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For Richard Gollner




Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specific world to bring them up in, and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select—a doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief and, yes, even into a beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations and race of his ancestors.

J. B. Watson, Psychologies of 1925

I fought like an angel.

Wilfred Owen




PROLOGUE

Imagine. A young assassin, no more than a boy, really, is lying carefully hidden in the long green and black bulrushes that grow in great profusion along the rivers of the Vallombrosa. He has been waiting for a long time but he is a patient creature in his way and the thing he waits for is perhaps more precious to him than life. Beside him are a bow of yew and arrows tipped with black country steel capable of penetrating even the costliest armor if you’re close enough. Not that there will be any need for that today because the young man is not waiting for some rascal deserving of his murder but only a waterbird. The light thickens and the swan makes wing through the rooky wood, the cawing crows complaining bitterly at the unfairness of her beauty as she lands upon the water like the stroke of a painter’s hand upon a canvas, direct and beautifully itself. She swims with all the elegance for which her kind is famous, though you will never have seen movement quite so graceful in such still and smoky air on such steeple gray water.

Then the arrow, sharp as hate, shears through the same air she blesses and misses her by several feet. And she’s off, web strength along with her grace convey her whiteness back into the air and away to safety. The young man is standing now and watching the swan escape.

“I’ll get you next time, you treacherous slut!” he shouts and throws down the bow, which alone of all the instruments of death (knife, sword, elbow, teeth) he has never been able to master, and yet is the only one that can give him hope of restitution for his broken heart. But not even then. For though this is a dream, not even in his dreams can he hit a barn door from twenty yards. He wakes and broods for half an hour. Real life is careful of the sensitivities of desperadoes but even the  greatest scourge, and Thomas Cale is certainly one of those, can be mocked with impunity in his nightmares. Then he goes back to sleep to dream again of the autumnal leaves that strow the brooks in Vallombrosa, and the great white wings beating into swirls the early morning mist.
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The Lay of Thomas Cale, Angel of Death” is the second worst poem ever to emerge from the Office for the Propagation of the Faith of the Hanged Redeemer. This institution subsequently became so famous for its skill in spinning the grossly untrue on behalf of the Redeemers that the phrase “to tell a monk” passed into general usage.

Book the Forty Seventh: The Argument

Wake up! For sunrise in the spoon of night

Reveals the Left Hand 
of the Lord of Might.

His name is Cale, his arm is strong

As the Angel of Death he does no wrong.

Searching for traitors who’ll murder the Pope

Cale left the Sanctuary by means of a rope.

To protect the Pope he pretended to flee

The quiet and care of the Sanctuary

And Bosco his mentor he claimed to reject

And all for the sake of the Pope to protect.

In Memphis the city of Sodom and Vice

He rescued a princess, a maiden of ice.

With wiles and with lust his soul’s ruin she 
sought

And when he said, “No!” his assassins she bought.

Now long had her father conspired ’gainst the Pope

And attacked the Redeemers to further this hope

But in the great battle at Silbury Hill

With Princeps and Bosco, Cale gave them their fill.

The Empire of Memphis they wasted that day

Then Bosco and Cale they returned to the fray

The Antagonist heretics them for to slay. 
For Pope and Redeemer let all of us pray!



It is a generally accepted wisdom that true events pass into history and are transformed according to the prejudices of the person recording them. History then turns slowly into legend, in which all facts are blurred despite the interest of the tellers, who will by now be many, various and contradictory. Finally, perhaps after thousands of years, all intentions, good or bad, all lies and all exactness merge into a myth of universal possibility in which anything might be true, anything false. It no longer matters, one way or the other. But the truth is that a great many things depart from the facts almost as soon as they happen and are converted into the great smog of myth almost before the sun has gone down on the events themselves. The doggerel above, for example, was written within two months of the incidents it so badly attempts to immortalize. Let us go then through this drivel verse by verse.

Thomas Cale had been brought to the grim Sanctuary of the Hanged Redeemer at the age of three or four (no one knew or cared which). As soon as he arrived the little boy was singled out by one of the priests of this most forbidding of religions, the Redeemer Bosco, mentioned three times in the poem not least because he was the man who caused it to be written. It should not be thought that this was inspired by anything so simple as human vanity or ambition.

The Redeemers were not only infamous for their harsh view of the sinful nature of mankind but even more for their willingness to enforce that view through military conquest led by their own priests, most of  whom were brought up to fight rather than preach. The most intelligent and the most pious (a line more easily blurred among the Redeemers than elsewhere) were responsible for ensuring correct beliefs and the administration of the faith in all its many conquered and converted states. The rest were reserved for the armed wing of the One True Faith, the Militant, and were raised and frequently died (the lucky ones, went the joke) in numerous religious barracks, of which the largest was the Sanctuary. It was in the Sanctuary that Cale was chosen by Bosco as his personal acolyte—a form of favoritism only an inhumanly tough child could ever hope to survive. By the time he was fourteen (or fifteen) Cale was as cold and calculating a creature as you could ever have wished not to meet in a dark alley or anywhere else—and apparently animated by only two things: his utter loathing of Bosco and his indifference to everyone else. But Cale’s general bad luck was about to change for the worse as he opened the wrong door at the wrong time and discovered the Lord of Discipline, Redeemer Picarbo, dissecting a young girl, still alive if only just, and about to do the same to another. Choosing self-preservation over compassion and horror, Cale shut the door quietly and left. However, in a moment of madness which he claimed forever to regret, the look in the eyes of the young woman about to be so cruelly disemboweled caused him to return and in the ensuing struggle kill a man perhaps tenth in line to the Pope himself. What you already have gathered of the Redeemers will make clear the fate Cale could expect: one that, you can be sure, involved a great deal of screaming.

If escape from the Sanctuary had been easy Cale would have already been long gone. While, as the twaddle of “The Lay of Thomas Cale” claims, it did involve a rope, there was no plot to murder the Pope—another invention of Bosco’s to cover up the flight of an acolyte he had particular reason to want back, a reason that had nothing to do with whatever bizarre and revolting business Picarbo had been up to.

What the poem does not mention is that Cale was accompanied by three others: the girl he’d saved; Vague Henri, the only boy in the Sanctuary he remotely tolerated; and Kleist, who like everyone else regarded him with suspicion and dislike.

While Cale’s intelligence, schooled by long training, meant that he evaded the Redeemers trying to recapture them, his habitual bad luck led to all four walking into a patrol of Materazzi cavalry out of the great city of Memphis, a place richer and more varied than any Paris or Babylon or Sodom, another one of the few references in the “Lay” that has any echo of the truth about it. In Memphis the four came to the attention of its great Chancellor, Vipond, and his unreliable half brother, IdrisPukke, who for reasons unclear to anyone, even to himself, took a shine to Cale and showed him something he had never experienced before, a little kindness.

But it would take a good deal more than a touch of decency to get round the back of Cale, whose suspicion and hostility quickly began to earn him the loathing of almost everyone he encountered, from the Materazzi clan’s golden boy, Conn, to the exquisite Arbell Materazzi. Usually known as Swan-Neck (no coincidence that the murderous dream that begins our story has a swan as its object of hate), she was the daughter of the man who ruled a Materazzi empire so vast that it was one upon which the sun never set. Bosco, however, placed very great store by Cale’s hostility and he had no intention of letting Cale misuse it where it was only likely to get him killed. It is of no surprise that for all her dislike of him, a person like Cale could not fail to fall in love with a distant beauty such as Arbell Materazzi. She continued to regard him as a thug even, or especially, after he saved her life during a pitilessly lethal act of violence (dismissed later by his enemies as no more than a form of pretentious swashbuckling). Kleist’s complaint about Cale that wherever he went a funeral shortly followed came to be more widely understood, particularly by IdrisPukke, who had been witness to the murderously cold rescue of Arbell. However, the alien and the strange can be a strong brew for the young, hence the reference in the “Lay” to the attempted seduction of Cale by the lovely Arbell. Except that there was no seduction, if seduction implies persuasion of the reluctant, and there was never any point at which the word “No!” or anything like it, ever crossed his lips. She certainly never paid to have him assassinated—nor, as Kleist later joked when he eventually read the poem, would she have needed to, given there were so many people willing to do it for nothing.

Equally unreliable is the claim that Arbell’s father had ever nursed the slightest intention of attacking the Redeemers. His entirely fictional aggression had been invented by Bosco with the sole intention of providing an excuse to his superiors to wage a war that was in fact designed for one purpose: to return Cale to the Sanctuary. The law of unintended consequences being what it is, Bosco’s desperately disease-wasted army under the generalship of Redeemer Princeps found itself trapped by a Materazzi army ten times its size at Silbury Hill. The ensuing battle was watched by a horrified Cale (who for reasons too complicated to explain here had provided the plan of attack for both armies) as a mixture of bad luck, confusion, mud, folly and a lack of crowd control that caused one of the most lethal reversals of fortune in the history of warfare.

To his astonishment Bosco found himself the conqueror of Memphis and possessed of every prize the world could offer, except the one he wanted: Thomas Cale. But Bosco had long had a finger in Memphis’s nastiest pie, one owned by the appalling wheeler-dealer, businessman and pimp, Kitty the Hare. Kitty knew that Cale had lost his abnormally inexperienced heart to the beautiful Arbell just as he also discovered in due course that her intense passion for this most peculiar boy was already beginning to burn itself out—strange fruit, as Kitty joked, for such a hothouse flower. All the better for Bosco, whose men  had taken her prisoner. As soon as he arrived in Memphis, Bosco applied his talent for human nature—one far too advanced for a beautiful young princess, however intelligent—by convincingly threatening to lay waste to the city if she did not give up her lover, while also reassuring her, entirely sincerely as it happened, that he had no intention of harming him. So she betrayed Cale, if betrayal it was, but with what kind of conscience it would be hard to say. So it was that Cale gave himself up, at the additional price of the release of Vague Henri and Kleist, only to learn that he had been delivered up to the man he hated above all things by the woman he loved above all things. This, then, brings us to the last of the lying verses of “The Lay of Thomas Cale,” with our hero heading into the wilderness with two great hatreds blistering his heart: one for the woman he once loved, and the other, more familiar, for the man who had just told him one more thing about himself that had his brain spinning in his head. Bosco told him to stop feeling sorry for himself because he was not a person at all, not someone who could be either loved or betrayed but, as the “Lay” had assured us all along, no more than the Angel of Death. And it was now time to go seriously about his God’s business.

From now on everything that follows is the truth.

 

There are taller mountains than Tiger Mountain, many far more dangerous to climb, those whose sheer heights and dreadful crevices make the soul shiver with their hostility to any living thing. But there are none more impressive, none more likely to raise the spirits, to inspire wonder at its solitary splendor. Its great cone shape grows up from the Thametic plain that surrounds most of it and flatly stretches into the distance so that from fifty miles away its majestic symmetry seems like the work of man. But no man ever lived, not the most egotistical, no Akhenaten or Ozymandias, who could build a giant peak like this. Closer, its inhuman vastness is revealed, a hundred thousand times as big as the great pyramid of Lincoln. It’s not hard to see why it has been held by many different kinds of faith to be the one place on earth from which God will speak directly to mankind. It was at the top of Tiger Mountain that Moses received the tablets of stone on which the six hundred and thirteen commandments were written. It was here in exchange for victory over the Ammonites that Jephthah the Gileadite, with considerable reluctance it must be said, cut the throat of his only daughter upon an altar after he had promised to sacrifice to the Lord the first living thing that greeted him on his return home. Willingly she went and to the very last the miserable Jephthah hoped for a compassionate reprieve—a voice, an angelic messenger, the stern but merciful proof that it was just a test of faith. But Jephthah returned from Tiger Mountain on his own. It was here, on the Great Jut below the snow line, that the devil himself, at the instigation of the Lord, showed the Hanged Redeemer all the world that lay below and offered to give it to him.

On the other hand the Montagnards, a tribe without much of a place for religion in their lives, and who had controlled Tiger Mountain for eighty-odd years, referred to it as the Great Testicle. The reason why was starting to occupy Cale as, along with the Lord Militant Bosco and thirty guards, he made his way up the lower reaches of the mountain.

To describe Cale’s mood as foul would be to do that mood an injustice. There is no word in any language ever spoken to describe the hurly-burly in his heart, his loathing at the idea of his return to the Sanctuary and the bitterness of his anger at his betrayal by Arbell Materazzi, known to everyone as Swan-Neck, and about whose beauty and gracefulness as a result nothing more need be said—nothing about the suppleness of her long legs, the breath-catching span of her narrow waist, the curve of her breasts (they were not proud, her breasts, they were overweeningly arrogant). She was a swan in human form. In his mind Cale was endlessly imagining the wringing of this swan’s neck and then miraculously reviving her and murdering her all over again—this time a violent snap, the next a slow strangling and then after that  perhaps a cutting out and burning of her heart, followed by a good raking for it among the ashes to make doubly sure.

For two weeks since they had left Memphis he had not spoken once, not even to ask why they had changed direction in the middle of the Scablands and started traveling away from the Sanctuary. On balance Bosco thought it better to let his former acolyte stew. But he had underestimated Cale’s talent for mute anger and finally decided to break their silence.

“We’re going to Tiger Mountain,” volunteered Redeemer Bosco, softly and even with kindness. “There’s something I need to show you.”

It might be thought that someone whose heart was moithering with so much hatred for one person might not have enough intensity of feeling left over to loathe another in the same way. In part this was true, but Cale’s heart, when it came to hatred, was made of stern and capacious stuff: His aversion to Bosco had merely been shifted farther from the center of the fire, in the clinker at the side as it were, to keep warm, for bringing back to the broil later. Nevertheless, despite his current preoccupation with hating, Cale could not help but be puzzled by the great change in Bosco’s attitude toward him. Since he was a very small boy Bosco had driven him like a ship in a storm—relentless, merciless, pitiless, cruel, never slacking, never giving him a place to rest. Day after day, year after year he had scoured him black and blue teaching and punishing, punishing and teaching until there seemed no difference between the two. Now there was only restraint, a great softness, almost something like tenderness. What was it? There was no answer to be had, even when he had the energy to spare from mind-murdering Arbell Materazzi (beating her to death with a stick, martyring her on a wheel, drowning her to applause in a high mountain lake). But despite the hammers beating out their cacophony in his soul something in Cale was paying attention to the terrain through which they were moving, resulting in a moment of understanding, though not of amusement exactly—he was in too dark a place for that. Now he could see why it was called the Great Testicle. Close in, the smoothness of its lines from thirty miles away had vanished to become a landscape deeply grooved with ridges, always moving down in the direction of the water that carved them but also sideways and across, curling around and even back on themselves where the rock was hardest. This close the experience was like the tiniest of fleas trying to get across the bollocks of the greatest of giants.

Moving through this hard-to-solve maze would have been immensely difficult, despite the fact that it was not particularly steep, had it not been for the help offered by the narrow causeway built by the Montagnards that wound over the ridges and the numerous filled-in ravines and defiles. This had been done not as an intentional sacrilege but in order to gain access to the salt deposits that marbled their way through the middle slopes of the mountain. Across the eighty years during which they held sway over the Redeemers’ most sacred place the Montagnards had created a huge network of tunnels. Intended sacrilege or not, when the Redeemers had reemerged as a power after being weakened by their lengthy religious civil wars they repaid this blasphemy by wiping out the Montagnards to the last man, woman and child.

Once past the Great Testicle the slope steepened, again not greatly. High though it was, Tiger Mountain was not especially difficult to climb. In this more even landscape there were many small holes, the decayed entrances to the deposits of salt between thirty and a hundred feet below the surface. Despite his foul temper and silence Cale could not help but be distracted by the intriguing features of this sacred landscape. But while it lacked great crevices and dangerous crags, the going inevitably became tougher and soon they were forced to dismount and lead the horses up harsher and more awkward paths. Finally they did come to a narrow pass, with steep and rocky walls to either side.

Bosco ordered his men to make camp, though it was still early afternoon, and then turned to Cale and spoke to him directly for the second time.

“They’ll stay here. We have to go on. There’s something I need to show you. We should also get something straight. The only way back down this part of the mountain is through this pass. If you attempt to come back down on your own you know what will happen.”

With this gently spoken warning he set off up through the pass and Cale followed. They climbed for thirty minutes, Cale always staying about ten yards behind his former master until they reached a shelf about twenty feet deep. To one side there was a simply constructed but beautifully made stone altar.

“That was where Jephthah kept his oath to the Lord and sacrificed his only daughter.” His tone of voice was odd, not reverential at all.

“And I suppose,” replied Cale, “that stain on the side there is supposed to be her blood. She must have been filled with strong stuff—you can still see it a thousand years after it was spilled halfway up a mountain.”

“With God all things are possible.” They looked at each other for some time. “No one knows where he killed her. This altar was built for the benefit of the faithful, some of whom are permitted to come here on Bad Friday—a painter comes the day after their visit and paints it again so that there’s time for it to weather in for the following year.”

“So it’s not true.”

“What is truth?” he said and did not wait for an answer.

After two hours they were only some five hundred yards from the snow line and into the last climb before they could talk to God himself. But it was just here that Bosco turned aside and began to walk around the mountain parallel with the snow. Here the thin air made the going harder for all that they were no longer climbing. Cale’s head began to ache. As he followed Bosco around a small bluff he lost sight of him for a moment and when he made contact again almost knocked him over.

Bosco had stopped and was looking with great intensity at a flat rock cantilevered out from the mountain like the abandoned first section of a bridge.

“This is the Great Jut where Satan tempted the Hanged Redeemer by offering him power over all the world.” He turned to look at Cale. “I want you to come out there with me,” he said, pointing at the end of the Jut.

“You first.”

Bosco smiled. “I’m putting my life as much in your hands as you are in mine.”

“Not really,” replied Cale, “given there are thirty guards below us with spiteful thoughts on their mind.”

“Fair enough. But do you think I’ve gone to all this trouble to try and throw you off a mountain?”

“I don’t care to think anything about you.”

In the past Bosco would have beaten Cale severely for speaking to him like this. And Cale would have let him. It was then that Cale realized something, though he could not have said what it was exactly, about just how great was the change that had come over both of them in only a few months.

“If I say no?”

“I can’t make you and I won’t try.”

“But you’ll have me killed.”

“To be honest—no. But however great your hatred for me—something that gives me great pain—you must realize by now that you and I are bound together by unbreakable chains—I believe that’s the expression you used to Arbell Materazzi when we left Memphis.”

Perhaps Bosco realized how very close he was to having his neck broken. If he did, he didn’t show it. But there was anxiety there, the anxiety, incomprehensible to Cale, of someone who deeply wants to be believed, to be understood, and fears that they will not. “Besides,” added Bosco, “I have something to tell you about your parents.” With that he  walked down the rough granite of the Great Jut. Cale watched him for a moment, shocked, as he was meant to be, by what Bosco had said. It is not easy to imagine the feelings of someone like Cale, for whom the notion of mother and father was as notional as the sea to the landlocked. What would such a person feel in the moment they were told the ocean was just over the next hill? Cale walked out onto the Jut, a good deal more warily than Bosco—he was not afraid of heights but he did not love them. Besides, walking on the Jut proper it seemed a good deal more fragile than standing in front of it. As he came up behind Bosco, his former master stepped aside as carelessly as if he were in the middle of the training field of the Sanctuary and gestured Cale up beside him, a few inches away from the dreadful spaceless fall below.

Cale looked out over the world feeling as if he were being held in the middle of the sky itself; heart pumping, eyes astonished, he could see around for miles, with the vast blue sky above and the yellow earth beneath bending to meet it in an arc of shimmering purple haze. It seemed as if it was the entire world he was looking at and not just a crescent of fifty miles or so. Bosco said nothing for several minutes as Cale was battered by the vastness. Finally Cale turned to face him.

“So?”

“Firstly—your parents. I heard the rumors . . .” He paused for a moment. “. . . the rumors from Memphis not long after your slaughter of Solomon Solomon.”

“He got what he deserved, which is more than can be said for the men you had me kill.” Of all the many unpleasant memories the two of them shared this was the worst. Convinced that Cale’s murderous gifts were divinely inspired it had barely occurred to Bosco that being obliged to fight half a dozen experienced, if disgraced, soldiers to the death might have been deeply traumatic for a boy of twelve or thirteen, however skilled or callous.

“My heart was in my mouth for every second I thought you were in danger.” This was not quite the lie it seemed. At first he had been  ecstatic at the murderous proof of the boy’s talent for killing. It was of an excellence that only religious inspiration could explain. But after the sixth death Bosco realized that God might resent his desire for proof and punish his presumption by allowing Cale to be hurt. It was realizing his presumption that suddenly made Bosco afraid for Cale and caused him to put an end to the slaughter.

It was more astonishment than restraint that prevented Cale from throwing him off the Jut there and then. The man who had beaten him for every reason that malice could devise, and half as many times again for none at all, was professing concern for him all along in tones that would have penetrated the hardest heart. But Cale’s heart was a good deal harder than that. If he let Bosco live it was only because his curiosity was even greater than his hatred. And besides, there were thirty evil bastards still waiting for him below.

“Tell me about the rumors.”

“After you killed him it was bruited about that the Redeemers had taken you while you were a baby from a family related directly to the Doge of Memphis—that you are a Materazzi and not an inconsiderable one.” Can silence be stunned? You would believe it can had you been standing there on the Great Jut.

“Is it true?” Cale’s voice was only a whisper despite himself. There was a brief pause.

“Absolutely not. Your parents were illiterate peasants of no importance in any way.”

“Did you kill them?”

“No. They sold you to us, and happily, for sixpence.”

Even Bosco was surprised by the bark of laughter that followed this.

“I thought you might have been disappointed—about the Materazzi I mean—but it pleases you to have been bought for sixpence?”

“Never you mind what pleases me. Why are we here?”

Bosco looked back over the great plain below.

“When God decided to make mankind he took a rib from his first great creation, the Angel Satan. And from Satan’s rib he formed the first man out of the dust of the ground. Displeased that God had taken his rib while he was sleeping without consulting him, Satan rebelled against the Lord God and was thrown from heaven. But God took pity on mankind because he had been wrong to make him out of the rib of such a treacherous servant. And because it was God’s error he sent many prophets to save mankind from his own nature, hoping to bring out all those good things from which he had been formed. Finally, and desperately, he sent his own son to save them.” Bosco turned slightly, his expression one of utter amazement, his eyes filling with tears. “But they hanged him.”

Again he said nothing for two or three minutes. “The Lord God brooded over this terrible wound for a thousand years, so loving a God is he. In all that time he turned over in his mind all that was good about men, all that was kind. But always he could hear and see the unbearable repartee between what was Godly and the poisonous error built into him by this loving, but terrible, mistake.”

Again there was a short silence as he stared out over the dizzying landscape below. When he spoke again his voice was even softer and more reasonable.

“The heart of a man is a small thing but it desires great matters. It is not big enough for a dog’s dinner but the whole world is not big enough for it. Man spares nothing that lives; he kills to feed himself, he kills to clothe himself, he kills to adorn himself, he kills to attack, he kills to defend himself, he kills to instruct himself, he kills to amuse himself, he kills for the sake of killing. From the lamb he tears its guts and makes his harp resound; from the wolf his most deadly tooth to polish his pretty works of art; from the elephant his tusks to make a toy for his child.”

Bosco turned back to Cale, his eyes shining with all the love and  hope of a doting parent desperate to be understood by the person they love most in the world.

“And who will exterminate him who exterminates all others? You. It is you who are charged with the slaughter of man. Of the whole earth, you will make a vast altar upon which all that is living must be sacrificed, without end, without measure, without pause, until the annihilation of all things, until evil is extinct, until the death of death.”

Bosco smiled at Cale, tolerant, genuinely understanding.

“Why would you do such a terrible thing? Because it is in your nature to do so. You are not a man, you are God’s anger made flesh. There is enough of mankind in you to wish to be other than what you are. You want to love, you want to show kindness, you want to be merciful. But in your heart you know you are none of these things. That is why people hate you and why the more you try to love them the more they fear you. This is why the girl betrayed you and why you will always be betrayed as long as you live. You are a wolf pretending to himself that he is a lamb.

“Where else do you think you get your genius for mayhem and death? You kill with as much ease as others breathe. You turn up in the greatest city in the world and despite all your good intentions it took you six months to leave it in ruins. You do not bring disaster, you are disaster. You are the Grimperson, the Angel of Death, and you’d better like it or lump it. But if you don’t like it you’d better get used to wandering where everyone will despise you and everyone will try and kill you for no reason they’ll ever know. Come with me and when your work is finished and everything that lives now is dead, you will come here and be taken up into heaven. It is the only way you’ll ever have peace of mind. This is a promise.”

Within three hours the two of them had walked down to the Redeemers waiting for them and that night a respectful Bosco talked to a silent Cale late into the night.

“Do you know why God made you?” It was a quote instantly recognizable from the Catechism of the Hanged Redeemer. Cale’s reply, cautious, was nevertheless by rote.

“He made us to know and love him.”

“Do you think God made him well?”

“Not in my experience,” said Cale, “but I might just have been unlucky.”

“But your experience is a good deal broader in the last eight months. In fact I’d say it was uniquely so. Clearly God ordained your escape and all the extraordinary things that have happened to you precisely so you could answer the question. You’ve walked hand in hand with the great and the good of this world, been loved in all the ways possible by the most beautiful, done mighty services and been mightily betrayed for your trouble.”

All of this had the great advantage from Bosco’s point of view of being more or less precisely what the young man himself believed to be the case: Truth and self-pity formed a harmonious whole.

“I’d say,” continued Bosco, “that you’d seen as much as anyone that man is a wolf to man.”

“Hypocrites,” replied Cale. “I’ve come across a lot of them recently. I mean by that I understand now how many of them there are.”

“That’s at my expense, I suppose,” said Bosco, apparently not insulted. “If so, I’m afraid you must explain why.”

“How do you look at me with a straight face and clack on about treachery?”

“You’ve still lost me. Suppose I’d left you in the hands of the kind of people prepared to sell you for sixpence. Since the day you could walk you’d have been behind a plow staring at a horse’s arse for fifteen hours a day—stupid, ignorant, probably dead by now—a kind of nothing.”

“God has been merciful. Besides, I thought I was special.”

“There are a great many people who are born special. As the Hanged

Redeemer said, “Full many a flower is born to blush unseen and waste its sweetness on the desert air.”

Cale laughed. “A flower? I am, it’s true, sweeter and more flowery than people give me credit for.”

“Then let me put it more clearly: You were born to wade through slaughter to the throne of God. Many are called, few are chosen. But I chose you and made you fit to be the agent of the promised end.”

“Do you have any idea how mad you sound?”

“Indeed I do. I have in moments of doubt considered the question of my sanity.” He smiled an oddly fetching expression of self-awareness and mockery.

“And?”

“Then I consider what a piece of work is man. How defective in reason, how mean his facilities, how ugly in form and movement, in action how like a devil, in apprehension how like a cow. The beauty of the world? The paragon of animals? To me the quintessence of dust.” Bosco had seemed to lose himself but then looked intensely at Cale.

“You disagree?”

Cale did not reply.

“Leave your hatred of me to one side for a moment and consider your experience of the world. Do you disagree in your heart of hearts?”

There was another long pause.

“Tell me more.”

“This is not the first time the Lord has wiped away mankind for its failures. It is not generally known that there was a kind of Man before Adam. God destroyed him in a great flood in which he drowned the whole world and started again.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. Even to the last blade of grass.”

“Sounds easy enough. Why not do the same again?”

“Too many people, not enough water. Too much grass.”

“Does the Pope believe any of this?”

“Not exactly,” replied Bosco, “but whatever he looses on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

“I don’t get . . . Oh, I see.” Cale thought about what he thought he saw. “You’re going to kill the Pope and take his place.”

“If I didn’t know better I’d say you were more devil than angel. Do you really think you can kill a Pope anointed by God and not immediately damn yourself?”

“I suppose not.”

They sat in silence, Bosco wanting Cale to ask for an explanation. Knowing this, despite his curiosity, Cale declined to give him the satisfaction.

“The Pope is not himself,” said Bosco.

“Who is he?” replied an astonished Cale. It was not an expression he’d heard before.

“No, I mean he’s not well. He is an old man and he is suffering from a disease of the mind—a weakening, one that’s slowly getting worse. He forgets.”

“I forget.”

“He forgets who he is.”

“If he’s that bad he’ll die soon.”

“He is that bad, but people afflicted in this way often live for a long time—very long.” He looked at Cale again, enjoying the feeling of once again being master to his pupil.

“What must I do?” asked Bosco. It was not a question, but a prompt that Cale should demonstrate his good judgment.

“You must be there when he dies and become Pope.”

Bosco laughed. “A little easier said than done.”

“You can laugh,” said Cale, “but am I wrong?”

“No—let’s look simply at complex things. That is, indeed, the end, but what’s the beginning? Even for the very clever it can be like breaking bones to stand back from something that’s been in front of you all your life.”

“How powerful are you?” Cale asked after a long time.

“Excellent.” Bosco laughed. “When you murdered Redeemer Picarbo you were kind enough to promote me from, let’s say, tenth in line to the papacy to perhaps ninth.”

“You wouldn’t have punished me?”

“Hard to say. Your actions at the time were inconvenient. My plans for you—for all of this—were years in the future. Tenth in line to the papacy is not in line to the papacy at all. Your vanishing and my coming for you advanced everything in a most peculiar and unexpected way. Memphis is fallen. I have much of the credit and what is not mine is yours. I am now fourth in line to the papacy. Alas”—he smiled—“fourth in line is, in reality, little better than tenth or twentieth.”

“Who are first and second?”

“To the point!” mocked Bosco. “Gant and Parsi.”

“Never heard of them.”

“Why would you? I was mistaken in thinking these things were premature when it comes to you.”

“So now you’re going to tell me?”

“Now I am going to ask you to work it out.”

“Why not just tell me?”

“Because you will see it more clearly if you do so. And also because it will give me greater pleasure.”

Told by the devil who has tormented you all your life that he will let you guess his secrets, what intelligent boy, however deep his hatred, might not be curious?

“There was a book in the library with its own lock—the census. I managed to open others but not that.”

“You did manage to break it trying, though.”

“How big is the Redeemer empire?”

“It’s not an empire, it is a commonwealth. The commonwealth has achieved enosis with forty-three countries and, according to the last census, has the chance to redeem one hundred million people.”

“How big is the world?”

“I have no real idea. Concerning the Indies and China we know little enough. But concerning the four quarters, not including Memphis, we are, perhaps, four times the size and many times wealthier than is generally held to be the case.”

“Why not including Memphis?”

“Memphis drew its clout from its military power. We conquered Memphis and destroyed the Materazzi but we did not conquer its empire: that merely collapsed. Each country in that empire has declared itself free and started squabbling with its neighbors about the same things it squabbled about before the Materazzi arrived. Taking Memphis has turned out to be a mixed blessing, and given time it may turn out not to be a blessing at all.”

“If the Redeemer empire is so much bigger an empire than everyone thinks . . .”

“Commonwealth,” interrupted Bosco.

“. . . than everyone thinks, why are you stuck in the fight with the Antagonists?”

“Good. Exactly so.” Bosco was clearly pleased with this question. “The commonwealth of the Redeemers is not only large but bloated—full of contradictions. Some parts of the commonwealth are slack in their beliefs and so full of blasphemies they’re hardly better than Antagonists. Many extract from us more in subsidies than they pay in taxes. Others are fanatical in their beliefs but always arguing with each other after this or that doctrinal point. There are numerous schisms threatening to become full-grown heresies like Antagonism.”

“If things are so bad why haven’t the Antagonists defeated you?”

“Again, well done. They face the same problems. It is not lack of religion that’s destroying mankind, it is mankind that is destroying religion. Such a creature is incompetent to aspire to the likeness of God. God tried but failed. He will try again.”

“I thought God was perfect,” said Cale.

“God is perfect.”

“Then why has he made such a mess of mankind?”

“Because he is perfectly generous. God is not some criminal who cheats in his own card game. He wishes to engage with us freely, out of choice. Not even God can make a circle square. God is lonely—he wants mankind to choose obedience, not be frightened into it. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I understand what you’re saying, yes.”

“Neither I nor the God we both serve need you to agree. You are not a man and you are not a god, you are anger and disappointment made flesh. What you do is what you are. What you think is irrelevant.”

“And when it’s over?”

“I have been told in my visions that you will be taken up and set aside in the Island of Avalon, a place flowing with milk and honey. You will stay there clothed in white samite until a time, if it comes, when God needs you again.”

After this Cale did not say anything for some time.

“Tell me about Chartres.”

“The Sanctuary is the military heart of the faith but that’s why it’s positioned here in the back of beyond—to curtail its shout. Although I have great power, any commander of the Sanctuary who approaches within forty miles of Chartres would be excommunicated by fiat of the Pope. I am permitted there only by his express permission—rarely forthcoming—and never with more than a dozen priests. Even then I haven’t met with him alone since Gant and Parsi sealed him off from the world like a pea in a pod.”

“I don’t know what that is.” A pause. “Why don’t they kill you?”

“Straight there as usual. They count me as a rival but one effectively neutralized because all my power is in the army and not in Chartres. Your running away, Cale, advanced matters too quickly.”

“Or you,” said Cale, “have allowed them to drift.”

“Not so. Almost since the day you arrived here I have been recruiting three hundred military officers who have accepted that mankind cannot be cured and that you are its solution. They will be here soon. You will train these already considerable men and they will train three hundred more and so on. Within two years you will have prepared four thousand officers and I will be ready to move against Gant and Parsi. If I am successful we will be invited into Chartres to save the Pope.”

“And how will you do that?”

“That’s not something you need to worry about.”

“But I do worry.”

“Then worry away.”

“What’s samite?”

“Silk. Heavy white silk.”

It was not that Cale believed Bosco about Avalon, though Bosco was clearly sincere in his certainty of the existence of the place, but he was dubious at the picture of the pleasures that awaited him there.

“The last time I saw anyone wearing heavy white silk it was some archbishop giving a high mass in praise of God. Four hours was bad enough. In case you hadn’t noticed I’m not the praising type.”

“Why would you be? In Avalon you will be cared for by seventy-two creatures who are not exactly angels.”

“Meaning?”

“They are feminine spirits. Lesser than the rebel angels they made common cause with because they were resentful, as always, about their place in heaven. But seventy-two of them realized before God’s final victory that they would lose even what they already had, and so, weeping tears, they persuaded God to show them mercy—against the advice of the Holy Mother, who saw them for the conniving slags they were. But a forgiving God sent them to Avalon in recognition of that repentance and as punishment for having wavered in their faith. They are waiting for you and to serve you in any way you desire.”

“Like the nuns in the convent.”

“That will be a matter for you—and so I assume not at all like the nuns in the convent.”

“And how do you know this?”

“It was revealed to me in the desert.”
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