey up and see her, and she can straighten me out on the Situation in the Balkans,
and I'll have another chance to smell those cheroots | remember from my younger days.

Forget the Balkans, said Joe, | never could understand what they were. But the rest of it ismarvelous,
just marvelous, | loveit. You do that and let usknow. By God, isn't it true we can get lucky now and
then and time doesn't pass at al? Or rather it passesall right, it just doesn't take all the good things with
it. Now and then only, but it's comforting to know it can happen at least. And speaking of your younger
days, Munk, what news from the Sarahs latdly in their various outpostsin the New World, mostly
Brezil?

They're getting dong, back on their feet in business.

Sure, wedl knew that would happen. And the all-mae Szondi baroque ensembles? Are they getting
back on their feet and into their chairs after a decade or two in the discount dry goods trade?

They seemto be.

Wil then, Munk, it seemsyou're just situated here for good and ready to get on with your affairs,
building ahomeland and so forth, asober matter certainly after the spew of cards we've had here for the
lagt twelve years. Trading in futures from the beginning, you were, just dealing away like amadman in the
market. Hey, where're you going, Cairo?

Cairo had gotten to hisfeet. He went swaying into the front room in his stately robes and came back with
astone box, which he placed on the table. He smiled and held out his hand. Munk gave him the cards
and Cairo began to shuffle.

What's that? asked Joe.
A box, said Cairo.
A man can seethat. Why stone?

They made them that way so they'd last. Mendlik gaveit to me once. Hed found it in aroya tomb hed
excavated.

Wdl what'sinit then?
Aghes.



From what?

From aforty-year conversation beside the Nile. Long Sunday afternoons over wine and spiced lambina
filthy open-air restaurant on the banks of the Nile, with placid ducks paddling in circles and squawking
peacocks getting ready to mate and scurrilous evidence richly woven under the trellises of leafy vines and
flowers, and waiters who got so high on their flying carpets over the yearsthey smply didn't move
anymore, couldn't move anymore, couldn't imagine why anyone would want to move anymore. Long
Sunday afternoonsthat always ended with drunken plungesinto the cooling water.

Sure, said Joe, we know about that. But what are the ashes?

The ashes of two friends who met in an Egyptian bazaar in the nineteenth century, both young then, both
just starting out on their separate paths. One ablack dave, the other an English lord. Joe whistled softly.

Y ou've got the ashes of old Mendlik and Strongbow in there?

| have.

Where did you get them?

| just went and got them. And what are you going to do with them?
Cairosmiled.

Early in the spring when Munk goesto pay hiscall on Sophia, I'm going to take this box down to Egypt.
I'll choose a Sunday that pleases me and go back to that filthy restaurant beside the Nile where they had
their forty-year conversation, or if it'sgone, to onelikeit. Then I'll order wine and spiced lamb and stuff
mysdlf, and lean back and while away the afternoon listening to Menelik and Strongbow carry on the
way they used to. I'll listen to them tell the story again of the incredible White Monk of the Saharaand his
nine hundred children, and the Numa Stone that scandalized Europe after Strongbow planted it in the
temple a Karnak, and I'll pound the table and order more wine and roar with laughter with them at al the
old taes, dl thewonderful tales. Mendik smuggling Strongbow's study into Egypt in the bowels of agiant
hollow stone scarab, and Strongbow striding off to the Hindu Kush and returning to stride off to
Timbuktu, and Mendik building aspacious retreat for himsalf in the top of Cheops pyramid and finding
he was afraid of heights, and retiring instead to the sarcophagus of Cheops mother with Strongbow's
magnifying glassin hand. And Strongbow findly finding peace on ahillsdeinthe Yemen, inthesmple
tent of a Jewish shepherd's daughter. Empires bought and empires sold and an unknown scholar who
was the wisest of his century, aformer dave so brilliant he spoke alanguage that's been extinct for eleven
hundred years, ayoung explorer who began his hg by shouting that he had once loved well in Persa
And dl therest of it, dl thewonderful old talesthey shared. And that fina reunion when they both came
back for one last Sunday afternoon together in their filthy haunt beside the Nile. Both in their ninetiesthen
and knowing they'd go soon, which they did, within afew months of each other just before the Grest
War. Just dl of it. With al the wine and the food and the stories that never stopped, because they could
never get enough of them.

Cairo paused. He looked down at the table and shuffled the cards Sowly.
And then? asked Munk after afew moments.

And then atime will come toward the end of the afternoon to jJump over therailing into theriver, the way
they did. And I'll go over therailing with them for alast plunge, alast swim at the end of the afternoon to
clear my head or perhapsjust to celebrate life. And when | come out I'll no longer have the box. The
Nilewill.



Cairo nodded solemnly.

Oncel thought | wanted to carry something quite different back to Africa. The black meteorite that'sin
the Kaabain Mecca, the Holy of Holies. | wanted to bury it in rich black African soil as payment for the
davesthe Arabstook out of Africa But thisbox iswhat I'll carry back, and I'll giveit to the Nile. The
two of them would haveliked that, | know it. Asfor me, it'stheright thing to do.

Cairo finished shuffling the cards. He smiled and placed them in front of Joe. Joelooked a him, then
whistled very softly.

Now if that isn't something. And al because the two of them taught you to dream when you were alittle
boy. Only that, nothing more. Well, Cairo, I'm glad for you and I'm glad for them. It's good you know
where you're going and why, and when we have to look back it's better thisway than the other. Better to
be going to theriver and giving it your gift, rather than burying something.

Joe turned toward the door.
Here now, what's this?

They listened to the chimes attached to the sundid in the front room strike the hour. While they were
griking Hgy Harun wandered in and began roaming around in distraction.

Twelvetimes, said Joe when the chimes stopped. Just right for ninein the evening. Hey wait.

The chimes had begun to strike again. They tolled twelve more times, cresked and repested it, cresked
and repeated it.

Four timesin dl, said Joe, once for everybody. By God that portable sundia hasn't missed atrick in the
yearswe've been playing cards here. It'sthe business al right. Daft time out of control asusud inthe
eternd city. Hg Harun?

The old man stopped pacing.
Prester John?

| was just thinking the three of uswanderers here ought to have one friendly little hand tonight by way of
welcoming out the old year. How would you like to take your place on top of the safe and bear witness
as Clerk of the Acts?

The old man smiled shyly.
If that'swhat you want.
Wedo, we certainly do. Can't have a proper friendly little hand without our guardian knight in his place.

The old man nodded and dowly climbed up the ladder to the top of the tall antique Turkish safe. He sat
down and straightened his faded yellow cloak, adjusted hisrusty Crusader's helmet, retied the two green
ribbons under his chin. Then he turned and peered into the nonexistent mirror in the wall.

Wanderers of the era, he announced. Travelers and countrymen and fellow Jerusalemites, | am ready.

Fine, said Joe, just fine. Well then, gents, | might aswell do the honors since | find the cards sitting in
front of me. Let's see, how does straight five-card poker strike you? Nothing wild and nothing stray, the
customary three to draw. Only one hand now, so look smartly and here they come.



Joe dedlt the cards and he and Munk fdll to studying their hands. Cairo, as usud, €ft his cards face down
on the table, untouched. After amoment of deliberation, he selected the first and the third and the fifth for
discard.

Hold on, he said suddenly to Joe. Y ou didn't announce an ante.

No reason to, that'swhy, just afriendly game tonight. Symbolic and nothing more on New Y ear's Eve.
No need for any money to change hands.

No good, said Cairo firmly. | can't play poker that way. If you won't ante, | will.
Youwill?What isit then?

The goatsin the Modem Quarter, said Cairo.

Thetwo men looked a him.

Those used for sodomy, he added solemnly. Joe whooped and Munk broke into laughter.

Doyoutel usthat, Cairo lad. Well now, why didn't you say before you were thinking dong such lines? If
that's the kind of friendly hand were playing then I'll be glad to make afriendly ante of my own. Sure,
let's see. I'll throw in the goatsin the Chrigtian Quarter. Meat. Which leaves you shy, Munk. Don't you
have something to sweeten the pot? Or can't you contain yoursdlf long enough to say.

Munk was il laughing, wiping thetearsfrom hiseyes.
The goatsin the Jewish Quarter, he managed to gasp at last. Milk.

Good, said Joe, even better than good. Thisistheway to start ahand off for sure. Bests playing with silly
money when you're Sitting at a poker table in the eternd city. What use can money be anyway, in such a
place? None's the answer, contradiction in terms. No need for money in eternity. On the other hand
theré's dways aneed for real goods and services, which iswhy Hg Harun has spent so much of hislong
lifein the service trades. A Holy City needs them more than most places and that's afact, what with
pilgrims and conquering armies and the just plain curious forever trooping up the mountain to have alook
around and catch the sights.

Joe glanced dyly acrossthetable.

Y ou're not supposed to do this, gents, it'sagaing dl rulesand | know it. But for once I'm going to drop
my poker face at thistable and comeright out and say it, Straight fact. Y ou better both be careful in the
next few minutes. What | mean is, watch it. Don't be foolish, keep a steady rein on, don't get carried
away. Why, you say? Well I'll tel you why. Because | think I'm going to win. I've got thisfegling coming
over me, asuspicion amounting to aconviction, that fate is casting alascivious glance in my direction. So
that'sal, you're warned. How many new cards then?

He pushed aside the discards.

Threeto you, Cairo, dthough you don't know what you're holding or what you threw away. And here
are your three new beauties, Munk, and lastly three for the dealer. And arethey?

Ha, shouted Joe. Didn't | warn you? That lascivious glance has opened into a smile and the smile has
burgt into agrin that's holding nothing back. In other words | madeit and you can both drop out right



now. Fold up your tents and save your strength for another day. Fate's got me in her embrace and that's
that. Good night to the both of you.

Cairo cleared his throat.

| haven't looked at my cardsyet, but then | never look at my cards until the betting's over. There'sbeen
no need to before and there's no need to tonight. I'll win anyway.

Joe snorted.

By God, isthat mad arrogance or not. Do you hear that, Munk? And after | just warned him too. What
do you make of it? Doesn't he deserve to lose with that kind of attitude? Reminds me of that colondl out
of central Europe afew years back, the one with the double monocles and the blond wig who liked to
play with the joker wild and would throw anything away to get his hands on an ace. He was mad
arrogant too.

Munk nodded. He smiled dightly and said nothing. When he had picked up hisnew cardsaquizzica
expression had come over hisface. Now he was frowning, gently rubbing hischin, lost somewherein

thought.

Mad arrogance, muttered Joe, that'swhat. Well the bet'sto you, Cairo, yoursfor starters. What manner
of real goods and services are you going to wager for openers?

No openers, said Cairo. Not thistime. | have no intention of wasting time tonight trying to inch the stakes
up. I'll sart at the top and the two of you can play or not, as you choose. Now | think you'll both agree
that through my variousillicit enterprises, | control the Modem Quarter in thiscity.

The mummy dust king is about to strike, muttered Joe.
Well do | or don't 1?
You do. Agreed.

Correct. Now then, that's my bet. Control of the Modem Quarter. I'm putting the Modem Quarter on
thetable. If either of you wins, which you wont, it belongsto you. Joe whistled softly.

That's arrogance and then some. Y ou mean the whole Modem Quarter?
That'sright. Down to the last sun-baked brick.
People? asked Munk, shaking himself out of histrance.

Down to the last unborn babe adeep in its mum's belly, not knowing what it'sin for when it hasto wake
up.

Fair enough, said Munk, gesturing extravagantly. If that'sthe way it is1'm betting the Jewish Quarter.

Jaysusdl right, shouted O'Sullivan Beare, all right | say. If that'swhat you're up to I'll put down the
Chrigtian Quarter. And it goes without saying the Armenian Quarter autometically goesto the reckless
devil here who ownsthe best cards. In other wordsit'sfinaly acase of winner takedl in the eternd city,
isthat it? Jerusdem ison the table and one of usisgoing to pick it up in the next few minutes? Isthat
what we're doing?

Munk smiled, he nodded. Cairo nodded and frowned.



Wil thenit'stime, said Joe. By God if the moment hasn't sneaked right up on us, just snesked in out of
the night when no one was looking on thislast day of the year. Now | hate to disappoint you both but
you shouldn't have done that, shouldn't have gone so far by haf. Here. Just look at thislineup I'm holding.

Joe turned over his cards. Four jacks and a queen. He touched each one of them lightly with his
forefinger.

Likeit? lan't that something? Heaven laboring once again for abeeaguered Irishman? Yes| do believeit,
just look at that regal party. The crown prince has come to inherit the kingdom for sure and the queenis
aong to easethetrangtion, to let dl of usknow al affairs are ongoing and cordia in theroya paace now
that the heir gpparent isto receive theland and the jewels. Not bad | say, just asit should be, and I'm
ready for the succession and the ascent. So Cairo lad, do | take you or no?

One at atime, Cairo dowly turned over hiscards.
A king. A queen. A king and aking and aking.
He looked up and smiled a Joe, who sighed.

Wel my God | do not take you, do not even begin to. It seems the crown prince can't succeed to the
throne after dl, becauseit's still occupied by the incumbent. Bloody outrage, that's what. Regicide would
have been in order but it'stoo late for that now. And I've only mysdlf to blame. | should have suspected
just such ascheme on your part, considering how you've been hawking pharaohsfor years by the pinch
and the snort. Undone, as smple asthat. The king keeps his kingdom and the crown prince will haveto
go begging for arealm. The king aso keeps his queen and will allow no ascent on that score either. So
then, Munk; it'sto you now. Time. Reverse and relate.

Munk stared at the two of them for dmost aminute. Finaly he turned over his cards and spread them out
onthetable.

Joewhistled very softly.

Do you tdll usthat now. It seems, Cairo, there may be higher powers at work in Jerusalem. It seems our
Munk has caled on them to intervene and they've donejust that. It seems even royadlty is powerlessin the
presence of ahigher cause such asMunk's. Four aces, would you beieveit. Aces, somekind of unit
above the human plane. Y et even so Munk puts a queen with them for reproductive purposes, so his
aces can take the form of aswan or abull or azephyr or God knows what in the Eastern Mediterranean
manner, and impregnate the queen with the heroes of future generations. It's just beyond our scope and
ability, Cairo, and there we are with our legacies gone, our ambitions dashed, twelve years of honest
labor and dishonest endeavor smply finished. It's back to the bazaars for us. Munk takes Jerusalem and
we're forced by eventsto make our way elsewhere.

Cairo nodded pensively. Joe scratched his beard.
Hey Munk, he said, could you take out your specid watch for amoment?
Why?

Ohyou know, in case we haveto find out in a hurry whether timeis dow or fast or nonexistent tonight.
Nothing redly, that'sal.

Munk took out hiswatch.

Now then, said Joe, shouldn't we hear it officidly from the top of the safe? The final judgment on this



table where three men have striven mightily in their purposes? Hello up there, Hg Harun?
Yes?

Fate is upon us and must be spoken, and the best cause wins. That was the last hand the three of uswill
ever play. And so after twelve busy years, if you would, the ultimate pronouncement.

Hag Harun sraghtened his helmet.

From thetop of the safe, he said, | see that the man holding the watch with three levelsis the winner.

Jugt like that, murmured Cairo.

Game of chance, added Joe. Sometimesit comes and sometimesit goes and it seemsit's come for our
partner here, our own very own Munk. Seems he'sjust up and teken it al. Ah well, somebody hasto win
intheend. Isn'tit so, Cairo?

Yes.

Munk pushed back his chair. He began walking around the room.

What'sthis about it being our last hand? The two of you aren't serious, are you?

By God we are, of course we are. Was anybody ever more serious than Cairo and me?
But what'sgoing on?| don't think | seeit.

Wheat's to see? Game of chance and you won it.

That'sright, Munk. That'sal thereis.

All the same, said Jog, it's frightening to drop over amillion pounds like that. I'll never seethat kind of
money again but of courseit al started with afraud, fishesin the shape of what? Perfectly dreadful thing
to be doing in the Holy City and | don't deny it. The baking priest went along with me out of the kindness
of his heart, cagting ablessing here and another there, saying there was no harmto it, but | wasn't really
representing the early Chrigtians.

Ha Harun stirred and looked down at Joe.

What's this? asked the old man. Y ou're not doubting yourself, are you? Questioning what you've done
here?

To befrank, | am.

But you've helped defend Jerusalem.

Joe moved unessily inhischair.

Don't know that | have. Can't say I've done that particularly.

But it'strue, | know you have. Y ou've believed in the miracle of Jerusdem. Y ou've had faith.

Wl you're more forgiving than most. But listen, what would you say if | told you | were going on atrip.



And not coming back?
Yes.

The old man shook his head sadly on top of the safe, his spindly legs dangling. His helmet went awry and
ashower of rust fell into his eyes. He began to weep quietly.

I'd missyou, Prester John. But I've dways known you'd have to leave someday, to return to your lost
kingdom in the eadt.

Ahyes, my logt kingdom, | dmost forgot. But if | wereto leave, and Cairo here too, wouldn't you sill
have someoneto talk to?

Ha Harun looked down at Munk. He smiled.

Of course, there'd till be Bar Cocheba. He'd understand.

Yes, sad Joe, I'm sure he would. So will you do that for us, Munk? Will you?
Munk, stopped circling the table. He stood till, gazing at the two men at the table.

So that'sit, that'swhat you meant. Y ou were serious, thiswas the last hand. Y ou're both leaving
Jerusalem?

Yeswe're off, Cairo and me. I've been here long enough. After dl | only came by accident because a
freighter in Cork happened to be carrying some nunsto the Holy Land on apilgrimage, and | just
happened to be anun at thetime.

Andyou, Cairo?

After | spend my Sunday afternoon beside the Nile I'm going back to the Sudan. I'll find avillage on the
edge of the Nubian desert, like the one where Johann Luigi Szondi met my great-grandmother. After al
I'm agood dedl older than the two of you. I'm fifty-three and if I'm going to have afamily, it'stimeto
Sart.

Joe?

Oh1'll just go ambling one way or another looking for Prester John'slost kingdom. The old country first |
think, I'd like to dig up the musketoon | buried long ago in an abandoned churchyard. Then the New
World | think, like the Sarahs. Out west maybe, you know how I've always wondered about the
Indians. Childishisn't it. Amazing how aman can grow older and gtill have the child insde him, but there
you are. And so too with the Sinai Bible that | wanted to find so much for so long, because of itstreasure
maps don't you know.

Joe smiled.

Amazing isnt it. Treasure maps? That was the child inside again. But I've got a confession to be making
to you now, and it'sjust this. | know exactly where that Bibleis, I've known for sometime. And | won't
tell you right now how | found out, but | will ask you to keep that information to yoursalves. You seel've
decided it should stay whereit isfor awhile, until the right moment comes. Then I'll ask Hg Harunto go
and get it for me.

And when will be the right moment? asked Cairo.

Ha, said Joe. Can't say, can |. Don't know, do I. Not now | don't, but when that moment comesit may



well haveto do with family. Y ou're not the only one at thistable, Cairo, who's thinking aong those lines.
And the treasure maps you wanted so much? asked Munk.

Sure, said Joe, and there are such things, they do exist. But they're not to be found in books, I've learned
that. Timeit took me, being such ayoung and innocent one and al, you Munk having ten yearson me
and you Cairo having twenty, and Hg Harun, well just plain close to three thousand. But | did learn the
truth of the matter finaly, and it's that the treasure maps around here are to be found in Hg) Harun's head,
right behind those shining eyes, naturdly, so, it'sthe only safe place for articles so precious, so rare. And
they've been therefor along time, ever since way back then when M el chizedek, the primary priest of
antiquity, wasthe first and the last King of Salem, City of Peace, reigning on this mountain long before
Abraham journeyed out of the dawn of the east with hisflock and came to seek him out and receive his
blessing and father the sons called Ishmael and Isaac in thisland, long before Arabs and Jews ever
existed with their troubles or even had nameslike that to divide them, long before then Me chizedek had
aready dreamed his gentle dream here on the mountain, Hg Harun's dream, and in so doing given it life
forever, without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days nor end of life.

On top of the antique Turkish safe, Hg Harun smiled shyly.

| told you that, he whispered. Those were my words. We were Sitting out on a hillside east of the city one
evening, watching the sunset.

That'swhat we were doing, said Joe, and it was only this spring, and you pointed at the city asthe sun
went down and said that. And you said you were Mel chizedek, because you both had and have the
same dream, and | couldn't understand any of that at first and | said you were al mixed up, mixing up
time again. But you weren't. Y ou were right. Time works your way and not the other, and it took mea
whileto get used to the idea, to really know it, but now | have and do. Now I've learned the truth of it,
the truth of the treasure maps too. Peace is the treasure, peace to seek, Me chizedek's gentle dream on
the mountain. So atime will comefor the Sinai Bible, gents, but it's not here and now. Here and now is
for you to pick up your winnings, Munk, and let me tell you we've made it perfectly respectable for you,

just very tidy and respectable.
Respectable?

Y es, your winnings. For my part, | knew you wouldn't want to be caught handling those dreadful religious
articles| peddle on the Sde, o I've arranged to sell the concession to that shifty-eyed Frenchman who
used to come to the game sometimes. All proceeds from the sale to go to you, to be paid in full over the
next year. And what's more, hell be working out of Beirut so you won't even haveto look at him around
here. | convinced him it was amore reliable business than dedling in stolen ikons, safer too, and he said
he didn't want to live in Jerusalem anyway. Bad memories, he said. Especidly that time back in'29 when
Chief Sipping Bear wiped him out at this very table and sentenced him to work at an oven in purgatory,
with the baking priest as his parole officer. Didn't much carefor that apparently, did not, said the
Frenchman with the shifty eyes.

Asfor pharaonic mummy dust, murmured Cairo.
Munk smiled.
Yes?

| knew you wouldn't want to be involved with that either. For philosophical reasons of course. It does
speak of adistant pagt, after dl, and what you're looking to is afuture, the more immediate the better. So
you won't have to dedl with the pharaohs, Munk, neither in their powdered nor their mastic form. I've



found aman who isbuying al my mummies, and the mummy operation in its entirety, for avery
handsome price. And helll be headquartered in Alexandria, so you won't have to see him around here
ether.

Have| aso met thisman by chance?

By chance, you have. He wasin the game the same evening when the Frenchman fared so poorly against
Chief Sipping Bear. An ederly Egyptian landowner, cotton-fat, pastic when excited, said to be impotent
if hisfavorite hunting falcon, hooded, isn't perched on the mirror that runsthe length of his bed.

| remember him, said Munk. The black English judge found him guilty of having made afortune by
exploiting hisworkers. As| recal, the judge took away his cotton crop for the next ten years.

Precisgly. Wdl now he's suddenly come up with the money to buy the entire mummy dust tradein the
Middle East. And athough spastic at times, he does have a keen business mind. And athough ederly, he
does have alarge brood of what he calls nephews, who could and should be put to work. Thefalcon
problem, it seems, was merely an eccentricity of hislater years.

| see

And there we haveit, said Joe. We seem to beright al around, Munk, with no questionable affairsfor
you to worry about. Y ou just take this money you've won at honest poker and useit to build those
irrigation ditches you like so much. How Cairo and | come by the money hasto do with usand a spastic
ederly itemin Alexandriaand a shifty-eyed item in Beirut. Sure. And now the money will goto dig
irrigation ditches in the wastes, S0 the wastes can be crops, and the truth is that's a nice way for money to
go when it'sgoing somewhere. So what's|eft but our rounds?

Rounds? asked Munk.

Right. ItsNew Year'sEve, isn't it? And onething I've discovered aong with everything else here, isthat
making the rounds on New Y ear's Eveisaregular ritud. So tonight we might aswell dl do it together, all
four of us.

Cairo smiled. Munk looked mystified.
What rounds?
Hg Harun'sannua inspection tour. Tel him, Aaron.

| will, said the wizened old man from the top of the safe. On the last night of the year | aways go around
the Old City to pay my respectsto the elders of Jerusalem and see how the past year hasfared for them.

That'sal?

Y es, said Joe, but it might be more of atask than you'd suspect at first. Even though there are only two
stops.

Only two? asked Munk.

Sounds minor, doesn't it. And so it does sound that way, but it's not. Far fromiit.

Thefirgt place we go, said Joe, is the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, to the top of the steps that lead
down to the crypt. There'saman there on top of the steps who paces back and forth muttering to



himself. He's been doing that for two thousand years, according to Hgj Harun, and he'sthefirst onewe
want to talk to.

What about? asked Munk.
Nothing, asit turns out.
No, I mean what does he say?

That'sjust it, he doesn't say anything. Nothing at al. He's so mysterious he doesn't even see uswhen we
come up to him. Just goesright on pacing and muttering, in his own world dtogether, some kind of holy
vocation, don't you see. Now the other stop is a cubbyhole not far from Damascus Gate. A cobbler
worksin that cubbyhole, and according to Hg Harun he's been here much longer than the man on the
top of the dairs, ever since the beginning in fact. He was dready a man when Hgy Harun was till aboy,
and that dates him certainly. So he hasagreat deal to say. But the odd thing is, we can never find him.

Why? asked Munk.

Because Hg Harun can never remember where his cubbyholeis. It's near Damascus Gate, but exactly
where he can't recdl. Of course the configurations of the dleys have changed abit sncethen. Thelast

time Hg Harun did find the cobbler on aNew Y ear's Eve, you see, was just before the Captivity. But

the cobbler'shere dl right. Hasto be. It's his home. So we keep looking.

Joe smiled. He drummed hisfingerson thetable.

That'sright, Munk. A case of the crypt and the cobbler. Now this cobbler, as Hg Harun remembers, is
just about the most talkative fellow you'll ever meet. He talks and talks and brings the events of ayear up
to date in minutes. And why not, degling with solesthe way he does? Having been around since the
beginning the way hewas? To him the world's a shoe just walking and waking and never standing till,
what else does he see? No solitary silent crypt for him, not hardly. He's out there in the turmoil with the
shouts and the cries of the hawkers, out there amidst the peddlers of commerce and empires, right out
there where the crowds never cease to pass, Sitting in his cubbyhole not far from Damascus Gate, a
witnesstoit dl.

Whilethat other fellow, Munk, the one with the mysteries, he just mutters and paces in the gloom on top
of the gairsin the church, going no place to outward appearances but guarding his crypt dl the same.
Pondering the darkness down there, | suppose. So what's that make them, do you think, oppositesin the
game? Partnerstherefore?

I've asked mysdlf that question, Munk, and when | did, quick came the answer. Joe you unsteady
bogman, said this voice insde me, listen to your own unsteady conscience. The reason you have the one
is because you have the other. No way to do it without both, not if you're going to have an eternd city. A
mysterious crypt, you say, and aman devoted to it? Just dandy, dl fine and good. But what about
everyday people and their everyday chores and concerns? That's the world too and the truth of it.

Granted, | say. Assuredly. And then the voice comes back and saysto me, all right then, and what's the
view from the opposite side of the bog? If the world were nothing but turmoil and cries and shouts,
nothing but commerce and peddlers and emperors and so forth, just walking and walking around, would
that do us? Would it rely now?

Wl no, | answer at once. Indl truth, it wouldn't.

And s0? saysthisvoice insde me, this person thinking hisand her thoughts. And s0?



And so you've got me, | answer. Just walking around won't do. We have to have this other fellow who
mindsthe crypt. Or minesit or whatever. It'sal the samewith adark silent crypt containing mysterious
secrets, mining it or minding it, who can say. And if dl this soundsto you like abloody convoluted
description of the Situation, Munk, | can only say it is. But no more convoluted than the Situation itself,
which isthose dleys near Damascus Gate where Hgy Harun has been on the lookout for his cobbler
friend these last two thousand five hundred years. Where you're dedling with an eterna city, in other
words, you've got to know its basic professions, cobbler and crypt minder-miner.

Makes you dizzy doesit, Munk, the smplicity of these professions? It doesme, | can tell you that, it
makes me dizzy up here on top of the mountain. Of courseit'd be different if | were like Hg Harun up
there on his safe and could take the long view the way he does, but | wonder if I'd want to? Seemsto me
one Babylonian invasion is enough. Seemsto me watching the Crusaders clank around with their bloody
awful swords, just once, would be more than enough. Me, | don't want to go back on the runin the hills
of southern Ireland. Don't want to crawl onto that terrible quay in Smyrnaagain and see Stern pick up a
knifeand dit agirl'sthroat out of kindness. | just can't manageit. I'm abogman and I'm down there and
thismountain istoo high for me. | can't redly climb it, can't ever reach the top. | don't have the cause that
would alow meto do that. Y ou've got acause al right but I've just been avisitor here, and the visit'sup
and now I'm leaving.

Munk had been gazing thoughtfully at Joe. All & once Cairo burst out laughing. Joe looked at him and
pretended to scowl.

By God what'sthis, laughing at such tender sentiments right to aman'sface? Y ou mummy thief and
obvious blackguard; everyone knows you've stolen as much time hereas| have with your mummy dust
traffic through the ages. So what's so funny about what | just said?

Cairo laughed even harder. Joethrew hishandsin the air.

Hear that, Munk? No respect at dl for aman'sinner fedings, just none. Just hoots and howls like an
emperor looking down on the lesser folk. Well out with it, you Nilotic ghoul, what's so funny? Try to get
hold of yoursdlf. Werewaiting.

Cairo'slaughter findly subsided. He rubbed his chest, smiling broadly.

Waiting, that'sright, we dl are. In another moment poor Munk is going to think you're the cobbler in
question.

Me? Why would he ever think such athing?

Because of the way you've been carrying on, just talking and talking. Y ou tell him we have to accompany
Hg Harun tonight, but you don't even tell him why, the whole point of the thing.

Oh, said Joe, pretending to make another face. The whole point, isthat al?Well of course | was getting
around to it. | wasjust sort of sizing up the countryside ong theway. What's the point of taking atrip if
you don't see the sights? What's the point of sitting down to astew if you don't sniff it and savor the
aromaand sip it dowly around the edgesfirst to get ahint of al the flavors? What would you have me
do? Boil down the stew and reduce the trip to one word?

Hag Harun does, said Cairo, beginning to laugh again.

Wl of course he does but that's because he takes the long view, as | was saying, unlike you and me.
Now Munk here's different from us, he's got his cause to take him up the mountain. And surethereitis
coming right on, | can see the future now. Hg Harun and Bar Cocheba together again fending off the



Roman hordes and their mongirous siege machines, rolling and rumbling machines, smply monstrous. The
two of them manning the ramparts againgt the enemy and racing dong the walls and jogging around and
around through the aleys of the Old City, resolutely so, keeping on the move for sure because amoving
target is harder to hit than a stationary one, | can seeit now for sure. And here come the Romans hurling
their monstrous boulders and insults at the city, | can see that too.

Joe, hold on there. Where are you going thistime?

Me? No place. Who ever suggested such athing? Y ou mummy ghoul, how can you say that when you
know I'm just sitting here as sober as can be. It'sjudt that | don't like to see an eraending, that'sall. |
enjoyed this poker game.

Munk laughed.
That's enough from the two of you. What's the one word? Why are we going out with Hgj Harun tonight?
Joe sighed.

| guessit'sthe same with you both, nothing but facts and down to business, straight and dry facts and
nothing else. Won't dlow aman to properly savor his stew. Well anyway, Munk, you know the one
word aready but just to makeit officid, just to sumit al up at the end of twelve years of poker, well
haveit formaly proclamed by the source. An officid announcement that the game e thistableis officidly
over. Hg Harun, guardian of the past and the future?

Yes?

Y ou're Sitting up there on top of the safe with a better view than the rest of us. What's the one word that
sums up Jerusdlem?

Hag Harun straightened hisfaded yellow cloak, his spindly legs dangling. He adjusted hisrusty Crusader's
helmet and gazed at the nonexistent mirror in the crumbling plaster of thewall.

Dreams, hesad happily.

Yes, sghed Joe, and so it is. And the reason we're going out with Hgj Harun tonight, to look up these
two senior citizens, isbecauseit just S0 happensthey secretly keep this city on the mountaintop going.
The pacing muttering man at the top of the stairsto the crypt and his partner in time, the garrulous
cobbler? The one unspoken and the other unfound? Well you see, Munk, tonight they have adream, a
gpecia dream, and we have to wish them well with it. Tonight they dream thereisa Jerusdlem. And
because they do, it will be here when we wake up tomorrow, dreamed into existence for another year.
So there you have our task on New Y ear's Eve, if you want it in aword.

Munk nodded. Hagj Harun stirred on top of the safe.

Prester John?'Y ou mentioned earlier that | haven't been able to locate the cobbler's cubbyhole for some
time, but tonight | have acuriousfeding | just may find it. Infact | think therésavery good chanceI'll
remember whereit istonight.

Wl of coursethereis. | never believed anything else.

Youll like him, the cobbler, you'll al like him. He has amusing storiesto tell and he's much better on
dates than | am, and aso he goes back much further, having aready been a man when | was ill aboy.

| know wewill. Certainly wewill.



Hag Harun smiled distantly.
Wl | think I'll come down now. | think it's time we began our rounds.

Truly, yesdo that. According to the once portable sundid in the front room, it'salmost o'clock.



-18-
Bernini

They'll all tell you that, straight off and no question about it. We go right on in the lives of others
and there'sno end to it for sure.

On alate winter morning so brilliant it could only be found in Attica, the flat white sunlight hard on the
glittering sea, asmall dark man made hisway dowly down abeach near Piraeusto the spot where a
smdll dark boy stood scaling stones out over the water. About five yards away the man sat down on the
sand and shaded his eyes.

Hello there.

Hello yoursdf.

Good day for that. The sedsjust right
That'swhat itis.

What's your record then?

Nineso far but I'll get up to eleven or twelve, | dways do. Say, what's that funny old uniform you're
wearing?

Officer of light cavary, acquired in thewars.

Must have been along time ago to look that old and ragged and have so many patchesonit.

It was. | wasjust thinking so mysdlf as| was walking down the beach.

And the uniform doesn't even fit you. It'stoo big in the chest and you've had to roll up the deeves.
| know it. Maybe | was bigger once.

Y ou mean you've shrunk.

Well asamatter of fact it wouldn't surprise me at all to hear that 1've shrunk or grown, one or the other
perhaps, but both isfar morelikely. After all, genies do that so why shouldn't we? They go from being
great huge giants striding across the earth from Timbuktu to the Hindu Kush, talking to everyone dong
the way more or less, to being so small and quiet they can spend seven full yearsinatiny Sinai cave,
speaking only oncein dl that time and then only to amole. Sure, that's what they do.

The boy laughed. He scaled another stone out over the water and held his breath. He clapped his hands.
Seethat? Eleven, what'd | tell you.

A good onedl right. Y ou're getting there.

That's afunny accent you have. Isthat from the warstoo?

Sometimes| think it is, one war or another. Seemslikely don't you know.



Do you dwaystak like that?
How?
Kind of around and around.

Don't know that | do, can't say that | don't. Must bethat | circle things sometimes, because it's hard to
get your hands on them. Tell me now, would you happen to be knowing the woman who livesin that
small house up there on the edge of the beach? Maud's her name.

Of course | know her, shes my mum. Y ou work in town with her or something?

No, | knew her along time ago. In Jerusalem it was. Y esthat'sright, lad. I'm your father.
Bernini'shand held ascaling stonein the air. He smiled and there was nothing but joy in hisface.
Areyou redly Father?

| am, lad. The very one.

Bernini shouted and laughed. He lunged toward Joe who swept him up in hisarms and swung him
around. They fell together on the sand, laughing and breathless.

| knew you'd be coming soon. | didn't say anything about it but | knew.
Of courseyou knew it, lad. What else would | be doing?
Were you famousin the wars? Isthat where you've been?

Nothing of the sort. When | was fighting, back before | met your mother, nobody knew my name or even
knew | had one. | wore aflat red hat then, and a green jacket, and shoes that had buckles on them, and |
stayed up in the hills of southern Irdland with my old musketoon, talking to no man, hiding during the day
and on the run through all the hours of darkness. And because of that, you see, they thought | was one of
the little people when they chanced to catch the barest glimpse of mefar far away in the distance at dusk
or dawn, and because | was at least getting on toward being the size of aman, as| ill am, they cameto
cdl me the biggest of the little people. The little people have no names, you see, and the farmers didn't
know who it was up there in those hills who was hel ping them out by arching bulletsinto the air from a
great distance, in the manner of a howitzer, so that the bullets came down to strike the enemy from

above, thereby putting the very fear of heaven in the hearts of the enemy, maybe even the fear of God if
they believed in one. No, the farmers didn't know who it was, but they certainly liked what that unseen
presence was doing, so they paid me agreat compliment and called me that.

But who arethe little people redly, Father? Are they elves?

Wl they wouldn't take kindly to being called merely that, because they're so much finer and grander and
cleverer than any €f could ever be. Who are they then? They're wondrous beings and spiritswith the
most mysterious of manners. And besidesthat, behind and benegth it dl, they redly run theland and the
country.

Any country?
Joe |ooked thoughtful.

I'm not so sure about that. | wouldn't say all that much, | don't believe. But they do run the land and the
country where your forebears on my side came from. Secretly of course. | don't haveto tell you that.



Why secretly?
Because that's the way of theworld, lad. 1sn't it dways s0?
| don't know. | thought kings and parliaments and presidents ran countries.

So it seems from afar, but that's only for the sake of appearances, only on the surface of things. In actual
fact the little people are in charge, dways have been and awayswill be. But you don't ever see them, so
much as experience them. When you're out in the woods you hear them whispering and dancing and
playing their games, but you daren't go investigate the event right then, because they wouldn't likeit. They
don't take kindly to people peeking in on their revels and games, that just won't do. So you tiptoe avay
and come back the next day to have alook around in that glen or dell, and one glanceis enough, one
glancetdlsal, you know immediately they've been there. Y ou can see that dl right, but of course you
haven't seen them. And 0 it goes, and that'sthe way it always goes. Never in your whole life do you
actualy see them, but that doesn't mean they're not always out there, just out of sight, whispering and
humming and singing and carrying on in generd, playing away and mischievoudy passing the agesthe way
their kind does, feasting and dancing and holding their hurling matches brazenly on the strand, a night of
course, in the soft moonlight, when you're at homein bed falling adeep and can't catch them at it. And
they're not alone out there. There are pookas and banshees and the whole lot of them, all of them passing
the agesin the waysthat amuse them. But tell me something frankly, lad. Before | ever mentioned them,
didn't you dready know about them?

Bernini amiled.

Why do you say that?

Just wondering, just guessing. Well?

I've never told anyone, whispered Bernini serioudy.
Of course you haven't

It was a secret.

Andit'sagood one. Well?

Bernini nodded. He smiled.

You'reright, | did know they werethere. | didn't know that'swhat they were called, and | didn't know
what they wore, but | knew about them.

Wl it'sapretty outfit, isnt it. Just right for ones so fine and grand and clever, so mysterioudy watching
over usin ther pursuits. Although it's dso true the ones you know may wear quite adifferent costume.
There's no limit, of course, to how they can carry on.

Bernini was amiling rapturoudy now.

Will you tell medl about them, Father? About the games they play and the dancing and the singing and
al of it?

I will, lad. From beginning to end welll discusstheir dy mischievousways, aways off where they can't be
seen having their fun and winking at the Sky asthey tip their heads so gaily and set their fet to flyingina
whirling whirligig so fine, S0 grand, the very sunshineitsdlf fluttersand laughs.



Bernini clgpped hishands.

Ohyes, just whirling and whirling in their flying shoeswith buckles. But what's this uniform then? This
queer old one you're wearing?

Ah, lad, another whole place and time. WEll get to that too. The man who owned this one before meis
known as the baking priest, asfine an item as ever walked in the streets of the Holy City. Saved my life,
he did, when | was on the run and arrived in Jerusdlem starving and penniless, afugitive from injustice
and the youngest by far of the Poor Clares who were making that dreadfully shocking pilgrimage that
yedr.

What's a Poor Clare?

A nun, lad, anun from the strictest of orders. That's why the pilgrimage was so shocking. Because
normally Poor Clares can't even leave their convents, not ever, let donetrave to aplace like Jeruslem
with its unlimited sghts and sounds and smells. Anyway, | went to the Holy Land asanun.

But a man can't be anun, can he?

That'sright, he can't. He smply cannot. But apparently Himself decided to make an exception that year
50 | could escape from the city of Cork and be transported to the Holy Land in order to fulfill a prophecy
made by my father.

Who'shimsdf?

God. Choseto intervene, He did, the baking priest told me al about it when he made me a hero of the
Crimean War and awarded methefirst Victoria Cross ever given, which until then had been his own.
Hereyou seeit. A Victoria Crossfor defending Ireland against the English.

So you're agreat rich man now?

Not at dl, none of it. I'm just apoor fisherman's son from the Aran Idands who's been adrift and afloat in
our Holy City for fourteen long years. Just one O'Sullivan Beare who found himsdlf in Jerusalem by
chance, dthough it's d so true we're known as the O'Sullivan Foxes on occasion, for what reason | can't
imagine. But with aname like Bernini now, with afine namelikethat, you'll be going on someday to build
fountains and stairways to heaven and beautiful colonnades for the pope. Good lad. If it had been up to
me | might have called you Dona Cam, and that's not half so ringing.

Who was Dona Cam?

The famous bear and fox among your ancestors on my side, known in histime as the O'Sullivan Beare.
Some centuries ago he walked athousand of his people out of the south of Ireland to the north, in the
dead of winter and fighting al the way, escaping, the English and starving too, just as| was doing three
hundred yearslater asanun. Wl helimped and he fought and he led his people, and after two weeks
they arrived where they were going. And they were safe now, the thirty-five who had survived out of the
thousand. So he was a hero because of what he did. But for dl that, | still like Bernini better asaname.

Y our name's Joe.

That'swhat it is, that's mine, as Smple as can be. And after that the names of half a dozen other saints,
same as my father who had the gift.

Wht gift?



Prophecy. To seethe world asit was and shall be. He was the seventh son of a seventh son, you see,
and when you are you have the gift. While me, | was just the thirty-third son and last.

Bernini's eyes shined when he heard the numbers. Joe gazed into them and saw something. A shadow
flickered across Joe's face.

Good with figures are you, lad? Quick, what's five plus eight?
Eleven or twelve, said Bernini.
Isit now. And how's that? How can it be both?

Because some days | scale a stone eleven times and some days twelve. | know Mother saysthat's not
the way you're supposed to do arithmetic, but that'stheway | do it. At different times, to me, different
numbers answer better. When | have afeding about one, | useit. But thenif | don't have aspecid
feding, anumber turns up anyway. Do you know what | mean?

Joe gazed at his son and hisfrown dowly changed to asmile.
Do you tel me 0. Isit dways that way with you? In other things besides arithmetic?
Yes I'mafraidit is. Doesit make you angry?

Nothing of the sort, lad. I'm hereto love you and accept you asyou are. And it strikes me you just might
be a poet, did you ever think of that? In poetry dl things dip and dide, just asthey do when you're
hearing the whispers of the little people, and knowing they're there behind thewall al right, but not
seeing them.

Wl | don't think I'm a poet, mogt of thetime | don't seem to be anything. Do you know? Most of the
time I'm just here by the sea. And even when I'm not, | till am redlly, down herelooking at the seaand
listening. Do you know where it goes?

Sometimes. And sometimes I'm dso just likeyou. | just St and look at it and listen. | used to do that alot
down on the coast of the Sinal, in alittle oasis on the Gulf of Agaba. | used to fly my Came down there
and sit for dayslistening and watching, just keeping watch through the hours of light and dark.

Bernini laughed.
Y ou flew acame? The same way they have flying carpetsin the stories?

Does sound strange, doesn't it. But that's a so the name of an airplane, you see, a Sopwith Camd it's
properly called. Now tell me, do you like that looking and listening more than anything elss?

Yes

Joe knelt on the sand and put hisarms around Bernini'swaist.

Wil lad, then I'm surely glad | found you here. Right here on this very spot by the sea.
Bernini put hisfingersin hisfather's beard.

I'm glad too, for aspecia reason. | knew you'd be coming soon but not just today, and that'sa
wonderful surprise. Today | mean. It'smy birthday.

| know itis, lad, that'swhy I'm here. Thirteen years ago you were born on thisvery day in Jericho, a



place of sunshine and flowers near the River Jordan, another kind of oasisitis. And our little house was
near the Jordan, on apath to it, we weren't far away fromit at dl. So closeit was then, that river of
miracles, 0 closeit seemed, nearly at our feet it seemed. Ahit'strue what the old man says. The years
dip away and dide together.

Why are you crying, Father?
Not crying really. Just happy to have found you, here by the sea. Just happy. That'sall.
Who were you taking about who saysthat?

The old man? Someone like no other. A friend | had in Jerusalem. He showed me the world and showed
mewhat it'sal about. Hg Harun is hisname. So gentle and frail, you wonder how he's ever doneiit.

Donewhat?

Lived three thousand yearsin Jerusalem. He has done that, you see. It may be hard to imagine over here,
away from that holy mountain, but it'strue. Do you believe mewhen | tell you so?

Y es. Hg Harun. The man who'slived for three thousand yearsin Jerusaem.
Joe amiled. Bernini smiled.

Maybe when you grow up, lad, you'll be like him. What do you think?

| don't know. Maybe | will.

Joe sighed.

A wonder, that's what.

Father?

Yes

Areyou going to stay here with us now?

Well asit happens, lad, I'm not. When atime comes it comes, you see, and that's what it's done for me.
So I'm off to look at new places, the New World probably, which isto say America. I'm going to find
out about it and then when | do, you and | will discussit. In the meantime you've got your mum and she's
awonderful woman. God never made better.

| love her.
| know you do, and in my way, sodo I.
Thenwhy areyou leaving?

Ahyou areaclever little piece of goods, on the foxy side of the O'Sullivans, I'd say. But the answer is
sraightforward. It'sthat | must. Haying been born afisherman's son, I'm bound for the desert. Y ou may
not understand that now, but someday you will.

Oh no, | understand it now.

Y ou do? How's that?



A man named Stern told me. He'sanew friend of Mother's.
Did he now? What'd he say?

Wl he was leaving here once and | asked him the same thing, and he said that sometimes aman has
travelsto make.

Wl well, it'strue | guess. Not that your mother doesn't have her own to make, she does. But aren't you
asmart oneto be knowing al that at your age.

Bernini hung his head.

I'm not smart, he whispered.

Why do you say that?

Because I'm not.

Bernini hestated, staring at the sand.

What isit? said Joe quickly. Y ou mean your not being able to read? | aready know about that.
Bernini nodded.

That and the other things, he whispered. Not being able to do arithmetic the way you're supposed to.

Here here, said Joein a soft voice, sop hanging your head like that and take alook out to sea. There are
all kinds of ways of being smart, we both know that. Take Hg Harun. Most of the time he doesn't even
know what century he'sin. Y ou go for awak with him through the streets of Jeruslem and he may be
back somewhere a couple of thousand years ago, rambling through aleys no one eseis smart enough to
recognize. All lost it would appear, but he's not, not really. It'sjust that he seesthingswe don't. The rest
of us, we see what's around us, he sees more. So you can't say what's smart and what isn't, there are all
kinds of different ways. A lot of people would say Hgf Harun isn't smart, and he wouldn't beif it cameto
slling vegetables by the pound or cloth by the yard. Hopeless, held be, thereld be no profit ever. But if
you want to know who the holy men were and what they thought, or better than that, what they felt in
their hearts, or even the unholy Assyrians or anybody e se, then you take awander with him through the
dreets of Jerusdem and youll find out, you'll know. Our gentle knight heis, watching over the eterna

city.
Bernini looked up. He smiled.
Youtak asif Jerusdem wasn't aplace.

Ohitisdl right, it'sjust that it's more aswell. Something you carry with you, insde of you, whenever you
go. And asfor those travels we mentioned, you'll be having your very own someday.

| hope so.

Youwill, I know it. When | was your age | wasjust bursting with the dream of them. Just dying to get
out in the world and try my hand.

Andyou did.

Yes| did, | tried. Funny thing is, that's still what I'm doing.



A shadow suddenly came across Bernini's face. He was gazing up the beach toward the little house. Joe
looked quickly away and back again. Therewaspainin hiseyes.

Say it, he whispered.
Bernini shook his head, his mouth <.

No say it, lad, whispered Joe. Y ou know it's dways best to say things. People hear them anyway. What
isit?

Waell dl | meant was, shelll be home et five or Six.

Yes.

Wil aren't you even going to come and see her?

Joe took a deep breath.

No.

Not even for afew minutes?

No.

But were going to have abirthday party and there's abeautiful cake. | saw it on the shelf.
No. | cant, lad.

Just for afew minutes? To have apiece of cake?

Ah, afew minutes or alifetime. It seemsthere's no difference.

But then you're not going to see her at al?

Not thistime. A timewill come, but it's not now.

But why? Won't you tel me why? She's my mother and you're my father. Why?

I'll try to tell you, it's hard to explain. Y ou see she has alife of her own now and I'm notinit. You are,
and old friends like Munk, and new friends like Stern, and the people she works with and others, they
make up her life now. Especidly you. But I'm somewhere e se. | mean I've been somewhere el'se so long,
I'm somewhere else now.

But sheld like to see you.
| don't think so.
Areyou afraid to see her?

Not afraid, no, | just don't think it would be for the best at the moment. Someday, but not now. Y our
mother and | haven't seen each other in thirteen years, and some things are too recent. Scarstake timeto
hedl. Y ou haveto treat the past gently.

What's too recent?

Sivi'sdeath, for one.



But he was such a sad old man. He dmost never talked and he never smiled, not even once. He just sat
and stared at walls, a nothing. It made me uncomfortable to be in the same room with him.

That was when you knew him, lad, but it wasn't dways s0. Things change. There was atime when Munk
knew him long ago, and your mother and Stern, when he was dways smiling and laughing and telling
gtories, amusing everybody and making things better than they had been before. | didn't know him myslf
then, but they say there was never anyone, never anyone who enjoyed life more. Just accepted
everything and everyone and put people a ease right away, and made them laugh and was kind and
generous, and was dways saying funny things. But then the fires of Smyrnagot in theway, and the
daughter and the screams, and soldiers beat him with rifles and he was never the same after that. What
I'm saying isthat he was agood man, and that he and your mother go back along way, long beforel
ever met her, and it can hurt terribly when someone like that is taken from you. When they die. It just
seemsthen that nothing isright in the world, just nothing &t dl, and you fedl that nothing will ever beright
again. It takestimeto get over that. And you know how she spent these last years taking care of him.

Bernini nodded.

Y esyou do, you saw it. Without her he wouldn't have had much of anything theselast years. And before
that it was the other way around. Before that he helped her, dong with al the others. Sivi was her link to
the padt, to bad days aswel as good, but alink in any case, giving life some continuity, adimension, a
meaning. After al he'd been the brother of her husband, the one who died in the war before your mother
and | met, and later he took her in when she left Jericho with you just after you were born. Just so many
things he did for her, just so many memories she shared with him. So hisgoing ismore than it seems,
more than you can imagine. When you |lose someone like that, someone who's been so much a part of
your lifefor solong, it'sasif al those years have suddenly been taken away from you. Y our own past,
taken away from you. Y ou fed cheated and robbed, it'sjust terrible to go through. Son?

Yes?

I've gone on about this because | think you should understand it. Thereé's no way you could know it
yoursdlf, from what you saw of Sivi. No way you could realize what his desth must mean to her. So that's
enough of the past for her to ded with right now. She doesn't need mewalking in.

Bernini nodded. He looked out to sea.
Why did she leave Jericho with me?

Wl that'sadirect question, isn't it. Sheld have to give you her answer, but | guess mine would bethat |
didn't know enough. I'd had no experience with awoman, you see. Only twenty when | met her and we
were together lessthan ayear, and | didn't know what things meant. | just didn't know what people were
doing when they did them. So | got things mixed up, got them wrong. | did that with your mother.

Did whet?

Didn't understand the silences, the anger. | was so dumb | thought it was something I'd done. We do that
when we're young. We think that anything that happens, happens because of us. So | thought I'd done
something and she didn't love me anymore. Of courseit wasjust the opposite. She did love me but she
was afraid, because love had dways hurt her before. So she pulled away from meand | didn't know
why. Leaving me because she loved me. Terrible pain for the both of us coming out of the love we had
for each other. Life can belikethat, it can do that. Just turn on itself. It'sthe strangest thing. Y ou haveto
be so careful with someone you love. People are fragile when you get that close to them. Living doneis
easer by far inthisworld, or even living with someone but keeping yoursdlf alone dl the same. There
aren't any risksthen, but you're dways the poorer for it. Therichesarein the risks and that'sthe truth,



you'l find them nowhere else. Not ever, as| well know.
| till don't see what you got wrong.
Joe smiled.

Y ou don't now? Well nothing more than mysdlf of course. That's awaysit. Whatever you do or don't do,
you're the one who's doneit. Did you know the O'Sullivan Beare clan used to have alovely legend?

What's that?

A saying, amotto. Love, the forgiving hand to victory. That's the legend and none was ever better. It
says everything that hasto be said. Wl I've always known the words, but when | was younger | didn't
really understand them. | took people for what they said and did, and that's not enough in thisworld. Y ou
also have to take people for what they don't say and don't do. Sounds smple, but it's not until you learn
it.

| think I've dready begunto learnit.

Bernini's face was serious, intent. Joe nodded.

How'sthat, [ad?

Wl | don't listen to people'swords so much. | listen to what'sinside.
What's that now?What you call insde?

Bernini put his hand in the sand. He pushed it back and forth, making atrough. All a once he seemed
faraway.

What'singde, lad?

Have you ever seen the fishermen throwing those little octopuses against the rocks by the harbor after
they catch them?

| have.

The octopuses are so small, you wouldn't think they could be that tough. But they have to keep smashing
them againgt the rocks over and over before they're ready to be hung up to dry. But then later when
they're grilled over charcod and cut in little pieces with olive oil over them, aren't they the best thing in the
world?

They are, the very best. A feast in themsalves.
Y es, said Bernini, beginning another trough in the sand Joe watched the trough grow.
But now | think I've missed your meaning, lad. What wasit you were telling me about what's insde”?

Just that. That's all. That even though the octopuses are small, someone hasto work very hard to make
them good to eat. But when they do, they're the best thing in the world.

Joe smiled. He drew aline in the sand and capped it with ashorter line, then made aloop at the top.
Know it?

A crosswith acircleon top of it?



Wil it'snot quite across, isit, not quite acircle either. It'san old mark, caled an ankh. In ancient Egypt
it wasthe signfor life, or maybe the sun, samething. My friend Cairo told me about it, and he had it from
aliving mummy caled old Mendik.

Arethereredly living mummies?

It seems so. Why?

Because I've dways wanted to think so.
Have you now. And why isthat?

| like theidea of people not dying.

Do you? Then | think you're going to like the story of my friend Cairo being brought up by hisfoster
fether, who wasin fact aliving mummy.

Wait aminute. Cairo'sacity, not a person.

Things can be different for different people. For me, Cairo will never be acity but aman, agreat huge
black man who's so strong and friendly he lifts you right up off the ground when he greets you. Puts his
arms around you and hugs you, and al of a sudden you find you're up there dangling inthe air. It'shis
way of shaking hands, of saying hello.

Redly?

Y es. Anyway, thisliving mummy, old Mendik, brought up Cairo with agrin asdry asdry whilelying a
the bottom of a sarcophagus where held been residing through the ages beside the Nile, endlesdy talking
away to Cairo and telling him dl there was to know about secret tombs and temples and what went on
ingde of pyramids, not to mention hisfriend the genie, Strongbow by name, who had acomet of hisown
asan eternd plaything.

Bernini clgpped hishands.
Old Mendlik? The genie Strongbow?

Exactly, lad. The stuff of dreams, that's what they are. Men have fdlen by the wayside trying to keep up
with thelikes of them. Theréds magic in those tales that flies, that |eaps across time with its sparkling
visons, the magic that comes at one and the same time from the songs of long ago and the lovely tunes
yet to be sung.

Bernini got up and began to walk around in acircle, looking for stonesto scale. He stopped for a
moment and raised his head.

Isthat redly theway itis?
How'sthat, lad?
It never ends?

Oh no blessed be, it never does. Just kegpsright on going. I'll tell you that and so will Hg Harun and the
baking priest, and the potting priest and al the rest of them. Stern and Munk whom you know, and Cairo
whom you don't know, and a cobbler in Jerusdlem whom | don't even know myself athough we went
looking for him last New Y ear's Eve, looked hard and didn't find him that time, but therell be another
time because Hgy Harun has never forgotten him, hasn't and won't. So yesindeed, just ask any one of



them and the answer will ways bethe same. They'll dl tell you that, straight off and no question about it.
Wego right oninthe lives of othersand thereésno end to it for sure.

Why?

Ah, now you're getting to it and | can see why you like to spend your time down here on the shore, just
watching and listening until you haveit al. And the seawill whisper the answers, lad, it will do that for
you. Gently, don't you see. Quietly, don't you know. Whispering away just for you. Becauseit's herefor
no other reason.

Bernini smiled.
Aren't you going to choose astone, Father? Aren't you going to scale even one?

| am. That'swhy I'm here. To see you on your birthday and scale a stone across the water. Like to hear
something dse while I'm looking for astone?

Sure.

Y ou've got abrother or asister in Jerusalem.

Bernini amiled.

No | havent.

Yesit'strue. Of course the child isonly ahdf-brother or ahaf-sgter.
Well whichisit?

| don't know.

How old?

Almogt eeven. Do you liketheideaof it though?

Sure. But why al the mystery?

It just seemsthat'sthe way it is sometimes. It just seems some things are dways amystery.
Well who's the mother?

A saint. That'swhy | can't see her anymore and don't know anything about the child. She'sasaint and
sheliveswith God.

Bernini frowned. He laughed.
| don't think | should believe everything you say.

Don't you now? Can't imagine why you'd tell methat. Although of coursetheworld isfull of facts, and
we're dl freeto choose the ones we want to believe.

Bernini went on laughing.
Father, haven't you even found astone yet? They're al over the place.

| know they are and I'm looking. I'm looking. Now here's a possibility and here's another, but | want to



take my time, | want to find one that's just right for now. Mind you, it's not aways the same onethat's
wanted. It depends on the shape of the waves and the cast of the wind and the dant of the sunlight as
well. Sometimes a skimmer will do thejob, light and fast, and sometimes one with moreweight toitisin
order. There'sno way of knowing beforehand. Y ou just have to dream.

Youretdking inriddlesagain, Father.

Am | now. Just jokes and riddles and scraps of rhymes? But you see alife without dreamsisno lifeat al,
alossfor sure and sadly so. Or asHg Harun used to liketo say, timeis. And dwayssad in avery
ethereal manner, it was.

What's it supposed to mean?

Oh | don't know, that we're here by the seatogether? That were sharing the sun and the sea and finding
our stonesto scale over the water? 1t's not much, what we're doing. On the other hand, it's everything.
Scaling sonesisthetde.

What tae?

Ha Harun'stale, | guess. And the baking priest's and the potting priest's, and Cairo's and Munk's and
Stern's, and your mother's, and my own and yours. All of them about to be told, when | find the stone
I'm looking for.

Sometimes you have aqueer way of talking, Father.

| do, it'strue. It comes from those timeswhen | was aboy straining so hard to hear the whispers of the
little people, trying so hard to catch the sounds of their singing and dancing, even though | knew I'd
never see them. Whispers, that's right. Whispers, that's all. But once you hear those whispers, lad, you
never forget them and you're never the same. Because they remind you of birds soaring freein the sun,
and seagulls gliding in your wake, and afine strong tide running you homein your little boat after anight
at sea, running you hometo the new flowers smiling in the green green grass. And then homeyou are at
last on your littleidand and it's dancing you think of and singing and making your feet fly in the sun, and
maybe |ater, when the moon has risen softly, even holding your hurling matches brazenly on the strand.
And feasting through the ages, even that. Ah yesyou do, that's what you think of. And you strain so hard
to hear those whispers asthe years go by. Y ou want so much to hear them again and you do try, just try
and try, you do that even though the whispers are dimmer, are farther away this year than last, last than
the year before. And yes, it'strue, even though you know the wonders of their world are beyond you,
awayswere and dwayswill be. Youll just never seethem, just never, never have and never will, but till
you go on believing in them and trying to hear the tunes of their dancing and the songs sung at their feadts,
mysterious whispersin the sparkling sunlight, the whispers you heard when you were achild so long ago.
Solong ago.

Bernini saw the tearsin Joe's eyes again. He was going to run over and hug him but suddenly it was al
right. Suddenly Joe was jumping up and down and laughing, running on the sand and laughing, the man
his mother had told him about, the magical Irishman she had once met in Jeruslem.

Wl no, not told him. Not in those words. But he had heard it anyway.
What isit, Father? What did you find?
Joe whooped. He legpt in the air and held up a stone.

Do you seeit, lad? Hat and thin and just right for the asking? A wafer to fly and fly for sure. Now how



many timeswould you say it'sgoing to skim on the sunlight out there before we no longer seeit? Beforeiit
dips beneath the waves and speeds away as fast as a fish swimming from one end of the world to the
other? Just going and going where the sea goes. How many times, Bernini?

Ninetimes?

Ninetimes easy. Eleven and twelve times easy. And then after that, one more timein honor of this specia
day. Watch it and you'll seeI'mright, lad, and it will dways be o, skimming on the sunlight, swimming
and swimming from here where we stand by the sea as you've learned to do, looking and listening now
thirteen times easy on your birthday, as Hgj Harun has done these three thousand yearsin Jerusdem, as
the baking priest said right therein the Holy City whileleavening the four concerns of hislife, the four
winds and the four corners of his holy kingdom. Yes, our holy kingdom. Madefor usif wed only believe
it. So watch thishand of minefly now. Watch it, Bernini lad. And watch this precious stone skip for usin
the sunlight to the very ends of the earth.

It can't go that far, Father.

Ohyesit can and much more. Twicethat, totell al. Infact it will go so far it will circle theworld and
come back to us. That'sright, that'swhat it will do. And if you look hard tomorrow you'l find thisvery
same precious stone right here on the beach, right here by the seawhere you watch and listen, itslong
journey made and along list of marvelswitnessed for sure. So watch now. Hereflies our dream on the
un.

TheEnd
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