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Chapter One

Q

V>he awakened, opened her eyes, and saw, in her first light, Aaael’s face lifting her to life. She rose from the earth, her eyes upon his, drawing her first breath from him.

She inhaled fragrances: quince blossoms, marjoram, limeflowers, cedar. She moved her eyes and saw, indistinct against the sunlight, the membranes of aspen leaves. Music from birds and animals, from heavenly spheres and celestial beings, reverberated into her awareness as all creation began to celebrate.

She saw a gazelle staring at her, a falcon in flight, rapids in the river, a bush thick with red peonies. But the joy flowed from Aaael, and her dark eyes kept returning to his face.

She looked down at her body. She rotated her left foot, then fluttered her fingers, bent her knees. Intrigued by her long, black hair, she rubbed it against her skin, then divided it into smaller strands, contrasting them with her fingers.

The songs of the watching universe were lifting her like the rhythmic beating of wings. She sang then and suddenly realized that Aaael too was singing of his own delight in his new creation.

Aaael’s thoughts flowed with his music through her, and she sensed he was leading her to a form that lay upon its side in the grass. It was a man, his head resting on his forearm. At Aaael’s touch he moved his shoulder, then stretched his legs downward. He rose to his feet slowly as from a deep sleep. When the man noticed the woman, he started forward and stared. She was puzzled at seeing him, wondering if he were an image of her own body.

The man moved toward her. She reached out, touched his beard, then her own soft cheek. All life, all emotions, were new to the woman. Yet it was only the man who made her tremble so pleasantly. “You are like me but not me,” she said to him.

“You can speak!” the man said. “In every way, you’re flesh of my flesh!”

The man and the woman conversed then, the man sharing his knowledge with her.

“Your name will be Risha,” he said, “for you were taken from me.”

“And you?”

“I am Kael.”

The woman walked lightly, still quivering with wonder. She studied every convergence of color, every sparkle from the sun, every scent and texture. Risha touched a ridge of bark, lifted an iris to inspect its fragile veins, rolled a smooth stone in her palm. She emerged from the forest on a rock ledge above the river, and the sensation of a blossom against her neck stopped her. A pleasant feeling, she thought. She touched the purple flower, soft like a pansy but as wide as her arm outstretched. With her fingertips she explored the streaks of yellow sharply contrasting with purple. The texture of both colors was identical. This puzzled her, and she rubbed her fingertips back and forth over them.

Risha touched the huge blossom against her cheek. The slight tickling made her smile. She threw her arms around the flower, letting the ragged edges titillate her skin. Suddenly the blossom broke from the stem and tumbled into her arms. She laughed aloud and pulled several more blossoms to her, until, her arms held low before her like a basket, they covered most of her body.

She heard footsteps behind her and tried to imagine the impact of Kael’s flesh against dirt. She pushed her own foot against the ledge, then stamped it lightly to hear the sound.

Whisperings of Aaael moved in her mind, prompting her to leap unafraid from the ledge. She plummeted toward the water below as the purple and yellow blossoms floated in the breezes above her.

Hitting the water startled her, but she felt no pain—only the pleasant sting against her firm new muscles and then the water above her. As she broke the surface, she heard Kael’s body hit the water and his head soon appeared beside hers. “You astonish me, Risha!”

“Do I? Everything in your world astonishes me!” She laughed, but the movement bobbed her down and she had to kick her way to the surface. Water had entered her mouth, and she now tasted it, swished it over her tongue and teeth, swallowed it, and tasted again, considering it very good. “It was Aaael who said I could leap off like that,” Risha said.

“Have you been with him on other worlds,” Kael asked, “that you talk with him so much?”

“Other worlds?” She kept treading water and looked around her. “I don’t know of any world but this. Look!” she demanded. “What’s that splashing among the blossoms?” The petals had broken up and the sun glints looked like golden pollen among them.

“Fish,” Kael explained. He lunged at one of the splashes and grabbed a little pipefish, gold with streaks of red. He tossed it to her, but she missed and it fell back into the water.

“Strange little creatures,” she observed as they nipped at the flowers. She swam under the water, studying their fins and tails from below. Risha could see the fish as clearly as if they were swimming in air: tall dorsal fins of brilliant red above bright, almost-glowing emerald backs; transparent fish with white bones and lace-like tails. She saw ribbon fish a foot high and twenty feet long with streaks and diamonds; mantas with checkered patterns of yellows and greens; black swordtails with bold apricot and vermilion markings; silver-white sticklebacks with pale blue eyes; polychromatic eels.

As they swam, they turned a bend in the river, and in a small cove she saw above her—rushing, it seemed, out of the sky itself—water, cascading down and creating a fountain of bubbles. She swam toward the waterfall, then felt her knees and hands touching the pebbly bottom. As she rose and tried to step into the waterfall, the turbulence flipped her back. She grinned and tried again but was again flipped backward. She lay prostrate and crawled into it, but it struck her head and shoulders and pushed her quickly into the shallows.

They continued to romp at the waterfall, then turned to swim around the inlet. The fish sped between Risha’s legs as she kicked, leaped over her head as she drew breath, and darted directly toward her, then dropped away at the last moment just under her plunging arm and hand.

They reached shore together, but Risha kept peering into the water to locate yet another ghost shrimp and watch it rush backward.

“Come up the hill,” Kael invited.

She suddenly felt Kael’s emotions penetrating her own. Startled, she reached for Kael’s arm and pulled him toward her. She could see in his face the same anticipation invading her. It was Risha’s first experience with her empath sense. “Kael,” she said to him, “I can feel how pleased you are with what you’re going to show me.”

“Yes,” he agreed, then said without a trace of selfconsciousness, “This is my work.” He led her to a hill where his meticulous grafting had produced giant blossoms that decorated the bases of willows, banyans, and macadamias.

A few yards before her, very tall, thin, leafless trees rose bone-white to the sky in a large circle. Green, lacy plants like seeding asparagus rose to the same height and seemed to dance among the white branches. At their trunks were bushes, crimson red except for flecks of ocher. These seemed to race like flames through and around the circle. Black stones edged the circle and then formed a fish shape beyond it, pointing to the hill. There, waves of scarlet and blue blossoms covered the hills. Close by, a waterfall spilled over angular boulders, splashing up on the trunks of oaks. Near them, like a centerpiece, stood a grove of carefully pruned citrus trees, each sparsely laden with large, heavy fruit.

“Your hands have done this?” Risha asked.

Kael smiled. “My hands and elbows and knees and feet and even my teeth,” he responded lightly.

Risha looked toward the marsh of cinnamon-colored cattails with egrets and terns skimming the water. She sang, and her song took wing and carried over the water.

The light rushed to the cypress,

to the wood thrush

to the black swan and dragon eel, to the roe deer and cheetah;

The light startles my eyes, Lifts me with wonder— Wonder at what Aaael has made!

Kael watched the movements of her throat and lips as she sang of fragrant honeysuckle, minnows flipping in the shallows, a ruby-tailed wasp buzzing a bellflower. She sang humorously of the baggy skin on a flat-tailed gecko and felt Kael’s delight suffusing her own emotions.

“Where does it come from?” he asked, his face alight.

“What?”

“The words, the thoughts, the sounds?”

“From Aaael!” She smiled, suddenly amused at herself. “I couldn’t stop them, you know. But isn’t it the same with you?”

Kael motioned with his hand toward his work. “Yes. But it’s a long time since I sprang from Aaael, and I don’t hear him as often as at first.”

Risha’s attention was drawn to an insect on her wrist, half the length of an eyelash and about as thick. It had a narrow, triangular shape. She blew gently at it to make it move. The almost invisible legs, the wings that folded precisely back with streaks of purple and red above the bright green of its body, its detail, seemed incongruous for its minute size.

“An incredible miniature!”

“But not half as incredible as you are, Risha.” He touched her cheeks and lips with his fingertips.

“Perhaps,” she said, “we are the most astonishing beings of all.”

Risha awoke to the songs of meadowlarks and she lay still, eyes closed, listening. This was her second day in the world. When her eyes finally opened, she saw only indistinct light. She blinked, but her vision did not clear.

She stood and passed her hand through the thick mist, and Aaael invited her to walk into it. She felt her way cautiously, sensing the cool moisture on her skin. The morning light in the shifting vapors created movements that made her want to rise up and swirl with them. The mysterious swathing of moisture and light obscured everything but the trees, which loomed up as she walked.

The light began to focus into one source, just above the horizon. She watched the spectacle of the sun burning off the mist, until someone touched her arm and she saw Kael beside her.

“I thought I was in that other world you spoke of,” she said softly.

“Sometimes the other worlds touch us unnoticed.”

“How strange!” She passed her hand through the mist.

“Strange and wonderful. I’ve seen things beyond descrip* tion. Aaael is so much more than a voice and a joy within us.”

Risha clapped her hands. “I knew that all along! Aaael told me that. Tell me something I never knew.”

Kael laughed a deep, rumbling, infectious laugh that lifted her spirits but perplexed her. “How ancient you are, to know so much,” he observed. “Only yesterday, when the sun was eating the mists, you were not!”

She laughed with him then, without embarrassment.

“Fm hungry,” Kael said. He picked up a melon and deftly sliced it with the obsidian knife he had made. After they had eaten, he began pruning a plum tree. She watched him for a time, then stretched her arm up beside his to grasp the knife.

She had intended to attempt the work herself, but the touch of her body against his excited her and instead, she looked into his face. He returned her gaze and lowered the knife. But they did not touch again that moment. As an unopened bud is often as beautiful to behold as a full bloom, so the rich sensuality of their light touch and their open gaze fully satisfied them.

Risha sat down at the base of a birch tree to watch Kael work. His thick, flexing muscles reminded her of a school of fat sunfish. As she watched, her back against the tree and her hands upon the partially exposed roots, she began experiencing a new communication. She sensed images of leaves above limbs and of roots spreading into the earth. The tree was sentient. And not only the tree, she realized, but the grass and the vines and bushes. She detected a unique kind of intelligence; the tree could not reason, but it was aware of all its internal functions and of all other vegetation.

She felt through this birch tree the oak’s sense of height and the coziness of the little strawberry plants at the forest’s edge. There was harmony in all their interlocking growth. The oaks allowed the saplings room; vines grew on the trees as adornments to them.

“Kael!” she called. He turned toward her. “I can sense what the oaks are experiencing! Up above the garden and down into the earth. Even your knife upon the branch is part of the harmony!”

“Watch out, or you’ll spend the entire morning communing with the plants,” he said. “I’ve done it many times!”

Risha stood knee-deep in water, watching a bird pecking between the teeth of a hippo half sunk into the mud. She was about to wade closer and perhaps climb upon the hippo’s back when a motion caught her eye. She turned toward it to see large outstretched wings as colorful as that of the ribbon fish. But its movements were swift and darting.

Risha had often been startled in her few days in the world. But no sight delighted her more than this serpent, which hovered lightly above a boulder jutting out of the river, then settled down upon it. The serpent spread its great wings, then gracefully folded them back along its sides.

Risha tried to compare it to other creatures. Unlike the butterfly, which seemed to flutter about aimlessly, the serpent moved alertly, like a falcon. Yet it was like the butterfly in that its beauty was in its wings and colors, and its body seemed a mere connection for the greater glory of its wings. To Risha, its wings looked like thousands of colored dragonfly wings sealed together, translucent, affixed in a marvelous latticework. She had seen no creature with more striking colors and patterns, but size was what set it apart. With wings outspread, it could have covered a dozen Rishas. Yet the serpent could fold its wings back around its body, becoming a sleek, supple creature, the rich colors still showing when light penetrated the layers of wings.

Risha walked toward it and, as the river deepened, swam to the boulder, noticing that the serpent’s undulating motions were smooth and vigorous, like the movements of the water as it struck the boulder. She put her hand on a crevice and pulled herself part way up.

“You make this boulder into a flower,” she said to the serpent, climbing slowly toward it.

“And you awaken all of creation.” The serpent’s response startled Risha. No creature but Kael had ever spoken.

“You startled me,” she said.

“Yes. I felt that,” the serpent replied in good humor, for each was experiencing the emotions of the other. She asked him where he had been and where he lived and how it was that Aaael had given him speech and what it felt like to fly. The communion between them was so pleasant that with no hesitation and little forethought, she climbed upon his back. He in turn stretched out his wings and lifted Risha into the air, then hovered and darted along the edge of the river.

They flew far up and then down the river, talking with the breeze in their faces. It was Risha who asked the questions: “Why does that homed chameleon hang by its tail above the water? Why do the fish flip into the air as we pass?” Suddenly, the serpent folded back his wings, anchoring her securely. With her body comfortably nestled behind his head, her face just barely free to the wind, he plunged into the water. Risha soon realized he could swim underneath as agilely as a fish. He wriggled toward the surface with increasing speed and burst into the air in a wide spray. He then plunged deeper and swam along the pebbly bottom.

All manner of fish were attracted. They began swimming about them until serpent and rider exploded out of the water again, circled around, then plunged among them once more.

Risha freed one arm to reach out and touch the fish, exultant in the sensation of “swimming” as swiftly as they. The serpent again erupted from the water, spread his wings, and darted toward a gnarled sequoia by the garden. He settled on a broad limb, and Risha, a bit unsteadily, withdrew from her mount and sat beside him.

Without words, the serpent communicated that his great* est joy would always be in serving her. She had often felt this from various creatures, but it seemed especially pleasing in one who could fly and talk and share the wonder of all Aaael had made.

The seasons in the garden were very mild but unmistak* able. Risha and Kael were particularly intrigued by one phenomenon of the cooler season: snow on the top of a mountain. By the time they noticed the small patch of white their first year, it was gone the next day. When they noticed its appearance the next year, Risha said, “Let’s find the serpent and fly to see it.”

“Why not climb there,” Kael suggested.

They set off, and two black panthers that happened to be with them followed. The first day they walked through level forest and by nightfall were at the slight incline of the mountain’s base. They slept there, and in the morning they foraged for nuts as they walked up the steepening slope. Risha watched one of the panthers crush an extremely hard nut between its wide, flat teeth, then efficiently grind it very fine, shell and all, and swallow it. “You have the advantage over us. Here!” she said, placing a nut in the panther’s mouth. The animal crushed it, and Risha took it from him and ate it.

As they progressed, rock walls rose steeply before them, and Kael and Risha struggled to find handholds. Once, Risha slipped and bruised her knee and scraped her shin badly. She leaned back into a crevice, closed her eyes and directed her body’s healing powers to act upon her leg. They rested for a time, then resumed climbing.

Until late afternoon they helped each other up the steep rocks. Then they found themselves near the top on a gentle slope of earth and grass and occasional cedars. They could see the snow in the distance and began running toward it, to see and touch it before the sun set. Though they ran swiftly, the panthers arrived long before they did. Risha could see them in the distance, pouncing on the white piles and skidding into them, spraying white plumes of snow into the air. When she reached the snow, she imitated them, running beside them, scooping it into the air and kicking it into swirls. The shock of the cold on her hands and feet was refreshing after her long, sweaty run. It chills like the forest stream, she thought. Yet its form is completely different. She watched as flakes melted on her arm.

“Catch!” Risha called out as she threw some to Kael. They began showering each other with snow and chasing each other as the panthers had.

Slightly chilly, Risha ran into the sunlight, but Kael quickly caught her and tumbled with her into the grass.

Their chasing and wrestling had aroused both of them, and when Kael kissed her, she passionately embraced him. The slow unfolding of their intimacy during many seasons now bloomed like a fully opened rose. Wedded in each other’s arms, they whispered of the ecstasy of knowing each other, and the union of Risha and Kael became complete.

Risha walked cautiously, looking up at the stars, her hand probing the darkness for trees and bushes. Night changed her summer forest into intriguing patterns of shadows and odd shapes against the sky. She picked her way slowly, at times stopping to lean against the trees to sense their night moods.

Then she noticed some sort of light at the forest’s edge. She thought it was made by fireflies among the marsh grasses and walked toward it. But the light was rolling toward her, shifting, widely diffused, spreading out through the marsh. It radiated blues and greens and golds and seemed to have substance. Risha ran to it, plunged into it, and it swirled around her in a merry dance. She was being touched; the light was thickening and becoming more and more tangible. As she sang out her praise with it, she realized she was moving with a living creature.

Risha kept peering this way and that to see the face of this creature dancing and singing with her. Was it a woman, like herself? No, it was too tall to be a woman; yes, her face looked soft and curved like a woman’s; no, its arms were of greater strength than Kael’s; yes, her garments flowed around feminine lines and spun about in her ecstasy, even hilarity. Suddenly, Risha stopped and reached out and held the person firmly by her shoulders and looked full into her face.

She felt solid under Risha’s hands, but her flesh looked like a form of energy. Her face radiated such a look of joy, Risha could not keep her feet and legs from dancing again. But she held the woman creature fast as she moved, astonished by the face, so much like hers yet so celestially different, a face that seemed about to fuse into colorful, musical light again. “What is your name?” Risha asked, and the light-creature said, “Shia. I am a singer of the songs of Aaael, as are you,” and she began a new song about the night creatures of the forest, lifting Risha into the air as if she were weightless.

Risha did not know how long they danced, but she heard many songs from Shia and then suddenly she realized she was singing alone and that the Shia light had become a soft glow in the mountains.


Chapter Two

j^Tany more seasons passed.

Everything continued as in the beginning, with creative labors in the garden, explorations beyond it, and remarkable encounters with other worlds. Risha and Kael spoke often with Shia and other celestial beings; their powers of reasoning and intuition grew.

Risha’s delight in being with Kael exceeded all other joys in Aaael’s creation. They shared all their thoughts and adventures. One night, as they rested on the grass, Risha told Kael about a perplexing dream.

“I was floating among the reeds on a great beech leaf this afternoon and became sleepy. At first I dreamed of Shia dancing. But then curious beings intruded. They had faces and hands like ours, but they were covered with skins, some like serpent’s wings, others like the coats of fawns, and still others like leaves. Their faces had a look of strange rapture as they joined in the dancing, yet their eyes were odd.”

Kael rose on his elbow. “What about their eyes?”

“It’s hard to say. Bleak, perhaps, or unfocused; but everything changed then. Shia faded away. The music continued, and I tried to keep singing, but the songs no longer came from Aaael. Yet they were lovely sounds that stirred me to rise and watch, and perhaps to worship. Everyone around me— including you, Kael—sang rapturously. We now stood by the hundreds facing a platform high above us.

“A creature glowing ruby red appeared above the platform. It shone so brightly I put my hand over my face, but then I let its light flow between my fingers. More of these beings filled the platform, their hair flowing like water and fire mixed.

“Suddenly, everything stopped. A purple radiance descended, hovered above a man, then carried him up to the glowing creatures who spun in a brilliant vortex around him, pulsating with a strange, crashing music.

“White pillars appeared, and the man walked between them, down, down, down, then disappeared.

“I found myself beside a woman being lifted the same way, her face a paradox of ecstasy and fear. A colored fist of light led her between the pillars. She tripped and fell, and for an instant I saw what lay within: shadow shapes, grotesque limbs.

“Another fist of light appeared, this one bronze. It settled above you, Kael, and it lifted you! You fought its spell, but an alien look controlled your face. I screamed, but no sound came. I strained to reach you and finally pushed myself into the air and fell on top of you so that we both crashed into the water.

“I awoke splashing and gasping for air, for I’d fallen from my leaf. I was amazed at the strange emotions coursing through me!

Kael’s face had tightened and he grimaced. It was a look she had never seen before. ‘Tve had three such dreams myself,” he said. He lay on his back, staring up at the trees. ‘‘Each dream is the same. I see a regal person, formed like a son of Aaael. Yet his face is disfigured, his eyes impossibly deep set, his jaw twisted. Slowly he turns into a beautiful serpent, the wings so glorious I long to leap on him and ride to the skies. But then he becomes again the being with the ruined face. I awaken and my feelings are like the ones you had.”

Risha sat beside him with her arms around her knees. “But what can we make of such things?” she asked.

Kael was silent for a time. Then he said, “It has to do with the mysteries, the great challenges before us.”

Risha smiled and lifted her head. “And we welcome them,” she said confidently.

Risha was watching bees gathering nectar when the serpent flitted past and perched upon a branch. Her spirits lifted. “Where have you been?” she asked.

In response the serpent spread his translucent wings so widely they covered the scope of her vision. “Exploring,” he said. Soon she was telling of her own discoveries, including ants that heaped up mounds in the sand nearby and the habits of a marsupial tree frog. The serpent responded with tales of exotic wonders far beyond the river. “Let’s find Kael,” she said with enthusiasm. “He’d love to hear of all this.”

“Doesn’t he adorn his garden?” the serpent asked. Risha was surprised at the trace of wry humor.

“He adorns it like the center of a flower,” she said but was chagrined at her choice of words, for they didn’t seem as clever as the expression on the serpent’s face.

“Indeed,” was the serpent’s only response.

The conversation swept on, and she became increasingly aware that something was changing between them. The talk and laughter were strained; his banter made her feel she had to compete. They never did go to see Kael, and eventually the serpent flew off.

She wondered at the differences in her friend but shrugged them off and dived from the ledge into the river below. With clean strokes she swam toward a familiar cave far upstream. Her progress was slow. Not only the fish demanded her attention but also the turtles peering from rocks, muskrats swimming toward her, frogs croaking their greetings. When Risha arrived at the cave, the sun was above her head.

The cave’s mouth was edged by split rocks with dark seams of color. She started climbing toward it, then saw a flash of red in a bush above, like a cardinal flitting from branch to branch. Another, blue like the waters in mid'aftemoon, arrested her eye with its quick movements inside the cave. She entered the darkness with her fingers before her, reaching toward the shimmering blue living stone. She moved cautiously until a hand encircled her wrist and began pulling her down, down to the rock floor below the level of the river outside. Long, flowing hair waved before her; it seemed both light and matter, and Risha touched it as they descended. “Shia,” she exclaimed, “how can you be both light and flesh?”

“I have taken your form to be with you, but I cannot become wholly you!”

Risha laughed. “No, you are not like me at all, for one moment you are fluid light and the next moment flesh more firm than mine. You change like a tree in the seasons or like water under the sun. You’re never the same but ever a woman.”

This time Shia laughed. “I’ll try to be more constant in my appearance. ”

“Don’t! Next to Kael, I love you most. I love every changing of you, and every sound and motion! You’re the grandeur of Aaael’s skies and mountains come to play and sing with me.”

Shia sat on a bed of moss and beckoned Risha to join her. “I knew you would come today.”

“Yes,” Risha agreed. “I need to talk to you.”

They watched small movements of color in the depths of the cavern. The living stones were the size of very small birds and could change their colors. Their movements praised Aaael, and their thoughts reached directly into Risha’s mind. In reality they were not stones at all but beings from other worlds singing the joy hymns of the universe. One moment the stones would form a shape of spires and towers, another moment trees blowing in the wind, then flashing colors of lightning against the black. Risha found it exhilarating, for their songs flowed through her.

“I had a dream,” Risha said to Shia, “of unknown creatures.” She related the dream as completely as she could recall it.

Shia did not respond. She sat communing with the living stones around and before her, and Risha saw she was troubled. “This is a warning,” Shia said. “It’s like Aaael telling you to rise for air from the water’s depth or to grasp the neck of the serpent when you are flying. But this danger is far beyond that of having water smother you—far, far beyond that, which has no ultimate consequence.”

The two remained seated on the moss. The songs and motions of the living stones had changed. They were still praising Aaael and his creation, but now the music conveyed a martial mood.

“Recount for me again,” Shia asked, “the Visitation. I love to hear of it through your voice and wish to think of it instead of this other. What did you feel?”

“Anticipation. I remember that clearly—the leaves crack' led with anticipation. The animals all sensed something was coming. Something good was coming, something to feast upon with all our senses. Kael and I were as excited as the animals, waiting with all creation around us. Then,” Risha continued, “as we sat by the pool at the base of the waterfall, we saw the first of Aaael’s children. They appeared as sparkles of light, like stars. But as they drew closer, we saw they were much like us, singing, coming ever closer, finally surrounding the pool and us, their praise almost like laughter. Then they all—there must have been a hundred of them—they all gave a great shout, and it was then that you appeared among them.

“The animals were at first transfixed. Then they joined the music in homage to Aaael as more beings appeared with you, beings I cannot describe at all. We saw light and motion and figures, that’s all I can say. We were elated, for we knew that all who led us in this paean of praise had come from the presence of Aaael himself. We fell on our knees even as we shouted his name.”

Risha was so caught up in reliving the experience that she was ready to shout in song again. Shia laughed aloud, bounded up from her mossy seat and sang with Risha, drawing her to her feet.

“And the living stones,” Risha called out, “the stones that day, how they sparkled and made such music as I had never before heard nor seen, for they had never been in the world before! And all of this festivity went on and on. We knew we were created for this and that it was the ultimate joy to praise our Maker with the great ones.”

“Indeed!” echoed Shia.

“Then, he came. Aaael came,” Risha said more softly. “And it was like a small bird’s song after a great wind. Or like the most delicate bloom beside the turbulent waterfall. How can I describe his coming? With words? Simple words to describe Aaael? All my senses couldn’t begin to grasp his presence. When Aaael appeared, the event was unmistakable; he had come: Aaael, the holy one.

“His face. You know it, Shia, you know him far more fully than I, his face no one can describe.”

As they talked on of the Visitation, Shia expressed much the same joy as Risha did. “No two eyes see a bird just the same,” she observed.

“No creature experiences a walk in the forest the same as another. How differently, then, can one experience the presence of Aaael? And how pleasant it is to recount it.”

They sat silently, watching the now gentle motion of the living stones before them. “And what did Aaael say to you that day?” Shia asked.

“We are to fill the planet,” Risha answered, “first our garden and the lands beyond the forest, and then on and on through all the world. We are to fill it with the fruits of our bodies, with our children and their children. And then we are to fill the worlds of the stars, perhaps the ones you have known, Shia. We are to bring life to the great voids.”

“What else did he say?”

“That we are made like him. That we are not merely animals but are responsible to Aaael. That because of our being like him, we are part of the holy mysteries. That the fruit of the tree at the garden’s center is not to be eaten. We have a royal freedom to rule in everything and to enjoy everything, but we are to show our obedience to Aaael through this—never eating the fruit.”

Shia rose and stood, looking out the cave’s mouth at the sky and water. After a long time she said in a low voice, “Risha, touch me.”

The woman stretched out her hand and touched Shia’s face. “Risha,” Shia said, her voice stem, “in moments of strange thoughts, come to me quickly. Call out to Aaael if you’re impeded!”

Risha assured Shia she would do nothing so absurd as to ignore Aaael’s warnings. Would she leap from a cliff onto rocks? Would she breathe water? Would she eat stones? Risha laughed. Why would she do something so against her instincts, so absurdly willful?


Chapter Three

j|R.isha shared with Kael her conversation with Shia. Although the sun was nearly down, he swam with her immediately toward Shia’s cave. Shia was sitting outside, waiting for them as they climbed up, dripping, beside her.

The three watched as the sun set and the sky remained luminous for a time, washed with colors, puce, violet, the fading memories of the day’s light. Risha then became aware of the stones singing their song of the sun. As the evening darkened and the stars began appearing, their songs extolled the omnipotence behind all spheres, naming worlds one by one and describing their unique glories and the life Aaael had created upon them.

Kael began asking Shia about the dreams, but she didn’t answer. She simply motioned for them to follow her up the hill above the cave. There, they came to a little hollow near the forest where they stood under the starlight, silent until Risha thought she saw a face before her. Then it was gone, but in a moment she thought she saw it again, and a large muscular body beneath it. Shia bid the stones come close, and then Risha saw a masculine face materializing before her, near Kael, rugged jaws and cheekbones, with deep lines and creases in the thick skin. It reminded her of a wind-beaten boulder cracked by the elements. The huge person kept fading, as if having difficulty staying in their world.

“We are at war, you know,” the craggy visage said.

“War?” Kael asked.

“The gentle fire that warms and feeds, then devours.” The massive face and body disappeared altogether, then suddenly appeared fully visible. “War,” the creased lips said, “raises one up, up, up, drawing others along, until at the heights all is reversed, humiliated.”

“Didn’t I see you at the Visitation?” Kael asked. “You look like one who stood near Aaael himself.”

“You did see me,” he agreed. “I am Mevorah.”

“But we know nothing of war,” Risha protested.

The masculine person had seated himself on a rock. Even so, his head was higher than Kael’s standing. “Shia and I, and the thousands you cannot see, all of us watch to keep the enemy from you. But he is sly. We don’t know what tricks he will use, nor what defense we must bring against him.”

“I don’t understand,” Kael said. “What is to be kept out?” Risha noticed Shia’s face contract and it was Shia who responded. “Creatures like us,” she murmured. “Great ones of Aaael. Once they were part of us. But not now.” Her words were stated with such grief that no one talked for a time. At last Mevorah’s form began to fade into another world, and he rose suddenly to his feet and moved his arms. At once Risha became aware of thousands of persons barely discernible in glowing white. Mevorah held up his arms and called out a word, unintelligible to Risha, at which the entire assembly formed line on line and looked alertly in their direction. Suddenly the sky was alive with a great crackling of sound and light. Millions of warriors rose with the grace of galloping horses, only far more quickly, and darted around and among the lights and thunders above them so that the din of the noises and the brilliance of the lights caused Risha and Kael to wonder what force could possibly challenge the ultimate power of Aaael.

More seasons passed. Risha had been working with Kael on the garden, expanding it so that ingenious networks of plants and blossoms and smaller trees mapped the forest floor. They also tended the tiny plants throughout the garden, maintaining the designs as growth continued.

As they labored in the forest, the serpent came gliding from a tree toward them, and Risha quickly began thinking of clever things she might say. Why do I react this way? she wondered, even as her mind searched for appropriate quips. Somehow her relationship with the serpent had changed. He now seemed not only wise but superior. Why do I care so much? she asked herself. The serpent knew things she didn’t. Shia knew far more than the serpent, yet Risha never had these strange sensations with her.

“Have you seen the sand in motion, out beyond the forest?” the serpent asked by way of greeting, raising himself to his full, graceful height. His question, had it been from Kael or Shia, would have been a simple invitation to share. But his expression and tone hinted that she had been cheated of seeing some wonder.

“No,” she responded, “I haven’t even heard of sand like that.”

The serpent laughed pleasantly. “Come,” he invited, spreading his wings to their full glory. “I will take you there and you can see for yourself.”

Kael was planting a bush. “Will you ride with us to see something new?” Risha called out to him.

“When the sun is above our heads, perhaps,” he responded and gave them a wave of both greeting and farewell.

Risha held tightly to the serpent’s back. Suddenly its diaphanous wings beat so rapidly that serpent and rider soared above the treetops. As they flew, she looked down at the forest below stretching out to the mountains. They flew on and on, peaking at great heights and then diving toward the trees, only to soar up again. Finally they came to the other side of the mountains where a desert extended to the horizon. The serpent flew on to angular rock slabs rising abruptly in the desert and landed on a crag overlooking a deep pit.

“Do you see the motion?” asked the serpent.

Risha looked below. Rocks and sand and a gaping pit were all she could see from this height.

“Then let’s go closer,” the serpent suggested and winged down to the sandy pit. He hovered over it like a dragonfly and invited her to look down. The depths of the pit were shrouded in darkness, but she saw that the sand surrounding it constantly fell over the edge like a brown waterfall. Dust rose from its edges and filled the air close to it. At first the sand moved sluggishly but then with increasing speed. They hovered so close that the dust disturbed her breathing, so they flew back to the crag above.

“Have you ever before seen the sun’s rays cutting like rivers through dust clouds like that?” Risha asked. “And how everything’s brown out here—a hundred shades of brown!— except for the blue sky and those sparkles where the sand falls?”

“I’ve seen other deserts that look purple and then blue-gray as dawn breaks,” the serpent said. “There are many terrains that reflect unusual shades of light. But I explore only this world. You’ve seen far more than I.”

“Perhaps.”

“I am a mere beast. You are made in Aaael’s image. You enter the mysteries of every world. Nothing is withheld from you. ”

“I love to rise in the morning to see what Aaael will bring to me. But what is withheld from you, that you speak in such an odd voice?”

“Nothing important,” the serpent said. He looked at her condescendingly. “But you think something is withheld from you that really isn’t. It can make you all you were intended to be.”

“Are you playing a word game with me?” she asked lightly. “Your mind is as fast as your wings, but you’ll not trick me!”

“I speak of the fruit, of course. The mysteries are waiting for you to grow up.”

“The holy mysteries have their own time,” she agreed.

“Yes.” His smile made her wonder if he had eaten the fruit himself. She immediately rejected the thought. Surely, the serpent, the most beautiful of Aaael’s creatures, would not disobey his Creator.

The serpent was looking out over the desert, spreading his wings and letting the breeze ripple their edges. Risha said to him abruptly, “I always feel so small after talking to you.”

She could not tell how he took her comment, for all the serpent said was, “Yes. Well, it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“Oh?” she responded.

“Did Kael tell you that Aaael doesn’t want you to eat the fruit?” the serpent asked.

“We can eat fruit in the garden,” she answered curtly, perhaps the first irritable words she had ever spoken. “It’s only the fruit from the tree in the middle we can’t eat. We’ll die if we do.”

“Oh?” said the serpent. He lifted her to his back, then spread his wings to the sky. Almost as an afterthought, as if letting her in on a jest—merely dropping a few words in passing that she had to strain to hear above the wind and the rustle of his wings—the serpent said, “Of course you won’t die. Aaael simply doesn’t want you to eat it, for then your eyes would be opened. You’d be like him, knowing good and evil.”

The serpent did not give her a chance to respond but accelerated his flight back toward the garden. Risha was perplexed by the words “death” and “evil,” but she was jolted by his contradicting Aaael. The Creator say what was not true? Aaael afraid of her becoming like him? The idea was as silly as hippos trying to fly or fish walking. Yet the ideas disquieted her.

They landed by the marsh near the garden, and she leaped in among the grasses, splashing and trying to break the mood. A loon came toward her. “Remember,” the serpent said in parting, “Aaael wants only the best and highest for you, for me, for all of us. We who are his loyal beasts, and you who are made in his likeness, all of us will find he has far more planned for us than we could ever know. But we must not miss it. We must not miss out on anything!”

Kael and Risha entered Shia’s cave. Deep within, they saw the colors of the living stones and started walking toward them. As they drew nearer, they heard the music of their festivities and began singing with them.

The stones moved toward them, their colors flashing against the cave walls, beckoning to Risha and Kael. Then the stones began to attach themselves to the man’s and woman’s bodies, covering their skin like jewel-studded garments.

The stones’ pulsing penetrated their emotions with unusual sensations. Kael and Risha’s frame of reference was changing as the stones sang:

You are part of more,

Much more,

And there are more worlds Than you have dreamed of, And many ways to enter them.

They felt transported, past other worlds and into an open hall filled with people singing. The floor seemed made of water, for fish swam below them, yet Risha and Kael stood easily upon the surface. The walls were made of thick moss in which yellow berries were embedded. The roof was open to the night sky, but neither Risha nor Kael recognized the constellations. They heard a new song now, which came not from any one source. Soon they were singing along, wondering about the cause for the festivities. Neither could later describe the music. It was unknown, as everything there was, yet thoroughly from the heart of Aaael. They found they were floating to the center of the revelers, where they saw a woman on a couch of brown rushes. The woman’s body was proud with child, and she was singing and clapping her hands with those who were sharing her moment. As the music built to a crescendo, the woman with a great but painless effort pushed the baby out to the world and into the hands of its father. The dance of childbirth ceased as all in the room listened for the voice of the newborn, who greeted them with a fearless cry of life, a cry like that of an exultant child handed a much valued but unexpected gift. The baby continued to give its happy little cries as the mother brought it up to her breast, the umbilical cord still attached. Soon mother and child and father and revelers were all caught up in the dance of completion.

Risha and Kael were then transported from that place to many other experiences on the other worlds. When they finally found themselves back at the mouth of Shia’s cave, she was there, and she asked them what had happened.

“I’m not sure,” Kael responded. “Our experiences were so strange I don’t know if they were in flesh or spirit.”

“Yet we experienced them together,” Risha added, “so it couldn’t have been a dream.” They compared their sensations and visions as Shia listened, frequently stopping to grope for words. “Somehow,” Risha said, “between all these remarkable adventures, we rode upon the vast celestial spaces as you do, Shia, and all of Aaael’s arch*regents. We sped through an erupting sun; we felt like comet streaks in a black night. Children of Aaael were all around us, part of a vast harmony. But my words are inadequate.”

Shia smiled joyfully. “I was with you all the days of your adventures,” she told them, “and Aaael was with us every* where.”

“The wonders of Aaael are always more than I can ever imagine,” Risha said.

“You are being prepared for the coming festival.”

“Yes, we know it’s coming, for Aaael has been whispering to us about it for a long time. When will it be?”

“I don’t know, except that it will be at the right time.” She paused, then said, “The celebration will be for the child within you.”

“But I am not with child,” Risha protested, though encouraged by the promise in Shia’s words.

“No, but you will be,” Shia said, and looked openly from Kael back to Risha.

“Will I know when the seed is growing in me? Will the festivity be like the Visitation?”

“It will be its own event in its own time: the beginning of your task to replenish this earth and others. You shall have many descendants, as many as the living stones, as many as the stars, and a million years from now they will come to you for both your wisdom and your love. Aaael will guide your work, and all worlds shall call you Mother.”


Chapter Four

h^any days later, Risha sat near the marsh and watched three wispy green insects crawling on the hairs of her forearm. The hairs were so fine she had to bend down to see them, but the little twig-like insects found the hairs like trees in front of them. One got its legs entwined around several hairs that peaked together, and with its stem of a bottom, swayed precariously above her wrist. Risha blew gently at the tiny insect and it tumbled off.

“A humorous little creature,” a voice beside her said.

Risha twisted around and saw the serpent, its wings outstretched as it had just landed. “Yes,” she agreed, lifting her elbow so the insect wouldn’t fall off. “I don’t know if he thinks so. I’d like to shrink down and crawl and tumble with him. But I don’t know if it would be so humorous if I were actually that size.”

“You’d make him laugh even if he fell on his head.” The serpent twisted his own head humorously. “You’re the goddess of this world, and everything follows you. Even the large animals, who exceed your size, are like that little insect in understanding and importance.”

“But they’re as happy as I,” Risha said. “They worship Aaael as joyfully as I. So what does it matter?”

“It doesn’t matter—not at all, not at all,” the serpent answered. “I was merely pointing out your greatness, as the moon is brighter than the stars.”

“But we have been told the stars are the brighter—they are simply farther away.” She felt proud of this slight victory.

“True,” he admitted. Risha noticed that the serpent seemed to take pleasure in her little triumph too. “So the stars are greater than the moon. Aaael has made all things. But he has made some greater than others. And the highest value of all, of course, is knowing. That distinguishes you, makes you better than the wolf and the rhino.” The serpent rested gracefully on a thick branch laden with blossoms shaped somewhat like dogwood but yellow with rust-colored imprints.

Risha, who all her life had listened and responded and sung with the voice of Aaael within her, sensed that she should stop this conversation. She thought of throwing a flower at the serpent’s face, telling him he was a befuddled but interesting creature, turning from him with a good-natured laugh and running to the ledge and leaping into the water to her aquatic friends below. Yet she also wanted to stay, not wanting to miss anything.

“You breathe like these others,” the serpent was saying. “You speak and walk and swim. Yet you are above the beasts as your head is above your feet. Even so, your knowledge is severely limited.” He said this last as if it were an afterthought.

“I know all that Aaael has given to me,” she responded, “and that is enough—to work and think and speak and sing with his joy.”

“Yes—as a grasshopper is happy. But what if you were made to be more than a toad’s height above a grasshopper?”

What a strange concept, she thought, to be something other than what she was. She played with the idea. Should she become more than she was now in wisdom and prestige? To have more of the power of knowing. It was a tantalizing thought. Discontent, like an alien smoke, began seeping into her emotions.

“Aaael made me. It’s silly to think about my knowledge. And where have you gotten all your insights and splendor?” she asked, trying to sound clever.

“From Aaael, of course.” The serpent spread his resplem dent wings. “All comes from the good and gracious hand of Aaael—even opportunities he dangles before us to see if we truly can become great ones.”

“You’re confusing and, I think, perhaps more than a little silly,” Risha said. She almost tossed some blossoms playfully at him and leapt away, but she could not quite leave all these unusual thoughts and possibilities, at least for another moment.

“Sometimes one has to take from Aaael the good things he provides,” the serpent observed with a smile.

“Of course. I take from his hand every day, food and the sweet odors of the field and the water—”

“Did Aaael really say you’re not supposed to eat any fruit in the garden?” the serpent interrupted, as if changing the subject.

“I already told you,” Risha responded, taken aback, “that we can eat any fruit we want except from the tree in the middle. If we touch it, we’ll die.”

“You will not die,” the serpent immediately declared disdainfully, as if sharing something only the initiated could understand.

Why did he bring up this absurdity again? Risha wondered. Aaael had declared something, and this creature of his was contradicting him. It was like saying that the sun gives no light. Risha’s face twisted in a questioning way, and in response, the beautiful creature gave an elaborate bow, with his wings outstretched along the ground. Risha thought his movement meant he certainly had eaten the fruit and was none the worse for it but was, in fact, wiser and greater. Was that his meaning?

She continued staring at the intelligent beast. “You won’t die at all,” the serpent repeated. “Aaael simply knows that when you do eat of it, your eyes will be opened. You’ll know good from evil.” He stopped talking and ruffled his wings gracefully, looking at her with a bemused expression. Finally, he added, “It really is inevitable, you know.”

“What is?” Risha demanded.

“Eating the fruit. What else is to be done with fruit? Would Aaael make it merely to hang there?”

Risha now felt indignant. “No, it is not inevitable!” she charged. “The fruit is part of the holy mysteries, part of what already sets Kael and me apart from the beasts of the field. Aaael doesn’t play with us, and he doesn’t tell senseless riddles.”

“Aaael wants only your good,” the serpent agreed sooth' ingly. “We all praise him continually, full of joy as we receive all good things from his hand. But surely he doesn’t want you to miss something good—not when he himself put the desire for it into you. Isn’t the fruit more than delicious food? Won’t it also open your eyes?”

The serpent sighed and settled himself comfortably in the sun. “I’m afraid there are but two possibilities,” he explained, with an elaborate show of patience. “Either Aaael is not so very good after all, since he would cheat you of this fruit, or he really means to see if you are wise enough to grasp the opportunity. Or a third possibility perhaps. Could it be he’s afraid of your taking the fruit? Afraid you may become like him, full of knowledge and wisdom? That you will no longer need him?”

Risha suddenly scooped up a pile of blossoms she had been collecting on her lap and flung them into the face of the serpent and just as suddenly ran from him toward the ledge above the lake. She did not dive into it but simply ran in full flight over the edge and then plummeted to the water below. She welcomed the refreshing impact and the coolness of the water, but swimming did not dispel the strange ideas. They held a peculiar fascination.

It was several days before the serpent reappeared to Risha. He did so just as she had walked up to the tree at the center of the garden and was staring at the fruit that hung from it. All this time she had pushed the thoughts about the fruit into the back of her mind. She sensed that if she spoke to Kael about it or went to Shia, they would dispel these ideas as the sun bums up the mist. Yet she was afraid this would mean some sort of loss to her; she could never quite bring herself to speak openly to them about her meetings with the serpent. The growing desire for the fruit lay in her, building power.

The moment she stood before the tree, simply to look at it, the serpent was behind her, watching. The fruit looked succulent, with its skin glistening slightly from the morning dew. She began wondering what its flesh was like. The same apricot color as the skin? Was it as juicy and refreshing as it appeared to be? She began asking herself, Who did eat the fruit?

She had never seen them lying about, uneaten, around the tree. Did the children of Aaael come in the night to eat them and become wiser still? Was she trespassing on a temple of wisdom reserved for the great ones?

Or was it her right? Wasn’t she the favored one on all the planet, appointed with Kael to rule all creatures?

“You will always be a child until you eat the fruit,” the serpent said, jolting her by interrupting, yet paralleling her thoughts. “Being a happy baby is all right, but rather confining for the goddess of a planet. I’m a mere beast of the field. But if you are to rule the world, you certainly need to know as much as I.”

Risha resented this intrusion. She had merely drifted here to look at the fruit and think. But she felt strangely ashamed to dismiss the serpent, and she could not bear to hear him laugh at her naivete.

“I am merely looking at it,” Risha declared. “I don’t want to change myself from what Aaael made me to be.”

“Of course,” the serpent agreed. “But a baby tiger outgrows its mother’s restrictions. There are mysteries here suitable for one like yourself.”

“But I know,” Risha admitted, both to herself and the serpent, “that the voice of Aaael within me keeps saying no!”

“Ah!” the serpent responded instantly, interrupting her. “How well I know those voices. Aaael’s, yes. But tell me, aren’t other voices also speaking to you deep within? Don’t they whisper, ‘It is inevitable that you will one day eat the fruit’?

“You must not take all this so seriously, Risha. One little piece of fruit? Aaael loves you. Do you think he’d be upset? After all, if Aaael were so stem, why would he allow these conflicting voices to speak to you?”

Risha was discomfited. She would not have called these other signals voices, but yes, there was something within her that she recognized as the serpent spoke. The voices did tell her she would inevitably pluck and handle and taste the fruit. That the serpent understood this amazed her. The whole experience was so bittersweet that she wished she were away from it entirely, racing down a slope with the zebras and wolves, but she could not rid herself of her desires that had little to do with thirst or hunger but everything to do with this strange compulsion.

“You are vitally alive, Risha,” the serpent added. “You can reach for your own destiny as the goddess you are. Others, who have found such wisdom, are clothed in majesty that makes my outstretched wings look drab and my deepest insights seem childish. It’s all part of knowing, becoming great.”

Risha digested this new statement. “So others have eaten the fruit?” she asked.

“In their way.”

“And where has it led them? Don’t give me these ambiguous answers. What have they found—those who have grasped their own destinies?”

“Freedom,” the serpent replied, after only an instant’s hesitation. “Freedom from always worrying about restrictions. Freedom to do anything they like.”

Risha looked at the fruit again and then up at the sky. “But I already have freedom to do anything I wish, for I want what Aaael wants.”

“Yes, but as I’ve told you before, you are more than a grasshopper. You deserve at least a taste, a good, full taste of the fruit that will open your eyes. Aaael is not the Creator of ‘no.’ He’s the Maker of all that delights you. You have childish ideas about him. You might as well pluck it now, eat it now.”

Risha sensed a hint of urgency in his voice. Was something going to happen so that she would not be able to eat the fruit later? Would the temptation be removed after the great celebration that was to occur so soon? This made her even more ambivalent. Would she lose the opportunity to taste the fruit and be wise forever? Or perhaps, temptation gone, the whole unpleasantness would be behind her?

All this time she had been looking at the fruit on the tree; the fragrance was like a mixture of the choicest apricots and pears. The skin invited her fingers to peel it back to reveal the surely delectable mysteries within. All these abstractions about do and don’t seemed irrelevant contrasted with the fruit that was making her mouth water. It looked tangy and cool. The secret was there, and her whole body wanted it. How could something so very good—truly a wonder created by Aaael—be wrong? It seemed so right to be here, looking at this gift of Aaael, yet. . .

Suddenly, she snatched the fruit from the branch before her and peeled a portion of the skin away.

The flesh of the fruit looked more succulent than any she had seen, a light peach color with a slight purple toward the center. As she tore away a piece, the color darkened into a deeper purple at the pit. She pushed the piece into her mouth. The taste was unique, delicious. She bit into it again, flashes of exotic ecstasy flowing through her, but a strange sense of alarm also tearing at her emotions. Juice ran down her chin; she wiped it off with her fingers as well as she could and turned to look at the serpent. She wanted to say something about this horrible realization that was growing within her, to share the fruit with her ally in this deed. But the serpent had settled himself comfortably under a flowering plum about a stone’s throw away, watching, it seemed to her, with a strange disinterest.

Risha wanted more of the fruit. She desired to repeat the initial ecstasy of that first taste. She wanted to lose herself forever in that shocking pleasure that would smother the new voices within her.

She bit into another and quickly ate it, skin and all. But it was not as satisfying as that first taste. She ate another, and then another. As she rapidly chewed and swallowed, a new sensation of continuing hunger and thirst demanded ever more fruit. Always, before, she had been pleasantly satisfied in eating.

Risha looked again at the serpent, at his detached expression, and this time she understood fully that he had deceived her. Her mouth went dry. She felt rage and horror at the enormity of her deed. She strode over to the serpent, shaking, her eyes tight and burning. “You lied!” she spat at him. “You are the evil. All that you said were lies!”

“Lied? Not at all. Don’t you see clearly now? Didn’t I tell you it would turn out this way?”

“I see you clearly! I see what I have done against Aaael! You lied!”

“Only if you misunderstood. We are allies now, for we have both grown up out of Aaael’s cradle, and—-”

“Liar!” Risha screamed, and threw herself at the serpent, her hands reaching out toward his eyes. “Evil!” she shrieked at him, but he leaped back beyond her grasp and flew off toward the desert.


Chapter Five

Ivisha stood at the center of the garden, the juice of the fruit still on her fingers and chin, the pits scattered about her feet. Her eyes took in the trees, blossoms, and animals. A pair of chipmunks, chasing each other in a circuitous path, arrived at her feet and chattered for recognition. But her eyes did not waver. Emotions she had never before experienced seeped into her. Alone. Rejected. A traitor among innocent creatures, abandoned by the serpent.

She finally got her legs moving, but she didn’t know where to go. She was terrified at the thought of being alone with her knowledge. Kael—he from whom her flesh was made—would he empathize? He couldn’t! The bizarre event would repulse him.

Unless he too ate of the fruit. Unless he became like her.

As she walked, she felt a growing need for him to join her in this dreadful knowledge. To drag Kael into this might be monstrous, yet carrying it alone seemed even more unbearable. Better the guilt of bringing Kael to share evil’s enormity, she thought, than to forever cringe under AaaeVs wrath alone.

When she found Kael, she smiled self-consciously. She felt extremely awkward standing by him. “You look hungry,” she said, reaching out and pulling him away from his work.

Kael returned her smile and let himself be pulled toward her. “You look as if you’ve started eating,” he said pleasantly.

They walked through the garden, eating various fruits from the trees, and seeds from the tall grasses. They chatted amiably as they picked and ate, Risha carefully controlling herself, trying to keep the conversation light. Yet as they walked, she understood more and more fully the immense implications of what she had done. If I love him, she wondered, why do I want him to be as wretched as I? Yet the terror of her emptiness kept her voice chattering lightly. Finally they stood by the tree that bore the forbidden but enticing fruit.

Kael noticed the pits near their feet. “You have eaten?” he asked, incredulous.

“Yes,” she said, maintaining the happy look on her face, all of her willpower keeping her from falling into his arms and sobbing out the truth. They stood in awkward silence for a time. “The fruit is delicious,” she told him, “and I have not died at all, as you can well see.”

Kael stood still, his face tightly contorted, looking at his mate. Finally he asked, “How could you invade the holy mysteries? Why disobey the command of Aaael? How could you grieve him?”

It took all the power of her mind and body to resist breaking down at his questions. She said, “Why would Aaael make such a delicious fruit if it’s not to be eaten? Surely he didn’t put it here only to make us want it. Didn’t he put desire in us for the fruit? Isn’t it simply his way of seeing if we’re ready for the greater things? After all, we’re the ones with dominion over all who take breath. You—

Even as Risha presented these arguments to Kael, she realized she was repeating those the serpent had used on her, and she felt nauseated. Yet as she fought back the nausea, her voice and expressions continued the wily dialogue. She led Kael over the same path of objections and counterthoughts as the serpent had. The conversation went on and on. Finally she heard herself using the same urgency as the serpent had on her. She ripped one of the fruits from the tree and held it before him. “How will you ever know, if you don’t taste it! Why be cheated of something Aaael has given? Surely you don’t think he takes all this as seriously as you do.”

Risha had no idea of what was going through Kael’s mind as he stared at her. But after a long pause he reached out impassively and took the fruit from her. He bit into it seemingly without emotion, but then she saw in his eyes some of the ecstasy she had experienced at her first taste. As she watched his teeth biting the fruit a second time, she felt both relief and horror. He was now one with her. His innocent face—ah, that wondrous, familiar face of her lover and companion and friend—that face was already starting to change. She stood motionless, expressionless, as he finished the fruit, confirming only with a nod of her head that, yes, it tasted wonderful, and then as he dropped the pit and reached for another, she fell at his feet and began to weep bitterly.

After a time, Kael reached down roughly and pulled her up. It was only with great effort that she made her legs hold steady to stand beside him, but she could not raise her eyes, could not face him after what she had done to them both. But he is as guilty as I, she repeated to herself as she stared at a pit lying sticky in his hand. He succumbed to precisely the same temptation, and we are equally renegades. Her face felt puffy and wet, but as she looked at Kael she saw his face was no less alien than hers to all they had known before. I listened to my serpent; he to his, she thought. Ah, bitter! Bitter!

No words passed between them as they stared at each other in their mutual humiliation. She reached out and touched his face tenderly, contritely.

“Let’s go to the water and wash,” he said, his voice flat. They walked to the river and kept walking until they were neck deep. Their hands began scrubbing against the sticky sweetness on their faces, scrubbing angrily at the juice wherever it had dripped on them. They continued vigorously cleansing themselves, repeatedly splashing and rubbing, then emerged from the water to stand under the hot sun, wet and dripping. She looked at the man beside her; pain was beginning to etch new lines on his face. Her sense of Aaael’s presence was gone; she felt selfcentered, the expansive feelings of the universe now replaced by a compacted sense of foreboding.

She noticed a deer moving in the garden. She looked at her body, then Kael’s. They were both naked. What an odd, fearful sensation. It grew within her, this conviction she should not be seen, and it shocked her into dipping down into the water to be covered. Yet the water was translucent.

“We must find a covering,” she said, shame drawing blood to her face as she moved quickly to a nearby clump of bushes. Kael followed and took charge of fashioning rude loin coverings from the leaves, his silence adding to Risha’s fright.

As she reached with shaking hands for the leaves and pulled them from the branches, she felt only the leaves’ smooth skins. Her old communication with the trees had been cut off, like sunlight behind clouds. She felt isolated, even from Kael. Her seducing him to eat the fruit had done nothing for her.

They stood among the thick bushes, feeling rather foolish with the leaves draped around them. Where were they to go? What were they to do?

Aimlessly, they started walking toward their bower. Risha gritted her teeth. She expected the animals to come rushing up to her when they saw the leaves on her, anxious to play whatever new game she had thought up. She would be embarrassed. But no squirrels came scampering, no horses came, nor wolves nor blue jays. She looked about as she walked and noticed that an elk at the edge of the forest was looking at her. Was there a wariness in his stance, in the cock of his head? Beside him in a tree was a white owl, and she imagined that it looked down at her in outraged judgment. How could any of this have happened, she wondered, just from eating some fruit? Had that one act split the core of Aaael’s creation and changed everything?

The animals remained distant as Risha and Kael began walking awkwardly toward the bower. She noticed a hawk gliding above the garden. Suddenly it plummeted to earth, but almost immediately it rose with something in its grasp. Was that a mole it held limp in its talons? What’s that aU about? she wondered. Risha looked at Kael, who had seen it too, but neither spoke. They walked on and in the bower dropped upon their soft bed. Another phenomenon was starting in their bodies, a tension and weariness that did not simply invite sleep but made them irritable.

Both lay there, resting and thinking. As the sun lengthened the shadows of the trees, Risha several times reached out and touched Kael lightly, but he did not respond. What raged in him she could only guess by what she felt. She found it an awful thing to be awake in the universe.

She rose from their bower and, without looking at Kael, walked out to the ledge high above the lake. Behind her were the same banks of blossoms, but she had no inclination to pluck them. She had thought she might leap down and swim among her aquatic friends, but as she stared down the great distance, she felt afraid. The assurance that nothing could go wrong because of Aaael’s voice within her was gone. She looked at the empty garden. Despite the leaf coverings about her loins, she felt naked.

Risha stepped back from the disturbing height and retraced her steps through the garden. She saw antelopes in the distance scurry away from her, and she wondered as she watched them flee if they felt the same fear she did.

When she stood in the bower once more, she reached down her hand to Kael and invited him to stand. “Let’s visit Shia and ask her what to do,” Risha said. “She has always loved us, and maybe she’ll comfort us.” Risha sensed her words were stilted, even as her touching Kael was awkward, and she had no assurance that Shia would comfort them at all. But Kael nodded and rose. As they walked slowly through the garden, she wondered what was going through Kael’s mind as he saw no animals.

Their long swim to the cave was equally eerie because they had never splashed into the water before without being greeted by their fellow creatures. They pulled themselves from the river at the cave’s entrance and climbed up the slabs of rock. They saw no living stones in the dark belly of the cave. Again nausea affected her as they walked in for a short distance, feeling the rock edges and continually turning to look at the light behind them.

They heard a sound, a slight shifting of rocks on the floor, as if someone had moved a foot. “Who are you?” Kael demanded. Risha grasped Kael’s arm. No answer came, but two hands grasped a shoulder of each of them and slowly led them back to the light at the entrance. Risha realized it was Shia who guided them, but her touch was not the same. As they stopped at the entrance and the sun illumined her face, Risha felt devastated. Had she caused what was in Shia’s face?

Risha’s guilt almost buckled her knees, but then, suddenly, she was indignant, with a rage so uncontrollable it seemed to come from outside her. “Your eyes accuse me, Shia!” Risha said sharply. “The horror of all this descends on me with no mercy! Where were you at the crucial moment? If so much depended on my one small act, why didn’t you tell me? How could I know all those words were lies, I who had never been lied to, never before, never! Why didn’t you tell me—”

“You were told,” Shia interrupted, just as sharply. “You were told that if you ate of the fruit you would surely die.”

A chill of new fear struck Risha’s body. “I have not yet died,” she responded weakly.

“Is this not death?” asked Shia. She waited as the full force of the words hit the woman. “There is more, far more to come,” she warned. “Your glory has departed.”

“It’s more than we can bear!” Risha said fiercely. “Didn’t Aaael put curiosity into me? Where was he when my hand reached for that accursed fruit?”

“It was not accursed,” the voice from the grieving face corrected. “Who knows what joyous purpose it may have been to you? Perhaps in the great festival, you would have been invited to taste, the great festival that now shall never take place.”

“Agh!” Risha screamed. “How can all, all, be changed? Where were you when the serpent tempted me with his lies? Where was Aaael? His silence has murdered us!”

“Risha! I was here. I was always here. When you were troubled, did you call out to me? Did you call out to Aaael? You were free, the heiress of all creation. Aaael loved you enough to let you choose. Wasn’t your heart’s desire to eat the fruit? You didn’t want my presence—nor Aaael’s. He remained silent to give you your choice. If he hadn’t, you’d be merely a beast of the field, a frog, or a hare—”

“Better a hare!” Risha shouted. “Better a slug! Better a worm!”

“No! You were created to be more. When you were made, the stars sang together and all the children of Aaael shouted for joy. His love bade you to choose him, and if you had, your greatness would have been secured.”

Risha’s eyes moved toward Kael’s face. His silence added to her humiliation. He was standing impassively, staring at Shia.

“We are at war,” Shia added, “and you have embraced the enemy.”

Risha ignored the accusation, desperately trying to rescue herself from this maddening discussion. “What is this incredible business of Aaael’s great ones falling? Why tell us these tales? They’re mysteries beyond simple ones like Kael and me. If creatures like you can become fiendish liars who change everything into death and fear, why should we have to disbelieve those clever lies? Why were these fiends unleashed on us? Would I blame a rabbit if I lured it over a cliff?”

Shia did not answer, but Risha saw in her face such a longing for them that she could keep up her outrage no longer and started weeping. Shia then gathered both the man and the woman into her arms and wept with them, kneading their shoulders with her fingers, whispering, “My little ones. My little ones. How you have grown past me and fallen.”

And then Shia was gone, and they were left at the entrance of the cave, wrapped in each other’s arms, silent.

Suddenly Risha ran into the river and began swimming back toward the garden. She swam furiously, spraying the water widely around her. When she rose on the shore of the garden, she felt numb. All that she saw was Aaael’s—trees, sun, water, earth. Yet she felt cut off. Even that rebellious, beautiful creature, the serpent, was made by Aaael. What wretched mysteries! The very stillness and beauty of creation mocked her.

She picked some seeds and ate them, then climbed to her ledge above the river. She was there for several hours before she heard in the distance shrieks and grunts and a feline spitting sound. The noises increased as the ran down the hill toward them, and then she saw a bear burst from the forest with a tiger chasing it, snarling and spitting. It was one of the gray bears, eyes near-red with fury. As the bear turned to protect itself, one of the tiger’s cubs approached from behind. The diversion gave the tiger the instant it needed to leap at the bear’s throat, snapping its teeth shut upon it and clawing wildly with its hind legs. The bear’s claws raked the tiger’s black-and-gold coat, drawing wide streams of blood. But the tiger’s hind feet were clawing and digging at the bear’s belly, ripping out intestines. The bear screamed horribly, and the tiger leaped free. The cub spat at the bear and moved closer to worry him, but with a tremendous effort the bear moved its body and swung its paw in one motion that caught the tiger cub behind the ear, splitting its skull.

The tiger, seeing its cub dead, snarled in rage but stayed out of range of the bear’s claws as its dying enemy kept swinging and roaring.

It took a very long time for the bear to die. Risha stood transfixed, learning of death and what the insides of creatures were like, ripped open, steaming and contracting eerily in the air. At last the bear was dead; the cub lay beside it.

She looked at her friend the tiger, long streaks of blood on its back. The beast’s eyes were changed, inscrutable. She turned her head. The tiger’s mate was near, moving its eyes from Risha to the dead cub, back to Risha, back to the carnage. Risha again felt fear but this time a visceral fear. Could her body be mauled like that? Was this the death prophesied for her?

The great cats stood staring, imperious. Did they know she had caused all this? She wanted to run, to fling herself from the ledge into the water. Although fear of the tigers rushed through her body, she almost wanted the animals to slash her, to avenge themselves and all creation, so that it was her blood soaking into the ground.

But they did not. Both slowly, it seemed interminably, sniffed the bodies of the bear and their cub. Then, with a last mysterious look at Risha, they padded quietly into the forest.

Slowly Risha advanced toward the bodies. Death. It was like sleep. But the blood! The viscera! The screams! She knelt by the cub. Suddenly she dropped down, lay beside the cub, and hugged it tightly against her, sobbing. She lay there for a long while, holding the soft-furred body. Images passed through her mind of her own death, and of Kael’s. The bear’s head lay in a clump of yellow flowers that contrasted grotesquely with the blackening blood.

Then she began sensing a little of her old communication with the plant world. The grass and a beech tree her shoulder leaned against were communicating something, but she had to use all her powers to pick up their distant concern. As she concentrated, she realized the unnerving truth. The only reason she could sense their communication was that the grass roots and tree roots were screaming. Screaming against defilement. The blood of the animals had reached them and was being drawn in. They cried out against the blood, against this desecration.

Risha heard only faintly the scream traveling through the forest, through the grasses and seedlings and vines. The message traveled through all vegetation of the planet, like a great chorus with only one anthem:

Fear. Fear. Fear.

The great harmony was lost. Chaos was loose.

She lay there until she could sense the cries from the trees and plants no more, as if an explosion had rocked down a canyon and then echoed into silence.


Chapter Six

Irisha was still thinking about the killing she had wit* nessed when Kael entered their bower and sat wearily but also warily beside her. She looked at him; there was a wild expression in his eyes. “Aaael is coming,” he said, rubbing a pile of straw between his palms. “He’s coming himself.” He did not elaborate nor tell why he thought Aaael was coming.

The fear she sensed in him increased her own. She longed to be reconciled, at least to Kael, so that they could face what was coming together, but she saw no way to penetrate his anger. If he feels toward me what I feel toward the serpent, she despaired, there is no hope whatever.

“Death has entered the garden,” she said to him. “Did you see it as you came?”

His head jerked toward her. “What do you mean?”

“The tiger and the bear clawed and ripped each other. The bear lies dead; so does the tiger cub.”

“How does this death change them?”

“Go and see. They are by the tiger’s lair.”

He did not move.

“They lie there as if asleep, though tom and gouged. Kael!” she screamed suddenly, “what will they loose upon us if we are to be ripped and still like those creatures?”

Kael did not answer. Eventually he rose, said that he would look at this death, and departed. Watching his back recede along the trail and recalling his frightened face intensified her apprehension even more. Aaael himself! How will I stand before him? I'll grovel into the cracks in the earth. Right now he knows where I am. Why does he prolong my terror?

The sun was starting to go down and it was becoming cooler before Kael returned. She felt his hand jerking at hers, the fear in his voice as well as his face. “He’s here! In the garden!”

Risha found herself running with Kael toward the forest, trying to escape, scurrying past the larger bushes so they would not be seen. She saw no signs of Aaael’s majesty, none of his magnificent children.

They cowered under thick bushes among the trees, and as they sat, hushed and still, Risha could hear Aaael walking. Then they heard his voice, which pierced Risha like a knife. “Kael,” the voice summoned, “where are you?”

Kael hesitated, then looked at Risha and back in the direction of the voice. He set his face into an inscrutable mask and moved toward Aaael with uncertain gait.

Risha moved surreptitiously behind him, staying hidden in the bushes. “I heard you walking, and I was frightened because I was naked,” Kael said. “So I hid from you.”

Risha looked at Aaael. His eyes held all the glory she had seen in the Visitation. It was the mark of Aaael’s ultimate grandeur that he could compress all of that into the form of a man—as if all the stars and novae had fused into one man-sized creature. He wore a white garment that covered all but his head, his hands, and his feet.

“Who told you that you were naked?” Aaael was demanding of the man. “Did you eat from the tree I commanded you not to eat from?”

“The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it,” Kael said.

The words and the guilt burned into Risha, and Aaael turned and stared at her as if he had seen her during every moment and knew her every thought. “What have you done?” Aaael asked.

Risha stood now before Aaael, and the words came to her tongue involuntarily. “The serpent lied! He lied and lied to me; he deceived me . . . and I ate.”

Aaael did not respond to this but turned and moved his arms. In the distance Risha could see a speck of color that began growing larger. Then she saw as it came closer that it was the serpent. The graceful creature bowed submissively before Aaael and looked expectantly, yet coolly, toward his Maker.

Aaael declared, with anger, “You are cursed! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life!”

At that, the serpent’s great wings spread out and their translucent colors began to darken and the wings themselves shriveled. The thin membranes of those wondrous designs peeled and curled as if touched by fire, and the frames shrank smaller until the wings became mere scabs upon his body.

But what happened to his face and torso seemed, to Risha, macabre. His body began stretching out, longer and thinner, and the face became a long, fanged parody of the original. Ever afterward Risha would think of this transformation as perhaps the greatest horror of all, for it seemed to typify what had happened to everything she had loved. The serpent was still the same creature but as grotesque as he had been beautiful.

She shuddered as she saw the serpent now squirming and wriggling in his unaccustomed state, with that new fanged face that looked at her with hatred, as if her words alone had brought him to this fate. “Serpent,” Aaael now stated, “I will put hatred between you and the woman, between your children and hers. Her child will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” Risha stared at the writhing, enraged serpent, and her revulsion centered on the image of crushing that head, and she longed to do so now, right now; she caught herself looking about on the ground for a rock.

But Aaael turned to her and said, “When you bear children, I will greatly increase your pains. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”

And then Aaael was speaking to Kael about the ground being cursed and that thorns and thistles and sweat would be his lot until they both returned to the ground. Relief rushed into her—that at least they would not be ripped apart. At least their blood would not drench the roots of the grass this day. How they would return to the ground she did not know, but somehow it mattered a great deal that it not be now.

The serpent started wriggling its way toward the forest, awkwardly humping and twisting. Aaael ignored him and motioned the man and the woman to follow. Aaael walked toward the lair of the tiger, with Risha and Kael behind him, numb in their chastisement. At the bodies of the cub and the bear, Aaael knelt and pulled a long thin knife from under his garments. Then he methodically made an incision in the shoulder of the bear.

Risha, with Kael, looked on in stupefaction as Aaael sliced the white, fatty tissues, separating them with quick, deft strokes. In a day of bizarre wonders, what could this mean? Aaael himself, Maker of all the universe, kneeling on the bloodstained grass and cutting away the skin from his slaughtered creature? If the eating of the fruit was such a horror, how could the holy Aaael do worse by desecrating these animals?

But as before, when Aaael had spoken to her within, the answers came as he skinned the bear, blood soaking into his sleeves, and grease upon his hands. He was doing all he could for them. The enemy had won and could claim his due and his curse. Blood and death and nakedness were now realities. But Aaael would be with them, even in the judgments he pronounced—in the sweat of the brow, the pain of childbirth, the unthinkable tasks of slicing up a body.

But we have been cursed! Risha cried out within herself. How can you be with us?

No, Aaael’s voice seemed to say, in my wrath 1 cursed the serpent first. The ground and the serpent have been cursed, but not you. You must bear only what you have brought upon yourself, and through blood and pain and repentance—

Blood and pain and repentance; the words struck a chord of anger within her. Repent? Pain. Repent? Blood. Why was it all laid on her? She watched as Aaael continued to skin the bear, but his thoughts no longer mingled with hers, though she longed for them to do so even as she resented them.

While Aaael was skinning the bear, night fell, but thousands of the living stones hovered close and provided a light of varied colors. He finished the task, leaving the carcass on the ground, the unskinned paws and face contrasting with the white body, ghastly to Risha’s eyes. Aaael then turned to the tiger cub’s body. Risha hated seeing the knife enter the skin and to see it start to peel off, leaving the white and pink flesh beneath. The cub could not be feeling any of this, Risha thought to herself. Otherwise, Aaael would have nothing to do with such a deed. The cub is surely beyond all pain, and perhaps that is what Aaael is trying to teach us. ,

Aaael pulled the small tiger skin from the carcass and then held out the wet, fleshy side. Risha could see that his hand held flames, which turned the skin brown and dry. He did this to both skins, then took his knife and carefully fashioned them into sets of simple clothes. He placed them on the man and the woman; they fit perfectly.

Then Aaael bade them sleep, and the stones hovered around them, as if to watch over their troubled thoughts.

Both Risha and Kael dreamed all through that first night, but neither could recall their dreams. Both man and woman felt stupefied, lying in their bower, occasionally rising to eat some seeds. The living stones remained around them until Aaael returned when the sun was above their heads. His face still showed enormous grief, and he motioned for them to walk toward the forest. He went before them, through the garden, and finally to the edge of the high oaks. Then Aaael stopped and looked at them. He said nothing, but before him appeared a flaming sword as large as Kael himself, turning back and forth, issuing an inexorable warning.

Aaael turned without speaking and walked back into the garden. Risha was dismayed, and shivered, though covered by the warm skins.

Kael grasped her hand and led her deeper into the forest. He stopped and picked up some nuts, cracked their thin shells in his hand, and shared them with her. They went on and finally reached a clearing where they sat down, looking numbly at the forest around them. Sunlight slanted past the trees and into their clearing; they soon became drowsy and lay back in the grass.

As she put her arm over her eyes to try to escape into sleep, her mind was like the rapids of a river, splashing in one direction, then another, roiling, chaotic. One idea she began exploring started a pleasurable burning in her belly, which moved up into her throat and then to her eyes, which began to water slightly as she let this bittersweet emotion well up. Unjust! she thought. Why am I here! I have loved much. I always have. Aaael, how can I accept this!

The sun’s rays broke through the leaves, forming a mottled pattern on her skin, but she was unaware of the light shifting. She began dreaming about the living stones, only this time they did not seem full of music and joy, but of anger and judgment. Then she dreamed she was in her garden, trying to protect it and all its creatures from the stones. But she saw eventually that the stones did not attack her or her animals but simply faded away and she was alone in the garden.

The tiger came to her, full of his old playfulness, and both its cubs came and romped with them, and Risha wept in relief. She jumped from the ledge, her arms full of blossoms, and the tigers leaped with her, plunging into the water, but then urging her to the shore as aquatic creatures began their gambols with her. But as she sported with them, an icy breath blew into the world. She had just been rising naked from the water when its chill hit her wet body so forcefully that she crouched for warmth. The tigers too felt it and began snarling and spitting, and their actions became bizarre. They leaped nonsensically, irritably.

The icy, fetid breath blew against her. It shriveled the plants and maddened the animals still further.

Then came the apparitions—cold shapes stalking her. At first she could make nothing of them but shifting shadows darting among the trees and bushes. Yet as they came closer, she saw glimpses of shrouded faces. No, not faces, but skulls with meat on them, battered noses, low-slung jaws, penetrating eyes. Arrogance glowed from those eyes, staring at her in condescension. The eyes were stuck within empty skull sockets and turned this way and that, fixing upon her hungrily.

These dark specters whirled now throughout the garden in complete control. But then she saw Mevorah enter the garden, glowing in all his strength so that the specters fled. In his hands Mevorah held a large, rough-hewn cup made of wood. He stood before Risha, the cup in his hands, and to her horror she saw that the specters were being forced, howling and spitting and wailing, into it. Then she saw other putrefactions squirming and tumbling and oozing into the cup, until she thought surely it must be filled many times, but still more came until at last Mevorah raised his hand and stemmed the flow, saying, “It is enough. ”

He stood before Risha then for what seemed to her years and years upon years. The cup before her. The cup of Risha. The cup she had brought to herself. Yet haven't I already drunk it! she screamed within. Mevorah put it gently into her hands, and she stood there with the weight of it seeming to bear her to the ground, repulsed by what she saw within, wriggling and howling and lashing their terror toward her. She tried to lift it to her lips but could not.

Then she saw in the far comer of the garden a light. It was a figure walking toward them. As he came closer, she saw that he was clothed in light, as if the light had substance and flowed gracefully from his body.

Then Risha saw his face, and she knew it was Aaael. His face transfixed her, that indescribable expression of love, holiness, grandeur. She collapsed to her knees, the vile cup still in her hands, her eyes focused on his face.

Aaael said nothing. He continued to look down at her. Then he slowly lowered himself to his knees before her. She saw in his eyes the same suffering she had seen on Shia’s face. She was terrified.

Aaael reached out with his eyes still on hers and asked her to give him the cup. His voice was like the sound of the ocean against the cliffs. He took the cup in his hands and raised it slowly, slowly, not to her lips as she had thought, but to his own. He held his eyes on hers, and the grief was awesomely clear on his face as he tipped the cup and drank. It seemed that he drank forever, drank all of it. She could smell the stench and see the slime at the comers of his mouth, but still he drank!

She panicked. She felt she was pouring the filth into Aaael’s mouth herself, but she couldn’t cry out.

Finally Aaael set the cup down and reached out for her and raised her to her feet. His hand, though glowing light, was soft as any flesh; his eyes penetrated her spirit.

Then he crushed the cup under his foot.

Part Two


Chapter Seven

1. he smoke from the fire was blowing back into their cave, but Risha could do nothing to stop it. She shut her smarting eyes and put on another log. She could not let the fire die with Kael and Erlin, her son, suffering from fever on damp skins. The cave smelled of perspiration and vomit.

She muttered aloud, moving with weak, unsteady motions. She had barely recovered from the sickness herself. She looked at her son. The morning light was filtering in and illumined Erlin’s young, lightly^bearded cheek.

Death. Risha had learned to despise its frequent presence. Three days ago, in the throes of the sickness herself, she did not care if it took her. But now Erlin, who loved her most, this center of her life, shivered on the edge of that stillness and decay. I will follow him, she thought bitterly. If he goes, I will follow him!

Onar, her elder son, appeared in the doorway. “You’ll have to take the flocks and tend the traps, ” she directed him. “Where have you been?” Her question sounded like an accusation.

“Sleeping on rocks is better than smelling this all night,” Onar said.

“You might have been needed,” Risha countered, her face as tight as a goatskin drying in the sun, “if only to ease their dying.”

“They won’t die! You haven’t, they won’t.”

Risha started, amazed. Did his inflections imply he wished she had died? No, that thought was her own anger bleeding through, and if her tone of voice accused him of that, she would be even angrier with herself. Risha often sensed she was driving her older son from her. Now she tried to remain strong without letting her rancor show. “You must tend the traps and care for the sheep,” she commanded.

“But you’ve already ordered me to keep fuel for the fire, and my field work exhausts me. Remember, I lived through the sickness too, and no one did my work.”

“No animals hung trapped in the forest waiting for you,” Risha retorted. “No flocks bleated from hunger.”

“You see,” he said, as if she had just entered his trap, “my work is frivolous. It can always wait. The real work is Erlin’s and yours and my father’s.” Onar looked down at the shivering forms. “I recovered. They will too.”

“Onar,” Risha said angrily, “you’re only trying to provoke me. You know we couldn’t live without your work. But go. I’ll tend the traps and flocks myself. Only mind you, keep piling up fuel and don’t let the fire go out!”

Risha walked in the refreshing cold air to the ravine about a mile away where the goats were penned. Two logs standing on end kept them blocked in. Each log was about the thickness of her waist, and heavy. She grasped one at the bottom and laboriously pulled it up so that its base rested on the rocky ground beside the hole. Then she let it fall outward. It hit with a loud thud, which sent the goats off in a clatter of hooves to the far slope.

Fear. Always the fear, she thought.

Most of the goats were brown with black markings and streaks of white on their faces. She studied the constant twitching of their skin against mosquitoes and gnats as they walked warily around her to the opening.

Once past her, they ran through the narrow aperture to the closest grass and bushes. She came up behind them and started herding them toward the river and the traps. It would be difficult, herding and trying to check the traps at the same time, but she had to make the best use of her time and strength.

The first trap was a vine set to snare an animal’s foot. It remained empty and waiting, with not even a track nearby. She moved on to another, driving the goats around it. From a distance the second trap looked sprung and empty. But as she drew closer she saw a rabbit’s hind foot dangling at the end of the vine. Something had eaten the snared animal; a fox perhaps. She tried not to think of it dangling there as the predator approached. She tossed the foot away and reset the trap.

The goats were intent on feeding and she switched at them to get them moving. It was nearly noon when she finally found a snared animal. The rabbit was in the middle of blue^green grasses where a clump of slender, white birches grew. It dangled by its hind foot, and Risha looked at it with compassion. How long had it been hanging there? An hour? Two days? She hated the traps.

Risha walked swiftly to the rabbit, which began to jerk its entire body in panic. Not until her hand grasped it on the back did it let out that loud, unnerving squeal she so hated to hear, and she swiftly brought the club down upon the base of its skull to silence it. She cut its throat and then began dressing it, the warm viscera spilling out on the ground, the kidneys like small red stones surrounded by white fat.

Eviscerated, the rabbit now hung from a vine around her waist. She moved on. How strange, she thought, that all of this had become her natural pattern, hunting, trapping, eating animals’ flesh, tearing their skins from their warm bodies and placing them on her own.

The last trap had snared a beaver. A beaver with its excellent pelt and nutritious flesh. The sight of this larger animal hanging upside down disturbed her. She strode to it quickly, anxious to have the deed done. The beaver snapped at her and twisted angrily on the vine, but she clipped it a heavy blow, a blow full of her anger at having to do this, and it stunned the animal long enough for her to strike it fatally behind the head.

As she made a slit from its throat down the center of its belly, she noticed under its arm a kernel of ripe com. She reached to pick off the yellow kernel, but it seemed stuck. She pulled harder, but it was fastened to the animal’s skin. Irritated, she grasped the little object firmly between her fingers and pulled with her whole might. The kernel finally popped away from the beaver’s skin, and she turned the little object around in her fingers. Then she saw the wriggling feet at its base.

“Parasite!” she said with disgust, tossing it far from her.

Barking dogs interrupted her. She began to run toward the bleatings of the herd. When she reached them, she saw immediately that the dogs had succeeded in their strategy. They had separated a mother goat and her two kids from the rest of the herd, forcing them to the center of a field where she could not effectively protect them. The mother goat whirled and charged at one dog, then twisted quickly to ward off another. The young kids tried to stay close to their mother, but she was tiring.

Risha dropped the beaver and rabbit carcasses and ran toward the pack, screaming and brandishing her club. The dogs were not large, and at the sight of her they snarled but started backing away. The mother goat quickly bounded toward the herd, her two little charges racing behind her. Risha threw rocks at the dogs, and she felt pleasure at hearing one yelp.

Risha walked among the goats, patting them reassuringly, then returned to where she had dropped the beaver and rabbit. The rabbit was gone, stolen by the dogs, she supposed. She spat angrily upon the ground, hoisted the beaver to her side, and started herding the goats home.

Chasing the stragglers through the aperture into the ravine nearly exhausted her. The bout with the fever had left her weak; lifting the logs and dropping them into the holes made her body shake.

As she walked toward the mouth of the cave, she saw that no light flickered within. Not even smoke wafted into the twilight. She forgot her weariness and strode quickly into the cave and to the two forms upon the skins. The fire was barely flickering; both men still breathed. She hurriedly dropped the carcass to the floor and walked out to the stand of trees some distance away. She saw no loose brush or dry limbs, so hurried on into the forest. Her rage began to replace her fear for Erlin and Kael as she contemplated her hardships of the day and Onar’s failure to follow her orders. He could easily have checked the traps, she thought, while I could have been tending Kael and Erlin. By the time she returned to the cave and had the fire going, she was moving with a cold, calculated fury.

Onar eventually entered with an armload of wood and walked over to the fire. He began carefully laying the logs on it. Risha did not greet him but stared, her face frozen and her eyes intent. Onar brushed his hands against each other to wipe off the scraps of bark and other debris, then began to walk out. He was already past Risha when she accused him, her single word like a stone cast against flesh: “Parasite!”

He turned to face her but said nothing. He stared at her, then walked out into the twilight.

He returned with another armload of wood and dropped it with a crash beside the fire, then went out again and reappeared shortly with more wood. He rapidly dropped his burden, turned on his heel and left again. As he brought yet another load of wood to add to the growing pile, Risha screamed, “Onar! Pm speaking to you. I’m outraged that you would leave Kael and Erlin with no fire!”

“Parasites do such things,” he replied.

“Yes!” she agreed caustically. “Don’t walk away! You are as responsible as I for your father and brother. They could have died!”

“Mother, ” Onar declared, biting his syllables off as if they were bits of meat, rising up to his full, muscular height, “I haven’t ignored anything. I left them with fire for the long day, and all this time I’ve been gathering wood. To get dry pieces I had to go a long way.”

She realized she had misjudged the situation, although she still considered it inexcusable to have let the fire die. But nothing would allow her to reach out to him in apology. “You were told to keep the fire going,” she insisted, never changing her rigid expression.

Onar did not reply but glared at her, then brusquely walked out.

Risha kept her body moving through her tasks, pouring the leeks and goat-neck soup into a clay bowl and letting it cool, continuing to tend the fire, eating some of the soup herself directly out of the pot. She fed Kael, getting perhaps a few spoonfuls into him. Then, as if saving the most welcome task for last, she stooped and cradled Erlin’s lead on her lap and placed some of the warm fluid between his lips. Erlin. He would never speak to her as Onar had. He would never cause her pain as Onar did. Perhaps she provoked Onar at times, but from his early childhood, beginning with Erlin’s birth, Onar had turned mean. He would torment Erlin and trick him in their games with stones and feathers.

Erlin. She spooned more of the liquid between his lips and gently rubbed his ear and hair as she had when he was small enough to sit on her lap. He had always believed absolutely in Risha’s promises that they would return to the garden someday.

Why was Onar so disagreeable? She remembered well the pain of his birth. In fact, during its peak, she had thought this was how she would die, fulfilling the prophecy. But she remembered even more her elation at bringing forth her first child and of holding him close to her. She had cried out her thanks to Aaael, for she was convinced this was the child of promise who would somehow bring about their reconciliation with Aaael. That first year of seeing Onar change in abilities every week had entranced her. Everything about him was new. During the following years she had been fascinated by this person who had come from her body. She had loved him and even in the hardest days of toil had found times to caress him and laugh at his antics.

But when Erlin had been bom, Risha’s heart had gone out to him as it once had to Onar. Although she had still loved her older child, she had quickly become absorbed with the newborn. Perhaps I started Onar’s sourness. He was not always aloof. After Erlin’s birth, he brought me—almost shyly—a baby bird for Erlin to play with; he danced in front of me and sat propped against my legs listening to me tell of the garden. But each of these mental images, instead of soothing her, was painful, for little Onar’s loving manner in those moments—though frequently spoiled by his attacks on Erlin—made her feel all the more guilty.


Chapter Eight

J- he snake was gray like the silt of a dry streambed. It slithered on the rocks below Risha, who stood alert, unmoving, holding a stout club. Risha’s eyes followed every motion of its body. She watched the serpent move inch by flowing inch on the slate-colored rocks and dust, camouflaged except for its sinister movements. She carefully let the club slide to the ground as she crouched, still staring at her enemy, and then in both hands lifted a flat slab of rock as long and thick as her arm. The serpent continued moving toward the sun-baked stones, seeking a place to nap under the hot sun.

Good, she thought, as it started coiling a short distance to her right. Coiled in a nice, tight ring, it makes a much more satisfactory target. As she lifted higher the heavy, sharp-edged slab of black rock, she looked to each side. Other snakes, she knew, might emerge from these rocks, with fangs behind darting, red'forked tongues. She shuddered; then she lifted her weapon above her shoulder, angry as she always was at this moment, thankful she had found a rock of such weight. She heaved it in a shallow arc, and stifled a scream as it missed his head and the center of the fat, coiled body but smashed into a section near its tail. Silently, her fingers scrabbled for a grip on the comers of the second rock slab she had chosen. Another half second, she thought.

But then she saw it was trapped, wriggling to free itself. Risha stopped her second throw in mid^motion. If the snake was trapped, she could take time to aim with more care. She forced herself to wait until it finally stopped its panicked writhing and lay momentarily still. She paused, aimed for its center, and heaved. The boulder crashed into the snake, dead center, and she enjoyed the sight of the terrible snap of its head.

Risha stood watching the creature in its death throes. It might take hours, she knew, for it to die. Once she had pinned a large copperhead and had left it. When she had returned a half day later she found a sight that had both sickened and satisfied her. An enormous black snake had started to engorge the trapped, poisonous one and had ingested about a third of it. She had stood before that sight like a bird before a cobra, nauseated and entranced. She had taken another large rock and dropped it on them. “May you both be food for the vultures and worms,” she had said aloud. But her rock had hit only the dead snake, and the feeding black snake had disgorged its meal with remarkable speed and shot away before she had been able to raise another boulder.

Although this ledge and rock plateau were far from their cave, she came here often; it was perfect for stalking snakes. She had learned the best times to catch them sunning. There was something about being on the hunt for her enemies that gave her a sense of purpose.

But Kael ridiculed her passion. Kael, who nearly died from the loathsome beast. I suffered more that day than he, she thought as she walked home. The snake dropped on his neck, and it was I who saw those fangs strike KaeVs flesh. Then came those days of his shaking and sweating with the poison, while I lived with the fear of being left alone. Kael felt none of that, lying asleep while his body battled the serpent's juice and I battled it with my tears and prayers and wet cloths to his body. I pleaded with Aaael for his life.

She stood now before the cave, peering at her mate crouched within. As she had expected, Kael looked up from his task of skinning a marsh deer but did not greet her. She resented his disapproval, the firm set of his jaw as he methodically peeled the skin from just above the animal’s black, divided hoof.

“Where is Erlin?” Risha asked.

“Tending the new lambs. He’s working."

“Working?” The accusation in his tone angered her. “Who was up before dawn, bringing the wood for the fire? Who labored in the field jabbing holes for the grain?”

“Enough!”

Risha despised the authoritative manner her mate used with her. It accused her of being unworthy, of being the cause of all his troubles.

“So you drag yourself off to kill snakes,” Kael said. “For what purpose? You refuse to eat them although that might improve your disposition.”

She winced. Usually Kael did not make sarcastic conv ments; his attack caught her off guard, and she sat down heavily on the soft foxtail barley that made up her bed.

“My disposition,” she said, “is not aided by your wit. I suppose, though, you could eat snakes—you’re cold enough. Poisonous at times too.”

“You made the snake that way!” Kael accused.

“Intolerable!” she exclaimed. “It tempted me! It seduced me!”

“So you’ve said,” he replied coldly.

“Even Aaael knew that was true! You saw him curse the serpent! You cannot think for a moment I originated—!”

“Perhaps,” he said, interrupting her. “But if you hate the snake so intensely, shouldn’t I hate you the same way?”

“Yes!” she screamed at him even though she felt a terrible chill throughout her body. “Yes! Smash me with stones! They will hurt less than your holy judgments. You’re like a bird pecking at my eyes. I came from you; how much did you warn and protect me? You and I did exactly the same: We listened, we ate, we disobeyed.”

“But you did more,” Kael insisted. “You dragged me with you. ”

“I can’t stand this. Every night your dark, rigid face accuses me. We lost the glory together! We’re damned together!”

Their boiling emotions had taken both of them by surprise. Kael, she thought, seemed to have become immobilized and sat stiffly, his eyes intense upon her. Finally he resumed his skinning.

She watched him work. Slowly, slowly, let the anger subside, she told herself. The methodical movement of his knife held her eyes and calmed her. But she did not wish to take back her words.

She bit into a small plum and chewed as she began rinsing utensils. For about an hour they worked on various tasks, together and yet apart, each mind traveling in different paths.

Once she tenderly touched him on the shoulder, but he did not respond.

“Kael,” she at last said, softly. “I don’t want to hurt you. Don’t hate me.”

He was cutting the deer’s flesh into small strips for drying, and although he looked at her, he did not answer. Shortly thereafter, he finished his task and walked stoneTaced into the wind outside.

Risha was left alone with her work. She noticed a silverfish on a wide rock at the entrance and walked over to squash it. She hated the dampness of the cave that allowed these things to breed. For a moment she watched it; it looked like a thick, white^bellied eyelash gleaming on the rock, moving forward, exposed, naked under the sun. She moved. It stopped. She watched and eventually it shivered forward again. I have the power of death over it, she thought. Not life, only death. It’s like me, bewildered under the hot sun, out of its element. She watched it crawl into a crevice. She dislodged a small rock, exposing it in its hiding place. The small rock rested in her hand, and suddenly she sn shed the tiny thing. All that remained was a slight smudge.

Risha went back to her work, worrying about Kael’s reactions. Later Erlin entered the cave; she hastily stood and greeted him. He nodded and she motioned toward the pot, about to offer him food, when he announced, “Father has selected a lamb for a sin offering. He’s indicated you’re to join him at the stones.”

The sin offering.’ What was Kael trying to say? Instead of his usually affectionate manner, Erlin had about him an air of ritual formalism as he invited his mother to walk with him toward the stones.

She resented Kael’s exclusive claim on the ritual. Aaael’s voice had come to him in the bleak winter before Onar’s birth, and it had been he alone who had gone to the mountain. He had returned full of instructions from Aaael to slaughter animals to atone for sin, all couched in bizarre descriptions of voices and flames and blood. But somehow through these things Kael had a certain hope and even peace.

They walked stiffly, awkwardly, over the familiar terrain until they reached a patch of smooth stones, which seemed like a white carpet for the trees. Onar stood upon the stones, his skillful fingers sharpening a branch with his knife, perhaps for use as a post, Risha thought vaguely. Kael was not in this little protected grove but evidently had instructed his sons to wait there. Risha saw him up on the ridge, a long stone’s throw from them. He had carefully shaped an altar out of large rocks. He was kneeling, spots of blood on his legs, his hands red with it, cutting and placing pieces of the butchered lamb upon the altar. Risha stood with Erlin and Onar, silent and motionless except for Onar’s knife, which impudently sliced against the wood and spread the slivers upon the stones at his feet.

Risha kept her eyes on her mate, who was skillfully completing his task. He worked at an angle from them; she could see the profile of his face and hands. She resented him, yet she also longed for him. She despised her needs, for she seemed as tied to him as to her own flesh.

What would he do up there, kneeling before that altar?

Kael stood now, tall against the darkening sky, and Risha thought of the days when she exulted in the prowess of his body. He stood looking into the distance, not moving. For perhaps a half hour he stood, the others watching.

Finally Kael sank to his knees. Risha could see that his face was contorted. He was grief-stricken, crying out to Aaael, but she couldn’t catch his words. She stood kneading her knuckles together, and then reached out to Erlin, who did not object as their fingers intertwined. An insect crawled up her arm, but she ignored it. A sheep was bleating in the distance, annoyed at something. A dog yapped. But she heard the sounds only faintly as she stared at her mate. How can he humiliate himself in front of us? she wondered.

It was already dusk when it happened. A great flame exploded into, or from within, the altar. Alarmed, Risha dropped flat on the earth at the loud whoosh! For an instant, she thought Kael was caught in it. But then she saw that he was moving back from the altar as the flames grew. By now they've consumed aU that was on the altar, she thought, but still the flames rose, never wider than the altar but ever higher. They whirled about like a windstorm.

Kael lay halfway between his family and the stunning energy of the flames. He remained prostrate. The flames shot higher and higher; they could see the tip continue to climb into the heavens, like a flaming star whose tail curled at their feet.

The flames continued to climb, now brilliant against the blackness of the night. All four lay flat upon the ground in that holy place.

Later, Risha found herself wakening in the sunlight, her sons beside her asleep, but Kael and the flames gone. How many hours had they watched? How many had they slept? Perhaps a day had passed by, for she was very hungry. Yet her hunger for knowing Kael’s fate was even greater.


Chapter Nine

]^L.isha’s bare knees ground into the rocky soil as she labored along the rows of herbs, pulling green, sometimes prickly weeds. She kept a small garden of cooking herbs and spice roots, and now she pressed herself to complete the job before the sun was at its height. Already sweat had trickled into her eyes and dirt smeared her face where she had tried to clear her vision. She hated this work.

Yet she needed a methodical task to relieve her anxious thoughts. Kael was still gone. Had he been taken up in the flames, perhaps, while she slept? She had looked everywhere. Had she once again been rejected? Her fear of Kael’s experience at the alter mixed incongruously with her desire for him. She longed for release from her bitterness. Yet she clung to it also as her only defense, her only handhold.

Then she saw Kael’s legs a few feet from her. Silently the man had come; she wondered how long he had been there watching. On my knees before him, she thought ruefully. How fitting. Yet she swallowed down that voice of self-pity and kept working to finish the task. At the end of the little plot, she tossed the last handful of weeds into the woods, then stood stiffly, trying to get her balance after being on her knees for so long.

She sat down on a fallen tree and greeted her mate cautiously. As she looked into his face, her fears increased. Kael’s eyes had a brightness she had not seen since their expulsion. In fact, even in the garden his eyes had not shown this burning intensity that startled and confused her. How was she to deal with such strength?

“I have wounded Aaael,” he said. “I have sinned against him.”

His words were oddly contradictory to his expression, Risha thought. He was admitting guilt, yet he looked peaceful.

“I’ve sought bitterness,” Kael continued, “and it’s spilled on you. I’ve hated you even though you’re my own flesh. All these years I’ve deceived myself, thinking I was pleasing Aaael. I’ve refused to forgive you; I’ve ground you underfoot as if all the guilt were yours.”

He spoke with ferocity, with assurance, with the air of a man who has seen a vision. And these words, so new and desirable, had a strange effect on her. She knew them to be true. Yet she also knew her own guilt. He stood in such a triumphant manner, confessing his past faults, that she saw herself not only equally guilty but utterly unworthy. His guilt seemed all of the past but hers of the present. She was amazed that he would confess his wrongs against her. She wanted to respond in a way that would give them both joy, but she did not know how, for she resented his having gone before her into peace. She longed for the days of their innocence, when they spoke freely and intimately. Now he spoke to her from his new vision, but she felt that she sat before a pillar of fire. He was victorious. She felt consumed by her own selfishness. He had wrestled with the gods—or with Aaael himself—and somehow had won, while she had been flattened before that consuming fire and was unchanged. She groaned inwardly, but her face betrayed no emotion.

“I have thrust the old ways from me,” Kael said.

It was obvious he was not bragging but explaining his new resolve. Yet here was lost the great chance for their souls to meet. His next words, though meant to draw her up, drove her still lower. “And you too, Risha, must renounce your rebellion. Peace lies at the heart, ready to rush in. Like dammed water released! You, too—” and he spoke on, but while describing all she ultimately desired, he fanned her resentment. He was too clean and victorious for her simply to say, “Yes, yes, I will renounce,” for she felt no compunction toward Aaael nor holiness nor light. She hated Kael, she hated herself, and she desired to see the hatred in Kael’s face that he had had before his experience at the altar, that she might lash out against it. But there was none.

He grasped her cheeks in his two hands and raised her face to his. Then he kissed her lightly on the lips and turned away.

She often wondered after that, what would have happened if he had kissed her hard on the lips and wept with her. Would she have wept with him? But in a strange way his mood would not allow more conversation.

A bird was insulting some creature nearby and its shrill chatter invaded Risha’s thought. She continued sitting for a time, idly rubbing two stones together, grinding the dirt between them. She resolved to stand, to act, not to morbidly relive these events again and again. She called on her body to push, pull, stretch, work through her regular chores.

Her feet moved under her toward the deep stream nearby. She removed her clothing and bathed, luxuriating in the cool, rushing current. She splashed water into her face and rubbed her knees with her hands, then soaked under the hot sun, wanting the water to wash away not only the dirt in her pores but also her feeling of numbed indecision.

She rose, physically refreshed, and walked toward their cave. There she found a large basket she had woven from marsh leaves. After a long time of gathering berries and fruit, her basket was so full she had to hang the clusters of grapes on the side. With a small pot newly filled with creek water, she began a trek to the upper hills where, she knew, Erlin would be with his herd. He’d be glad for cold water and fresh fruit after his meal of meat and roots, and she would be refreshed by his voice and, she hoped, his laughter and his touch.

Erlin was higher up than she had anticipated, but she found the walk soothing and invigorating although she began feeling sweaty again. Her son was sitting on a thick tree limb, rocking back and forth slowly. She stopped and watched him. Every few moments his lips would move as if he were speaking, and twice she thought she saw him smile, but it might have been an expression he was using in his imagined conversation. He seemed thoroughly content there, the wind blowing his hair back. How different this long, muscular boy was from the child who had come running at her call and leaped into her arms. Now Erlin could lift her easily, and his mind was complex and subtle. Month by month, she had felt him slipping from her, from the closeness that had nourished and sustained her.

“Erlin,” she finally announced after a very long time of watching him, “I have brought you a snack and some cold water.”

Her son opened his eyes, greeted her, and dropped easily out of the tree. He led her to a little knoll in the shade where they sat and, after he had taken a long drink, began eating.

The last time they had sat under a tree was at the altar, and although he smiled and laughed several times at her attempts at levity, he seemed still to have the vision of the ascending flames before his eyes. As I do, Risha thought.

“Mother,” Erlin was saying, “what happened at the sacrifice? Have you forgiven Father?”

His question startled her. She paused, and for a bewildered moment simply stared at him. Finally she replied, “Forgiven? Who am I to forgive? He has received the forgiveness of Aaael; why does he need any of mine?”

“Mother, you know he wants your blessing,” Erlin said rather formally, obviously risking his relationship with her. “He’s been broken before the Powers, and you’d both be healed if—”

“Erlin! How am I to heal him? I am the one judged and guilty; I am the one who bears—”

“No! You both bear it! But he has reached out to Aaael and to you. Will you accept him as Aaael has?”

Risha was confused. Her son had never thrown such personal, penetrating questions at her before. Even though his tone was kind, his words wounded her.

“Of course I will,” she said quietly, almost in a whisper. “I never saw it as a question of my forgiving him. He has not yet forgiven me—”

“What do you think he was saying to you?” Erlin asked sharply. “He can’t say it well, perhaps, but he longs for you to know Aaael as he—”

“He told you he would speak to me?” she asked. The fear of an alliance of Erlin and Kael against her struck the depths of her security. Were they discussing her? Was she the “problem” that her beloved Erlin and husband had to solve? A fresh wave of resentment and even embarrassment flushed her cheeks.

“You are my very soul, Mother. I know well all of Father’s many faults. I’m only saying that he has done all he can and now it’s your turn to make peace with him and with Aaael.”

“Oh, that I could! That I could!” she exclaimed. “But they’ve always accused me without mercy. Haven’t I confessed again and again?”

“Yes, you have. But have you also confessed your resentments?”

How could a boy—a man perhaps, but barely—how could a boy, and she would ever call him that, see so clearly into her heart? “I’ll think about what you’re saying,” she responded, realizing she had to give him some small victory if she were not to promote his alliance with Kael. She led the conversation into trite comments. Then she left, smiling weakly, promising again to consider his words. Yet she wanted with all her soul to lash out at his attack on her.

She walked with the nearly empty basket of fruit on her arm. Work. What task could she apply herself to now, that she wouldn’t morbidly sit and stare? Her security of twenty years’ love between Erlin and her had been breached. The world shuddered and cracked under her: How was she to contend with this? How much truth was in his words? She needed to be doing something to clear her mind, but she did not want to be in the cave or garden lest Kael should break into her thoughts.

She would search for food in the forest, she decided. She had the basket already in her hand, and she would see what she might find there and perhaps explore beyond her normal bounds. She strode toward the trees, which rose hundreds of feet before her, and entered the cool interior. She loved the cavernlike openness and privacy of the forest.

As she walked, birds and small animals scurried in the thick layers of leaves and needles. She allowed the events of the last day to wash through her, not trying to arrive at any conclusions. Her eyes mechanically searched for food, and her feet conveyed her body across the crunching leaves. Her conflicting desires teased at her like dogs yanking at garments with their teeth, shaking them first this way and then that. Once she saw a rabbit scurry away. Startled, she called out to it, but it didn’t stop, and she watched its white tail bounce into the distance. She wanted to reach out and stroke its back, but she could no more do that than unrestrainedly embrace Kael.

The words of her son pricked her. Once again she was the guilty one; yet this reflexive self-pity did not satisfy her as before. She noticed several large orange mushrooms with purple spots and sat down heavily among them. She picked one and marveled at the ribbed construction of its stem and moist flesh that collapsed at her finger’s pressure, the sturdy, spotted roof. She picked up one, then another, tossing them into her basket, thinking: Beauty even here, but we nearly died learning which beauty could kill us. She leaned back against a tree with thick slabs of bark. She ripped one off, with considerable effort, to make a comfortable backrest and then settled herself against the tree.

As she sat with light sifting through the trees and a bird singing in the distance, she heard a voice high above her. She thought she had perhaps drifted into sleep and was dreaming. But the voice came louder, and it startled her from her drowsiness. She looked up, up the full height of the tree against which she had been leaning, and saw, distorted at that distance in the bright, filtering light, the figure of a man.

She was astounded. How could Kael have found her here? Why would he have followed her? Why would he be at the top of a tree? And why, equally peculiar, would he be greeting her in such a merry voice?

The figure began descending rapidly from the great height, calling out happy comments about the airiness of the day and the light uniquely bathing the forest like a golden mist. Risha saw that it was not Kael, yet how could another man be in her world? She looked at the descending figure as if he were a tree come to life.


Chapter Ten

Irisha wondered if this man might be some celestial creature of an entirely different order from herself. His descending form seemed part of the diffused sunlight among the leaves. Yet as the man drew closer, she saw that he had flesh like hers. He was very tall, thicker framed, lighter skinned.

“You mistook me for someone else. I could tell by your expression,” the stranger said, greeting her. He peered down jauntily from the branch above.

“Then your eyes must be more penetrating than mine!” Risha said. “I couldn’t even see your face up there.”

“Ah,” the man remarked easily, almost nonchalantly as he leaned against the tree and cracked a nut between his thumb and forefinger, “I do see well.” He was smiling with such an engaging boyishness that she felt drawn to him. She wondered why, though she had never seen this person before, she was instantly at ease with him. “Why are you sitting here alone in the forest?” the man asked.

Risha did not want to discuss her situation. “Perhaps for the same reason you were sitting at the top of a tree. Were you looking for the sun up there?”

“Of course!” he said. “Found it too. From there you can reach up and pull out its fiery snow, and if you eat it, the stuff is cold on your tongue.”

Her mouth dropped in mock exasperation. She was standing opposite him, leaning against a thick acacia, imitating his stance and trying to adopt his easy humor.

“Do you live in the forest?”

“Of course,” he replied immediately.

“And what do you do here?”

In response, he reached into the neatly cut skins that formed a covering over his loins and drew out a hollow stick about the length of his hand. He put it to his lips and blew, and a merry music sailed into the glade. As he blew, he also plucked strings that were somehow cut into the center of the instrument. The effect upon Risha was captivating, as if bubbles of music were entering her blood and floating with the air into her lungs. It drew her instantly into nostalgia for the songs she once sang in the garden. How long since she had sung to the delight of the animals!

She listened to him play skillfully, at first tapping her fingers against the ridges of the bark under her hand, then humming with the tune, and finally breaking out into song with him, singing of the sunshine and the forest and the colors of butterflies and mushrooms and tiny woods flowers and soft, thick needles under foot. She sang without the least embarrassment, as if they had always sung together. It seemed to her all the forest creatures from birds to crickets were joining with them, although she realized it was her imagination.

Their music ranged from the silly, syncopated tappings about chipmunks and sparrows to majestic near^shouts to the mountains and stars. When the man finally replaced the little instrument, her eyes were wer and her vocal cords sore. “Who taught you that?” she asked. “Were you also in a garden?”

If the man had said yes, her next question would have been, “Have you too incurred Aaael’s wrath?” She wasn’t sure what she wanted his answer to be, but he instead countered with “No, in a forest. And you have not yet told me what you are doing in my trees.”

“I came to find you, of course,” she said. “To hear your music. Do you have a dwelling? Or do you live in the trees?”

“You may see for yourself. If you walk as energetically as you sing, we’ll be there before I can learn your name.”

“Risha,” she said with a smile.

“I am Uilades.” They questioned each other about their origins as they stepped through the forest. Both were evasive. Questions were answered with counter questions; Risha, by the time they were near his dwelling, realized she had learned very little about him, but she had revealed the basic facts of her life with Kael and her sons. She also realized that she had revealed many of her frustrations, though she had shared nothing of their expulsion by Aaael.

“Here we are,” he said.

At first glance, she did not realize she was looking at Uilades’ home. He had chosen trees for the basic structure, to which he had added logs that fit precisely into the surroundings. As she walked closer, she saw the logs and weavings of grasses formed a tight roof and walls. They had to stoop slightly to enter, and she feared it would be dark within. But it was not, for the sunlight easily found its way through the artful weavings.

The interior was simple, with only a few bowls and utensils stacked in a comer. She thought of the bower she and Kael had once shared. “Rotted now, like dead flesh,” she murmured, hating their damp cave. On the walls of Uilades’ home were instruments of wood: hollow shapes with odd contraptions and holes; many strings stretched upon slabs of wood; circular bent branches. She reached out for one and handed it to him.

“Play!” she urged, and she sat on the leafy floor to listen. Between songs he explained how he had gotten the idea for each instrument, how he had selected the wood, what he did to prepare the various types of strings.

How carefree this man seemed. How was he able to do it. alone here in the forest? Was he alone?

“Never,” he told her. “I have the animals and birds. But I had no one to talk with until you showed up at the base of my favorite tree. Which, of course, creates a very unusual bond between us.”

“You’re always jesting, aren’t you? I’m not sure I like that.” She felt a bit uncomfortable; their conversation seemed contrived. But she smiled, as if in apology. “I mean, you’re more than light talk. You too have a face that has known pain. You know—more than that thrush and field mouse. How can you live alone?”

“I wasn’t always alone,” he said, adjusting with some seriousness. “Yes, I’m not a man-shaped mouse gamboling in the forest. But I’ll be fair to you. Tell me all of your own story, for I’m sure it’s far more interesting than mine, and then when you’ve told me everything, I’ll withhold nothing about myself.”

She stiffened a bit. “You sing and play the songs of Aaael.

You live with the leaves and sun. You’ll despise me when you hear my story.”

“I could never despise you,” the man said. “Your heart is too good.”

“You’re quite ignorant of my heart.”

“Perhaps. But the question is, What made your heart become what it is? You must tell me your story.”

His manner was so engaging that she told him everything: the paradise in which she had once lived and what had happened because of the serpent. As she spoke, she kept blinking back the moisture in her eyes. Uilades lounged against a heap of rushes piled in a comer, one knee up, a small stick between his incisors, which he chewed and twisted. His expression kept changing to blend with her moods. He grunted in appreciation at the mention of songs and visitations and Kael’s love but winced sympathetically as she described the serpent’s lies.

Risha found it difficult to tell him the whole story. Who was this man who played the joy songs of Aaael? Was he one of those pure ones who would judge her as all those heavenly powers had, even Shia? She hated to destroy their camaraderie. His face and manner were accepting, but what was he thinking as she told of the fruit between her teeth?

Uilades continued to murmur sympathetically, as if he had expected such a tale. When she told of their first attempt to find shelter after their expulsion and of their clumsy attempts at hunting and trapping, he suddenly stood to his feet and exclaimed, “How monstrous! You were thrown into a living death!”

His words and expression were so empathic that they brought on her tears. Year after year after year she had longed to hear such words from someone who understood what she had

endured. To hear this from such a solicitous friend broke down her composure, and she wept.

He came to her and very gently raised her to her feet and touched her wet face with his rough but gentle hands. He kissed her on the forehead as lightly as the touch of butterfly wings and then hugged her like a child, patting her softly and telling her, “This is good. This is very, very good, to get all those brackish waters out of your soul. Weep ... for then you can laugh again.” He continued caressing her shoulders paternally and then told her to sit where he had been lounging, which she did obediently.

“But now,” she demanded, trying to regain control of her voice and inject a bit of lightness to it, “we must hear your story.”

“Yes. Very soon. I will tell it all. You’ll be amazed and comforted by it! But I must know a few more things, for your story has touched me so that I cannot jump from one emotion to another. Tell me of Kael.”

“Kael?” She started up a trifle and then leaned back, the self-pity rising to her throat again. “Why do you ask of Kael?” she said, trying to get more time to prepare her answer.

“Because he’s half the story. What are you thinking right now?”

“Kael judges me harshly.”

“He probably hates himself more than you, but he lashes out at you because—”

“No! He is pure and holy and reconciled; he calls down the Aaael-fire, but I am rejected! Rejected by him! Rejected by Aaael! Rejected by my own son! Only the bloody earth doesn’t reject me; it will rot my flesh in its blanket!”

Risha felt ashamed at her outburst. She feared he would judge her harshly now. He was no fool, clearly. If she herself admitted that all her family—and Aaael himself—was judging her, wouldn’t he conclude that she was the guilty one? And perhaps he would be right, she thought, panicked.

He moved to her again, sat beside her, and put his arm around her shoulder. “Not rejected by me,” he insisted with his imperturbable, soothing tones. “Nor, perhaps, by anyone else. But even if they have—perhaps you see things more clearly than they—”

“More clearly than Aaael?”

“Of course not more clearly than Aaael, who sees all things as they are. But you may be assuming too harsh a judgment from him. You think he hasn’t forgiven you? You haven’t forgiven yourself. He is simply your teacher and Maker. As for your boys, they’re children. What can they comprehend? And if your tone says anything, your husband doesn’t understand you. Perhaps he understands very little.” He patted her arm, then gave her a little hug and moved away. “But Kael is not the point. Has Aaael treated you unjustly? Are you angry with him? If so, that’s far more basic than Kael!”

“How can I be treated unjustly by Aaael when he is justice?” Risha asked, bitterness in her voice.

“Perhaps he just hasn’t been paying attention lately,” he responded wryly.

Risha looked up at him sharply and probed his eyes. “Do you jest?” she asked. “Or do you suggest that Aaael is like us?”

Uilades winked both eyes at her and smiled. “I jest, of course,” he admitted. “I was trying to lift your mood a little. Risha, you take every little thing in life too seriously.”

“Including Aaael?”

“Yes, of course including Aaael. We can displease him by caring too much. He didn’t make us to wander about morosely, worried that he might dislike the way we get up in the morning. Aaael is the last one to want you in this bitter state.”

Risha stood up and walked pensively to the entrance to the dwelling. “Do you speak of the Aaael of fire and blood and judgment? Do you know what Aaael wants? Tell me your story, so I can see what you know.”

Uilades walked to her, put his arm protectively around her. “Let’s take a walk,” he said, “and when we step among my high aspens, I’ll tell you anything you wish.”

They started down a steep incline and he let her lead the way around some thick bushes. “Your body,” he said, “moves as gracefully as the leopard. You grace my forest like the peacock. You must delight the eyes of Kael.”

Risha did not know how to take such praise, for she was unaccustomed to it. She had ceased thinking of herself as beautiful.

A rivulet of water curved around a large oak with thick grass heaped up around its bole. He motioned for her to sit beside the water and dipped his fingers into the shallow flow. “Don’t you see?” he asked, looking intently into her face. “Can’t you tell that beneath my songs and clever words there’s sadness 1 I’ve lost something too,” he said cryptically. Uilades scooped water into his palm and held it up before her. “There’s more death in my hand than life.” He spoke as if accusing someone. He stood suddenly, flinging the droplets of water against the back of the oak.

“The wild!” he said, and she thought he expressed it as a man possessed, as intense as a snared bird watching an approaching hand. “All around us is death! A thousand fingerlings die for one to live, and then it dies anyway in a bird’s beak. Everywhere flesh is wriggling, gasping, dying. All the world’s fecundity feeds death. Have you felt the terror of a shrew in the mouth of a cat?

“But not you! Not you!” he suddenly insisted, touching her shoulders lightly. “You are the link to the other worlds. You are the seed for new beginnings. You are the object of Aaael’s love, and you took the risk and have suffered all. But through you, through you Aaael will put the world right again! It is promised!”

Risha was completely confused by this outburst. It was the first time Uilades seemed out of control. Yet his words kindled strange hope. His passion at the state they were in resonated precisely—remarkably—with her own indignation. She had risen to face him, and his hands were again on her shoulders. He looked compassionately into her face as if she were suffering for him, as if he and all the universe were grateful, and as if he empathized with her anguish, yet worshiped her. All this she read in his expressions, and she was thrilled to have a companion who did not judge her but stood with her.

They stood for several moments, silent. Then, “But you are not to take all this so seriously, Risha, as I have warned you before, and warned myself also.” He impishly, impudently pushed his nose into her hair that hung by the sides of her face. He whispered into her ear, caressed her cheeks, teased and praised her, speeding her pulse. She responded with her hand on his as it moved gently on her skin. “You must wake up again to life!” he whispered. He hinted that she was made not only for beautiful clothing but a better life and a regal pride. He rested his hands on her shoulders, then let them plane down her back and up again, massaging her back, interjecting slight parental pats.

“Your hair tumbles down you shoulders like rushing waters,” he whispered. He seemed to know all she wanted to hear, and on every point he skillfully defended her against Kael.

He never criticized Aaael, but again and again he pointed out that she played a heroic role in the affairs of the planet and must assert herself to please Aaael. He hinted that perhaps Aaael did enjoy her discomfort, but she must be strong. Uilades was a man who fully understood her, she thought, who cared in a way Kael never had, who desired her for what she was and might yet be. This man touched her with laughter and love.

She desired this man, but a thought about Erlin watching this scene suddenly introduced a tinge of shame. She looked up at Uilades. His expression perplexed her, for it seemed one of design, not passion. His eyes were distracted, as if he were contemplating something else. She thought of the way he had been touching her from the beginning—small, innocent gestures that led to intimacies. Her sense of shame intensified. Were the movements of Uilades’ hands a trifle mechanical? Was all this her imagination, or was she being seduced? What was she doing here with this man anyway? She did not even know who he was. In fact, he had still successfully avoided telling her anything of his “fascinating story.” Anger began displacing passion. She realized with certainty that the man was lying. His praise for her body, she thought ruefully, spoke of her not as she was but as she had been. He ignored the birth creases on her belly from Erlin and the hard lines around her mouth and eyes. He was not interested in pleasure but something else.

His mouth was on her naked shoulder, nibbling and kissing it. “Your lips are evil!” she screamed suddenly. “They are wriggling snakes upon my flesh!”

Her sudden movement caught him off guard. She saw again that his expression was indeed strangely detached. He caught himself, but not before she knew something possessed this creature of the forest. “Who are you anyway?” she demanded.

She sensed he was struggling to control himself, but she couldn’t tell what his passions were. What was he? With a cry, she leaped from the rivulet and the nearness of his breath and raced away through the woods. A strange tearing noise came from his throat, and she heard him calling out to her, his feet pounding mere paces behind. The sound of his feet nimbly crunching and leaping through the tangled underbrush made her run faster than she thought she could; terror controlled her legs.

Even so, he would surely be faster here in his own element, would know all the ways of cutting her off.

She made her way up a hill, trying to dodge the briars whipping against her legs. She was nearing the hill’s crest now and saw that she was at the lip of what seemed a cracked halfbowl, the base of which was far below her where she saw sparkles from water. She crashed along the edge of the rocky, tree-lined ridge, the pursuer close behind.

She saw the break in the ridge quickly enough to make a decision. It was a long gap that, with effort, could be leaped. At its edge grew trees that she could grasp. It was either turn sharply and run downhill toward the water, or race straight for that rift and leap. As she ran, trying to pace her steps so she would have momentum for the jump, she wondered what good this would do her, since her pursuer could surely leap equally well. But as her body gracefully flew over that space and her fingers grabbed for the tree roots that would support her, she knew what she would do as soon as she scrambled up the other side. She searched for a stick—any sort of stick. She dared not look far, for she heard him only yards behind, dodging the same brambles, using the same rocks for footing, moving as fast as she. There! Lying in the leaves, a piece of half-rotted trunk about the thickness of her leg. She grabbed for it, twisting her whole body—one swift motion to face the pursuer. He was in the last seconds of his approach to leap as she did. In the same motion as her turning, she saw she must stop him instantly, so she screeched at him, “No!” She repeated her cry as she gripped the supporting trees with her stick held out fiercely like a spear.

Uilades could barely change his forward motion and grabbed for the base of a thin ash to stop him. At the last instant he’d seen that the stick might cut short his leap just enough for his fingers to miss the trees on her side. Even if his fingers held, she could pound loose his handhold at the crucial moment of impact, and he would be cast down.

Risha stared at his sweaty face. He lay twisted on the ground where he had sprawled. His face was contorted with muscle spasms he was obviously trying to control. He rubbed his forearm across his lips, licking the little blood droplets from the scratches. Risha had scarcely been aware of all the cuts in her own skin but glanced at her legs and saw red stripes crisscrossing her calves, oddly delicate designs on her sweaty muscles.

They stared at each other for long, long moments, regaining their breath, Risha still holding the stick. Uilades’ eyes explored the chasm and the ridge that went from his feet to the right and around her. That route would take time, and by then, she might escape.

At last he spoke, though he still appeared full of strange emotions that might have been rage or indignation—or even fear. Yes, fear, she thought, mixed strangely with rage. And a hunger, a predatory hunger. Her terror did not abate as he spoke soothingly, “Why are we doing this? One moment we are talking with great joy of having found each other, and then you run like an animal with a spear in its side. And I—I’m distressed at my clumsiness. I simply can’t let you disappear.” He talked on and on.

“I was frightened,” she said at last. “Let me go home. I won’t think harshly of you. Let me return, and another day, perhaps, we’ll see each other again.” It was dusk already and she was becoming extremely anxious that he leave before darkness took away her advantage.

He continued talking, trying to persuade her to let him come over and show her that he meant no harm whatever. Had he done anything she had not encouraged? He was standing now, poised to leap, evidently hopeful that his arguments were having some effect. He pulled back a trifle, in position to spring forward, but as she saw his muscles tighten, she screamed at him with the same ferocity as before and held the stick so that it would thrust into his throat or chest. His reaction was strange; his face became white, as if the blood had drained entirely from it, yet his eyes bulged and his lips tightened; he glared at her with what was now evident hatred and hunger.

Then the greater horror began. At first it was a distortion of his face, as if the bones were being twisted and expanded from the inside. His eyes—was it her imagination?—began almost imperceptibly to separate from each other. No, it was not her imagination, the skin was stretched taut. Even his forehead seemed to be expanding and the skin tightening as Risha looked on with the stick tight in her hand.

Then the skin split between his eyes. Only a light trickle of blood appeared, but the split kept rising up his forehead even as the blood lightly edged down beside his nose and neared his distorted mouth. The expansion continued and finally his skull, impossibly distended, cracked open at the forehead. Instantly, a dark, oily protuberance poked its way out. Risha thought it beak*like, but it was shaped less like a beak than the sharpened point of a stick. The projection expanded and grew out of the living skull, with what seemed an eye right behind the sharp beak projection. The thing that expanded and split its way out of Uilades—the lifeless Uilades, whose dead hand still grasped the sapling—was impossible to describe precisely. The emerging horror growing larger and larger was dark and gray. She sensed a slapping of bat wings and the menace of snake fangs, yet she saw neither of these. Never in Aaael’s world! she thought. There's nothing in AaaeVs world like this! The thing tore free from the broken body of Uilades, which then collapsed. She screamed at the advancing thing. “Fiend! Have you stolen yet another body? Fiend! So that is you!” but she said it not in power or rage but revulsion and helplessness as it spread its dark, oil-gray wingshapes and rose into the air above her, large, hideous, ill-defined.

“Aaael!” she screamed aloud. “Aaael! Aaael!” She called on her only hope even as she brandished her puny stick.

The thing descended upon her as soon as she called out Aaael’s name. She thought, because of its reaction, that perhaps her cries to Aaael might have meaning, so she called more loudly, “Aaael! Aaael!” as she struck out with her stick at the grotesque mass coming down upon her face.

The stick shuddered in her hand as it struck the thing attacking her, but it did not break. The impact, she thought, was like hitting wet sand that splatters apart. The apparent success of the blow encouraged her as she continued to scream Aaael’s name into the darkening forest. She swung again at the horror and again hit a cloying wetness that separated heavily with the impact. Was it her fevered mind or had the stick, as she cried out to Aaael and struck with it, shriveled part of the odious mass? She struck at it again and again.

Suddenly she heard its departing cry of rage that she could never thereafter forget. It was a scream of unsated hunger and cataclysmic loss that rocked so through the forest and through her that it shook her to her knees, as the creature flapped away from her and into the valley and its darkening shadows.

Risha collapsed among the trees and stared across the chasm. She sat in shock. Then, slowly her eyes began to focus on Uilades’ body. His face was now recognizable, but it looked as if he had fallen upon it from a great height.

She slowly closed her eyes, then turned away. That Uilades was dead was sure, but with what had he ever been alive? The serpent’s life? Was Uilades a mere egg sucked dry? No, she thought, he was more like the egg of an ostrich she had found one day, with a near-mature fetus that had died and rotted within and that she had opened, hoping for food, only to find putrefaction.

And now? She did not know where to go in this dark forest, but she turned her back on the body and began cautiously feeling her way past the trees, away from it.


Chapter Eleven

f 1 he quarter moon shone pale yellow but bright, and Risha kept her eyes on it, her arms groping before her to ward off branches. Looking up through the tall trees with their shifting leaf shapes helped her little in guiding her feet. But Risha’s soul longed for that crescent of light above. At times it would be obscured by a hanging branch, then break through first as splotches of brightness, then as the thin shape like a familiar slice of fruit hanging in the sky.

But how much comfort was a bit of light, inaccessible in the night sky? Darkness had just begun; the hours ahead would seem interminable, she knew, and why should she believe that the scaly horror that had hungered for her would let her rest? Would it not attack her irresistibly the moment she slumped to the ground and released her grip on the stick? What had that foul apparition been? Surely the loathsome creature that had come from Uilades could not have such intelligence and grace as Uilades himself. Were both Uilades and the serpent mere hosts for the evil usurper?

She suddenly realized that she would never again stalk and kill the snakes of her valley; this thing that had emerged and hungered for her had in distorted ways something of snakes and serpents and slugs and larvae but only as a rotted corpse resembles a living body. Snakes, living, feeding, propagating snakes with their graceful motions and darting tongues, were coils of purpose and even beauty—yes, beauty, she had to admit.

Would the being that hungered for her give up on its prey in the dark of a pathless forest? “O Aaael,” she whispered, “Aaael, Aaael!”

She saw by the moonlight before her two large trees that came together at their base in a V. She climbed up between them and rested, her back against one and her feet against the other. One hand she kept tight on the stick, while the fingertips of her other hand probed the rib-like bark of the tree. She continued calling Aaael’s name softly, pleading into the darkness. She had no path; she had no light; to go on would be futile. All she could do was rest, and call into the night.

In the darkness she could think of little else but the thing that stalked. She fought sleep for hours, imagining one strange silhouette after another coming alive in the branches above her. Every time she heard rustling leaves and small noises she tried to visualize familiar birds and animals. Yet her fears grew larger with each sound. Alone in the forest, she thought, afraid of a cricket or a deermouse. It’s always been this way since my humiliation. She felt tears welling in her eyes as she considered her plight, and they almost obscured a speck of light, like a star lowered into the trees. She blinked and tried to separate the light from the stars. Was she simply seeing a star at an off angle? It looked as if it were moving among the trees, for it would disappear and then reappear, always a little larger, as if it were heading for her.

Light. It had to be a light, she decided, moving in the forest. And surely light would mean the fires of Aaael and not that of decay and death, she thought, enormously relieved. But almost as quickly as this elation arose, she wondered if the evil were using light to trick her. She cowered lower into the cradle of the rough-skinned trees that held her and thought of the muskrats and beavers in traps that had heard her footsteps coming.

The light grew larger, but now it did not seem to be coming closer but moved in a line that would pass by her. As she watched, she did not know whether to call out or to remain silent. Silence. Silence. She would remain quiet and listen with all her senses, for she thought she heard some faint sound near the light. Yes, a sound, but as she listened, it seemed to grow. The more she listened the more clear it became that this was a voice. A voice calling. But so faintly it called! Was it the faintness of the voice, or her skill at listening? The voice almost seemed to be coming from a different dimension, as if she had to attune her deepest faculties to its sound.

Then she recognized the name the voice was calling. It was her own. “Risha. Risha,” it called, with such an otherworldly mixture of compassion and holiness that it caused her both joy and fear. She raised her face to the light but lowered her body even further into the tree. The voice kept calling her, and she had no strength or will to respond. The voice simply washed into her, and she absorbed it like nourishment. His voice; it’s Aaael’s voice, she thought. The sound brought vividly to her mind his graceful motions and most of all, his face. How she remembered Aaael’s lips calling her name in the garden—oh, how she had loved her name on his lips, and his face looking at her with approval. How she longed for that look now.

But the voice calling her was not the approving one she had heard so often in the garden. This voice was one of righteous love, calling to her, demanding everything and welcoming her in the same tone.

“Father! Maker! Aaael!” she called out. “Let me see your face!”

He continued to call to her, but she feared rushing out to him. Feared him. The light by now was receding into the forest, and she did not want to risk a plunge into that darkness, nor did she know what would be required of her if she reached him and fell at his feet and looked into his awesome face. She cringed at her own ambivalence and called again, “Father! Maker! Aaael! I must see your face!”

But the light did not stop moving and the voice was growing fainter, although he continued calling her name and she could still hear it.

The light disappeared among the trees, reappeared, and eventually was gone. But she still heard the voice. So long as she called out to Aaael, she heard him calling her name. It was almost as if the voice had always been there and always would be, like the sky and the moon. It filled her with conflicting emotions, but the voice reassured her that she was not cast off to become prey for the evil specter.

Risha awakened as first light broke into the forest. She viewed her surroundings, then rolled stiffly out of the tree; as she hit the ground on all fours, she found it difficult to stand after lying in a bent position all night. Each motion of her body recalled the hard, ribbed bark against her back.

Except for a yellow finch darting from tree to tree, she saw no woods creatures. But the sunlight filling the forest lifted her spirits. Whatever had happened last night, she had not succumbed to temptation. This time, whatever the stakes may have been, she had not failed. And Aaael had been in the forest—somehow, strangely, with her, calling her name. True, she had not run to him. But for the first time since the catastrophe, she was thinking. My heart even feels warm toward him. I want to be near and with him. Haven't I at last pleased him? Perhaps the absurdity of expulsion from his presence was over and this sordid episode of blood and death and barriers finally done with. Her sons had not eaten the fruit—was it not more than time to let them into the garden? Perhaps there was even a small shred of vindication for her now. She had suffered; she had not fallen deeper. And had not Uilades said that by her all would be restored?

She determined that she would go right to the heart of the matter by going back. Having overcome temptation gave her joyous hope. She turned her face toward the garden. She would present herself humbly as the chastened heir, the one who had suffered all and had not failed in this final test. Surely Aaael wouldn’t strike her down; hadn’t he called to her in the dark forest? Didn’t he remain her only Father?

Not until the sun was nearly above her did she orient herself enough to know she was finding the way back to her origins. Eventually the forest gave way to open fields, which were sliced through by the familiar river, so wide that she wondered if she could swim its width without having eaten. She was beginning to feel weakened from hunger even though she had found a few small nuts.

She followed the river’s edge as she had so many times years before, her anticipation growing so great that her body was shaking slightly. Home again! For the first time it seemed possible now, not in some remote half-dream of the future. Ah, if I had only resisted temptation the first time, she thought. Here I am nearing the waters and trees and animals and Aaael’s creatures where all is well. She saw in the distance, where the river curved to the left, conifers rising enormously toward the sky, her sentient friends. She could see a great bird flying among them and longed to recognize it and call out to it. Ah, my home, my home, surely the longing for my home won't be denied. Wasn’t it innocent and right? She walked along crying, her tears like soft summer rain.

Risha began seeing through her tears a waving light. She looked for its source but it was widely diffused. Then she heard a sound, and as the light began focusing before her, the sound became the voice of Shia. Risha’s face and eyes became radiant. She turned toward the living light shimmering and flowing from among the bushes of the forest’s edge, not able to restrain herself from rushing to Shia and embracing her.

Shia responded with joy, returning Risha’s embrace, laughing with her, radiating light. But Risha sensed immediately a certain restraint. They touched and smiled but did not speak, the impact of the reunion after so many years nearly overwhelming Risha. “Come,” Risha finally urged, “let’s walk toward the garden together.”

“No. Let’s sit here by the fig tree and the sycamore. I’ve been given liberty to speak to you and answer your questions—”

“I want to be done with questions!” Risha interrupted, her heart sinking. “My mind is sick with them; I simply want to go with you to the garden and be Aaael’s happy child again! I make no claims; let us go up and you can instruct me in all you wish.

Why delay?” Wasn’t Shia an omen that she might re-enter? Would there be a long discussion of everything first?

“You cannot enter the garden,” Shia told her flatly.

Risha flushed, then heavily, wearily sank down to the soft grasses. She wanted to speak and even scream for Shia to say they would go together to the garden. But all she said was, “Can we never go back?”

“The garden is not the same; you are not the same. All is changed and ever will be,” Shia said. “But there’s still hope.”

Hope? A word? Hope? I cannot go back, but there is hope? “Shia,” she accused, “why do you taunt me?”

The light of Shia’s body imperceptibly changed to a deeper shade of bronze. “Risha, I would never taunt you. There is hope. For some, there is no hope. You met such a person in the forest.”

Risha looked at her sharply. “Who was it? Or who were they?'1

“Evil,” Shia responded simply.

“But who? Was Uilades evil? What was the thing that pursued me? Did he wish to devour me?”

“Yes. In every way. But now he can feed only on himself.”

Risha blanched at the directness of Shia’s explanation. “But why has it waited all these years?”

“They have always been sowing dissension among you. It’s your own lusts and rebellion that respond. They’ve longed for you and watched for your weakest moment. They cannot destroy you unless you invite them to.” Shia stated this indignantly, and Risha blushed.

“What saved me then? My own refusal to give in? As I swung at the evil thing, I knew that no mere blow could—”

“Yes, of course Aaael reached out to you.”

“But Shia!” Risha exclaimed, “If he could rescue me in the forest in such danger, why can’t we re-enter the world we were made for? Riddles. It makes me ache!”

Shia leaned back against a large sycamore tree and her bronze light flowed up the trunk above her shoulder like golden water flowing uphill. She silently watched the mortal.

“It was of Aaael that you withstood temptation,” Shia said. “It was of Aaael and through him.” Then Shia sat silent again.

Risha, looking at Shia’s face, understood that she had resisted the seduction because she had feared the results, not because she had loved Aaael. What had she to do at all with resisting temptation? she wondered. Had she not been a mere cipher, led to one belief about Uilades, and fleeing only after she had realized the truth?

Risha sat looking into the compassionate face of Shia. “Was there not even a stone’s worth of resistance from me?” she asked weakly.

“The question doesn’t matter,” Shia said. “You are still favored of Aaael. He’s always there, calling, listening. I’ve said there’s hope. Always cling to this. Through your seed shall come salvation. We’re always watching you. Aaael knows your every thought—”

Shia’s voice continued instructing, but her last comment frightened Risha. Every thought? If Aaael were judging her every thought. . . .

“But if these terrible dangers lust after me,” Risha began saying, wondering if Shia also knew her every thought, “why can’t you build a wall around us? If there’s hope, why not now! Why can’t you keep out the loathsome specters?”

“Because you let them in!” Shia said. “You have lighted the fire. You must walk through it. Aaael cannot change, nor can the universe.”

“If only Aaael had never made me!” Risha exclaimed.

Shia did not respond to this. “The herbs of your cure are obscene to Aaael,” she said. “But maybe they’ll heal you, Risha. You love your diseases! You don’t know yourself!”

“But all this for a piece of fruit!” Risha said.

“No. Not for a piece of fruit. All of us must choose. Aaael—or the other. You made a choice. Would you have done better at another test?”

Risha dropped to the ground, sobbing. Was it all to mean rejection again? Couldn’t she simply fall into Shia’s arms and cry out her pain and return to the life she was created for? She wept for a long time. A seed of anger began growing in her. Aaael’s promises of hope—yes, she wanted hope, but why taunt her? Why shove her back to the dark forests and bloody valley? She was ready to come back to him; why couldn’t he welcome her? But as she opened her wet eyes and lifted her face to say this, she saw that Shia was gone.

Risha forced her feet the last few steps out of the darkness into the firelight. Kael sat with his back against the wall, his legs straight out and pointed at the fire, his hands mending a trap. Erlin was leaning back on his elbows with his knees up, staring at the fire. Onar sat on his haunches, breaking twigs between his fingers. She appeared among them suddenly, gaunt-faced with burning eyes, and although they quickly looked up, her embattled expression and tightly compressed mouth warned them to keep their silence. Her only words were, “I am not dead. Let me simply eat and sleep.” The shadows moved about their faces as she stared at them, fighting her exhaustion, reaching stiffly for the cold smoked meat in a woven basket. She grasped the bone of a duck leg securely in her hand and chewed with determination, explaining nothing.

Her hunger the past day had goaded her resentful thoughts. Contrasted with the other events, hunger was a small hardship, but its unnecessary presence galled her. Shia had revealed that she was being watched, that the Aaael powers were ever about. Even as she trudged back in defeat with her empty, protesting belly, they watched. Ah, how they love me, she thought ruefully, watching my every painful step, allowing me to be sport for their amusement. Couldn’t Shia have at least fed me before deserting me? Shia, with all her mystical advice, exiles me, sends me back in humiliation.

She felt she’d accomplished nothing. Somehow she had failed to respond to Shia correctly. Failed. Failed. Failed. During the full day it had taken her to return through the fields and forest, the seeds planted by Uilades and nourished by her own resentments had grown. They had become a bittersweet pleasure. Her anger at being deserted by Shia had been reflexive and momentary, but this other thought was hardening within her. How could Aaael be good, if at the moment of her temptation, he had not intervened? Were all the higher powers evil? Or a mixture of evil and good? Wasn’t she even now being tortured by the supposedly good powers?

As she sat at the fire gnawing greedily at the dark flesh of the fowl, keeping her gaze from the faces of her men, she could not dismiss the questions. Why didn’t Aaael rescue me when I was tempted the first time? I was a baby; an innocent. Would I leave my baby before a wolf and watch as the animal slowly stalked, creeping closer and closer? Would 1 watch—simply watch—as the wolf entranced my child, as its jaws reached for my child’s throat? Would I sit silent as the teeth ripped the flesh and loosed the blood and then criticize my child for his judgment? Would I mutter, “I warned you, foolish child, about the fangs of the wolf Sinful child, you became entranced with the wolfs soft coat and hypnotic motions; you must pay the gruesome price.” “Pah!” she muttered contemptuously, cracking the stripped duck bone to suck out the marrow. Would I watch my child die? If I had warned, “In the day you smile at the wolf, you die,” would I be righteous in merely watching? Aaael watched me listen, and stumble, and fall. As the fangs of the serpent's words hit my throat, Aaael moralized about my desire for his fruit!

Could Aaael be evil in a complex, subtle way? Did he sadistically use his creatures? AU I know is my own experience, she thought, and so far, my experience has amounted to hopes crushed and being stalked in the night.


Chapter Twelve

hat have you been working on so intently?” Risha asked her younger son. “Not many projects could keep you from your midday meal.” She handed him several small cakes with currants on top. Erlin took them from her and popped one whole into his mouth.

“I’m making a little pen for Troia to have her kid,” he said. Troia was his favorite goat, russet brown with black and white markings. According to Erlin’s calculations, she would give birth in two weeks. “But she refuses to wait until I’m done! Three times I’ve had to pick her up and carry her out of the pen. Even now I had to put up a barricade of logs to keep her out,” He spoke affectionately of Troia, obviously amused at her desire to be in the pen.

Both ate the cakes hungrily and in between sampled some of the small blue grapes Risha had picked. Their skins were sour, but alternated with the cakes, they tasted good. Erlin ate hurriedly and, after his eighth cake, rose quickly from the hard floor.

Risha smiled at him. “Go and finish your project. I think your goat is getting a better bed from you than you have yourself.”

It seemed to Risha Erlin had just left when he came rushing back to her. “It’s bom!” he announced. “She crashed through the barricade and got into that pen, and it’s bom! You’ve never seen such a lovely little creature. Come!” He was off, running back to his discovery before his mother could rise.

Risha had not seen Erlin so excited since he was five. She was grateful to share this experience for the bonds it would build with him. When she arrived, her son was already in the pen with the mother goat, reassuring it and patting its head. “Can you believe the persistence of this animal?” he asked his mother. “Troia knew. She probably wondered why I was so thickheaded as to think the birth must come later.” He was thoroughly delighted, and as Risha looked at the newborn kid, she shared his excitement. Amazing, she thought, that something only moments old could look so steady on its thin stalks of legs. It was a light brown color that Risha found very pleasing, a color that drew her hands to pet and rub its still-wet hair. His belly was white, and his face perfectly marked, with black streaks along the sides of his face, and a white mark like a shaft of light from his forehead to his nose.

“What will you name him?” Risha asked.

“Koko,” Erlin replied. “He is just the color of the cocoa fruit when it is dried and mixed.”

“Precisely!” Risha agreed. “The color is so lovely it makes me want to use him for a pillow,” and she put her cheek against his side. “A baby goat is never quite so soft—as indescribably soft—as a lamb just bom. I can hardly keep my hands off a newborn lamb,” she said. “But Koko seems soft yet muscled and graceful and ready to run so soon after birth. What a marvel!” Erlin spoke in similar ecstatic terms about the new addition to his herd, and his boyish enthusiasm put Risha into a good mood for the rest of that day. Several times she revisited the pen and motioned to Erlin, who was busy in the meadow, to come over and join her, which he did gladly. She could almost believe, in all the fecund bursting of springtime, that life was normal and natural.

In the years since her encounter with Uilades and then with Shia at the edge of the garden, Risha had come to an uneasy truce with Kael and the inner forces that tormented her. She envied and respected Kael’s obdurate faith, yet despaired of it as well. At times she would long to participate in his rituals; at other times she would resent being pressured toward them. But what helped most in keeping her at peace with her family were moments like these with the newborn goat. With the snow and ice of winter and the flies and heat of summer came also the small joys of life: the exhilaration of a booming, flashing thunderstorm; her making first tracks in the season’s first snow; baby snowshoe rabbits orphaned and snuggled in their cave. Risha tried to focus her life on such moments and on the work, avoiding confrontation about the forces of Aaael that generated such chaos in her.

But for Kael, the sacrifice to Aaael was holy ritual, and he continually instructed his sons in its purpose. Risha was sufficiently awed to participate quietly.

A half year after Koko was bom, however, came a new crisis. She saw Erlin leading the young goat to the hillock where sacrifices were made. Startled, she called out to him and strode to his side. “Where are you going with your favorite animal?”

“Only the best is good enough for Aaael,” her son said shyly. She saw in his face how painful this was to him.

“You’re to take fine animals from your herd, but you don’t have to slaughter one that’s become almost part of the family! Doesn’t Koko follow you, rest when you rest, and run where you run?”

Erlin looked ashamed yet at the same time resolute. “That’s true, Mother,” he said. “That’s the point. The sacrifice is gravely serious. My disobedience to Aaael is terrible enough to require my own blood. Koko is merely a substitute. You’ve heard this from Aaael more often than I.”

“What you say is true,” Risha said, feigning agreement, “but do you recall the time you were out playing with him and you wrestled him to the ground?” She smiled infectiously, and he returned her smile, shaking his head in assent. “Then you got down on your knees—he was only a couple of months old, and always butting things—and you squared off with him. He came at you as if you were another he-goat, and you lowered your head and crashed right into his. Little Koko knocked you flat!”

Erlin laughed and rubbed his head, remembering the incident. “He was so small, I had no idea his head could be so hard! I went down as if a tree had fallen on me.” Risha encouraged him to remember other incidents with Koko, and they talked affectionately of the little beast for a few moments as it impatiently pawed the ground with its small, black hooves, eager to scamper into the meadow. Then the stories ran out, and they shared an awkward silence. Without speaking, Erlin turned and started walking slowly—reluctantly, she believed, as she watched his shoulders—toward the hillock with the kid, a sharp blade in his hand.

Risha turned from the sight that so troubled her and resolved to confront Kael. She ran along the rocky ridge that led to the lower fields where she hoped he would still be laboring, stopping just long enough to fill a jar with water for him. His form, bent low digging out potatoes, was visible as soon as she came to the end of the ridge. She knew that so long as Kael was here, there would be no ritual of sacrifice on the hill.

Hearing her approach, he forced himself up and pushed his back forward, sighing at the ache but stretching pleasurably. His muscular body, dark under the sun and naked to the waist, pleased her, and she playfully dipped her fingers into the cold water and splashed it on his sweaty shoulders and chest. He smiled at her and took the jar in his hands. As he drank the water in one long draught, she felt affection for him. Yet it mixed with her anger at Kael’s encouraging Erlin to sacrifice Koko.

She never shared her conflicts with Kael, for he grew ever stronger in his belief, while she grew ever more tentative. She had never told him what had happened in the forest with Uilades, even though she longed to, for she felt she had gained a victory of some sort. Yet she was bewildered by Shia’s rejection, and she didn’t want to share that with Kael. She feared he would probe and probe and then pronounce judgment—that he would drag her out to prostrate herself before the altar and kill an animal and cry for Aaael’s forgiveness, and hadn’t she already done that in the forest? All she had ever shared with Kael about those days away from him had been Aaael’s calling her in the darkness and her answering. She had done this in offhanded comments, to keep him from asking questions and also to establish her own private link with Aaael, to give her a little power against Kael’s absolute spiritual authority.

“The water’s still cold,” he said in appreciation. “What brings you here?”

“I want you to help Erlin. But I also want to spend a few moments with you; we don’t talk very often.” He looked at her suspiciously, though he threw his sweaty arm around her as they walked to the shade.

They talked for a few moments and even jested a bit about their intimacies, and then Risha said as they lay on their backs, looking at white and gray clouds like distant mountains against the blue, “Erlin wants to sacrifice Koko. I don’t like it, Kael. It’s not natural. Koko is like a person to Erlin; it’s a terrible thing for him to do this. He’ll regret it. He’ll lie at night thinking, ‘What is Aaael that he demands I kill what I love?”’

“But he has talked to Aaael,” Kael said. “He knows the price. Forgiveness and Aaaebjoy—”

“But Aaael does not require this sacrifice.”

“Erlin has called out to Aaael that he will do anything to atone for his sin—Anything! This is what he believes Aaael—”

“Believes! How can he know? What does this child know of sin? How has he sinned? You don’t want your son to morbidly pursue a false image of Aaael. I know how one can, in the night, become convinced of something but realize in the morning—”

“Risha,” Kael said rather sharply, “we have spoken enough. Erlin waits for us, and we can’t delay what Aaael has ordained. ”

His curt, decisive statement jolted Risha, though she had experienced such endings to conversations in the past. “You dismiss me as though I were a dog that has rolled itself in carrion,” she protested.

He refused to respond but stared coldly at her. “You make me feel repulsive,” she shouted.

He continued to use his silence on her, and only after several moments pronounced, “Perhaps at times you are,” then turned away.

She was enraged. How could this fellow being, this lover, Kael her husband, abandon himself in racking sobs to Aaael and be received by him in flames that fled to the stars . . . yet reject her? Risha followed him, full of resentment and no tenderness whatever, to take part in the ritual slaying of Erlin’s pet. Why must every good thing turn to blood! she murmured. During the sacrifice, she talked to Aaael and almost asked him to intervene, but she feared even thinking this way . . . Every time I reach out to Kael, or to Aaael himself, I am rebuked.

Later, cracking nuts between stones in the cave, she wondered what kind of world she was in, that her son had to take what he loved most and kill it. She cracked the nuts vehemently, and a comer of the rock cut her thumb. She looked down at it dully, sucked it dry, and went on smashing the nuts.


Chapter Thirteen

Irisha’s morning began with her usual routine: drawing water to fill two pots and carrying them into the coolness of the cave, washing in the refreshing stream water, attacking this day’s major task, winnowing grains. Erlin had eaten breakfast with them, and she did not think it unusual when he did not return for his noon meal; he would often stay with his herds if a grazing area were some distance away. But then she heard the impatient sounds of sheep and goats. Why would he have left them penned till this hour?

She knew she shouldn’t hover over Erlin, but she couldn’t stop herself from leaving her task. She started toward the pen, her usual stout club in one hand, a cluster of grapes in the other. The grapes were ripe only about a month out of the year. She put one into her mouth and sucked on it a while before finally

biting down. The juice was pleasant, though sour, and each time she ate one she was tempted to spit out the tart skin. But she would swallow it instead, mindful of the long winter when she would long for the grapes.

Erlin was not near his flocks. At sight of Risha they began an indignant bleating that told her they had not been loosed that day.

Erlin was not in the fields with his father, either. Risha did not go and speak to Kael as she saw him laboring in mid-field, stooped like a great dark beetle under the sun. She walked to Erlin’s favorite sites, apprehensive, yet reassuring herself that there was some simple explanation.

But none presented itself, and she couldn’t dismiss mental scenes of wild beasts attacking him. She was becoming alarmed enough to go to Kael when she noticed the rocks marking the far edge of the field that Onar worked. Was it her imagination or were they piled differently? The thing intrigued her and she walked across the field to the odd configuration.

Once there had been a small gully here. Now, large rocks filled the depression. She stepped up to them, frowning, and with her foot pushed one precariously balanced; it tumbled away. She bent over and pulled three of the large rocks off the pile, and as she removed the last one, the blood drained from her face. A portion of a human shoulder could be seen in the opened crevice.

She suddenly grabbed the rocks firmly in her hand and pitched them away. As she dislodged a long, flat one, she saw an ear and hair and knew immediately that it was Erlin. She quickly threw the other stones from his face, longing to believe it wasn’t true, but his full features came into view, motionless and smeared with dirt.

She tore away more of the stones covering her son and cast them away. One after another she grasped and flung away, unmindful of the small cuts and abrasions on her hands. Erlin lay on his side, and as she removed each rock and saw more of his body, she steeled herself against the rage building in her, still hoping that somehow he might be saved, might still be coaxed into life. It took only moments to uncover him. Quickly she knelt close beside him and gently turned his face toward hers. It was unblemished except for streaks of dirt. She wiped at them and felt his mouth with her fingers and then touched his eyes and kissed them. But she detected not the smallest response.

She raised herself a little on her elbow and moved his head. There, dried blood entangling disheveled hair, was the wound, broad and deep. Although she had never seen a man killed, she knew well the results of such a wound, and her faint hopes that she had been fighting to keep alive died immediately. She let her elbow collapse into place beside her and, with her other arm over her son’s body, wept.

Who or what had done this? Who had covered her son with these unfeeling rocks? She tried to put out of her mind the image of Onar. It was always Erlin who had pleased Aaael, making his brother jealous. Hadn’t Aaael warned Onar that sin desired to have him, crouched and ready to devour him? But surely he wouldn’t murder his brother! She thought of the evil forces she had confronted. They must have done this!

Erlin dead. The only thing in this accursed world she really cared about—destroyed. All that Erlin was to give to her, to his sons—all his creativity, his laughter, the songs he would have sung, the love he would have given, all he was to be, gone. She could more easily endure the loss of the sun.

She rose, disheveled, and looked down at her ruined son. Risha steeled herself against the desire to weep beside him again and instead forced herself to plan how she could bring him home. She knew he was too big for her to carry, but she could not—would not—leave him. If she could get her shoulder under his chest, she might have enough leverage.

She knelt beside him and lifted. His head dropped down lifelessly as she raised him, and the finality of that motion cut through her. But she continued lifting and succeeded in getting herself partially erect under him. Then she tried to move but found it exceedingly difficult. He seemed far heavier in death; if he were sleeping, she wondered, would he weigh her down like this? Anger came to her aid, for she couldn’t stand leaving him here among those rocks. She heaved with all her strength, dragging Erlin’s limp form across the field step by staggering step, digging one foot into the dirt, then giving a mighty shove forward for another foothold.

She pressed on, but her body started shaking with the effort when she was not more than halfway back. When she saw the hill before her, she knew she couldn’t climb with Erlin on her. She eased her son down in the middle of the field, gently nestled his head on a clump of grass, and stayed on her knees beside him. Then she rose, her cheek and shoulders smeared with her son’s blood, and walked quickly ahead.

As soon as she topped the hill, she saw across the meadow a man standing with Kael. Instantly, she knew who it was.

Aaael himself was conversing with Kael. She looked about for a retinue of great ones, for Shia or others, but Aaael stood alone. She stopped, shocked by a new question. What did this mean? Had evil outwitted Aaael? Was that possible? Surely he knew of Erlin’s death—why else would he be here? Yet... if he knew, why hadn’t he stopped this atrocity?

Surely he could not know, she thought. Then she remem' bered Erlin’s blood upon her, and she blanched at the realization she could be accused. She felt fear only for an instant; it was replaced by anger. “Let it be so!” she said aloud. “That would tell me everything about Aaael,” and she started walking resolutely toward the two figures in the distance. Before she came close to them, however, Aaael broke away from her husband and walked toward her. She continued to advance, trembling, her disheveled, begrimed state giving her a feeling of heroism, of a woman grievously wronged. But as soon as she was close enough to see Aaael’s face fully, she realized he understood all and was full of compassion toward her. He said nothing as they met but only reached out to her and grasped her hands firmly. She stood looking into his face, feeling the strength of his hands upon hers. They continued looking at each other, the horror of Erlin’s death heavy in the air. No words were spoken, yet she knew he grieved with her. The moments passed, and she was loath to release his hands or his gaze. But then she was aware, through Aaael’s motion, that Onar was also in the camp, for Aaael had turned his head toward her elder son.

She watched as Aaael walked toward Onar, who stood by the mouth of the cave, erect, his face intense. Aaael stopped several paces from him and looked into his eyes as he had into Risha’s. But she couldn’t see Aaael’s expression, only her son’s, inscrutable except for a cheek muscle that twitched and betrayed him.

The words from Aaael not only broke the silence but shattered Risha’s composure. “Where is your brother Erlin?”

Onar’s face remained stiff as he responded in clipped, deliberate words, “How do I know? Am I my brother’s keeper?”

Risha had moved beside Kael, and her son’s answer chilled her, for she saw his struggle to make his face a mask. Finally her rage had an object. Onar, who had always hated Erlin, had finally murdered him. There he stood, trying to hide the monstrous change in the universe—Erlin never breathing and laughing and talking again, Erlin covered up like a battered animal. As she glared with growing fury at Onar, she heard Kael’s anguished whispers beside her: “Onar. Onar. My son. Do not slay him, Aaael,” he was pleading. “Do not slay him.”

Slay him? Risha jerked her head toward Kael and their eyes met. Would Aaael slay him? The grisly possibility that Aaael would execute her son turned her thoughts. If she and Kael were banished into all this misery for a piece of fruit, what ought Onar to suffer for murder? Her fury against Onar was turning to alarm. She desired vengeance, yet would it satisfy her? The mental images, rising unbidden, of Aaael’s executing her son caused her to inwardly cry out against them.

Aaael spoke, his words reverberating like the crash of high waves against cliffs. “What have you done? Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground. You have defiled the ground with your brother’s blood, and you are therefore cursed of it. When you work, the ground will not yield crops. You’ll be a fugitive, a wanderer.” The words were stated with finality, with an infinite sadness.

Risha observed the muscles in Onar’s jaws and his eyes. The pronouncement had stunned him. Fugitive. The ground cursed. The only thing that had ever really responded to him, she realized—the ground—would be his enemy. She heard Onar crying out, his voice shaking, that he could not bear such a punishment. “You have banished me from my work and from you. Everyone who sees me will try to kill me!” Onar’s eyes did not shift to those of his mother, but she sensed his fear of her vengeance.

“I will repay seven times your punishment on anyone who kills you,” Aaael said, and with a simple motion put his mark upon Onar as a warning. He stood between the parents and son, looking intently at the young man. If Aaael communicated further to him, Risha was unaware of it. For long moments they all stood there, motionless, and then Aaael gestured Onar away. Onar looked at his mother and his father, but their expressions were impassive. He turned and walked woodenly up an incline. After a few paces, he picked up a stick, then disappeared over a hill. At the last glimpse of his back, Risha dropped her eyes to the ground.

Aaael stood nearby, silent. She found herself on her knees before him, weeping, and she could never be sure afterward if she had heard his voice or just remembered it from so many years ago, but it moved clearly into her mind, Aaael’s voice saying, “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth.” The command repeated itself again and again, gasping alone in her mind like a single fish sucking for air in a dying pond. She had no strength left to grapple with the idea. She kneeled, numb, trying to find some rock upon which to rest, trying to concentrate on Aaael’s face and hands but trying not to remember Aaael’s final words to Onar.

When she looked up, Aaael was gone. No one but her husband was in the camp, and he stood like a tree stripped of its leaves and limbs, his face contorted, leaning against a wall of rocks. Risha found herself very slowly rising to her feet, then walking swiftly toward the empty horizon, suddenly convinced that more important than protecting the lifeless body of Erlin, more important than speaking to Kael, was her need to confront Onar, to catch him before he was beyond her reach.

After crossing the meadow and the fields that Onar would no longer till, Risha ran in the direction she thought he would have gone, along the river and near the far woods. She followed the path of the trapline until it curved to the left, and then she moved quickly to a little hill from which she could survey the river, woods, and meadows. At first she saw nothing, but then a movement far off at the edge of the forest caught her eyes, and she knew immediately it was Onar. She ran down the gentle incline, racing through the tall grass, hoping to reach him before he moved into the woods. She darted out of the tall grass and into the leaves of the forest floor just in time to hear a rustling ahead. In a moment she was only a dozen paces from him, and he turned with a look of fear.

His grip tightened on his stick. Risha, seeing his hunted look, became aware of the stout club in her own hand and her grief-ravaged intensity. “I have not come to kill you,” she said. ‘‘Seven times your punishment would be too much even for me to bear.”

Risha was immediately saddened; she had not meant to sound caustic.

“Why do you hunt me then?” Onar demanded.

She did not know herself, only that she had to confront him. This time she carefully planned her words. “How could I not come? Onar, you’re my own flesh.” Her grief for Erlin still kicked like a mortally wounded creature within her. Yet she felt she was guilty herself, and her grief for her living son—who was just as dead to her now as Erlin—caused Risha to cry out, “Onar, am I not destroyed when you murder both my sons? You have murdered yourself. Your blow against Erlin struck your own head; his blood has not only stained your hands but has soaked into your very bones.”

Onar stood with not the slightest change of expression, as if expecting an attack of some sort. “Why tell me the obvious, Mother?”

“I’m not here to hurt you!” she protested. “My soul cries out to you that we are devastated together, and that I’ve helped bring this grief on you. Onar, you’re my son!” She stopped talking, then forced the next words out like a violent act against herself. “Haven’t I tempted you with harsh words, with my love for Erlin? Don’t I share your guilt?”

Onar’s expression slightly softened, and after a moment his body shifted to a position leaning against his stick. But his eyes continued to search his mother’s face. “We are both stained,” she said. “I was outraged when I saw Erlin dead. It devastates me. But I can’t despise you as my rage insists. I am you.

“My son! What monstrous forces are about us, or in us?”

The young man ground his teeth, then slumped to a sitting position on the ground, hunching himself forward against the lengthening shadows of the forest. Risha wondered if her face looked as wasted as his. He continued to hunch over, staring, and Risha kept silence, afraid to say more, fearing she might chide him again.

She noticed then that there were tears in Onar’s eyes, and they began dripping down his face, but he remained motionless. His expression was not one of weeping. He sat staring, with the tears flowing from his eyes like fluids from the body of a punctured corpse. Finally he spoke. “Why have we been cursed, Mother? Left out in the fields to die?”

“You need not die, Onar—”

“A slow and hateful death,” Onar interrupted. “Will I survive alone in the forest? Away from Aaael, left to the evil? And if I survive, will I want to? Why have I been singled out for this heinous thing? Was I made for this?”

“Do not ask!” Risha nearly shouted. “It’s too terrible a question! You were warned. Aaael himself warned you that sin crouched at the door, and you heard his warning—” Risha stopped short and blanched. She did not know if Onar read her thoughts of the warnings she had received in the garden. But he said nothing although his eyes were keen with fear.

After an interminable pause, he asked her simply, “If Aaael loves us so much, if we are his children, how could he let all this happen?”

She could respond at first only with silence. At last she said, “Onar, that’s what I ask myself every morning. I awake and realize I am banished and condemned.”

“Aaael!” Onar suddenly shouted, bounding up from the ground, beginning to talk with animated gestures. “How can we know he is any different from the others? Good? Bad? Both? He comes with his warnings and lays them upon us, and we have years and years to make one mistake, and then we are crushed like a beetle between his fingers. In one burst of passion I have become accursed! We are to honor and love him, but didn’t he make us as we are? Has he no responsibility?”

Risha breathed heavily. “You are your mother’s son,” she said, shaking her head. “But Onar, you murdered your brother. You planned it. You took him to the field. It was your hand, your will.”

“And you ate the fruit! And Father too. Have you forgotten? But it was inevitable, so why the self-hatred? Aaael could easily bring Erlin back to life again. But he has rules: Our disobedience brings death. It’s like a child’s game—”

Risha felt weakened and confused by the vehemence of his frantic arguments; they seemed like fingers of a drowning creature upon a raft. A question stabbed into her thoughts, and she voiced it. “Who!” she demanded. “To whom have you been talking? Who has fed you these ideas?”

Onar took a sudden breath of air through his nostrils and glared at her. He was caught off guard, but he didn’t hesitate to answer: “You know, Mother. It is ever the same.”

So—the evil forms had seduced her son. She felt relief at being able to direct her wrath against them. They had been pawns, both of them.

But she knew this would not do. No matter how much she wanted to embrace the idea, this was the very thought the evil forces insinuated into their minds, the very arguments of the serpent and Uilades.

A noise that sounded like a small animal startled them, and then they heard a voice. Kael. Was he here? Of course, Risha thought, would he have let her come running after her son and not followed? Didn’t he long for Onar even more than she—Kael, who had worked beside him, taught him the use of the hoe and blade? His voice was near, almost as if he were already part of the conversation. “We are made like Aaael himself,” Kael insisted, emerging from the shadows of dusk. “We are not mere animals. We are of Aaael. Don’t you believe there is evil in the world, Onar? That evil corrupts and cannot be called good? Onar, evil corrupted all of us to blaspheme Aaael.” His words were strong, but his face showed a father’s longing for his son. Kael reached toward him and drew his only living son to his embrace and wept upon his chest.

Onar at first was stiff and unyielding, merely tolerant. But then he slowly began to return his father’s embrace. Risha felt outside whatever comfort they were finding in each other; she moved to them and put her arms around them, pulling them tightly against her breasts.

They stood together, and Risha thought she heard Onar softly weeping, and once she thought he whispered, “I am afraid. I am afraid.” But the sounds were nearly inaudible, and she wondered if she did not imagine them. It had become dark, but still they stood there, just inside the forest’s edge, holding one another. When they finally moved apart, Kael put a bundle into Onar’s hand and whispered something into his ear. Then he touched his wife’s shoulder and led her back toward the camp, looking up to the stars and trees against the sky to find their way.

Onar is alone, she thought. We were thrust out, but we had each other. Onar is utterly alone. She grieved for both her sons, and whether one grief was greater than the other at that moment, she could not tell.

How could a bite of fruit change the world? But one quick motion of a club had devastated hers. Erlin’s body lay waiting for them, gruesome testimony of the significance of one act.


Chapter Fourteen

Ix.ael hoisted his son upon his back and bent over, letting the feet drag behind him. Even in the dark it had not been difficult to locate Erlin’s body where Risha had left it. Now they stepped slowly, carefully, under the starlight—three indistinct figures moving through the grasses. They reached the cave and started a fire as much for cheer as for warmth. They did not place Erlin’s body where he usually slept, near the entryway, but beside their own bed, to be near him.

The man and woman didn’t speak but wearily made the fire, washed, and ate dried meat and com. They lay down exhausted, with the body of their son between them. Risha wondered how it could be that the night before he had slept near them, fully alive, breathing softly, his flesh warm, but now lay between them lifeless. She couldn’t draw close to him without soon feeling the chill from his body. At last she rose, patting Erlin on the shoulder, and moved around to Kael’s side. Only his fingers were touching the body of Erlin, and when she moved beside him he pulled her close and drew the skins over them for warmth.

She awakened very late, nearly mid^moming, hearing the impatient bleating of the flocks. Risha knew she’d had a deep yet disturbing sleep, with many dreams, but she couldn’t recall any of them. Her first awareness as she woke was of some lethal weight on her, pressing her against the dirt. I’m like the snake under my boulder, she thought, and then yesterday’s events crowded into her mind like a wriggling mass of vipers. “Kael,” she called. She looked about, then saw him standing at the entrance, the light on his face. How long has he stood there? she wondered.

“Kael,” she called again, but he didn’t respond. What did he think, she asked herself with some alarm, of my words with Onar, of my confession to him? How does he judge my part in the murder? Whatever his reactions, she would face the day; what did anything matter now that the thin strands of meaning she’d been holding on to during the past years had been severed? She stared at Kael for a very long time, watching his jaw muscles tighten, his face harden, then go flaccid.

Suddenly he cried out softly, “O, Aaael, put some truth into me! The woman’s words pierce like arrows, and Onar’s face shrivels my soul. How can we live in the world after this?” Risha listened to his moans, but she did not stir.

It was nearly noon before Kael stepped back into the cave and picked up some cakes to eat.

They sat at the entrance with the simple meal, the insistent bleating of the goats incongruous in the distance. “What will we do with Erlin?” Risha asked. She was looking at his face and saw the pain there and the fresh welling of moisture in his eyes. But he answered with only a little hesitation: “We must give him back to the ground.’"

Since she had discovered his body, she had felt some nameless dread about what would happen to Erlin now. Was a human like other flesh, mere meat and hair, subject to the desecration of worms or teeth? Or were they truly of Aaael like Shia?

“Couldn’t Aaael take him?” she asked. “Placed on the altar, perhaps, he would draw him to the stars, to Shia’s world. Or—”

“He must be returned to the earth. It’s the will of Aaael,” her husband said painfully. “He told me it must be so.”

Looking into his face, she knew it was as grievous a moment for him as for her. She asked no more but ate silently, staring into the shadows where Erlin’s body lay. Both dawdled over their meal. After Risha took a last drink from her cup, she turned to Kael. “Did you hear everything Onar and I said to each other?”

Her husband nodded. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“You’ve always been a better father than I a mother. I should have been slain with Erlin or banished with Onar.”

“If you, then I also. Haven’t I pushed all the guilt on you? Did I try to reconcile you and our children? I was too harsh with Onar!”

“You tried, once, to be reconciled with me, but I wouldn’t let you.”

“I did try. But trying once in all those years wasn’t enough,” he said in agitation. “Risha, I thought I could walk with Aaael, having given you and Onar warning. But I never yearned for him—or for you. Aaael whispered to me, but I shut that off. I talked to him of other things, for I wanted to be righteous! I wanted to be righteous! So I added to your guilt. I walked with Aaael, but deep within I welcomed your resistance—”

“You’re too hard on yourself,” Risha said. “Onar’s guilt and mine are our own.”

“No! The closer I get to Aaael, the more clearly I see my damnable pride. I was angry with you and refused to be healed of my anger. But enough of our guilt. We’ve seen the depth of evil we’ve brought on our children, but we must begin afresh. . . .”

Afresh! After all this, were they to attempt children again? Was it to go on and on like this, spending decades raising them, only to lose them to the powers of evil? How could she give birth to another child and nurse it and teach it and tell it of Aaael who loved them? “Be fruitful and multiply.” The command mocked her.

Kael saw her distress and did not speak again. He walked to the body of his son and tenderly moved him onto a large skin. Then he lifted him under the arms and pulled him from the cave. Risha picked up the piles of soft foxtail barley that made up his bed, heaped them high on her arms so she could barely see over them, then followed. Kael dragged his burden toward the altar. He came to within twenty paces of it; there he stopped and laid Erlin’s body tenderly beside a gully. Then he returned for a wooden spade he had fashioned years ago. He dug the gully to a greater depth as Risha stood beside her son’s inert form, watching.

When he had completed his task, Kael motioned for Risha to place the bedding on the fresh earth, and slowly, with great reluctance, she did so. She stepped down, hating the touch of raw earth on her shoulders, and laid all of it carefully in place. After this, she climbed out and sat beside the grave. At Kael’s gesture to pick up the body with him, she impatiently waved him away. She sat at the edge, staring at Erlin’s body, remembering scene after scene with her boy, trying to seal them in her mind before they escaped. Only once did she speak aloud of them. “The thunderstorm. Do you remember the thunder* storm?”

Kael did not.

“When Onar was only three, he was frightened by thunder,” she said. “So every time a storm came, you and I and little Onar would say in happy anticipation, ‘Oh, wonderful! Maybe we will hear the thunder!’ We did this many times, clapping our hands and pointing to the lightning. And then remember the day of the big storm and the loudest thunder of all, and Erlin clapping and shouting at it instead of cowering in the comer, and Onar pointing to him in triumph? I can still see their faces side by side, with Erlin catching Onar’s excitement.” Risha paused. “You should remember. The idea to teach Erlin was yours.”

Kael nodded. “I remember,” he said.

Risha stared at her hands. How often since the expulsion had she wondered whether her hands would someday be dead flesh and bone. It seemed impossible. Now her son’s hands—he who was younger and stronger—her son’s hands were stiff.

She looked at her boy, refusing to have him lowered into the bedding she had prepared for him. Outraged goats bleated in the distance; mosquitoes lighted on her and bit her, but she took no notice. Then a bird, an orange thrush with a slight edge of blue on its wings, searching for insects in the field, landed at Erlin’s foot. It skittered about and finally hopped up on the knee of the corpse. It triggered a strange reaction in her, this living thing on her dead son. She resented it, thought of calling out to it, chasing it away. But she didn’t move or call out; she merely watched the bird, its eye investigating, its feet moving saucily on Erlin’s leg.

The bird flew off when Kael shifted his weight, and Risha at last rose and addressed herself to the task. She and Kael slid Erlin to the edge, then lowered him in the skin to the bedding below. Looking down, she saw he was half covered by shadows and she turned away quickly to gather flowers to place on his body. Three times she did this, carefully dropping them on him, forcing herself to let them float down on his face, trying to memorize it even as they fell. At last he was completely covered. Then they waited silently a very long time before Kael rose to cover him.

“No!” Risha objected, “one thing more,” and her voice cutting the morning’s long silence sounded out of place. She walked swiftly back and entered the far end of the cave, kneeling where Erlin had so often played and worked. She picked up several smooth, black stones with gold flecks he had played with as a little boy; a stone hammer he had used to crack nuts, and an oblong piece of bark he had worn on his clothing years ago. She tried to keep her eyes from similar playthings in Onar’s comer. At the grave site, she lay on her stomach and reached down to her son under the grasses and flowers and carefully placed the items on him. As she stretched halfway down, she felt a longing to lower herself the rest of the way, to join Erlin. If Kael were not here, she thought to herself, I would surely throw myself on my son and pray for the earth to swallow us together.

But she rose from her extended position and stood awkwardly with her hands empty. When Kael began pushing the soft earth in upon the grave and she heard it hit, she turned suddenly and walked away.

Kael found her sitting in the river meadow with the goats and the sheep, who were finally drinking and feeding. He sat beside her and reached out to touch her hand. She responded to his gentle pressure by intertwining their fingers. “What have we now but each other?” she asked.

“We have that. But we haven’t lost Erlin forever. I swear it. ” Her fingers involuntarily slipped from his and she looked at him. He spoke again. “It’s not Erlin under the earth; it’s only the body he used. He’s with Aaael, as Shia is. As we will be.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Aaael keeps whispering it into my soul.”

She waited, but he did not expand on his statement. “How monstrous!” she said suddenly. “Can’t we at least see him once? Must we hold on to misty hopes and whisperings? Let me know Erlin races among the stars with Shia and I am content! But how terrible to hint at it! Ah, we must take it all by faith. Faith in what! Look at us now! We are to go on and bring forth more sons?” She buried her face in her hands.

After a time, Kael pulled her to her feet and walked with her among the flocks. Eventually she said to him, “I have always hated your altar. But I have always feared you were right and that I deserved all my torment! I’ve been at war with you, and at war with Aaael. I’ve wanted his power and glory but not his telling me what to do! I’m like a tree cut off from the ground. There’s nothing but decay in me, my desires, my imagination, my hatreds. I despise all the filth within, but I can’t change it! I can’t change me!”

They had stopped at the river’s edge and Risha was facing the water, her back to Kael. He put his hands on her shoulders but did not turn her around as he said, “We have the altar.”

“I’ll bum myself upon it,” she said. “I’ll bum quickly, like old, dry wood!”

“You may,” said Kael. “But the fire that must consume us is Aaael’s holiness.”

“Yes, the flames of the altar purify. But Onar is banished from it.”

“Perhaps! But Risha, why do you always object? Why do you talk of Aaael’s grace as if it were capricious?”

“Why indeed?” she moaned.


Chapter Fifteen

1 hree years had passed since the death of Erlin and the banishment of Onar. For three years Risha and Kael had labored alone, fought sickness, shivered through winter, and sweated through summer. They spoke only when necessary and never sang. Loneliness and a sense of deepening tragedy pressed them together; they wondered if one died what would happen to the other. Death was always close. Yet they would look to the altar and its promise and labor on.

In the spring, for six days Risha couldn’t eat breakfast; on the seventh she said to Kael, “I must go to the altar.” Until then, she had never offered a sacrifice but had only participated in Kael’s offerings.

“You’ve been upset for days; even your hands are trembling,” Kael said kindly. Risha looked down at her right hand and pressed it firmly against her leg. “I wish I could be happy about the seed in me and enjoy watching your face brighten as I tell you. But there’s no joy, only turmoil.”

Kael took this announcement of his impending fatherhood with a broad smile, obviously considering it good news whatever Risha felt at the moment. He took her hand. “Risha, what does the altar have to do with this? It’s a time to rejoice!”

She left her hand in his but turned her face away. “Kael, Onar keeps appearing in my mind. I’m afraid I’ll hold my baby and think of holding him, or Erlin. I’ll watch my child play and wonder when the hatred will start. And how will I tell my child about his brothers? The baby grows, but I can’t remove the curse!”

Kael listened, and when she had finished speaking, he said, “I’ll make the preparations for the altar.”

“The stones,” she said. “But I must do the rest.”

Kael looked at her sharply. She did not know if he disliked her taking his prerogatives or was concerned about the difficulty of the task. But he didn’t object. He simply said, “I’ll do my part now. Before dusk, I’ll wait for you.”

Now that Risha had committed herself, her hands began to tremble more visibly. She would meet Aaael this day. Would he see through her outward motions at the altar to her bitterness and reject her? She felt impure, unable to please him. I’ve been rejected before, she thought, but now, perhaps, I’ll be rejected in front of Kael and perhaps more devastatingly. Yet she proceeded with her plan, for her only hope was at the altar.

In the afternoon she selected a young lamb, for it was always these downy, soft creatures she loved most. She sharpened the black-stoned blade and made all the preparations. Then she led the little lamb, which bleated occasionally, to the altar. She found it frightening to be clutching the soft wool in her own hands as Kael stood watching a short distance away. Yet she thrust in the blade and bled the lamb from the throat, then proceeded to lay it whole upon the altar. Like me, she thought, all of me, ready to be consumed by Aaael’s wrath.

Risha knelt before the altar, not wanting to light the kindling under the dead lamb. Only once had fire come out of heaven to consume the sacrifice, and that had been a sign to Kael. She wanted it to happen again, for she was coming to Aaael as he had, fully desiring him. Or am I? she wondered. How can I see myself? I don’t want you, Aaael, I admit it, since you know my every thought anyway. I’ve never wanted you enough to obey.

Aaael, I’m corrupt! Now the seed is in me, and I start again. Aaael, I know now I’m not homesick for the garden nor even for Erlin but for you. All the freedom I reached for has chained me. I’m trussed up, bound by my urges, bound by my homesickness, by my doubte'mindedness. I’ve been a rebel since the first taste of the fruit! Yes, Shia was right! What a bitter irony that I should reach for freedom only to receive this. How could I shed you, Father?

No celestial flames had touched the altar, though she knelt before it, fervently confessing her sins. She reached for the burning wick she had placed on the ground and lighted the dry twigs. The fire caught quickly and its heat drove her back several paces. She knelt again and called out to Aaael to receive her offering. Only you can make me alive, she called. I can’t quicken myself! As the flaming wood became glowing coals and the odors of burning flesh and wool assailed her, she humbled herself before the Creator and longed for release from her chaos. “Aaael!” she shouted, “I refused to commune with your voice! You have always been near me, but I’ve always pushed you away. I’ve longed for my own self, I’ve chased my own lies.”

She spoke in great agitation for hours, and when she was least thinking of any purpose behind her supplications, something did begin happening within her. Like fire at the edge of a field, Aaael’s peace invaded a small comer of her soul and then spread wider and wider until finally she began to feel contrite, and tears started flowing. She began to sense such release that she looked at the altar, half expecting flames to be shooting to the sky with this power building in her. But they were not. She didn’t care. All she knew was that everything was different now, that her relationship with Aaael was changed, and that her weeping was more joyful than any laughter of the past years. She wept and communed with Aaael till the tears dried on her cheeks and then she rose before the now smoking altar and sang out in praise to the night sky.

As she sang with a loud voice, Shia stood in the smoke and moved forward to her, reaching out with her hands. Risha ceased singing, but Shia joined in the praise and bade her sing with her. The two voices sounded through the fallen world.

Then Risha knelt before Shia and pleaded, “Tell me all, and this time I will listen. Tell me of life and of Aaael and I will not stop you with questions.” Shia would not let her kneel but helped her rise, and the two of them walked through the fields and the forest in the purity of Aaael as Shia revealed much to Risha, who was filled with gratitude. “And I had hoped for an ascending flame,” Risha declared as Shia led her back to the camp, “but I received both Aaael and you! I could want nothing more!”

“But you shall have more,” Shia said. “By your seed, things will happen that I couldn’t even imagine. By your seed will come the wonder and joy of the universe.” Shia lifted the woman in her luminous arms and carried her to her bed, for Risha was exhausted from her night of contrition and exaltation. “This is the night of your cleansing. You must always remember it, for such signs will never come to you again in the world. The next time you see me, most beloved Risha, you’ll be with Erlin and with Aaael.” And before Risha could think or move or protest, Shia was gone and the night was dark once more.

Kael’s head and broad back descended a few feet below Risha as they followed a trail to the forest’s floor in search of nuts. She carried an empty goatskin bag over her shoulder and wondered about the difficulty of climbing back later. Halfway down, her foot slipped on rotted leaves and wet moss covering a rock and she jerked her weight to the side to regain her balance. She then found herself running down the incline, gathering momentum, despite her efforts to grab a branch to break her speed. She was alarmed for the eight^month fetus within her.

At her first scream, Kael had spun around and was already scrambling toward her. Suddenly she went sprawling down hard among the rocks, and trees, just missing Kael’s rushing, protective hands.

“Are you all right? I almost got to you!” Kael exclaimed, reaching down to her. “An instant. Just an instant and I would have caught you.”

“And crashed with me,” she said. She rolled onto her back and touched her distended belly, rubbing her palm gently over it. “No matter,” she said lightly. “I don’t think the fall hurt the baby.” But she realized, after her initial relief, that her face and arm were badly scraped and bruised and that her knee was swelling.

Kael began to inspect the abrasions.

“Nasty,” he said. “I’ll cany you home and we’ll soak

them. ”

“We’re here to gather nuts, at the bottom of the hill. Why go up and then come back? The squirrels will have them all by

then. ” Kael tried to persuade her, but she insisted they continue their task. “At least I’ll carry you to the trees,” he said, and lifted her into his arms and carefully picked his way along the path. She didn’t resist but put her cheek against his and gripped his neck lightly, ignoring the stings of the scrape on her wrist. They came to the first of the hickory trees and he settled her down comfortably with her back against it. “I’ll help you gather,” she said, insistent.

“You will not,” he insisted with more vehemence than she, and peeled, then cracked a nut for her between his strong fingers.

She smiled as she settled against the trunk. “Thank you,” she said. “In this, I don’t mind your being stronger. In fact, you may have noticed that recently I haven’t minded your strength in many things.”

As Kael climbed a tree and began picking above her, she thought about their new responsiveness to each other since the seed was in her. Part of it, she thought, is that he doesn’t have the preeminence in everything. He can’t nurse the baby. He can’t feel the elbow or foot move under his skin. I’m experiencing the new life, but Kael can only watch.

Kael found her in this contented mood when he sat beside her to shell, one bag full from the tree above. They worked together, at times having to beat halTripe skins against the stones to dislodge them. “Kael,” she asked, “how can we be so loving to each other at one moment, and bitter and carping the next?”

He brushed a pile of shells from his lap. “Because we don’t listen to Aaael’s voice within us.”

“But we have! Both of us have been filled with his fire and power and have thrown ourselves into his cause. At those moments we transcend our pettiness. But hours later we find ourselves haggling over a cracked water jug. How can we be such changeable creatures?”

Kael continued shelling. Risha was glad he didn’t reply superficially, as he often did. He had shelled at least a dozen more nuts before he sighed deeply and said. “We’re just not the same as we were in the garden. And twenty years of carping aren’t purged in one night of Aaael’s presence.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“Questions. Always you have questions,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “I thought you were done with questions and would listen from now on.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “But sometimes a question is necessary for me to listen. Didn’t Aaael himself put my curiosity into me? Questions just spring into my mind. They can’t all be from the evil ones.”

Kael kept silent. She was tempted to say more, but patiently waited for him. “No,” he finally said, “it’s not possible all your questions are evil. But you know when they’re whisperings of the evil ones and the line is very thin between them. The enemy is subtle. He’ll use what we are to destroy us, if he can.”

“But why aren’t we told more? All this subtlety Why are we not clearly—”

“Shia told you many, many things. Aaael has revealed much. You know enough to obey and resist the evil. ...”

Risha noticed a squirrel climbing down a sapling toward Kael’s pile of shelled nuts; its stealthy movements amused her, and she smiled broadly. She looked up at Kael. “Here we are in the forest, together, and again we are too serious, discussing evil. Let’s sing instead of the trees and the birds and the life within me!” They sang then, both of them, and Kael carried her home tenderly, the skins full of nuts hanging by his sides.

Risha had anxiously awaited the birth, but week after week the baby had simply grown larger. When the pains had begun, the fetus was ten months and very large. She had been greatly relieved that it was finally to begin, and she had felt a thrill of anticipation despite the pain.

But that had been more than a day before. The pains had intensified. Now Risha lay upon layers of skins exhausted and frightened. The fire flickered against the cave walls as she pushed desperately.

She thought about animals she had seen in birth. None seemed to experience such pain. She had suffered intensely with Onar and Erlin, yet their births had been relatively quick. This one continued at the peak of her pains and she couldn’t push him out.

Now! She screamed within herself as she pushed with all her strength, feeling just at the edge of victory. But still, no movement. She collapsed against the skins and thought of a sheep she had seen die because it could not give birth. Kael had finally slit its belly, and even then, the lamb had died also.

A chill touched her. Kael certainly did know what to do for animals. What was he thinking right now? She had been trying for hours to give birth. Was it too large to pass? Would she grow weaker and weaker? Would he have to make the choice of ripping the baby from her womb? Who would live? Risha? The baby? Neither?

Kael saw she was increasingly distraught and wiped her face again. “The next time the pains come, push—push with all your strength and pray to Aaael for more!”

She felt a trace of anger at his advice that she had already been following for so long. But this time his hands were on her shoulders; she girded herself and with a sharp cry used all the strength of her body.

But the baby would not move.

She felt frenzied. What more could she do? Why must her life continue from agony to death to anguish to more death? Surely Aaael wouldn’t give her this seed of promise and not let her see it. Would he have her hold it in her arms as she died with her belly ripped open?

The pains returned, and she breathed deeply and did all Kael instructed, grimacing with an effort that was beyond her physical powers.

And the child of promise was bom.

Part Three


Chapter Sixteen

f 1 he old woman’s eyes came back into focus and settled on the girl seated on the dirt floor across the room. The ancient Risha felt the spittle on her chin and focused her eyes on her blue-veined, thin hand, willing the flaccid flesh and bones to move. She wanted to be quicker than the younger woman and succeed in wiping her chin before she could cross the room. But what does it matter? Risha thought, Trinidel has wiped my chin many times while my soul sought Aaael.

“Mother,” the young woman said apprehensively.

Mother, Risha thought. Every woman Risha had ever known or met through ten centuries had called her Mother. And every man—except Kael. How is it possible, Risha wondered, shaking with the effort of lowering her hand, that I once lived in supple young flesh like this woman's!

Risha had recovered traces of her empath sense, and she felt the fear in the young woman. “Trinidel, why are you so afraid?” she asked, longing to infuse her own peace into her daughter of so many generations.

“Mother, if only you stood strong and fierce, the way you did when your righteous anger led us against the pagans. Then we could rise up against them again,” Trinidel said, distraught but reverential. “You could rouse us all in the holy cause.”

“Trinidel,” Risha said with effort, “it has taken me a thousand years to learn that desiring what cannot be brings only bitterness. Ask, ‘What is Aaael doing, and how can 1 please him in it?’”

“Doing!” The young woman’s shock at Risha’s words overcame for an instant her awe of her Mother. “We are all about to be murdered. The name of Aaael will be thrown into the dung heap and all that’s holy will be desecrated. My children’s generations will never know him . . . my children won’t even be bom!”

Risha’s weakened body slouched back in the rough leather and*wood chair, Trinidel’s emotions mixing with her own. The ancient Mother closed her eyes and rested a full moment, then opened them again slowly. “You don’t know, Trinidel, the exceeding greatness of Aaael. He spins off a trillion suns at a breath; his mighty hosts extol him in strange and numberless worlds. He penetrates all, including this moment. He controls the enemy outside our gates. What does it matter if a tiny edge of his universe forgets a name we use for him?”

“Ancient Mother!” the woman exclaimed in great agita* tion, falling at her knees and weeping. “It’s hard for me! You’ve seen Aaael, you know all, but I can’t see past the destruction of my mother and my father and all I’ve ever known.”

Painfully Risha stretched out her brown-spotted hands and touched the woman’s hair. “Aaael has things planned for this planet far beyond our imaginations. He has drunk the cup for us. He is the promise. You’ve known and loved Aaael,” she gently remonstrated.

Trinidel continued to weep and eventually whispered, almost inaudibly, “Yes. But not as you have.”

“No. He has been a familiar terror to me. But his terror bums away the fear.”

The ancient Mother stopped speaking and tried to give her peace to her daughter. But she sensed it would not work, for no others had the empath gift. She began talking to Aaael about Trinidel, about her fears and her future. She realized that Trinidel wondered if she were senile, perhaps even wondered if she were not, after all, the mother of all but only an old crone with stories to tell. Yet she knew Trinidel wanted to believe and saw in the girl her own questioning youth. Risha was drained of the need for questions, had lived a millennium of questions. She was now already halfway into Aaael’s other worlds.

Risha didn’t realize as she communed with Aaael how much time had elapsed. When she reopened her eyes, Trinidel was seated again across the room. Trinidel, as soon as she noticed Risha was awake again, said, “They are above us on the hill, like marching ants. The sun glints from their swords and their shouts chill my very bones. ...”

“Graethe has told you this?”

“Ancient Mother, I can hear them! But yes, he has told me. They can take us in moments.”

“We can’t live without grief and suffering,” Risha said. “It’s our story and part of our hope.”

“But not to be destroyed!”

“You cannot be destroyed. You, Trinidel, will live longer than the stars. You are more permanent than the rocks or waters. Aaael has made nothing so eternal as a living soul. You will breathe and laugh and sing when our planet shudders in its death throes.”

“I want to believe you, Mother, but the fear—”

“Believe Aaael!” she said. “I have lived a thousand years of fear and wounds and deepest pain. Suffering is fertile ground. From it we see the universe as it is. From it we see Aaael’s redemption. ”

Trinidel’s eyes again moved apprehensively toward the city gates.

“Help me to rise,” the old woman commanded. She noticed Trinidel’s momentary expression of hope, which quickly faded. She thinks me senile, Risha thought, but hopes against hope that I may yet deliver her by warfare. “Put your arms under mine,” Risha instructed. “We will go to the grave of Kael.”

“Oh, no, Mother! It’s near the gate. We’ll be slain by the first invaders. You can’t walk across the room, let alone through the city!” The young woman tried to ease her charge back into the chair. But Risha’s resolve was firm, and she forced her body to rise.

“We are no more safe here than there. Trinidel, you will aid me,” the ancient Mother commanded. The younger woman hesitated, but Risha’s old legs, disfigured by red^and^purple veins like blotched spider webs, were moving resolutely toward the door. I am a desiccated crone, Risha said to herself with satisfaction and even an edge of humor. She thought it paradoxical that now in constant pain and blurred vision, with the world a mass of indistinct impressions, she should be more intently savoring life than she ever had since the expulsion.

But with every step they took in the city, Risha felt others’ fear and heard the panicked scurrying. She watched through her rheumy eyes some children racing away from the view at the wall and felt their terror. She spoke to Aaael about them as she painfully advanced. She believed all the agonies of her city, and all the warring armies, had been caused by her own disobedience a millennium ago—but she no longer felt the guilt that for so long had eaten at her spirit. Instead, she felt gratitude for Aaael’s forgiveness. Aaael kept whispering it to her, and she reached into the reservoirs of her centuries of communing with him to force her withered body forward and to overcome the trembling of the city, which continued pressing in upon her soul.

Trinidel silently assisted the frail, thin form advancing with such excruciating slowness. Finally they stood at the rocks where Risha had buried Kael more than a hundred years before. She stood, her shadow falling upon the stones, thinking of her centuries with this man.

“Trinidel, can you imagine what Kael and I shared all those generations?” Risha said aloud. “How many times did he lead our sons in battle? How many times did he turn thousands of our children to love Aaael? You’ve heard much of his last battle and his shouts, but only I saw his face as the arrow struck him, and his smile at its significance. He died urging us on, and in our rage at their killing Kael we routed those who came up against us. My grief was great but tempered by that look as he died, as if he were amazed to be finally free.”

She looked at the gray stones at her feet. “It’s good to fight with the power of Aaael,” Risha said, less to Trinidel than to the wind. “Yet it’s an awesome danger to have Aaael’s intensity. One can replace it with one’s own intensity—or that of the serpent—and presumptuously spill blood in Aaael’s name. Always err on the side of gentleness.”

Her spirit surveyed the centuries and seemed to flow up and out of her shriveled body. She stood in two worlds. She felt she was with Kael on the city’s walls, reaching up for the comet streaks of light before them, aware of thousands of Aaael’s children beckoning . . . she continued to talk with Kael even as her body fell between the arms of Trinidel to the ground.

She revived in only a few moments, perhaps because of Trinidel’s extreme discomfort, for she was rubbing Risha’s face and exclaiming that it was madness to have come here and that she had erred in her duty. With the young woman’s assistance, Risha brought her old remnant of a body to its feet again. A few yards away, stones marked the place where, only a few years ago, she had buried her third son, Pela, the child of promise. Erlin’s grave was beside it. Nearly a thousand years separated the deaths of her second and third sons. She wondered how they would appear when she saw them again. Risha felt an intense longing for Erlin, without the least doubt he was as alive as she, in fact, perhaps more so. She was trapped in this decrepit body but was as alive and full of humor and joy as Erlin, where he was. So many sons and daughters dead, so many burials past, so many reunions soon upon her. She had no doubt that she would walk with them. Would Pela be old and Erlin young, though Erlin was actually older? What would she herself be like?

A horrendous shout from beyond the walls, like the screaming of gray hyenas, made Trinidel wince and turn toward the older woman. Risha touched her hand to the girl’s cheek. “Child. They are only my sons, trying to frighten you.”

“Sons? They humiliate! They smash our children’s heads against the rocks, then laugh! They rip open the pregnant with the sword, then sing! They worship their swords in solemn rituals! They ravish the women and then spear them for sport!” Trinidel’s dread reverberated into Risha’s emotions and she shuddered with her.

“It is only death,” she told her daughter. “The pain is great, perhaps, but short. Trinidel ...” but her voice trailed off, for Risha didn’t have the strength to talk over the shouting, and she turned to retrace her steps. They had not gone fifty paces when Graethe ran up to them.

“Mother!” he exclaimed. Risha heard Graethe’s remonstrances at her leaving her room, but she soon relapsed into the other world as he picked her up to carry her back.

When she became aware of her surroundings again, she was back in her room with Graethe standing before her, gesticulating at the door. “We will take you to the mountains, ” he was saying. “There’s a chance. I must fight here, but three young men and three young women might be able to slip through to the river and—”

Risha attempted a smile, but her trembling old lips barely moved. “Why should I, of all in the city, be the one to escape?” she asked.

“Ancient Mother, you are all we have of power. You are the center. You’re the hope of the people.”

“Not me,” she corrected. “Aaael. Send others to escape.”

“We have. But Mother, we’re a dying cult! Don’t you understand? We can’t withstand the enemy. Nothing rallies the people, and we’re too few.”

“Then give up. Serve them but keep Aaael in your hearts.”

“If we prostrated ourselves before them and begged for their peace, the barbarians would bum out our left eyes so we could never again fight with the sword. And they would make each man of us a eunuch!” He spoke with revulsion, and Risha slowly raised her eyes to meet his. “Die then,” she told him. “Die with your sword in hand, and come dance with me, son, in the next world.”

He leaned back heavily against the wall and grimaced. “All my life you have said such things.” He paused. “I will die with my sword, Mother. But if the hordes that hate us annihilate you and Trinidel and everything drawing breath in this city, the light is gone everywhere.”

Risha motioned for him to come closer. She stared with her diffused vision into his eyes and asked, “Son, do you believe in Aaael? Commune with him? Obey him?”

He hesitated, his eyes locked by hers. Finally he nodded assent to her questions. “Then rejoice that you and I and all our people in this city shall dance with him this day!” She made her declaration in a cracked but fervent voice. “For out of the maddening butcheries will come joy, and out of the murders shall come joy, and out of the wail of the horrified child shall come joy. For Aaael himself has drunk the cup. For Aaael himself shall drink the cup, Aaael himself is drinking the cup, yes, Aaael himself. Joy!”

Risha’s conviction and power, conveyed in her tremulous voice, brought color to Graethe’s large-boned face. They were words he had heard in rituals many times before, but in this context they nourished his spirit. He turned and pulled back a skin that hung between them and the city. Risha knew that he wanted to believe and embrace her words, yet longed for her to rise and lead them in battle as she had with Kael and after Kael’s death.

“How can we, the good, the righteous, the innocent, be destroyed?” he said. “How can we let evil obliterate all that is holy, all that is?”

Her voice, interrupting, was almost indiscernible against his, but he stopped and listened in deference to her. “Aaael— not we—allows destruction, and allows edification. Joyous be Aaael’s name.”

Graethe countered passionately, looking out at the gray horizon, “The evil ones always destroy the good. Didn’t it destroy you and Kael, our father? They devour the truth. They’re only half human, perhaps not human at all, offspring of lost ones of Aaael mixing with the daughters of men. They’re ravenous giants; their teeth are their swords come to hack our flesh. These blasphemous sons of Aaael ravish your daughters, and we all—all of us—are helpless!”

Risha watched the faces of her son Graethe standing and her daughter Trinidel sitting in the comer, receiving their emotions into herself, but unable to share with them her peace and power. She spoke with longing for them, “Aaael will preserve what he wishes to preserve. You think the evil shall win? Never!” she declared, and her voice on that word rose almost as loudly as Graethe’s. “The evil shall be utterly destroyed! All of it! All of it! Even in its most barbarous power, it shall be blasted, and Aaael shall prevail!”

The screams of the conquerors became louder as they assaulted the gate. Trinidel rose trembling to her feet. “I believe, Mother. The shouts from the merciless outside are weaker than your little voice. But it’s hard when I feel the fear.” Risha felt Trinidel’s and Graethe’s fears penetrating her body as she communed with Aaael about all the sons and daughters she loved throughout the city. The old woman had difficulty maintaining her awareness, for she kept slipping off into other realities.

Raucous sounds, splintering wood, and the smell of fire assaulted Risha’s senses and brought her back. Her eyes barely focused in time to see Graethe lunge with his sword against three men coming at him. There were no heroics in his death. Graethe crumpled, blood welling out and staining his shirt from ugly slashes. Graethe is there now, she thought with satisfaction. Would that Trinidel follows quickly! But the young woman was being yanked from the room despite her furious kickings and thrusts with a dagger that they quickly tore from her hand. She felt compassion for Trinidel and for her thousands of sons and daughters being humiliated. She called on Aaael for strength to face the next moments. She called not for courage, because courage had grown in her for centuries. But she had little strength and knew she would need much.

Risha sat in the chair, refreshing herself in Aaael’s presence, drawing from him the power. She sat with eyes closed when some commotion before her drew her back to this world. A very large man stood towering above her, and when she was able to focus her eyes, she saw the contemptuous look on his face. He loomed like a tree above her, more than a head taller than Graethe. ‘‘Wipe the drool from her,” he commanded, and a man bent to use the cloth on her chin.

“Thank you, my son,” she said in her frail voice. Her face was a resolute, seamed rock.

“Son?” the huge man retorted angrily. “Old woman, I have a mother, and a mother’s mother. Your name is a stench. Your lies will be ground to fine dust and buried with you in your cowardly city.”

“You are my own flesh—”

“I am king over all Tenelent,” he interrupted.

“Who made you a king over your brothers—you who are my own flesh?” Risha asked angrily.

The massive man grasped his sword and pulled it menacingly from its scabbard. “You are not my flesh nor my mother.”

With great effort, Risha raised herself to stand before him and looked up at his sturdy frame. The ancient face taunted with a slight smile. “No, perhaps you are not,” she admitted, clearly but softly. She leaned far back so she could see his face, “I’ve heard you’re clever with a knife. Are the eunuchs you make as fertile as you?”

The bellow of rage that broke from him gave Risha enormous satisfaction. She had guessed right. For all his strength, he’s as sterile as a donkey! she thought. For all his power, he and his evil brothers will die childless; they will never mongrelize my sons and daughters.

Her deliberate provocation tightened his grip on the sword, and he jerked it above his head. She sank back into her chair, her strength spent. As she felt the firmness of the chair beneath her, she forced out with great effort, “Do you send me home to all I love? Strike then!”

She felt, even before the words left her mouth, that she was rising up out of her chair with new power, with new young flesh expanding from her bones, shoving aside the flaccid skin and the thin crackling hair like an old, loose garment being dropped at her feet. Her heart was lifted, and her inner vision clear, but her eyes were ancient and rheumy as they looked up for that fraction of an instant at the blade, which then split her skull and left her old, worn body in a discarded heap upon the chair.


Chapter Seventeen

Irisha looked down at her slumped body, arms and head hanging over one arm of the chair like a ragged coat ripped and bloodied in battle. She observed the butchered neck dispassionately.

The barbarian stepped back, then thrust his leg forward in a mighty blow, sending the body she had always lived in sprawling into a comer of the stone floor.

She felt herself rising above the violence. Figures raced screaming through the streets and clambering over walls. A boy darted toward a stream; just as he leaped to cross it, a spear caught him in the back and he landed face down with an ugly splash. The boy tried to raise himself toward the bank, then fell back into the water.

As two men rushed up to him, she saw the boy rising above the water—right through the shoulder of a barbarian—and hovering over their inspection of his body. Then, as if summoned, the boy turned his head and Risha saw he was looking at a spot of light above him.

At the city’s edge she saw others rising from their lifeless bodies, and she saw other lights toward which they moved.

From mists nearby a momentary flare caught her eye, then was gone. It reappeared and moved closer, growing larger, dissipating the mists. It flowed toward her like something alive, radiating blues and greens and golds.

Then a voice.

Shia! It was Shia!

This tangible light, this feminine energy, this person lifted her and turned her slowly around, Shia’s face radiating that look of joy that all through the centuries Risha had longed to see again.

In contrast to their last parting, she now saw Shia through centuries of experience and wisdom. And—was this possible?— she saw her through expanding intelligence. Her mind was being altered into whole new ranges of perspective.

Risha was beginning to feel the way she had felt when she’d first stepped, newborn, from the hand of Aaael. As Shia released her, Risha in turn lifted her and spun the light-creature above her so that sprays of light spun off like sparkling droplets. Risha exulted in her own quickening muscles and vitality. Fresh dimensions were permeating her.

Mind and body had become more than human, yet she was still Risha.

Shia’s love and joy radiated into her spirit. All her previous moments of communings with this other world were transcended—like droplets contrasted with the sea or a single blossom with flowering orchards.

Risha looked down toward the chaos of the city but now could see nothing. She longed for her children to experience this peace. If 7 rinidel in her anguish, she thought, could have just a glimpse, just a taste of this love! But then she realized Trinidel might at this very moment be rising from that gore and humiliation to become bathed in this same light.

As they danced ever upward, Shia’s mind was pouring into hers messages of acceptance. At the same time, she was bringing back vivid remembrances of the past, pouring into her mind scene after scene with Kael, Erlin, Onar, daughters, grand-children—scenes of jealousy and compassion, great deeds and shameful ones, petty quarrels and historic heroism. Risha felt equally her own emotions and the emotions of the others, experiencing each scene from her heightened perspective, from Aaael’s compassion and integrity.

Her own failures loomed repugnant in a new, more fiercely absolute way. She felt utter contempt for the forces that had lured her and had kept on luring her to rebellion. Yet she also saw her rebellions for what they were.

Shia did not condemn her but simply led her higher and higher into Aaael’s redemption.

Tears of joy wet her cheeks. To be awake at last, she thought, the interminable nightmare over! Storms no longer buffeting her, despair no longer lingering in the shadows like some foul beast, propositioning her precious children who carried the stink of her own foulness.

Risha thrust her hands onto Shia’s shoulders, which moved like liquid fire, flowing yet firm enough for her to grip and hold as reality more firm than human flesh. Love. Acceptance. Peace. For this reunion she had trudged day after day through the hatreds and famines and carnage. All of it, she thought, yes, all of it had meaning.

Everything—everything!—had mattered.

She and Shia stood beside a stream rushing noisily over algae-covered rocks. On the opposite side, rolling fields and tall trees with unearthly shapes and blossoms and colors looked inviting but alien. “Enter,” Shia invited. “Enter into joy!”

Risha felt these words flow into her spirit. Enter. Yes, Enter—as she had tried to reenter her birthplace so many, many times. No matter how sweet the communion with Aaael over the years, she had longed to go home, to Enter! And now, finally, the invitation. The welcome to the wandering child!

She decisively leaped across the stream, surprising herself by sailing far past the point she’d expected to land on. She hit hard but then sprang forward easily in great leaps.

Everything on this side was changed; even colors were different. Clouds, effulgent with hues that reminded her of mulberry and cherries, moved rapidly toward them in a sky not blue but reminiscent of it. Thick sheets of rain were falling from the clouds, cascades of green and silver and utterly new, gentle colors.

The rain hit her like a stunning caress. It streamed over her, the silver-green and the new colors, wet but not wet, making both her skin and spirits tingle. As the rain struck trees and shrubs, it somehow brought them ablaze with light in the same way it was bringing her own spirits ablaze. She ran toward the trees, leaping through the rain, delighting in the powers of her new body, feeling as if slabs of old leathery skin were peeling from her.

She reached the blossoming, blazing trees and saw that the petals were shaking. She touched a blossom and it encircled her fingers with a shimmering light. The rain splashed and sparkled on blossoms that were bright as stars at midnight.

Risha stood on a high promontory above a vast sea. Far out on the horizon winged creatures soared and hovered. “They seek suitable nests on the islands,” Shia said.

A sound behind them made them turn, and Risha was confronted by Erlin’s unmistakable face. His eyes were alive with welcome, the comers of his mouth lifted in a wry smile.

He was illumined with light. He was full of light!

She looked at her own arms and legs, her young, lithe body, and she realized that she too was illumined.

Erlin’s face was brightest of all, yet gentle to her eyes and nourishing to her spirit. She flung her arms around him and he lifted her high above him with a hearty laugh. He held her there, laughing up at her. As soon as her feet touched the ground, as she had done with Shia, she tried to reciprocate and lift him above her, but she slipped and they happily collapsed onto the ground.

They sat there as the rain suddenly stopped, the last of the clouds passing over them toward the sea. She watched the silvet'green rain drumming noisily on the waves. Thoughts between her and Erlin were flaring back and forth like crackling sparks.

After a time, they heard voices. Down on the knolls below she saw hundreds of young adults climbing toward them.

“These are your children coming,” Erlin said.

As they climbed, she felt their exuberance emanating up to her. They were welcoming her back from the wild.

A young woman rushing up the slope was first to reach her. Risha recognized her immediately. Shein! Her granddaughter who had died at barely four years of age. Oh, how she remembered weeping over Shein’s little form with dark curls nestling her face as she was being lowered into the cold earth, a scrap of bright cloth from R’sha on her breast.

Here again was Shein’s lovely face, but now that of a young woman. She showed the same commanding eyes, the same eager smile, the same vibrance as she opened Wide her arms and clasped Risha to her glowing, glorious body.

Music filled the air. It came from exotic instruments in the hands of Risha’s progeny all around them. Vigorous men and women—children she had once buried as plague-dead babes or victims of accidents and war or older victims of disease—all of them made merry with their music. Each one now, she thought, is far more than ever my child! Yet they were also like brothers and sisters in glorious bodies like her own.

Someone behind her burst into laughter. She recognized the voice as Pela’s. Instantly, her third son was pouring into her thoughts the irony that he had found so amusing. Then he described an incident about a stupid horse, over which they’d laughed not many years before. She joined in his laughter, and it made her realize that pockets of laughter could be heard among all these new-bodied children.

She listened to hear some of the humor. As she picked up fragments of it, she realized that theirs were expanded intellects, capable of great leaps and cosmic references. They used humor that shattered rigidities, spanning far beyond her budding experience.

And, something said within her, Aaael himself is laughing. Yes, she thought, the Maker himself laughs, for this is part of the celebration, part of his will and joy.

Questions about her children had barely entered her mind when a bewildering wave of responses flowed into her thoughts. She was astonished at their exotic worlds and remarkable. enterprises. Common to all their explanations were a sense of wonder, moral urgency, and joyous worship.

For a moment she turned her eyes back to the sea and whispered to herself, “All the centuries of pain and terror and grinding misery—the enormity of those thousands of broken hearts and bodies—all that was seed. It was seed—for this! For this!”

She celebrated with them for time without thought, for time had ceased.

Yet, mysteriously, time also progressed, and she began wondering about her other descendants. She missed many whom she had loved much.

She turned to Shia and said, “Not all of my children are here.”

“No, not all are here,” Shia replied. “But we are full of joy at each one who comes, at each one who repents.


Chapter Eighteen

Irisha found Kael, as Shia had told her she would, deep in a jagged canyon of a bleak, lifeless planet. She came up behind him as he stood feet apart, arms outstretched, praying. She eased into his thoughts and worship, joining him in the openings to yet more wisdom and power.

He welcomed her with a little laugh. “You’re not surprised, I’m sure, that you find me alone.”

She returned his smile. “You always loved solitude. Shia says we keep our personalities here, but they are ‘magnificently enhanced. ’ ”

His outstretched hands, full of warm light, beckoned to her. Yet she did not exuberantly fling her arms around him as she had with Erlin. She sensed their reunion was more formal, more nuanced and complex, as if she and Kael were just beginning an intricate dance.

They moved toward each other, and Risha took his hands into hers. She squeezed them tightly and held on, as if connecting small flares of warm lightning that surged in their bodies.

She looked boldly at the man from whom she had been made; the illumination within him and within her was the same as that which lighted the planet and the skies. All the hostilities between them had long ago been worn away by centuries of serving Aaael together. But now, here in their new bodies and new awareness, began a far deeper reconciliation.

They spoke of Risha’s meeting Shia again. They spoke of the day Kael had been killed and of Risha’s grief as she had buried his body near his many sons. Yet the tragic memories were already distant, for here all was new. She thought of the joys of their children and sensed Aaael’s very breath upon them.

Kael stared into the lively emanations from her eyes. “The light makes your eyes like living things—lovely, living things,” he said, his thoughts intertwining with hers. He touched her lips with his fingers and said, “You have back the beauty of your face.”

It was not a mere compliment but a participation in joy. She did not need to say that his face, too, was marvelously alive, wondrously masculine. She studied its every contour, every hollow, every movement of its muscles.

Kael said, “You are more desirable now than when you first plunged into the waters of the garden.”

She looked down at the lustrous skin of her new body, then back at his face. “But now the urges that draw us together are of a totally different kind.”

The force of his kinetic eyes was penetrating the light in hers with inconceivable energy; she was filled with knowing the very depths and intricacies of Kael’s soul.

They embraced. The two began to celebrate the wonder of their transformed beauty and vigor, moving in magnificent and spirited dance with a deep sensuality not sexual in the human sense, yet thoroughly male and female. They were two merging souls, satiating physical and spiritual passions newly placed within by the Maker . . . passions not for procreation, but passions celebrating their completeness one in the other and in zAaael’s mysteries.

Afterward, sitting on the ledge, satiated and full of amazement, she said quietly, “Truly he has made us anew!”

Gently, he once more turned her face toward his. “We no longer make love,” he said. “But now there is more love of a higher kind, deeper, more passionate.”

Her eyes returned his probing explorations. “From glory to greater glory,” she said. “We’ve more capacity—more emotions, more vitality, more wonder!”

Stark canyon walls loomed above them. A vast, inhospitable rockscape stretched to the horizon. “What is this place?” she asked.

“A slag-heap orbiting in a void,” Kael said. He released one hand and swept the horizon with it. “But in Aaael’s mind, a sphere of wonders. He works through me, as I once tended the garden.”

Risha saw no tools, no evidence of work. “What are you doing here?”

“Communing with Aaael. Praying for this world. Planning and shaping things to come.” He said it with such energy and joy that she was pulled into his thoughts, feeling his sense of powerful purpose. It soared out of his prayers, like winged beings catching the winds.

“Yet no one else lives on this barren world,” she said.

She saw a twinkle in his eye and a broad grin. “That which is barren will become fertile!”

They began walking along the canyon floor, his large hand gripping her shoulder. “Do I, then, belong here with you?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said. “And everywhere else.”

She stopped mid-stride and looked up at him. “What does that mean?”

“I want you to join me in my tasks,” he said. “Or you can come another time. You are free. Free to listen to Aaael’s whispers. ” She detected not a hint of jealousy or manipulation.

The floor of the canyon suddenly stopped; at their feet was a wide and very deep chasm. She was surprised by it, for the chasm was so narrow she had not seen it from a distance. They leaped over it easily.

Kael said, “We both feel the enormous yearnings Aaael has put within us—to explore, and to create with him. So your leaving would bring no sadness. ” He raised his eyebrows and had a light smile on his face. “And—we would both deliciously celebrate your return!”

She smiled back. “Best of all, we have forever to come and go. Forever to celebrate finding one another again and again and again!”

They continued walking in the bleak landscape, without any feelings of bleakness. “We’ll celebrate finding our children again and again too—won’t we?” she said. “I’ve visited a few of their diverse worlds, with peoples of every description!”

“It’s always a celebration to arrive. And every time I do, I’m astonished by new creations and cultures.”

“And I’m astonished that we can travel to them by simply giving our thoughts and will to Aaael!”

“For his holy purposes, in his holy timing,” he said. He was gripping her hand as they both leaped over another chasm, which ran like a slash across the entire width of the canyon.

She shook her head, smiling at memories. “Do you remember long, long ago—before I first was with child—when Shia sped us through suns to other worlds? We were amazed to be comet streaks in the vast harmony. We had just begun, you and I.”

“We had slipped into other dimensions, other universes.”

She looked at him quizzically.

“Many worlds can exist in the same place,” he said. “Nothing’s really solid you know.” He found some rock granules in a crevice, scooped up a handful and threw the powder into the air. “That’s us!” he declared. “Each one of us is a galaxy!”

“Not I!” she protested with a grin.

He brushed off his hands and said, “Remember how you rose from your body? Since then, you’ve moved from universe to universe. This world we stand on, and those on which you found our children—they’re all in different dimensions.”

She sensed his thoughts held far more than his words as she looked into his eyes. She drew from him the vision of a verdant planet, full of life, but hung in a vast universe of suns and slag and emptiness. “You are seeing,” he said, “the birth of the universe we are in now. Two were created, male and female, in a world teeming with life. They were to fill their fertile planet with sons and daughters.”

“They were like us, then,” she said, “for it sounds like our world. ”

“Ours was hung in the same kind of emptiness. They were given the same challenge—to carry their vitality out to their lifeless worlds.”

“And did they?”

“Yes.”

Risha averted her eyes. She had difficulty assimilating what she was hearing. “Unlike them* we failed,” she said, half as . question, half as statement.

“They did not disobey as we did,” he said. “Even now, they keep on filling their ever-expanding universe. That’s why I’m here. To help.”

She was stunned by the enormity of this achievement and the enormity of their own failure. “Was every world tempted by evil?” she asked him. “Was ours the only world to embrace it?”

Kael’s smile was gone, yet he still looked peaceful. “Who knows?” he replied. “The Maker of worlds has innumerable mysteries. Some, they say, were given the choice and chose rightly. And some were never tempted, and they fill their worlds with song and energy and meaning.”

Risha was deeply sobered. Her guilt once again loomed up within her.

“Our little planet,” Kael was saying, “was the only source of life in our dimension. It was empty—myriads of exploding galaxies ready to be filled . . . our universe expanding, so there’d always be room—so there’d never be too much life!”

His tone was matter-of-fact as he explained, but Risha’s voice came out heavy and troubled. “Emptiness ... to have been filled by us and by our children,” she said. She thought about her broken children so often looking up at the stars with no comprehension. “What will happen?” she asked. “Wdl the voids of our universe ever be filled?”

“Our world will go on, in pain and horror,” he said. “Then, at the end, it will be purified with incandescent heat.”

Risha was looking into Kael’s eyes, which for the first time seemed troubled. She saw within images of a spectacular celestial man wrestling with a gigantic serpent that was writhing in rage and pain because the man was thrusting his fingers into its eyes and crushing its face.

“What is that scene in your mind?” she whispered.

He looked away. “I do not know,” he said. “Part of judgment. Part of our redemption.”

Risha’s mind was on Trinidel, on the city’s anguish, on children she’d missed seeing here, children whom she feared would never come. She leaned against the rock, sucked into grief, seeing the faces of child after child still in the agonies of her world. “I’ve destroyed so many children!” she said through tight lips.

Kael said gently, “I too was guilty. Just as guilty.”

Risha walked away from Kael and huddled against a soaring slab of rock.

She wept. She began sobbing into her palms, weeping copiously. She wept on and on, the tears dripping down her cheeks and failing on her arms, incongruous on the lustrous, glowing skin of her new body. She thought about the promise— “All worlds will call you mother”—and whispered, “What sort of mother have I been?”

She began praying again, as she had so often in her own world when assaulted by guilt and despair. She prayed on and on, crying out from deep within, crying out for hope and for a lifting of the weight these enormous realities had pressed upon her.

Did she feel a hand on her cheek? Yes, she thought so. It was a hand with a loving, strong touch. Fingers began brushing under her eyes, wiping away the tears, sweeping them authoritatively to the ground.

What was it about the touch of these fingers? They were life-giving, penetrating deep into her eyes and face and down into her belly and loins, moving all through her body with healing and giving a sense of being cleansed and lifted.

Assurances were entering her mind—that though she’d rebelled, it was remembered that she’d also served Aaael for centuries. “From your seed,” she heard, “will come One who will reconcile your children. From your seed will come a sacrifice that will shake creation.”

Promises also came into her mind, promises of many new wonders. She heard that all of creation was longing to see the greatest wonder of all—the making new of the fallen world.

Slowly, slowly, Risha began again to feel oneness with Aaael, with her children, with Kael. The hand was rubbing her drying tears into her skin as it moved lovingly across her face.

She looked up, and the pressure of the hand slid away. Kael was still near, but she knew it had not been he.

It had been Aaael’s own touch. The Creator himself. Not since she had sprung from his hand had she felt so accepted. Not since she had come newborn into her unsullied world and had incessantly chattered about Aaael. His touch had wiped away her tears and had made her certain that her guilt was purged, that her redemption was far, far greater than her rebellions.

She said to Kael, “The Maker does make all things new. The shattering is being gathered into a mosaic that is whole, strong, and complete. ...”

“Yes,” Kael said, entering her thoughts. “And you and I will participate in remaking our old world. Aaael will wrap up that ruined creation like a shredded, filthy garment. He’ll transform it beyond our imaginings.”

His words reminded Risha of the moment she had looked down on her butchered body lying in a comer like a bloodied coat. Out of that discarded heap had come her new, light-filled body. “Yes,” she said. “The unthinkably glorious is yet to come.”


Chapter Nineteen

streak of light high above caught Risha’s eye. It was followed by another flash, then many more flashes brightening the sky.

“Risha,” Kael said, “I’ve been waiting a long time for you to come.” There was merriment in his eyes. “Now that you’re here, it can all begin.”

The streaks came closer, crisscrossing, dipping, soaring, some entering the canyon itself in sparkling splendor and then streaking back into the sky and exploding in a myriad of colors.

“The whole creation is crowded with Aaael’s messengers of light,” he said. “They love to show their exuberance! But the messengers themselves are in awe of those they bring with them.”

“’Whom do they bring?”

“As Shia once escorted us, so they bring men and women of another creation.”

The sky had become thick with lights and forms. Unfamib iar sounds blended with hearty shouts, whistles, and calls. Kael looked up at the phenomenon and said, “Their obedience melds with the redemption of our failures. Together, we’ll birth a world!”

The celebrants began filling the canyon. Thousands of light creatures and tens of thousands of vigorous men and women and children had come, all with gifts for the world aborning: animals and birds from their own worlds, great flowering plants and delicate little trees, tools and countless devices unknown to Risha. She was amazed at their strikingly different skin colors, their assorted shapes and features. Spindly, hefty, delicate, gigantic, tiny—they were all of those, and they wore dramatic clothing or subdued clothing or no clothing at all.

“What unimaginable variety!” Risha said.

Kael nodded. “They have shaped many a world, and their worlds have also shaped them.”

Shia and Mevorah appeared, with Erlin and Pela and many other descendants, all bearing gifts amid a hubbub of greetings. They shared their latest enthusiasms and ever-expanding knowledge and experiences.

Risha was fascinated by the crowds of animated people spread far out on the bleak canyon floor, looking in the distance like rippling carpets of flowers. She began moving among them, watching and listening, catching the various inflections and motions.

A great, dark chunk of a man in bright magenta pants and a wide white sash was standing apart, staring at something. His whole face was quivering, like icy slush being shaken. She’d never before seen a face so strangely contorted. Risha watched him for a long time before she realized that the man was actually giggling.

She followed his eyes and saw that he was watching several boys sporting with creatures even stranger than the man’s face. The creatures had the legs of a crane and arms no less gangly'— but all the limbs flat and sharply angled at the joints. They somersaulted, jumped on top of each other, collapsed in a heap of flatness, then jiggled their way up again. Each had a preposterous neck and equally preposterous ears.

A boy saw her watching them and called out, “Everything on ’em sticks out. That’s why we call ’em stickouts!”

Risha walked toward them, and the stickouts playfully ran to crevices in the canyon wall and jammed themselves in, flat as knife blades—but elbows, knees, noses, ears, and all their preposterous protuberances sticking out.

She laughed heartily. “How do you know that stickouts belong on this world?” she asked.

The boy declared with assurance, “Aaael told me expressly to bring them!” Then he added the phrase she’d often heard since the arrival of all these visitors: “Each gift must contribute to the Maker’s perfect balance.”

Another boy shouted to her, “Look at this!” He held a small amphibian, something like a thick salamander. He shook the creature a bit, and—like a halTempty bag of sand—it shifted its shape. He shook it a little harder, and the head seemed to disappear, while the tail and back legs extended. “And look at this!” the boy said, winding up and tossing the creature high into the air. Its shape changed all the way up and all the way down as if a heavily viscous fluid were sloshing in a loose skin. The creature landed in his hands with a loud slap.

“You’ll hurt it!” Risha said sharply.

The boy looked at her, startled, bewildered. “No!” he said.

It loves it! Here—try it,” and he tossed the little thing into her hands.

She gamely tossed it into the air and then caught it, smiled at the boy, then went back to the adults. Several were looking at beetles on a shrub, which, when they flew, glittered colorfully from the shifting hues of their wings and membranes. Erlin was holding a big funball of a beast with a gorgeous mottled pelt.

After food had been eaten and games played and songs sung, Mevorah finally came to Kael and said, “All is ready.”

Kael nodded his blessing, and the birthing began.

The celestial creatures of light shattered the rocks and shook great slabs of them, grinding them into soil. They released lakes and streams and seas. New plants from the hand of Aaael sprung out of the soil, and new creatures emerged in the waters.

Gifts of the celebrants—pups and kits and butterflies and birds—were set free to run and fly in the new world. Men and women of many shapes and varied clothing planted all manner of trees and vegetation. Parasites and carnivores were unknown, everything perfectly synergizing with the harmony of the Creator.

Risha joined in the singing and frequent laughter and shook her head in wonder.

Kael grinned. “The Creator fills the void with life!” he said. “Fills it with wings and legs, grunts and snorts, cold peaks and green valleys.”

“And, most remarkable, he lets us help!” Risha said. “With just a word, he could make it without us. But he lets us create with him! As if he'd made a sketch in the sand and said, ‘Together, we’ll make this into a tapestry!”’

Even the promontory on which they stood became thick with grass, with exotic trees and shrubs, and streams and lakes below.

The birthing went on and on, and Risha didn’t even wonder if it had been days or months or years. She and Kael were often led by the celestial ones to see the new forms of life throughout the planet. And everywhere, she heard glorious praises being sounded to the Maker.

Finally, the birthing was complete and from all directions the participants began once again to assemble before them.

Risha said to Kael in hushed tones, “We do not deserve to be here. We do not deserve to lead these people.”

“Yes,” Kael said. “We who have failed are outrageously honored.” He then shouted a proclamation. Music came from instruments among them, strings and horns and percussion and exotic devices. They sang of the task completed and of the righteousness and holiness of the Creator, and of many tasks yet to come.

Then young men and women, descendants of that first couple who had obeyed on a distant planet, came forward to dance. Thousands raised their arms to Aaael and weaved around and up valleys and hills and danced on the rocks that jutted out of the new streams.

They began pairing off, young man with young woman, amid laughter and whispers and—clearly evident on their faces—wondrous anticipations. Forming circles of six couples each, they joined hands and danced, the circles looking like twirling flowers, thousands of them spinning over the green fields of the wide canyon.

The music changed tempo and some of the circles spun away to the heights. More followed them until only a few hundred spun close to Kael and Risha.

The music grew louder, with a stronger beat, couples laughing and lifting clasped hands. Fewer and fewer circles danced near the center.

The music slowed, and soft strains prevailed. Now there was just one circle of young men and women—six couples dancing with flushed faces and flashing eyes.

Kael said, “They are being selected by Aaael. From the beginning, none knew who might be chosen. Now Aaael will whisper to one young man, to one young woman, ‘You. You are the one! This is your day to be joined together; your day to lead a world.’ ”

The music became stately and gentle, all strings. Risha looked closely at each of the twelve who still danced before them. What variety! she thought. What marvelous differences in their features, their dress, the way they walk and move— flouncing or bobbing or flowing—all with the pride and creativity of the Maker.

The circle broke apart, like petals from a flower flying into the wind. One young woman and one young man stepped in their direction, their faces so alight that Risha’s face broke out in the same smile.

Across his chest, the man wore brilliant blue sashes that accentuated his coppery skin. The woman wore plumes and feathers shaped to her body, reminding Risha of a bird she always looked for in the forest. Her skin was silvery, yet when she spun in the light, it reflected colors new to Risha’s eyes.

Kael motioned a blessing to the couple, then nodded at them, the folds around his eyes crinkling with his broad smile.

“I am Curras, of Antiieal,” the young man said.

“I am Lessil, of Telgaan,” said the bride.

Kael handed the young man an oval red gem of brilliant beauty. Curras took it into his right hand and turned it over several times, letting the light reflect its brilliant colors. Then, solemnly, he handed it to the young woman.

She too held it and turned it over and over in the light, holding it up for all to see. Her other hand slipped into Curras’s.

Suddenly, gripping the gem tightly, Lessil bolted away, racing toward the newly green cliffs behind her. She scrambled up a rock formation and when she’d gained a ridge above them, didn’t stop to look down but continued her pelbmell flight upward.

Risha looked at Kael and the young man. Both stood still as stone, not even looking at the fleeing woman.

Then Curras, at another nod from Kael, bolted off after her, darting over the trail with legs pumping wildly, his feet skidding as he turned a sharp comer.

People all around them began racing after them in wild pursuit and merriment. Risha laughed. “How long does this game go on?” she asked Kael. In the valley below, people had gone back to their music and food and talk, with children mimicking the chase and adults shouting instructions.

“Who knows?” he asked. “For the Dance of Pursuit, we have unlimited time.”

Light shimmered like a waterfall beside them, and Risha motioned for Shia to sit with them. “In these worlds,” Risha asked, “do birthings and weddings like this go on forever?”

“Yes. Until this universe is changed,” Shia said.

“And do men and women stay so young and virile?”

“Virile, yes,” Shia said. “But some day they too will be changed, as you have been. But not through death. They will be transformed—into glorious bodies now unknown.”

Kael was picking large yellow berries from a new bush and sampling them. “Who knows what they’ll be transformed into,” he said. “The Maker’s creative force is inexhaustible. Unlimited dimensions. Unlimited distance. Unlimited substance. Unlimited time. Unlimited creatures and worlds!”

“The Almighty,” Shia said, “is always, always making all things new!”

Risha looked up toward Curras and Lessil. “And once made,” Risha said, “a child lasts forever!” She shook her head in wonder. “Incredible that these young ones can make love and thereby make child after child, immortal after immortal. . . .”

Kael moved closer to her. “Once we thought that very ordinary. But now our eyes are opened to its magnificence.”

Curras and Lessil stepped out on a promontory high above them and shouted down. They had clasped hands and raised them in salute to all who celebrated with them. Risha felt lifted toward the happy couple and toward their many new friends— small, moving figures up there with them, intent on some sort of game, and, below, thousands of others eating and singing and playing in the newly fertile canyon.

Kael and Risha celebrated with their children and with all who had come. They nurtured the living things people had brought and the native animals and plants that had been created.

The celestial ones and the celebrants finally went on to other tasks, and then Erlin and the children left also. The bride and groom disappeared into the gardens, and Kael and Risha were left alone together.

“I sense I’m to leave you for a time,” she said.

“Do you think I’ll be lonely?” He said it with mirth, for he had often told her that here there was no loneliness.

She smiled. “You will not be lonely. And I will not say that I will miss you, for I am going to the Holy City.”

“I have been there,” he said. “Aaael drew me there as he is now drawing you.”

“What will I find?”

Kael’s face blazed with its inner illumination. “A tree. A river. Fruit from the tree which he bids you eat. And Aaael himself. ”

She left Kael with not a trace of sorrow, for she looked forward to an eternity of days together and days apart. She said simply, with vibrant anticipation, “I go to see the One who springs planets and persons from his fingers, the One who weeps and who wipes away my tears, the One who loves us despite our treachery. ”

Then she almost stopped talking, for the childlike yearning had caught in her throat and had moistened her eyes.

But then she declared, “Soon I shall see him face^toTace, in all his glory.”
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