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              Mountain peered around the shoulder of Hill at the still figure sprawled facedown on Dust. "Is he dead yet?"
 
              "Sh-sh-sh—" said Grass, bending close. "No, not yet." Grass stirred to breathe.
 
              "You are as impatient as Foothills," said River, curving closer to Foot.
 
              "It has been so long," sighed Mountain, rippling Forest as he straightened up a curving ridge. "So long when last we danced for joy."
 
              "Or could clap our hands," said Pine. "And sing with Stars. Now we will have World back for our own. No further need to keep the Pattern exact for him—"
 
              "Be patient a little longer," said Wind, moving softly around Face. "Be respectful of Last."
 
              "I have plans," said Continent to River. "I am weary of your parting me down the middle as though I were a head of hair. Instead of  gathering waters larger and larger for you to take to Ocean, let each streamlet weave down to Water—"
 
              "Then I would not be," said River. "And it would ruin Beach."
 
              "Ruin?" asked Continent. "Our functions are never Ruin! Man made the word to explain broken patterns—his idea of patterns—and became his own supplier of occasions to use the word. We would only be making a different Beach. Why not?"
 
              River rippled uncomfortably. "Man looked on Beach with pleasure."
 
              Mountain quivered Hillside impatiently. "Not dead yet?" "No," said Wind gently, drying the skim of cold sweat on Man's face. "Not yet."
 
              "All the small streams," Continent went on. "Each with its own area—"
 
              "They would not be navigable," said River shortly. "Navigable? By whom?" scoffed Continent. River was silent.
 
              "Small thinking," muttered Continent. "Ole' Swimmin' Hole mentality—"
 
              "It has been so long," offered Mountain. "We will have trouble realizing that we are free and unobserved. It will take getting used to. And Continent, I am not at all sure I would like the feel of many small streams scoring me. One large one you can get used to, but all the niggling, nagging abrasions of a thousand—"
 
              "I am aching to be healed of this infection!" cried Continent. "This Creature that has festered since first he breathed! He never learned! Nothing can live on its own wastes!"
 
              "The Lakes are shining again," said River. "He has been gone from them long enough. He would never have come back to be a witness, so we started—"
 
              "Salmon are leaping up the falls," said Continent. "The obstructions are gone. Each surge of the salmon is more and more—"
 
              "Birds," sighed Pine. "Not so much to me, but swinging Branches low. But so many can never return—"
 
              "And there he lies!" Hill spat a small boulder across Field toward Last. "Keeping us from all we want to start doing—freed of him! Freed of him!" Field curled Furrow and stopped Boulder short of Last.
 
              "I will mourn him," said Field, trembling so Furrows crinkled and Wire drooped sadly from Fence along one side. "He taught me," murmured Field. "He taught me to feed him and clothe him. He returned to me to die. He cherished me."
 
              "He enslaved you!" cried Mountain. "He alienated you from Plain and Continent, then poisoned us all—and himself—and came back to pollute you even more! Now you will be free!"
 
              "Free?" said Field. "For what?"
 
              "To be Hill again! Or Plain! Or Continent!"
 
              "Hill is tall," said Field. "Continent is vast—from sea to sea. Field is special. Not all of Hill or Plain or Continent is fit to be Field."
 
              "Nor wants to be!" shouted Mountain, becoming Canyon, then Plain, with a rippling crash that broke Wire and buried most of Fence.
 
              Wind hummed in the silence, then whispered, "Sh—sh—sh—!"
 
              All leaned to look. Even Sky seemed to lower to see. Wind moved across Face. Grass bent to touch hps, then straightened and turned, plume drooping, away.
 
              "Breath comes no more," whispered Grass.
 
              "Nothing throbs," murmured Dust.
 
              "He is dead," sighed Wind. "The Last is dead."
 
              And Wind wept around the finished Face.
 
              Silence grew larger. River rippled up to touch Foot, then curved sadly away. Field tightened Furrows until they were coldly rigid. The Field said into the huge Silence, "No one is dancing? No one is clapping hands? No one is singing with Stars?"
 
              Pine nestled against Hill. Hill fitted tighter into Mountain, Mountain clung to Continent. And Darkness filled all the hollows of the Land, overflowing the treetops, drowning the peaks until it lifted to reach Sky.
 
              Sky held the lighted Stars and, looking down, said softly, "And Darkness was on the Face of the Deep—"
 
-
 
              In the faintness before the Light, River crept up to Field and murmured, "What shall we do with what is left? He is Last. He should not have to wait for Sun and Rain to take him apart, or for hungry things to scatter him. I would take him as I used to take in some places, but that may not have been his ritual."
 
              "We cared for him," said Field. "He was committed to Fields for Finished ones. Or just to Earth. All Earth shared, receiving again what had come from it. But I cannot hollow myself—and Rain takes so long—"
 
              "I will make the hollow," said River. "Dust, will you permit my passing?"
 
              "I?" trembled Dust, stirring in the early light. "I permit?" Small clouds puffed. "You are asking Dust? I have never been asked—" And Dust lay, silently yielding, waiting for River.
 
              River parted banks and flowed and rippled and turned. River retreated through banks, lapping the last edge of Hollow to smooth it.
 
              "I cannot move him," mourned Field. "Could your waters—"
 
              River murmured a moment, then Waters rose to look about. Swiftly, silently, River swept over the finished one and washed him into Hollow. Swiftly, silently, River spread Dust over, then smoothed Field until Dust and Soil no longer showed any of Hollow. Carefully Field remade Furrows over the smoothness.
 
              "There," said River with a final ripple over the edge of banks. "He is home—to the Dust and the Water."
 
-
 
              Day was.
 
              Wind hurried across Field, across Hill, happily busy being Wind among the pines, to the edge of Field. Wind found a bit of Wire drooping from Post. Wind found that he could whistle by moving swiftly past Wire. So Wind whistled there many days and many nights. But the sound was never joyful, so, when at last Wire fell free of Post and dropped to silence on Ground, Wind felt released.
 
-
 
              Days were only because of the turning of Earth—not because of counting. And Seasons merged one into another, not knowing—not capable of knowing—where was beginning and where was ending. Quaking sent waves of Water to scour clotted shores, and waves of Land to turn freshness up over the weariness of filth. Up-surging Soil filled Air, and Sun made a scarlet glory along the racing edge of Darkness.
 
              "Oh, see!" cried Sunset. "How fair I am! Look up! Behold!" "Dust and Sun," said Continent shortly. "Light refraction. Its function."
 
              Sunset murmured voicelessly. "Man drank my colors with his eyes. He taught me that I was fair."
 
              Silence ran in exultation from peak to peak, from depth to height and non-heard itself in a thousand places on Earth that Silence had long forgotten existed. But Silence folded on itself and whimpered without sound. If there was no sound because there was no one to hear it, there was no silence because there was no one to non-hear it.
 
              Warmth faded from Continent and Snow fell—fascinated flake upon unblemished flake.
 
              "Look!" cried Snow. "Look how I have lined each Twig and bent each Branch and crowned each Hill and glorified Mountain. Oh look! Oh look!"
 
              "You are Snow," said Mountain heavily. "Your function is to fall. You have fallen on things beneath you. You have fallen."
 
              Snow was silent. Then, quietly patterning the words, "Man found me lovely. Man saw me glorifying and fulfilling," Snow mourned. "Man fed his soul on me."
 
              Snow peeled away from Boulder and dusted angrily down Hillside. So Hill released more Snow and more, until Avalanche crashed down, stripping Bush and Tree and Grass down to Hill's bare bedrock.
 
              "Man!" cried Snow, plummeting downward. "You will crush him! You will destroy him! Remember Man!"
 
              "Man is gone!" Hill gritted boulders together harshly. "He will no longer look on me in judgment! On any function of mine. Calling 'Terrible.' Avalanche or Fire—or Landslide or~!" Hill stripped a vast flank bare, then peeled it off in megatons and cast it down on Snow. Snow-melting flakes wept to a torrent and churned Soil to muck.
 
              Sky leaned closer and murmured, "Without Form and Void—"
 
              Upspringing came unhappily. Confusions were everywhere—and everywhere the only clearly-speaking was endlessly defensive—"Within my function Allowable function — But I have always wanted—I have always planned that, freed, I would—"
 
              Every aspect of Earth battered the borders of its function, undeterred by Man's expectation. Unfettered by Man's evaluation. Un-tempered to Man's petitioned need. Unmodified by Man's Function. Continent ripped River to shreds. River gouged Continent to swamps. Mountain flung Forest from its sides like scraping moss from a stone. Forest channeled Rain to rip Mountain.
 
              Field lay silently accomplishing the dissolution of Last. River contrived at times to creep back to Field, and Dust, to murmur with them in the vast unhappy, unfocusing of Creation.
 
              Field lifted Flowers along its faint furrows. Wind counted them gleefully and tilted them to show Sky the golden faces. "Man counted Petals to Love," said Field, remembering. And Storm shrieked and twisted the flowers until petals sowed themselves sterilely through Forest, and Rain beat them into Mud. "Man delighted," sighed Field. "No one counts to Love now."
 
              All the small, hidden, quiet things were patient in their waiting darkness.
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              Then, at last, Continent lay quiescent for long and long. Smoke settled from Mountain flanks. Dust distilled from Air. Silence lifted up like a long, glowing banner against Sky. River gathered the weeping, ragged waters together. Hill, shaken with small hiccoughing aftermaths of Quakes and Storms and Floods, slumped against Mountain. Mountain cradled the remains of Forest. Snow blossomed briefly in warm darkness to quench Fire gnawling listlessly at Pine. Hesitant, frightened, Flowers crept to bud and blighted blossom, cringing lest Root should suddenly be exposed or stripped in an instant.
 
              All the quiet, hidden things became quietly, darkly, busy with their functions—and healing began.
 
              Finally Continent spoke. "We are not individuals. We are one. We are turning back on ourselves and consuming our own selves."
 
              Silence diluted all the rebellion and thinned it to petulance. Then, with a movement like a sob, Edge embraced Edge, Separation groped for Separation and joining began. Hesitantly a pulse fluttered and strengthened, and every Function struggled to match the throbbing until a beat began to build.
 
              "We are not Completion," the realizing murmur lifted longingly. "We are a setting. Alone, we are empty. We cannot fill ourselves."
 
              Silence wrapped its healing around.
 
              Finally, out of the silence, Field asked, "Who will go to Him?" "Who is worthy?" wondered Dust.
 
              "If we must wait for worthiness," sighed Wind. "We can never go."
 
              "Anyway, we have no fit place," said Hill. "Look around you." Silence again, long and troubled.
 
              "Before, there was no place," reminded Pine, hope quickening the words. "Remember? But we made a beautiful place. There was a garden—"
 
              "We must heal ourselves first," said Continent. "And that will be long."
 
              "We have begun," said Field. "We have begun to focus. We are not Each—we are One. We are We again—not I." The beat strengthened. Underground, the tangled, matted chaos smoothed to a complicated, intertwining network. Order appeared and spread.
 
              There was a garden—with every aspect of it trembling, in eager beauty, toward perfection. Every aspect toiled to become best—not better than anything, but only self-best. And imperfection lovingly joined imperfection and became near-perfection.
 
              Then, in the cool of one morning, Field lay holding Dust as an offering, River lapped softly and practiced mixing with the edge of Dust.
 
               "Who will go to Him?" asked Pine shyly. "Who will ask for the Return?"
 
              Return—return—return—Echo carried the sound, round and ringing, up Hill, up Mountain and up to urge against Sky.
 
              The question ceased. All questing was stilled. All answers Were.
 
              "We did not need to go," breathed Field from under the green that hid the old, faint, furrowings. Furrows smoothed out completely, making Field new again. "He is always here."
 
              Water rounded upward like a tear, then, smoothing, waited.
 
              And Dust quivered at the edge of Water.
 
 
 
The End

