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NOW CONSIDER THE TORTOISE AND the eagle.

Thetortoiseisaground-living cresture. It isimpossibleto live nearer the ground without being under it.
Its horizons are afew inches away. It has about as good aturn of speed asyou need to hunt down a
lettuce. It has survived while the rest of evolution flowed past it by being, on the whole, no threat to
anyone and too much trouble to eat.

And then thereisthe eagle. A creature of the air and high places, whose horizons go dl the way to the
edge of theworld. Eyesight keen enough to spot the rustle of some small and squesky cregture haf amile
away. All power, dl control. Lightning death on wings. Talons and claws enough to make amed of
anything smaller thanitisand at least take ahurried snack out of anything bigger.

And yet the eagle will St for hours on the crag and survey the kingdoms of theworld until it spotsa
distant movement and then it will focus, focus, focus on the small shell wobbling among the bushes down

there on the desert. And it will legp . . .

And aminute later the tortoise finds the world dropping away fromit. And it seesthe world for the first
time, no longer oneinch from the ground but five hundred feet aboveit, and it thinks. what agreet friend |

haveintheeagle.

And then the eagle lets go.

And amost dways the tortoise plungesto its death. Everyone knows why the tortoise does this. Gravity
isahabit that is hard to shake off. No one knows why the eagle doesthis. There'sgood eating on a

tortoise but, considering the effort involved, there's much better eating on practically anything dse. It's
samply the delight of eaglesto torment tortoises.

But of course, what the eagle does not redlizeisthat it is participating in avery crude form of natura
section.

Oneday atortoisewill learn how to fly.

The story takes place in desert lands, in shades of umber and orange. When it begins and endsis more
problematical, but at least one of its beginnings took place above the snowline, thousands of miles away



in the mountains around the Hub.[1]
Oneof therecurring philosophical questionsis:
"Does afaling treein the forest make a sound when thereisno one to hear?'

Which says something about the nature of philosophers, because there is always someonein aforest. It
may only be a badger, wondering what that cracking noise was, or asquirrel abit puzzled by al the
scenery going upwards, but someone. At the very least, if it was degp enough in the forest, millions of
smdl godswould have heard it.

Thingsjust happen, one after another. They don't care who knows. But higtory . . . ah, history is
different. History hasto be observed. Otherwiseit'snot history. It'sjust . . . well, things happening one
after another.

And, of coursg, it hasto be controlled. Otherwise it might turn into anything. Because history, contrary
to popular theories, iskings and dates and battles. And these things have to happen at the right time. This
isdifficult. In achaotic universe there are too many thingsto go wrong. It'stoo easy for agenerd's horse
to lose a shoe at the wrong time, or for someone to mishear an order, or for the carrier of the vital

message to be waylaid by some men with sticks and a cash flow problem. Then there are wild stories,
parasitic growths on the tree of history, trying to bend it their way.

So higtory hasits caretakers.

They live. .. well, in the nature of thingsthey live wherever they are sent, but their spirituad homeisina
hidden valey in the high Ramtops of the Discworld, where the books of history are kept.

These aren't books in which the events of the past are pinned like so many butterfliesto acork. These
are the books from which history is derived. There are more than twenty thousand of them; each oneis
ten feet high, bound inlead, and the | etters are so smdl that they have to be read with amagnifying glass.

When people say "Itiswritten . . ." it iswritten here.

There are fewer metaphors around than people think.

Every month the abbot and two senior monks go into the cave where the books are kept. It used to be
the duty of the abbot aone, but two other reliable monks were included after the unfortunate case of the

59th Abbot, who made amillion dollarsin smdl bets before hisfellow monks caught up with him.

Besides, it's dangerousto go in done. The sheer concentratedness of History, deeting past soundlesdy
out into the world, can be overwhelming. Timeisadrug. Too much of it killsyou.

The 493rd Abbot folded his wrinkled hands and addressed Lu-Tze, one of his most senior monks. The
clear ar and untroubled life of the secret valley was such that al the monks were senior; besides, when
you work with Time every day, some of it tendsto rub off.

"The placeis Omnia," said the abbot, "on the Klatchian coast.”

"I remember," said Lu-Tze. "Y oung fellow called Ossory, wasn't there?”



"Thingsmust be. . . carefully observed,” said the abbot. "There are pressures. Free will, predestination .
... the power of symbols. . . turning-point . . . you know al about this."

"Haven't been to Omniafor, oh, must be seven hundred years,” said Lu-Tze. "Dry place. Shouldn't think
theré'saton of good soil in the whole country, either.”

"Off you go, then," said the abbot.
"| shdl take my mountains” said Lu-Tze. "The climate will be good for them.”

And he aso took hisbroom and his degping mat. The history monks don't go in for possessions. They
find most things wear out in a century or two.

[t took him four yearsto get to Omnia. He had to watch a couple of battles and an assassnation on the
way, otherwise they would just have been random events.

It wasthe Y ear of the Notional Serpent, or two hundred years after the Declaration of the Prophet
Abbys.

Which meant that the time of the 8th Prophet was imminent.

That was the reliable thing about the Church of the Great God Om. It had very punctua prophets. Y ou
could set your calendar by them, if you had one big enough.

And, asisgenerdly the case around the time a prophet is expected, the Church redoubled its effortsto
be holy. Thiswas very much like the bustle you get in any large concern when the auditors are expected,
but tended towards taking people suspected of being less holy and putting them to death in ahundred
ingenious ways. Thisis considered ardiable barometer of the state of one's piety in most of the redly
popular religions. There's atendency to declare that there is more backdiding around than in the nationd
toboggan championships, that heresy must be torn out root and branch, and even arm and leg and eye
and tongue, and that it'stime to wipe the date clean. Blood is generally consdered very efficient for this

purpose.

And it cameto passthat in that time the Great God Om spake unto Brutha, the Chosen One:
Pl

Brutha paused in mid-hoe and stared around the Temple garden.

"Pardon?' he said.

It was afineday early in the lesser Spring. The prayer mills soun merrily in the breeze off the mountains.
Bees|oafed around in the bean blossoms, but buzzed fast in order to give the impression of hard work.



High above, alone eagle circled.

Brutha shrugged, and got back to the melons.

Y eg, the Great God Om spake again unto Brutha, the Chosen One;

"Pst!”

Brutha hesitated. Someone had definitely spoken to him from out of the air. Perhapsit was a demon.
Novice master Brother Nhumrod was hot on the subject of demons. Impure thoughts and demons. One
led to the other. Brutha was uncomfortably aware that he was probably overdue ademon.

Thething to do was to be resolute and repesat the Nine Fundamental Aphorisms.

Once more the Great God Om spake unto Brutha, the Chosen One:

"Areyou degf, boy?"

The hoe thudded on to the baking soil. Brutha spun around. There were the bees, the eagle and, at the
far end of the garden, old Brother Lu-Tze dreamily forking over the dung hegp. The prayer millswhirled
reassuringly dong thewdls.

He made the sign with which the Prophet Ishkible had cast out spirits.

"Get thee behind me, demon,” he muttered.

"l am behind you."

Bruthaturned again, dowly. The garden was still empty.

Hefled.

Many stories start long before they begin, and Bruthas story had its origins thousands of years before his
birth.

There are billions of godsin the world. They swarm asthick as herring roe. Most of them are too small
to see and never get worshiped, at least by anything bigger than bacteria, who never say their prayers
and don't demand much in the way of miracles.

They arethe small gods-the spirits of places where two ant trails cross, the gods of microclimates down
between the grassroots. And most of them stay that way.

Because what they lack is belief.
A handful, though, go on to greater things. Anything may trigger it. A shepherd, seeking alost lamb, finds

it among the briars and takes aminute or two to build asmall cairn of stonesin genera thanksto
whatever spirits might be around the place. Or apeculiarly shaped tree becomes associated with acure



for disease. Or someone carves aspiral on an isolated stone. Because what gods need is belief, and what
humanswant is gods.

Often it stops there. But sometimesit goes further. More rocks are added, more stones are raised, a
templeisbuilt on the Site where the tree once stood. The god growsin strength, the belief of its
worshipersraisng it upwardslike athousand tons of rocket fuel. For avery few, the ky'sthe limit.

And, sometimes, not even that.

Brother Nhumrod was wrestling with impure thoughts in the privacy of his severe cell when he heard the
fervent voice from the novitiates dormitory.

The Brutha boy wasflat on hisface in front of astatue of Om in His manifestation as athunderbolt,
shaking and gabbling fragments of prayer.

There was something creepy about that boy, Nhumrod thought. It was the way he looked at you when
you weretdking, asif hewasligening.

He wandered out and prodded the prone youth with the end of his cane.

"Get up, boy! What do you think you're doing in the dormitory in the middle of the day? Mmm?"
Brutha managed to spin around while till flat on the floor and grasped the priest's ankles.
"Voice! A voice! It spoketo me!" hewailed.

Nhumrod breathed out. Ah. Thiswas familiar ground. Voices were right up Nhumrod's cloister. He
heard them dll thetime.

"Get up, boy," hesaid, dightly morekindly.
Bruthagot to hisfeet.

He was, as Nhumrod had complained before, too old to be a proper novice. About ten years too old.
Give me aboy up to the age of seven, Nhumrod had always said.

But Brutha was going to die anovice. When they made the rules, they'd never dlowed for anything like
Brutha

His big red honest face stared up at the novice master.
"Sit down on your bed, Brutha," said Nhumrod.

Brutha obeyed immediately. Bruthadid not know the meaning of the word disobedience. It was only
one of alarge number of words he didn't know the meaning of.

Nhumrod sat down beside him.



"Now, Brutha," he said, "you know what happens to people who tdl falsehoods, don't you?'
Bruthanodded, blushing.

"Very well. Now tdll me about these voices.”

Bruthatwisted the hem of hisrobein hishands.

"It was more like one voice, master," he said.

"-like onevoice," said Brother Nhumrod. "And what did thisvoice say? Mmm?'

Brutha hesitated. Now he cameto think about it, the voice hadn't said anything very much. It had just
spoken. It was, in any case, hard to talk to Brother Nhumrod, who had a nervous habit of squinting at
the spesker's lips and repeating the last few words they said practically asthey said them. Heaso
touched things dl thetime-walls, furniture, people-asif he was afraid the universe would disappear if he

didn't keep hold of it. And he had so many nervoustics that they had to queue. Brother Nhumrod was
perfectly norma for someone who had survived in the Citadd for fifty years.

"Well .. ." Brutha began.
Brother Nhumrod held up a skinny hand. Brutha could seethe paleblueveinsinit.

"And | am sure you know that there are two kinds of voicethat are heard by the spiritua,” said the
master of novices. One eyebrow began to twitch.

"Y es, master. Brother Murduck told usthat,” said Brutha, meekly.

"-told usthat. Y es. Sometimes, as He in Hisinfinite wisdom seesfit, the God speaks to achosen one
and he becomes agreat prophet,” said Nhumrod. "Now, | am sure you wouldn't presume to consider
yoursdlf one of them? Mmm?"'

"No, master."

"-madter. But there are other voices," said Brother Nhumrod, and now his voice had adight tremolo,
"beguiling and wheedling and persuasive voices, yes? Voicesthat are aways waiting to catch us off our
guard?'

Brutharelaxed. Thiswas more familiar ground.

All the novices knew about those kinds of voices. Except that usuadly they talked about fairly
graightforward things, like the pleasures of night-time manipulation and the genera desirability of girls.
Which showed that they were noviceswhen it came to voices. Brother Nhumrod got the kind of voices
that were, by comparison, afull oratorio. Some of the bolder novicesliked to get Brother Nhumrod
talking on the subject of voices. He was an education, they said. Especialy when little bits of white spit
appeared at the corners of his mouth.

Bruthalistened.



Brother Nhumrod was the novice master, but he wasn't the novice master. He was only master of the
group that included Brutha. There were others. Possibly someone in the Citadd knew how many there
were. There was someone somewhere whose job it was to know everything.

The Citadd occupied the whole of the heart of the city of Kom, in the lands between the deserts of
Klatch and the plains and jungles of Howondaland. It extended for miles, its temples, churches, schoals,
dormitories, gardens, and towers growing into and around one another in away that suggested amillion
termitesdl trying to build their mounds at the sametime.

When the sun rose the reflection of the doors of the centrd Temple blazed likefire. They were bronze,
and ahundred feet tal. On them, in letters of gold set in lead, were the Commandments. There were five
hundred and twelve so far, and doubtless the next prophet would add his share.

The sun'sreflected glow shone down and across the tens of thousands of the strong-in-faith who labored
below for the greater glory of the Great God Om.

Probably no one did know how many of them there were. Some things have away of going critical.
Certainly there was only one Cenobiarch, the Superior lam. That was certain. And six Archpriests. And
thirty lesser lams. And hundreds of bishops, deacons, subdeacons, and priests. And noviceslikeratsin a
grain gore. And craftsmen, and bull breeders, and torturers, and Vestigid Virgins. . .

No matter what your skills, there was a place for you in the Citadd.

And if your skill lay in asking the wrong kinds of questions or losing the righteous kind of wars, the place
might just be the furnaces of purity, or the Quisition's pits of justice.

A placefor everyone. And everyonein their place.

The sun beat down on the temple garden.

The Great God Om tried to Say in the shade of amelon vine. He was probably safe here, hereinsde
these walls and with the prayer towers all around, but you couldn't be too careful. Hed been lucky once,
but it was asking too much to expect to be lucky again.

Thetrouble with being agod is that you've got no oneto pray to.

He crawled forward purposefully towards the old man shoveling muck until, after much exertion, he
judged himsdlf to be within earshot.

He spake thudy: "Hey, you!"
There was no answer. There was not even any suggestion that anything had been heard.

Om lost histemper and turned Lu-Tze into alowly worm in the degpest cesspit of hell, and then got



even more angry when the old man went on peacefully shoveing.
"The devilsof infinity fill your living boneswith sulphur!™ he screamed.
Thisdid not make agreat ded of difference.

"Dedf old bugger," muttered the Great God Om.

Or perhaps there was someone who did know al there was to be known about the Citadel. There's
aways someone who collects knowledge, not because of alove of the suff but in the same way that a
magpie collects glitter or acaddisfly collectslittle bits of twigs and rock. And there's dways someone
who hasto do al those things that need to be done but which other people would rather not do or, even,
acknowledge existed.

Thethird thing the people noticed about V orbis was his height. Hewaswell over six feet tall, but
gtickthin, likeanorma proportioned person modeled in clay by achild and then rolled out.

The second thing that people noticed about Vorbis was his eyes. His ancestors had come from one of
the deep desert tribes that had evolved the peculiar trait of having dark eyes--not just dark of pupil, but
amost black of eyeball. It madeit very hard to tell where hewaslooking. It was asif he had sunglasses
on under hisskin.

But thefirst thing they noticed was his skull.

Deacon Vorbiswas bald by design. Most of the Church's ministers, as soon asthey were ordained,
cultivated long hair and beards that you could lose agoat in. But Vorbis shaved al over. He gleamed.
And lack of hair seemed to add to his power. He didn't menace. He never threatened. He just gave
everyone the feeling that his persona space radiated severa meters from his body, and that anyone
gpproaching Vorbiswas intruding on something important. Superiorsfifty years his senior felt gpologetic
about interrupting whatever it was he was thinking about.

It was dmost impossible to know what he was thinking about and no one ever asked. The most obvious
reason for thiswas that V orbis was the head of the Quisition, whosejob it wasto do al those things that
needed to be done and which other people would rather not do.

Y ou do not ask people like that what they are thinking about in case they turn around very dowly and
sy "You."

The highest post that could be held in the Quisition was that of deacon, arule ingtituted hundreds of
years ago to prevent this branch of the Church becoming too big for its boots.[2] But with amind like his,
everyone said, he could easily be an archpriest by now, or even an lam.

Vorbisdidn't worry about that kind of trivia. VVorbisknew his destiny. Hadn't the God himsdf told him?



"There," said Brother Nhumrod, patting Brutha on the shoulder. "1'm sure you will seethings clearer

Bruthafelt that a specific reply was expected.

"Yes madter," hesad. "I'm surel shall.”

"-ghdl. Itisyour holy duty to resist thevoices at dl times" said Nhumrod, till patting.
"Yes, madter. | will. Epecidly if they tell meto do any of the things you mentioned.”
"-mentioned. Good. Good. And if you hear them again, what will you do? Mmm?'
"Comeandtdl you," said Brutha, dutifully.

"-tdll you. Good. Good. That'swhat | liketo hear,” said Nhumrod. "That'swhat | tell al my boys.
Remember that I'm dways here to ded with any little problemsthat may be bothering you."

"Y es, master. Shal | go back to the garden now?”

"-now. | think so. | think so. And no more voices, d'you hear?' Nhumrod waved afinger of his
nonpatting hand. A cheek puckered.

"Yes, magter.”

"What were you doing in the garden?”

"Hoeing the melons, master," said Brutha.

"Mdons? Ah. Mdons," said Nhumrod dowly.

"Médons. Melons. Well, that goes some way toward explaining things, of course.”

Aneydidflickered madly.

It wasn't just the Great God that spoke to Vorhis, in the confines of his head. Everyone spoketo an
exquigitor, sooner or later. It wasjust amatter of Samina

Vorbisdidn't often go down to watch theinquisitors at work these days. Exquisitors didn't have to. He
sent down ingtructions, he received reports. But specid circumstances merited his specid attention.

It hasto besad. . . therewaslittleto laugh at in the cellar of the Quisition. Not if you had anormal
sense of humor. Therewerenojolly little ignssaying: Y ou Don't Have To Be Ritilesdly Sadistic To
Work Here But It Helps!!!

But there were things to suggest to a thinking man that the Creator of mankind had avery oblique sense



of funindeed, and to breed in his heart arage to storm the gates of heaven.

The mugs, for example. Theinquisitors stopped work twice aday for coffee. Their mugs, which each
man had brought from home, were grouped around the kettle on the hearth of the centra furnace which
incidentally heated the irons and knives.

They had legends on them like A Present From the Holy Grotto of Ossory, or To The World's Greatest
Daddy. Most of them were chipped, and no two of them were the same.

And there were the postcards on thewall. It was traditiond that, when an inquisitor went on holiday,
he'd send back a cruddly colored woodcut of the local view with some suitably jolly and risque message
on the back. And there was the pinned-up tearful letter from Inquisitor First Class Ishmae "Pop”
Quoom,

thanking all the lads for collecting no fewer than seventy-eight obolsfor hisretirement present and the
lovely bunch of flowersfor Mrs. Quoom, indicating that he'd aways remember hisdaysin No. 3 pit, and
was looking forward to coming in and hel ping out any time they were short-handed.

And it al meant this: that there are hardly any excesses of the most crazed psychopath that cannot easily
be duplicated by anormal, kindly family man who just comesin to work every day and hasajob to do.

Vorbisloved knowing that. A man who knew that, knew everything he needed to know about people.

Currently he was gtting alongside the bench on which lay what was till, technically, the trembling body
of Brother Sasho, formerly his secretary.

He looked up at the duty inquisitor, who nodded. Vorbis leaned over the chained secretary.
"What were their names?" he repested.
"...dontknow..."

"1 know you gave them copies of my correspondence, Sasho. They are treacherous heretics who will
spend eternity in the hells. Will you join them?”

". .. don't know names. . ."

"| trusted you, Sasho. Y ou spied on me. Y ou betrayed the Church.”
" ..nonames..."

"Truth is surcease from pain, Sasho. Tdl me.”

"L truth.

Vorbissighed. And then he saw one of Sasho'sfingers curling and uncurling under the manacles.
Beckoning.

"YS?I

He leaned closer over the body.



Sasho opened hisone remaining eye.
" truth.

v

"...TheTurtleMoves..."

Vorbis sat back, his expression unchanged. His expression seldom changed unless he wanted it to. The
inquisitor watched himin terror.

"l see," said Vorbis. He stood up, and nodded at the inquisitor.

"How long has he been down here?!

"Two days, lord."

"And you can kegp him divefor-?'

"Perhaps two days more, lord.”

"Do s0. Do so. Itis, after dl,” said Vorbis, "our duty to preserve life for aslong as possible. Isit not?!

Theinquisitor gave him the nervous smile of onein the presence of a superior whose merest word could
see him manacled on abench.

"Er...yes, lord."

"Heresy and lieseverywhere," Vorbissighed. "And now | shal haveto find another secretary. It istoo
vexing."

After twenty minutes Brutharelaxed. The Siren voices of sensuous evil seemed to have gone away.

He got on with the melons. He felt capable of understanding melons. Meons seemed alot more
comprehens ble than most things.

"Hey, you!"
Brutha straightened up.
"I do not hear you, oh foul succubus,”" he said.

"Oh yesyou do, boy. Now, what | want youto dois”

"I've got my fingersin my eard”



"Suits you. Suitsyou. Makesyou look like avase. Now-

"I'm humming atune! I'm humming atune!”

Brother Preptil, the master of the music, had described Bruthas voice as putting him in mind of a
disappointed vulture arriving too late at the dead donkey. Chora singing was compulsory for novitiates,
but after much petitioning by Brother Preptil a specid dispensation had been made for Brutha. The sight
of hishig round face screwed up in the effort to please was bad enough, but what was worse was
listening to hisvoice, which was certainly powerful and full of intent conviction, swinging backward and
forward across the tune without ever quite hitting it.

He got ExtraMeonsinstead.

Up inthe prayer towersaflock of crowstook off in ahurry.

After afull chorusof Heis Trampling the Unrighteous with Hooves of Hot Iron Brutha unplugged his
earsand risked aquick listen.

Apart from the distant protests of the crows, there was silence.

It worked. Put your trust in the God, they said. And he dways had. Asfar back as he could remember.

He picked up his hoe and turned back, in relief, to the vines.

The ho€'s blade was about to hit the ground when Brutha saw the tortoise.

It was small and basically yellow and covered with dust. Its shell was badly chipped. It had one beady
eye -the other had fallen to one of the thousands of dangersthat attend any dow-moving creature which
livesan inch from the ground.

Helooked around. The gardens were well inside the temple complex; and surrounded by high walls.

"How did you get in here, little creature?’ he said. "Did you fly?"

Thetortoise stared monopticaly at him. Bruthafelt abit homesick. There had been plenty of tortoisesin
the sandy hillsback home.

"l could give you some lettuce,” said Brutha. "But | don't think tortoises are alowed in the gardens.
Aren't you vermin?'

Thetortoise continued to stare. Practicaly nothing can Sare like atortoise.
Bruthafelt obliged to do something.

"Therésgrapes," he said. "Probably it's not sinful to give you one grape. How would you like agrape,
littletortoise?"

"How would you like to be an abomination in the nethermost pit of chaos?' said the tortoise.

The crows, who had fled to the outer walls, took off again to arendering of The Way of the Infide ISA
Nest Of Thorns.



Brutha opened his eyes and took hisfingersout of hisearsagain.

Thetortoisesad, "I'm il here™

Brutha hesitated. It dawned on him, very dowly, that demons and succubi didn't turn up looking like
small old tortoises. There wouldn't be much point. Even Brother Nhumrod would have to agree that
when it came to rampant eroticism, you could do alot better than a one-eyed tortoise.

"l didn't know tortoises could talk," he said.

"They cant," said thetortoise. "Read my lips."

Bruthalooked closer.

"You haven't got lips" hesad.

"No, nor proper voca chords,”" agreed thetortoise. "'I'm doing it straight into your head, do you
understand?"

"Gogh!"

"Y ou do understand, don't you?"
"No."

Thetortoiserolleditseye.

"l should have known. Wdll, it doesn't matter. | don't have to waste time on gardeners. Go and fetch the
top man, right now."

"Top man?' said Brutha. He put his hand to hismouth. "Y ou don't mean . . . Brother Nhumrod?”
"Who's he?' said thetortoise.
"The master of the noviced"

"Oh, Mel" said thetortoise. "No," it went on, in asingsong imitation of Bruthasvoice, "I don't mean the
magter of the novices. | mean the High Priest or whatever he calls himself. | supposethereisone?!

Brutha nodded blankly.
"High Priegt, right?’ said thetortoise. "High. Priest. High Priest.”

Brutha nodded again. He knew there was aHigh Priest. It was just that, while he could just about
encompass the hierarchical structure between his own salf and Brother Nhumrod, he was unableto give
serious condderation to any kind of link between Bruthathe novice and the Cenobiarch. Hewas
theoretically aware that there was one, that there was a huge canonical structure with the High Priest at
the top and Brutha very firmly at the bottom, but he viewed it in the same way as an amoeba might view
the chain of evolution al the way between itself and, for example, achartered accountant. It was missing
linksal the way to the top.



"| can't go asking the-” Brutha hesitated. Even the thought of talking to the Cenobiarch frightened him
into silence. "'l can't ask anyone to ask the High Cenobiarch to come and talk to atortoise!™

"Turn into amud leech and wither in thefires of retribution!" screamed the tortoise.
"There's no need to curse,” said Brutha

The tortoise bounced up and down furioudly.

"That wasn't acurse! That was an order! | am the Great God Om!"

Bruthablinked.

Then he said, "No you're not. I've seen the Great God Om," he waved a hand making the shape of the
holy horns, conscientioudy, "and he isn't tortoiseshaped. He comes as an eagle, or alion, or amighty
bull. Therésagatuein the Great Temple. It's seven cubits high. It'sgot bronze on it and everything. It's
trampling infidels. Y ou can't trample infidedswhen you're atortoise. | mean, dl you could do isgive them
ameaningful look. It'sgot horns of red gold. Where| used to live there was a statue one cubit high in the
next village and that was a bull too. So that'show | know you're not the Great God"--holy horns-"Om.

Thetortoise subsided.

"How many talking tortoises have you met?' it said sarcagtically.
"l don't know," said Brutha

"What d'you mean, you don't know?"

"Well, they might al talk,” said Brutha conscientioudy, demongtrating the very persona kind of logic that
got him ExtraMeons. "They just might not say anything when I'm there."

"l am the Great God Om," said the tortoise, in a menacing and unavoidably low voice, "and before very
long you are going to be avery unfortunate priest. Go and get him."

"Novice" sad Brutha
"What?'
"Novice, not priest. They won't et me-”

"Gethim!"

"But | don't think the Cenobiarch ever comesinto our vegetable garden,” said Brutha. "1 don't think he
even knowswhat amelonis. "

"I'm not bothered about that," said the tortoise. "Fetch him now, or there will be a shaking of the earth,
the moon will be as blood, agues and boilswill afflict mankind and diverseillswill befal. | redly meanit,"

it added.

"I'll seewhat | can do," said Brutha, backing away.



"And I'm being very reasonable, in the circumstances!" the tortoise shouted after him.
"Y ou don't sing badly, mind you!" it added, as an afterthought.
"I've heard worse!l" as Bruthas grubby robe disappeared through the gateway.

"Puts me in mind of that time there was the affliction of plaguein Pseudopolis” it said quietly, asthe
footsteps faded. "What awailing and agnashing of teeth wasthere, dl right.” 1t sighed. "Gresat days.
Greset dayd!"

Many fed they are called to the priesthood, but what they redlly hear isan inner voice saying, "It'sindoor
work with no heavy lifting, do you want to be a ploughman like your father?"

Whereas Brutha didn't just believe. Heredlly Bdieved. That sort of thing is usudly embarrassing when it
happensin a God-fearing family, but al Brutha had was his grandmother, and she Believed too. She
believed like iron believesin metd. She wasthe kind of woman every priest dreads in a congregation, the
onewho knows dl the chants, al the sermons. In the Omnian Church women were dlowed in the temple
only on sufferance, and had to keep absolutely silent and well covered-up in their own section behind the
pulpit in case the sight of one haf of the human race caused the male members of the congregation to

hear voices not unakin to those that plagued Brother Nhumrod through every deeping and waking hour.
The problem was that Brutha's grandmother had the kind of persondity that can project itsdlf through a
lead sheet and a bitter piety with the strength of a diamond-bit auger.

If she had been born a man, Omnianism would have found its 8th Prophet rather earlier than expected.
Asit was, she organized the temple-cleaning, statue-polishing, and stoning-of-suspected-adulteresses
rotaswith aterrible efficiency.

So Bruthagrew up in the sure and certain knowledge of the Great God Om. Brutha grew up knowing
that Om'seyeswere on him dl thetime, especidly in placeslike the privy, and that demons assailed him
on al sides and were only kept at bay by the strength of hisbelief and the weight of grandmother's cane,
which was kept behind the door on those rare occasions when it was not being used. He could recite
every versein al seven Books of the Prophets, and every single Precept. He knew all the Laws and the

Songs. Especidly the Laws.

The Omnians were a God-fearing people.

They had agreat ded to fear.

Vorbissroom wasin the upper Citadel, which was unusual for amere deacon. He hadn't asked for it.
He seldom had to ask for anything. Destiny has away of marking her own.

He aso got visited by some of the most powerful men in the Church's hierarchy.



Not, of course, the Six Archpriests or the Cenobiarch himself. They weren't that important. They were
merely at the top. The people who redlly run organizations are usualy found severa levels down, where
itstill possible to get things done.

People liked to be friends with Vorbis, mainly because of the aforesaid menta field which suggested to
them, in the subtlest of ways, that they didn't want to be hisenemy.

Two of them were gitting down with him now. They were Generd lam Fri'it, who whatever the officia
records might suggest was the man who ran most of the Divine Legion, and Bishop Drunah, secretary to
the Congress of lams. People might not think that was much of a position of power, but then they'd never
been minutes secretary to ameeting of dightly deaf old men.

Neither man wasin fact there. They were not talking to Vorbis. It was one of those kinds of mesting.
Lotsof peopledidn't talk to Vorbis, and went out of their way not have meetings with him. Some of the
abbots from the distant monasteries had recently been summoned to the Citadd, traveling secretly for up
to aweek acrosstortuousterrain, just so they definitely wouldn't join the shadowy figures visiting
Vorbissroom. In the last few months, Vorbis had apparently had about as many vistorsasthe Manin
the Iron Mask.

Nor werethey talking. But if they had been there, and if they had been having a conversation, it would
have gonelikethis

"And now," said Vorbis, "the matter of Ephebe.”
Bishop Drunah shrugged.[3]
"Of no consequence, they say. No threat.”

The two men looked at Vorbis, aman who never raised hisvoice. It was very hard to tell what Vorbis
wasthinking, often even after he had told you.

"Redly? Isthiswhat we've cometo?' he said. "No threat? After what they did to poor Brother
Murduck? Theinsultsto Om? This must not pass. What is proposed to be done?’

"No morefighting,” said Fri'it. "They fight like madmen. No. Weve lost too many aready.”
"They have strong gods,” said Drunah.
"They have better bows," said Fri'it.

"Thereisno God but Om," said Vorbis. "What the Ephebians believe they worship are nothing but
djiinns and demons. If it can be called worship. Have you seen this?!

He pushed forward a scroll of paper.
"What isit?' said Fri'it cautioudy.
"A lie. A history that does not exist and never existed . . . the.. . . thethings. . ." Vorbis hesitated, trying

to remember aword that had long sincefdlenintodisuse, . . . likethe. . . talestold to children, who are
too young . . . wordsfor peopletosay . . . the. . ."



"Oh. A play," said Fri'it. Vorbiss gaze nailled him to the wall.
"Y ou know of thesethings?'

"lI-when | traveled in Klatch once-” Fri'it stuttered. He visibly pulled himsdlf together. He had
commanded one hundred thousand men in battle. He didn't deservethis.

Hefound he didn't darelook at Vorbiss expression.

"They dance dances" he said limply. "On their holy days. The women have bellsontheir . .. And sing
songs. All about the early days of the worlds, when the gods-”

Hefaded. "It was disgusting,” he said. He clicked his knuckles, ahabit of hiswhenever he wasworried.

"Thisone hastheir godsinit," said Vorbis. "Men in masks. Can you believe that? They have agod of
wine. A drunken old man! And people say Ephebeisno threat! And this-”

He tossed another, thicker scroll on to thetable.

"Thisisfar worse. For while they worship false godsin error, their error isin their choice of gods, notin
their worship. But this”

Drunah gave it a cautious examination.

"l believe there are other copies, even in the Citadel," said Vorbis. "This one belonged to Sasho. |
believe you recommended him to my service, Fri'it?'

"He dways struck me as an intelligent and keen young man,” said the generd.

"But didoyd," said Vorbis, "and now receiving hisjust reward. It isonly to be regretted that he has not
been induced to give usthe names of hisfellow heretics™

Fri'it fought against the sudden rush of relief. His eyes met those of Vorbis.
Drunah brokethe silence.
"De Chelonian Mobile" hesaid doud. " "The Turtle Moves." What does that mean?"

"Even telling you could put your soul &t risk of athousand yearsin hell," said Vorbis. His eyes had not
left Fri‘it, who was now gtaring fixedly at thewall.

"l think itisarisk wemight carefully take," said Drunah.

Vorbis shrugged. "The writer clamsthat theworld . . . travels through the void on the back of four huge
elephants,” hesaid.

Drunah's mouth dropped open.

"Ontheback?' hesad.



"Itiscamed,” said Vorhis, dill watching Fri'it.

"What do they stand on?"

"The writer saysthey stand on the shell of an enormousturtle,” said Vorbis.

Drunah grinned nervoudy.

"And what doesthat stand on?" he said.

"l see no point in speculating asto what it stands on,” snapped Vorbis, "since it does not exist!”
"Of course, of course," said Drunah quickly. "It wasonly idle curiogity.”

"Mogt curiosity is," said Vorbis. "It leads the mind into speculative ways. Y et the man who wrote this
walks around free, in Ephebe, now. "

Drunah glanced at the scroll.

"He says here he went on a ship that sailed to an idand on the edge and he looked over and-”

"Lies" sad Vorbisevenly. "And it would make no difference even if they were not lies. Truth lieswithin,
not without. In the words of the Great God Om, as ddlivered through his chosen prophets. Our eyes may
deceive us, but our God never will."

IIBlJt_”

Vorbislooked a Fri‘it. The generd was swesting.

"Yes?' hesad.

"Well . . . Ephebe. A place where madmen have mad ideas. Everyone knows that. Maybe the wisest
courseisleavethemto sew intheir folly?!

Vorbis shook hishead. "Unfortunately, wild and unstable ideas have a disturbing tendency to move
around and take hold."

Fri'it had to admit that this was true. He knew from experience that true and obvious ideas, such asthe
ineffable wisdom and judgment of the Great God Om, seemed S0 obscure to many people that you
actually had to kill them before they saw the error of their ways, whereas dangerous and nebulous and
wrongheaded notions often had such an attraction for some people that they would-he rubbed a scar
thoughtfully-hide up in the mountains and throw rocks at you until you starved them out. They'd prefer to
die rather than see sense. Fri'it had seen sense at an early age. He'd seen it was sense not to die.

"What do you propose?’ he said.

"The Council want to parley with Ephebe," said Drunah. "Y ou know | have to organize a deputation to
leave tomorrow.”

"How many soldiers?' said Vorbis.



"A bodyguard only. We have been guaranteed safe passage, after al,” said Fri'it.

"We have been guaranteed safe passage,” said VVorbis. It sounded like alengthy curse. "And onceinside
e

Fri'it wanted to say: I've spoken to the commander of the Ephebian garrison, and | think heisaman of

honor, athough of course heisindeed a despicable infidel and lower than the worms. But it was not the
kind of thing hefdt it wiseto say to Vorbis.

He substituted: "We shdl be on our guard.”
"Can we surprisethem?”

Fri'it hestated. "We?' hesaid.

"| shdl lead the party,” said Vorbis. There was the briefest exchange of glances between himsdlf and the
secretary. "l . . . would like to be away from the Citade for awhile. A change of air. Besides, we should
not let the Ephebians think they merit the attentions of a superior member of the Church. | wasjust
musing asto the possibilities, should we be provoked-”

Fri'it's nervous click was like awhip-crack.

"We have given them our word-"

"Thereisno truce with unbdievers said Vorbis.

"But there are practical consderations,” said Fri'it, as sharply as he dared. "The paace of Ephebeisa
labyrinth. | know. There are traps. No one getsin without aguide.”

"How doesthe guide get in?' said Vorbis.

"| assume he guides himself," said the generd.

"In my experience thereis dways another way," said Vorbis. "Into everything, there is dways another
way. Which the God will show in his own good time, we can be assured of that.”

"Certainly matters would be eesier if therewas alack of stability in Ephebe," said Drunah. "It does
indeed harbor certain . . . lements.”

"And it will be the gateway to the whole of the Turnwise coast,” said Vorbis.

"Wdl-"
"The Djel, and then Tsort,” said Vorbis.
Drunah tried to avoid seeing Fri'it's expression.

"It isour duty,” said Vorbis. "Our holy duty. We must not forget poor Brother Murduck. He was
unarmed and aone."



Brutha's huge sandal s flip-flopped obediently aong the stone-flagged corridor toward Brother
Nhumrod's barren cell.

He tried composing messagesin his head. Magter, there's atortoise who says-Magter, thistortoise
wants-Master, guesswhat, | heard from thistortoise in the melons that-

Bruthawould never have dared to think of himsdlf as a prophet, but he had a shrewd idea of the

outcome of any interview that began in thisway.

Many people assumed that Bruthawas an idiot. He looked like one, from his round open faceto his
splayfeet and knock-ankles. He adso had the habit of moving hislips while he thought deeply, asif hewas
rehearsing every sentence. And this was because that was what he was doing. Thinking was not
something that came easily to Brutha. Most people think autometicaly, thoughts dancing through their
brainslike static el ectricity acrossacloud. At leadt, that's how it seemed to him. Whereas he had to
congruct thoughts a bit a atime, like someone building awall. A short lifetime of being laughed &t for
having abody like abarrel and feet that gave the impression that they were about to set out in opposite
directions had given him astrong tendency to think very carefully about anything he said.

Brother Nhumrod was prostrate on the floor in front of astatue of Om Trampling the Ungodly, with his
fingersin hisears. The voices weretroubling him again.

Brutha coughed. He coughed again.

Brother Nhumrod raised his head.

"Brother Nhumrod?' said Brutha,

"What?'

"Er . .. Brother Nhumrod?'

"Wha?'

Brother Nhumrod unplugged hisears.

"Yes?' hesad tedtily.

"Um. There's something you ought to see. Inthe. . . in the garden. Brother Nhumrod?!
The master of novices sat up. Brutha's face was a glowing picture of concern.
"What do you mean?' Brother Nhumrod said.

"In the garden. It's hard to explain. Um. | found out . . . where the voices were coming from, Brother
Nhumrod. And you did say to be sure and tell you."

The old priest gave Bruthaasharp look. But if ever there was a person without guile or any kind of
Subtlety, it was Brutha



Fear isstrange soil. Mainly it grows obedience like corn, which grows in rows and makes weeding easy.
But sometimes it grows the potatoes of defiance, which flourish underground.

The Citadel had alot of underground. There were the pits and tunnels of the Quisition. There were
cellars and sawers, forgotten rooms, dead ends, spaces behind ancient walls, even natura cavesin the
bedrock itsdlf.

Thiswas such acave. Smoke from thefirein the middle of the floor found itsway out through acrack in
the roof and, eventudly, into the maze of uncountable chimneys and light-wells above.

There were adozen figuresin the dancing shadows. They wore rough hoods over nondescript
clothes-crude things made of rags, nothing that couldn't easily be burned after the meeting so that the
wandering fingers of the Quigtion would find nothing incriminating. Something about the way most of
them moved suggested men who were used to carrying wegpons. Here and there, clues. A stance. The
turn of aword.

On onewall of the cave there was adrawing. It was vagudly ova, with threelittle extensons at the
top-the middle one dightly the largest of the three-and three at the bottom, the middle one of these
dightly longer and more pointed. A child'sdrawing of aturtle.

"Of course hélll go to Ephebe," said amask. "Hewon't dare not to. Helll have to dam the river of truth,
at itssource.”

"We must bail out what we can, then," said another mask.
"Wemug kill Vorbid"

"Not in Ephebe. When that happens, it must happen here. So that people will know. When we're strong
enough.”

"Will we ever be strong enough?* said amask. Its owner clicked his knuckles nervoudy.

"Even the peasants know there's something wrong. Y ou can't stop the truth. Dam theriver of truth? Then
there are leaks of great force. Didn't we find out about Murduck? Hah! 'Killed in Ephebe,’ Vorbis said.”

"One of usmust go to Ephebe and save the Madter. If heredly exigs.”
"Heexigs. Hisnameis on the book."

"Didactylos. A strange name. It means Two-Fingered, you know."
"They must honor him in Ephebe.”

"Bring him back here, if possible. And the Book."

One of the masks seemed hesitant. His knuckles clicked again.



"But will peoplerally behind . . . abook? People need more than abook. They're peasants. They can't
read.”

"But they can ligen!”
"Even s0. . . they need to be shown.. . . they need asymboal . . ."

"We have ond"

Ingtinctively, every masked figure turned to look at the drawing on thewall, indigtinct in thefirdight but
graven on their minds. They were looking at the truth, which can often impress.

"The Turtle Moved"
"The Turtle Moved"
"TheTurtle Moved"
Theleader nodded.

"And now," hesad, "wewill draw lots. . ."

The Great God Om waxed wroth, or at least made aspirited attempt. Thereisalimit to the amount of
wroth that can be waxed one inch from the ground, but he was right up againgt it.

Hedlently cursed a beetle, which islike pouring water onto apond. It didn't seem to make any
difference, anyway. The beetle plodded away.

He cursed a melon unto the elghth generation, but nothing happened. Hetried a plague of boils. The
melon just sat there, ripening dightly.

Just because he was temporarily embarrassed, the whole world thought it could take advantage. Well,
when Om got back to his rightful shape and power, he told himsalf, Steps would be Taken. The tribes of

Beetles and Meonswould wish they'd never been created. And something redlly horrible would happen
todl eagles. And . . . and there would be aholy commandment involving the planting of more lettuces.. .

By the time the big boy arrived back with the waxy-skinned man, the Great God Om was in no mood
for pleasantries. Besides, from atortoise-eye viewpoint even the most handsome human isonly a pair of
feet, adistant pointy head, and, somewhere up there, the wrong end of a pair of nogtrils.

"What'sthis?' he snarled.

"Thisis Brother Nhumrod," said Brutha. "Master of the novices. Heisvery important.”

"Didn' | tell you not to bring me somefat old pederast!" shouted the voicein hishead. "Y our eyeballs



will be spitted on shafts of firefor thigl”
Brutha knelt down.

"l can't goto the High Priest," he said, as patiently as possible. "Novices aren't even dlowed in the Great
Temple except on speciad occasions. 1'd be Taught the Error of My Ways by the Quistionif | was
caught. It'sthe Law."

"Stupid fool!" the tortoise shouted.

Nhumrod decided that it was time to speak.

"Novice Brutha," he said, "for what reason are you talking to asmdl tortoise?’

"Because-” Brutha paused. "Becauseit'stakingtome. . . isnt it?"

Brother Nhumrod looked down at the small, one-eyed head poking out of the shell.

Hewas, by and large, akindly man. Sometimes demons and devils did put disquieting thoughtsin his
head, but he saw to it that they stayed there and he did not in any literal sense deserve to be called what
thetortoise called him which, infact, if he had heard it, he would have thought was something to do with
feet. And hewas well aware that it was possible to hear voices attributed to demons and, sometimes,
gods. Tortoises was anew one. Tortoises made him feel worried about Brutha, whom he'd aways
thought of as an amiable lump who did, without any sort of complaint, anything asked of him. Of course,
many novices volunteered for cleaning out the cesspits and bull cages, out of astrange belief that holiness
and piety had something to do with being up to your kneesin dirt. Brutha never volunteered, but if he
wastold to do something he did it, not out of any desire to impress,

but smply because he'd been told. And now he wastaking to tortoises.

"I think | havetotel you, Brutha," he said, "that it isnot talking.”

"You can't heer it?"

"l cannot hear it, Brutha"

"Ittold meitwas. . ." Bruthahestated. "It told me it was the Great God."

He flinched. Grandmother would have hit him with something heavy now.

"Ah. Wdll, you see, Brutha," said Brother Nhumrod, twitching gently, "this sort of thing is not unknown
among young men recently Called to the Church. | daresay you heard the voice of the Great God when
you were Cdled, didnt you? Mmm?'

Metaphor waslost on Brutha. He remembered hearing the voice of his grandmother. He hadn't been
Called so much as Sent. But he nodded anyway.

"Andinyour ... enthusasm, it'sonly naturd that you should think you hear the Great God talking to
you," Nhumrod went on.

The tortoise bounced up and down.



"Smite you with thunderboltsl" it screamed.

"l find hedlthy exerciseisthething,” said Nhumrod. "And plenty of cold water."

"Writhe on the spikes of damnation!™

Nhumrod reached down and picked up the tortoise, turning it over. Itslegs waggled angrily.
"How did it get here, mmm?"

"I don't know, Brother Nhumrod,” said Brutha dutifully.

"Y our hand to wither and drop off!" screamed the voicein his head.

"Therésvery good esting on one of these, you know," said the master of novices. He saw the
expression on Bruthasface.

"Look at it likethis," he said. "Would the Great God Om"-holy horns-"ever manifest Himsdf in sucha
lowly creature asthis? A bull, yes, of course, an eagle, certainly, and | think on one occasonaswan. . .
but atortoise?’

"Y our sexua organsto sprout wings and fly away!"

"After dl," Nhumrod went on, obliviousto the secret chorusin Bruthas head, "what kind of miracles
could atortoise do? Mmm?'

"Y our anklesto be crushed in the jaws of giantsl"

"Turn lettuce into gold, perhaps?’ said Brother Nhumrod , in the jovia tones of those blessed with no
sense of humor. "Crush ants underfoot? Ahaha."

"Haha," sad Bruthadutifully.

"l shall takeit dong to the kitchen, out of your way," said the master of novices. "They make excellent
soup. And then you'll hear no more voices, depend upon it. Fire curesal Follies, yes?'

"Soup?'
"Er..." sad Brutha
"Y our intestines to be wound around atree until you are sorry!"

Nhumrod looked around the garden. It seemed to be full of melons and pumpkins and cucumbers. He
shuddered.

"Lotsof cold water, that'sthething,” he said. "Lotsand lots." He focused on Bruthaagain. "Mmm?"

He wandered off toward the kitchens.



The Great God Om was upside down in abasket in one of the kitchens, half-buried under abunch of
herbs and some carrots.

An upturned tortoise will try to right itsdlf firstly by ticking out its neck to itsfullest extent and trying to
useitshead asalever. If thisdoesn't work it will waveitslegsfranticaly, in case thiswill rock it upright.

An upturned tortoise isthe ninth most pathetic thing in the entire multiverse.

An upturned tortoise who knows what's going to happen to it next is, well, at least up there at number
four.

The quickest way to kill atortoisefor the pot isto plungeit into boiling water.

Kitchens and storerooms and craftsmen's workshops bel onging to the Church's civilian population
honeycombed the Citadd.[4] Thiswas only one of them, asmoky-ceilinged cellar whose focal point was
an arched fireplace. Flames roared up the flue. Turnspit dogstrotted in their treadmills. Cleaversrose and
fell on the chopping blocks.

Off to one sde of the huge hearth, among various other blackened cauldrons, asmall pot of water was
dready beginning to seethe.

"Theworms of revenge to eat your blackened nostrilsl" screamed Om, twitching hislegsviolently. The
basket rocked.

A hairy hand reached in and removed the herbs.

"Hawksto peck your liver!"

A hand reached in again and took the carrots.

"Afflict you with athousand cutd™

A hand reached in and took the Grest God Om.

"The canniba fungi of-!1"

"Shut up!™ hissed Brutha, shoving the tortoise under hisrobe.

He sdled toward the door, unnoticed in the general culinary chaos.
One of the cooks looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

"Just got to take this back,” Brutha burbled, bringing out the tortoise and waving it helpfully. "Deacon's
orders."

The cook scowled, and then shrugged. Novices were regarded by one and all asthe lowest form of life,
but orders from the hierarchy were to be obeyed without question, unless the questioner wanted to find
himsdlf faced with more important questions like whether or not it is possible to go to heaven after being



roasted dive.

When they were out in the courtyard Bruthaleaned against thewall and breathed out.

"Y our eyebdlsto-!" the tortoise began.

"Onemoreword," said Brutha, "and it's back in the basket."

Thetortoisefdl slent.

"Asitis, | shdl probably get into trouble for missng Comparative Religion with Brother Whelk," said
Brutha. "But the Great God has seen fit to make the poor man shortsighted and he probably won't notice

I'm not there, only if he does| shall have to say what I've done becausetelling liesto aBrother isasin
and the Great God will send meto hell for amillion years."

"Inthisone case | could be merciful,” said the tortoise. "No more than athousand years at the outside.”

"My grandmother told me | shdl go to hell when | dieanyway," said Brutha, ignoring this. "Being diveis
anful. It sands to reason, because you have to sin every day when youre dive.”

He looked down at the tortoise.

"l know you're not the Great God Om"-holy horns-"becauseif | was to touch the Great God Om'*-holy
horns-"my hands would burn away. The Great God would never become atortoise, like Brother
Nhumrod said. But it saysin the Book of the Prophet Cenathat when he was wandering in the desert the
spirits of the ground and the air spoke unto him, so | wondered if you were one of those."

Thetortoise gave him aone-eyed starefor awhile. Thenit said: "Tdl fellow? Full beard? Eyes wobbling
al over the place?’

"What?' sad Brutha

"I think | recdl him," said the tortoise. " Eyes wobbled when he talked. And he talked dl thetime. To
himsdlf. Waked into rocksalot.”

"He wandered in the wilderness for three months,” said Brutha
"That explainsit, then,” said thetortoise. "There's not alot to eat there that isn't mushrooms.”

"Perhaps you are ademon,” said Brutha. " The Septateuch forbids us to have discourse with demons.
Y et in resisting demons, says the Prophet Fruni, we may grow strong in faith-"

"Y our teeth to abscess with red-hot heat!"

"Pardon?"

"| swear to methat | am the Great God Om, greatest of gods!”
Brutha tapped the tortoise on the shell.

"L et me show you something, demon.”



He could fed hisfaith growing, if he listened hard.

Thiswasn't the greatest statue of Om, but it was the closest. It was down in the pit level reserved for
prisoners and heretics. And it was made of iron plates riveted together.

The pits were deserted except for a couple of novices pushing arough cart in the distance.
"It'sabig bull," said thetortoise.

"The very likeness of the Great God Om in one of hisworldly incarnationd" said Brutha proudly. "And
you say yourehim?'

"I haven't been well lately," said thetortoise.

Its scrawny neck stretched out further.

"Therésadoor onitsback,” it said. "Why'sthere adoor on its back?"
"So that the anful can be put in," said Brutha

"Why'sthere another oneinitsbely?’

"So the purified ashes can belet out,” said Brutha. "And the smoke issues forth from the nodtrils, asa
sgntotheungodly.”

The tortoise craned its neck round at the rows of barred doors. It looked up at the soot-encrusted walls.
It looked down at the now empty fire trench under theiron bull. 1t reached a conclusion. It blinked its
oneeye.

"People?' it said eventually. "Y ou roast peopleinit?”

"Therel" said Bruthatriumphantly. "And thus you prove you are not the Great God! He would know that
of coursewe do not burn peoplein there. Burn peoplein there? That would be unheard of!"

"Ah," said thetortoise. "Then what-?"
"It isfor the destruction of heretical materias and other such rubbish,” said Brutha
"Very senshble” said thetortoise.

"Sinnersand criminas are purified by firein the Quisition's pits or sometimesin front of the Greet
Temple" said Brutha. "The Great God would know that.”

"I think I must have forgotten,” said the tortoise quietly.

"The Great God Om"-holy horns-"would know that He Himsdlf said unto the Prophet Wallspur-" Brutha



coughed and assumed the creased-eyebrow squint that meant serious thought was being undertaken. "
“Let the holy fire destroy utterly the unbeliever.' That's verse sixty-five."

"Did | sy that?"

"Inthe Y ear of the Lenient Vegetable the Bishop Kreeblephor converted ademon by the power of
reason alone," said Brutha. "It actually joined the Church and became a subdeacon. Or so it issaid.”

"Fighting | don't mind,” the tortoise began.

"Y our lying tongue cannot tempt me, reptile,” said Brutha. "For | am strong in my faith!”
The tortoise grunted with effort.

"Smite you with thunderboltd™

A smdll, avery smdl black cloud gppeared over Brutha's head and asmdll, avery smdl bolt of lightning
lightly singed an eyebrow.

It was about the same strength as the spark off acat's fur in hot dry weather.
"Ouch!"

"Now do you believe me?' said the tortoise.

Therewas abit of breeze on the roof of the Citadd. It also offered agood view of the high desert.

Fri'it and Drunah waited for awhile to get their breath back.

Then Fri'it said, "Are we safe up here?"

Drunah looked up. An eagle circled over the dry hills. He found himsdlf wondering how good an eagle's
hearing was. It certainly was good at something. Wasit hearing? It could hear a creature half amile
below in the silence of the desert. What the hells-it couldn't talk aswell, could it?

"Probably," he said.

"Can| trust you?' said Fri'it.

"Can | trust you?'

Fri‘it drummed hisfingers on the parapet.

"Uh," hesad.

And that was the problem. It wasthe problem of al redly secret societies. They were secret. How many
members did the Turtle Movement have? No one knew, exactly. What was the name of the man beside



you? Two other members knew, because they would have introduced him, but who were they behind
these masks? Because knowledge was dangerous. If you knew, the inquisitions could wind it dowly out
of you. So you made sure you didn't know. This made conversation much easier during cell meetings,
and impossible outside of them.

It was the problem of al tentative conspirators throughout history: how to conspire without actualy
uttering words to an untrusted possible fellow-conspirator which, if reported, would point the accusing
red-hot poker of guilt.

The little beads of sweat on Drunah's forehead, despite the warm breeze, suggested that the secretary
was agonizing along the samelines. But it didn't proveit. And for Fri'it, not dying had become a habit.

He clicked his knuckles nervoudly.

"A holy war," he said. That was safe enough. The sentence included no verba clueto what Fri'it thought
about the prospect. He hadn't said, "Y e god, not adamn holy war, isthe man insane? Some idiot
missionary gets himsalf killed, some man writes some gibberish about the shape of theworld, and we
haveto go towar?' If pressed, and indeed stretched and broken, he could aways claim that his meaning
had been "At last! A not-to-be-missed opportunity to die glorioudy for Om, the one true God, who shall
Trample the Unrighteous with Hooves of Iron!" It wouldn't make alot of difference, evidence never did
once you werein the deep levels where accusation had the status of proof, but at least it might leave one
or two inquisitorsfeding that they might just have been wrong.

"Of course, the Church has been far lessmilitant in the last century or s0," said Drunah, looking out over
the desert. "Much taken up with the mundane problems of the empire.”

A statement. Not acrack in it where you could insert abone--digointer.

"There was the crusade againgt the Hodgsonites," said Fri'it distantly. " And the Subjugation of the
Méelchiorites. And the Resolving of the false prophet Zeb. And the Correction of the Ashelians, and the
Shriving of the-”

"But al that was just politics,” said Drunah.
"Hmm. Yes. Of course, you areright.”

"And, of course, no one could possibly doubt the wisdom of awar to further the worship and glory of
the Great God."

"No. None could doubt it," said Fri'it, who had walked across many abattlefield the day after aglorious
victory, when you had ample opportunity to see what winning meant. The Omnians forbade the use of dl
drugs. At timeslike that the prohibition bit hard, when you dared not go to deep for fear of your dreams.

"Did not the Great God declare, through the Prophet Abbys, that there is no greater and more honorable
sacrifice than one's own life for the God?!

"Indeed he did," said Fri'it. He couldn't hel p recdling that Abbys had been abishop in the Citade for
fifty years before the Great God had Chosen him. Screaming enemies had never come a himwith a
sword. He'd never looked into the eyes of someone who wished him dead-no, of course he had, al the
time, because of course the Church had its politics-but at least they hadn't been holding the meansto that
end intheir hands at thetime.



"Todieglorioudy for onesfathisanoblething,” Drunah intoned, asif reading the words off an internd
notice-board.

"So the prophetstell us," sad Fri'it, miserably.

The Great God moved in mysterious ways, he knew. Undoubtedly He chose His prophets, but it
seemed asif He had to be helped. Perhaps He was too busy to choose for Himself. There seemed to be
alot more meetings, alot more nodding, alot more exchanging of glances even during the servicesin the
Great Temple.

Certainly there was aglow about young Vorbis-how easy it wasto dip from one thought to the other.
There was aman touched by destiny. A tiny part of Fri'it, the part that had lived for much of itslifein
tents, and been shot at quite alot, and had been in the middle of meleeswhere you could just as easily be
killed by an dly as an enemy, added: or at least by something. It was apart of him that was due to spend
al theeternitiesin dl the hells, but it had dready had alot of practice.

"You know | traveled alot when | was much younger?' he said.

"I have often heard you talk most interestingly of your travelsin heathen lands,” said Drunah politely.
"Often bells are mentioned.”

"Did | ever tdl you about the Brown Idands?"

"Out beyond the end of theworld,” said Drunah. "1 remember. Where bread grows on trees and young
women find little white balsin oysters. They divefor them, you said, while wearing not agtitc-”

"Something ese | remember,” said Fri'it. It was alondly memory, out here with nothing but scrubland
under apurple sky. "The seais strong there. There are big waves, much bigger than the onesin the Circle
Seg, you understand, and the men paddle out beyond them to fish. On strange planks of wood. And
when they wish to return to shore, they wait for awave, and then . . . they stand up, on the wave, and it
cariesthem dl theway to the beach.”

"| like the tory about the young swimming women best,” said Drunah.

"Sometimesthere are very big waves,” sad Fri'it,

ignoring him. "Nothing would stop them. Buit if you ride them, you do not drown. Thisis something |
learned.”

Drunah caught theglint in hiseye.

"Ah," he said, nodding. "How wonderful of the Great God to put such ingtructive examplesin our path.”
"Thetrick isto judge the strength of the wave," said Fri'it. "And rideit."

"What happens to those who don't?"

"They drown. Often. Some of the waves are very big.”

"Such is often the nature of waves, | understand.”



The eaglewas Hill circling. If it had understood anything, then it wasn't showingit.

"Useful factsto bear in mind," said Drunah, with sudden brightness. "'If ever one should find onesdf in
heathen parts.”

"Indeed.”

From prayer towers up and down the contours of the Citadd the deacons chanted the duties of the
hour.

Brutha should have been in class. But the tutor priests weren't too strict with him. After al, he had
arrived word--perfect in every Book of the Septateuch and knew al the prayers and hymns off by heart,
thanks to grandmother. They probably assumed he was being useful. Usefully doing something no one
else wanted to do.

He hoed the bean rows for the look of the thing. The Great God Om, athough currently the small god
Om, ate alettuce leaf.

All my life, Bruthathought, I've known that the Great God Om-he made the holy hornssignin afairly
half-hearted way--wasa. . . a. . . great big beard in the sky, or sometimes, when He comes down into
theworld, asahugebull or alionor . . . something big, anyway. Something you could look up to.

Somehow atortoiseisn't the same. I'mtrying hard . . . but it isn't the same. And hearing him talk about
the SeptArchsasif they werejust . . . just somemad old men.. . . it'slikeadream. . .

In the rain-forests of Brutha's subconscious the butterfly of doubt emerged and flapped an experimental
wing, al unaware of what chaos theory hasto say about this sort of thing . . .

"| fedl alot better now," said the tortoise. "Better than | have for months."
"Months?' said Brutha. "How long haveyou been . . . ill?"
Thetortoise put itsfoot on aledf.

"What day isit?" it sad.

"Tenth of Grune" said Brutha

"Yes? What year?'

"Er...Notiond Serpent...what doyou mean, what year?'

"Then . ..threeyears" said thetortoise. "Thisisgood lettuce. And it's me saying it. Y ou don't get lettuce
upinthehills. A bit of plantain, athorn bush or two. L et there be another leaf:"

Brutha pulled one off the nearest plant. And lo, he thought, there was another leaf.



"And you were going to beabull?' he said.

"Opened my eyes. .. my eye...and | wasatortoise."
"Why?

"How should | know? | don't know!" lied the tortoise.
"Butyou . . . you're omnicognisant,” said Brutha.

"That doesnt mean | know everything.”

Bruthabit hislip. "Um. Yes. It does."

"Y ou sure?'

"Wes"

"Thought that was omnipotent.”

"No. That meansyou're al-powerful. And you are. That'swhat it saysin the Book of Ossory. Hewas
one of the Great Prophets, you know. | hope," Brutha added.

"Who told him | was omnipotent?*

"Youdid."

"No| didn't."

"Well, he said you did."

"Don't even remember anyone called Ossory,” the tortoi se muttered.

"Y ou spoketo himin the desart,” said Brutha. ™Y ou must remember. He was eight feet tall? With avery
long beard? And a huge staff? And the glow of the holy horns shining out of his head?' He hesitated. But
he'd seen the statues and the holy icons. They couldn't be wrong.

"Never met anyonelikethat," said the smdl god Om.

"Maybe he was a bit shorter," Brutha conceded.

"Ossory. Ossory,” said thetortoise. "NoO...no...cantsay I-”

"He said that you spoke unto him from out of apillar of flame," said Brutha.

"Oh, that Ossory," said thetortoise. "Pillar of flame. Yes."

"And you dictated to him the Book of Ossory,” said Brutha. "Which containsthe Directions, the
Gateways, the Abjurations, and the Precepts. One hundred and ninety-three chapters.”



"I don't think | did dl that,” said Om doubtfully. "I'm sure | would have remembered one hundred and
ninety-three chapters.”

"What did you say to him, then?"

"Asfar as| can remember it was 'Hey, seewhat | can do!" " said the tortoise.

Brutha stared at it. It looked embarrassed, insofar as that's possible for atortoise.
"Evengodsliketo rdax," it sad.

"Hundreds of thousands of people live their lives by the Abjurations and the Precepts!” Brutha snarled.
"Wel?1'm not sopping them,” said Om.

"If you didn't dictate them, who did?'

"Don't ask me. I'm not omnicognisant!”

Bruthawas shaking with anger.

"And the Prophet Abbys? | suppose someone just happened to give him the Codicils, did they?”
"It wasn't me-”

"They're written on dabs of lead ten feet tal!"

"Oh, wdll, it must have been me, yes? | dways have aton of lead dabs around in case | meet someone
in the desert, yes?"

"What! If you didn't give them to him, who did?"' "I don't know. Why should | know? | can't be
everywhere a oncel”

"Y ou're omnipresent!"

"What says 07"

"The Prophet Hashimi!"

"Never met the man!"

"Oh?Oh? So | suppose you didn't give him the Book of Crestion, then?"
"What Book of Cregtion?"

"Y ou mean you don't know?"

"No.

"Thenwho gaveit to him?'



"I don't know! Perhaps hewrote it himself!"

Brutha put hishand over his mouth in horror.

"Thaff blafhngf!"

"What?'

Brutharemoved his hand.

"l said, that's blagphemy!”

"Blasphemy?How can | blaspheme?I'm agod!”

"| don't believe you!"

"Hah! Want another thunderbolt?"

"You cdl that athunderbolt?'

Bruthawasred in the face, and shaking. The tortoise hung its head sadly.

"All right. All right. Not much of one, | admit,” it said. "If | was better, you'd have been just apair of
sandals with smoke coming out.” It looked wretched. "I don't understand it. This sort of thing has never
happened to me before. | intended to be a great big roaring white bull for aweek and ended up a
tortoise for three years. Why? 1 don't know, and I'm supposed to know everything. According to these
prophets of yourswho say they've met me, anyway. Y ou know, no one even heard me? | tried talking to
goatherds and stuff, and they never took any notice! 1 was beginning to think | was atortoise dreaming
about being agod. That's how bad it was getting.”

"Perhgpsyou are," said Brutha.

"Your legsto swell to tree trunks!™ sngpped the tortoise.

"But-but,” said Brutha, "you're saying the prophetswere.. . . just men who wrote things down! "

"That'swhat they werel"

"Yes, but it wasn't from you!"

"Some of it was, perhaps,” said thetortoise. "I've. . . forgotten so much, the past few years.”

"But if you've been down here as atortoise, who's been listening to the prayers? Who has been
accepting the sacrifices? Who has been judging the dead?”

"] don't know," said thetortoise. "Who did it before?'
"Youdid!"

"Did 17"



Bruthastuck hisfingersin his ears and opened up with the third verse of Lo, the infidels flee the wrath of
Oom.

After a couple of minutes the tortoise stuck its head out from under its shell.
"S0," it said, "before unbelievers get burned dive. . . do you sing to them first?"
"No!"

"Ah. A merciful deaeth. Can | say something?"

"If you try to tempt my faith one moretime-”

The tortoise paused. Om searched hisfading memory. Then he scratched in the dust with aclaw.
"l ...rememberaday ...summerday ...youwere. . .thirteen..."

Thedry little voice droned on. Brutha's mouth formed adowly widening O.
Finaly he said, "How did you know that?'

"Y ou believe the Great God Om watches everything you do, don't you?'
"You're atortoise, you couldn't have-”

"When you were amost fourteen, and your grandmother had beaten you for stedling cream from the
gtillroom, which in fact you had not done, she locked you in your room and you said, 'l wish you were-'"

Therewill beasign, thought VVorbis. There was dwaysasign, for the man who watched for them. A
wise man dways put himsdlf in the path of the God.

He srolled through the Citadel. He dways made a point of taking adaily walk through some of the
lower levels, dthough of course dways a adifferent time, and viaadifferent route. Insofar as Vorbis got
any pleasureinlife, at least in any way that could be recognized by anormal human being, it wasin seeing
the faces of humble members of the clergy asthey rounded a corner and found themsalves face-to-chin
with Deacon Vorbis of the Quisition. There was awaysthat little intake of breeth that indicated a guilty
conscience. Vorbisliked to see properly guilty consciences. That was what consciences were for. Guilt
was the grease in which the whedls of the authority turned.

He rounded a corner and saw, scratched crudely on the wall opposite, arough ova with four crude legs
and even cruder head and tal.

He smiled. There seemed to be more of them lately. Let heresy fedter, let it cometo the surfacelikea
boil. Vorbis knew how to wield the lance.

But the second or two of reflection had made him walk past aturning and, instead, he stepped out into
the sunshine.



Hewas momentarily logt, for dl his knowledge of the byways of the church. Thiswas one of the walled
gardens. Around afine stand of tall decorative Klatchian corn, bean vines raised red and white blossoms
towards the sun; in between the bean rows, melons baked gently on the dusty soil. In the norma way,
Vorbiswould have noted and approved of this efficient use of space, but in the norma way he wouldn't
have encountered a plump young novice, rolling back and forth in the dust with hisfingersin hisears.

Vorbis stared down at him. Then he prodded Bruthawith his sanddl.
"Wha alsyou, my son?'
Brutha opened hiseyes.

Thereweren't many superior members of the hierarchy he could recognize. Even the Cenobiarch wasa
distant blob in the crowd. But everyone recognized Vorbis the exquisitor. Something about him projected
itself on your conscience within afew days of your arrival at the Citaddl. The God was meredly to be
feared in the perfunctory ways of habit, but Vorbis was dreaded.

Bruthafanted.
"How very drange," said Vorbis.
A hissing noise made him look round.

There was asmal tortoise near hisfoot. As he glared, it tried to back away, and dl thetime it was
daring a him and hissing like akettle.

He picked it up and examined it carefully, turning it over and over in hishands. Then he looked around
the walled garden until he found aspot in full sunshine, and put the reptile down, on its back. After a
moment's thought he took a couple of pebbles from one of the vegetable beds and wedged them under
the shell so that the creature's movement wouldn't tip it over.

Vorbis believed that no opportunity to acquire esoteric knowledge should ever belogt, and made a
mental note to come back again in afew hoursto see how it was getting on, if work permitted.

Then heturned his attention to Brutha.

Therewasahdl for blasphemers. There was a hell for the disputers of rightful authority. Therewerea
number of hellsfor liars. There was probably ahdll for little boys who wished their grandmotherswere
dead. There were more than enough hellsto go around.

Thiswasthe definition of eternity; it was the space of time devised by the Great God Om to ensure that
everyone got the punishment that was due to them.

The Omnians had agreat many hdls.

Currently, Bruthawas going through al of them.



Brother Nhumrod and Brother Vorbislooked down at him, tossing and turning on hisbed likea
beached whale.

"It'sthe sun,”" said Nhumrod, dmost calm now after theinitia shock of having the exquisitor come
looking for him. "The poor lad works dl day in that garden. It was bound to happen.”

"Have you tried beating him?' said Brother VVorbis.

"I'm sorry to say that beating young Bruthaisliketrying to flog amattress,” said Nhumrod. "He says
“ow!" but | think it's only because he wants to show he'swilling. Very willing lad, Brutha. Hesthe one |
told you about."

"He doesn't look very sharp,” said Vorhis.

"He'snot," said Nhumrod.

Vorbis nodded gpprovingly. Undue intelligence in anovice was amixed blessng. Sometimesit could be
channeled for the grester glory of Om, but often it caused . . . well, it did not cause trouble, because
Vorbisknew exactly what to do with misapplied intelligence, but it did cause unnecessary work.

"And yet you tell me histutors speak so highly of him," he said.

Nhumrod shrugged.

"Heisvery obedient,” hesaid. "And . . . wdl, therés hismemory."

"What about hismemory?'

"There's so much of it," said Nhumrod.

"He has got agood memory?'

"Good isthe wrong word. It's superb. He's word-perfect on the entire Sept-"

"Hmm?" sad Vorbis.

Nhumrod caught the deacon's eye.

"As perfect, that is, as anything may bein this most imperfect world,” he muttered.

"A devoutly read young man," said Vorbis.

"Er," said Nhumrod, "no. He can't read. Or write."

“Ah. A lazy boy."

The deacon was not aman who dwelt in grey areas. Nhumrod's mouth opened and shut silently ashe
sought for the proper words.

"No," hesaid. "Hetries. Were sure he tries. He just does not seem to be ableto makethe. . . he



cannot fathom the link between the sounds and the letters.”

"Y ou have beaten him for that, at least”?"

"It ssemsto havelittle effect, deacon.”

"How, then, has he become such a capable pupil ?*

"Heligens," saidd Nhumrod.

No one listened quite like Brutha, he reflected. It madeit very hard to teach him. It waslike-it waslike
being in agreat big cave. All your words just vanished into the unfillable depths of Brutha's head. The
sheer concentrated absorption could reduce unwary tutors to stuttering silence, as every word they
uttered whirled away into Brutha's ears.

"Heligensto everything,” said Nhumrod. "And he watches everything. Hetakesit dl in."

Vorbis stared down at Brutha.

"And I've never heard him say an unkind word," said Nhumrod. " The other novices make fun of him,
sometimes. Call him The Big Dumb Ox. Y ou know the sort of thing?”"

Vorbiss gaze took in Brutha's ham-sized hands and tree-trunk legs.
He appeared to be thinking deeply.

"Cannot read and write," said Vorbis. "But ex-tremdly loyd, you say?"
"Loyd and devout,” said Nhumrod.

"And agood memory," Vorbis murmured.

"It'smore than that,” said Nhumrod. "It's not like memory at al.”
Vorbis appeared to reach adecision.

"Send him to see me when heisrecovered," he said.

Nhumrod looked panicky.

"I merdy wishtotak to him,” said Vorbis. "1 may haveausefor him."
"Yes, lord?"

"For, | suspect, the Great God Om movesin myste-rious ways."

High above. No sound but the hiss of wind in feathers. The eagle stood on the breeze, looking down at



thetoy buildings of the Citadd.

It had dropped it somewhere, and now it couldn't find it. Somewhere down there, in that little patch of
green.

Bees buzzed in the bean blossoms. And the sun beat down on the upturned shell of Om.
Thereisaso ahdl for tortoises.

Hewastoo tired to waggle hislegs now. That was dl you could do, waggle your legs. And stick your
head out asfar asit would go and wave it about in the hope that you could lever yourself over.

You died if you had no believers, and that was what a smal god generaly worried about. But you also
diedif you died.

In the part of his mind not occupied with thoughts of heet, he could fed Bruthasterror and
bewilder-ment. He shouldn't have done that to the boy. Of course he hadn't been watching him. What
god did that? Who cared what people did? Bdlief wasthe thing. HEd just picked the memory out of the
boy's mind, to impress, like a conjuror removing an egg from someone's ear.

I'm on my back, and getting hotter, and I'm going to die.. . .

Andyet...andyet . . . that bloody eagle had dropped him on acompost heap. Some kind of clown,
that eagle. A whole place built of rocks on arock in arocky place, and he landed on the one thing that'd
break hisfall without breaking him aswell. And redlly closeto abdiever.

Odd, that. Made you wonder if it wasn't somekin f divine providence, except that you were divine
providence. . . and on your back, getting hotter, preparing to die. . .

That man who'd turned him over. That expression on that mild face. Hed remember that. That
expres-sion, not of cruelty, but of some different level of be-ing. That expression of terrible peace. . .

A shadow crossed the sun. Om squinted up into the face of Lu-Tze, who gazed at him with gentle,
upside-down compassion. And then turned him the right way up. And then picked up hisbroom and
wandered off, without a second glance.

Om sagged, catching his breath. And then bright-ened up.

Someone up there likes me, he thought. Andit'sMe.

Sergeant Simony waited until he was back in his own quarters before he unfolded his own scrap of
paper.



Hewasnot at al surprised to find it marked with asmall drawing of aturtle. He was the lucky one.

Hed lived for amoment like this. Someone had to bring back the writer of the Truth, to be asymbol for
the movement. It had to be him. The only shame wasthat he couldn't kill VVorbis.

But that had to happen where it could be seen.

Oneday. In front of the Temple. Otherwise no one would believe.

Om stumped along a sandy corridor.

He'd hung around awhile after Bruthas disappear-ance. Hanging around is another thing tortoises are
very good at. They're practicaly world champions.

Bloody usdess boy, he thought. Served himsdif right for trying to talk to abarely coherent novice.

Of course, the skinny old one hadn't been able to hear him. Nor had the chef. Wéll, the old one was
probably deaf. Asfor the cook . . . Om made anote that, when he was restored to hisfull godly powers,
agpecia fatewasgoingto liein wait for the cook. He wasn't sure exactly what it was going to be, but it
was going to involve boiling water and probably carrots would comeinto it somewhere.

He enjoyed the thought of that for amoment. But where did it leave him? It left him in thiswretched
garden, as atortoise. He knew how he'd got in-he glared in dull terror at the tiny dot in the sky that the
eye of memory knew was an eagle-and held better find amore terrestrial way out unless he wanted to
gpend the next month hiding under amelon leef.

Another thought struck him. Good esting!

When he had his power again, he was going to spend quite sometime devising afew new hells. And a
couple of fresh Precepts, too. Thou shat not eat of the Mest of the Turtle. That was agood one. Hewas
sur-prised he hadn't thought of it before. Perspective, that's what it was.

And if held thought of onelike Thou Shat Bloody Well Pick up Any Distressed Tortoises and Carry

Them Anywhere They Want Unless, And ThisisIm-portant, Y ou're an Eagle afew years ago, he
wouldn't be in thistrouble now.

Nothing elsefor it. HEd have to find the Ce-nobiarch himsdlf. Someone like aHigh Priest would be
bound to be able to hear him.

And he'd bein this place somewhere. High Priests tended to stay put. He should be easy enough to find.
And while he might currently be atortoise, Om was sill agod. How hard could it be?

Hed haveto go upwards. That'swhat a hierarchy meant. Y ou found the top man by going upwards.

Wobbling dightly, his shell jerking from sdeto side, the former Great God Om set off to explorethe
citadd erected to hisgreater glory.



He couldn't help noticing things had changed alot in three thousand years.

"Me?' sad Brutha "But, but-"

"| don't believe he meansto punish you," said Nhumrod. " Although punishment iswhat you richly
deserve, of course. We dl richly deserve," he added pioudly.

"But why?'

“-why? He said he just wantsto talk to you."

"But thereisnothing | could possibly say that aquisitor wantsto hear!" wailed Brutha

"-Hear. | am sure you are not questioning the dea-con'swishes,” said Nhumrod.

"No. No. Of course not,” said Brutha. He hung his head.

"Good boy," said Nhumrod. He patted as far up Bruthas back as he could reach. " Just you trot along,”

he said. "I'm sure everything will be dl right." And then, because he too had been brought up in habits of
honesty, he added, "Probably dl right.”

There were few stepsin the Citadel. The progress of the many processions that marked the complex
rituals of Great Om demanded long, gentle dopes. Such steps as there were, were low enough to
encompass the faltering steps of very old men. And there were so many very old men in the Citadd.

Sand blew in dl the time from the desert. Drifts built up on the seps and in the courtyards, despite
everything that an army of brush-wielding novices could do.

But atortoise has very inefficient legs.
"Thou Shdl Build Shalower Steps," he hissed, hauling himsdlf up.

Feet thundered past him, afew inches away. Thiswas one of the main thoroughfares of the Citadd,
leading to the Place of Lamentation, and was trodden by thousands of pilgrims every day.

Once or twice an errant sandd caught his shell and spun him around.
"Y our feet to fly from your body and be buried in atermite mound!" he screamed.
It made him fed alittle better.

Another foot clipped him and did him across the sones. He fetched up, with aclang, against a curved
metd grille sst low in onewal. Only alightning grab with hisjaws stopped him dipping through it. He



ended up hanging by his mouth over acdlar.

A tortoise hasincredibly powerful jaw muscles. He swayed a bit, legswaobbling. All right. A tortoiseina
crevassed, rocky landscape was used to this sort of thing. He just had to get aleg hooked . . .

Faint sounds drew themsdlvesto his attention. There wasthe clink of metal, and then avery soft
whimper.

Om swiveled hiseye around.

Thegrillewashighin onewal of avery long, low room. It was brightly illuminated by the light-wellsthat
ran everywhere through the Citadd!.

Vorbis had made apoint of that. The inquisitors shouldn't work in the shadows, he said, but in the light.
Wherethey could see, very clearly, what they were doing.

So could Om.

He hung from the grille for some time, unable to take his eye off the row of benches.

On the whole, Vorbis discouraged red-hot irons, spiked chains, and things with drills and big screws on,
unlessit wasfor apublic digplay on an important Fast day. It was amazing what you could do, he ways
sad, withasmpleknife. . .

But many of theinquisitorsliked the old ways best.

After awhile, Om very dowly hauled himself up to the grille, neck musclestwitching. Like acreature
with its mind on something else, the tortoise hooked first one front leg over a bar, then another. His back
legswaggled for awhile, and then he hooked a claw on to the rough stonework.

He strained for amoment and then pulled himsdlf back into the light.

Hewalked off dowly, keeping closeto thewall to avoid the feet. He had no dternative to walking
dowly in any case, but now he was walking dowly because he was thinking. Most godsfind it hard to
walk and think at the sametime.

Anyone could go to the Place of Lamentation. It was one of the great freedoms of Omnianism.

There were dl sorts of waysto petition the Great God, but they depended largely on how much you
could afford, which was right and proper and exactly how things should be. After dl, those who had
achieved successin the world clearly had doneit with the approval of the Great God, because it was
impossible to believe that they had managed it with His disapproval. In the same way, the Quisition could
act without possibility of flaw. Suspicion was proof. How could it be anything € se? The Great God
would not have seen fit to put the suspicion in the minds of Hisexquisitors unlessit wasright thet it should
bethere. Life could be very smple, if you bdieved in the Great God Om. And sometimes quite short,
too.



But there were dways the improvident, the stupid, and those who, because of someflaw or oversight in
thislife or apast one, were not even able to afford a pinch of incense. And the Great God, in Hiswisdom
and mercy asfiltered through His priests, had made provision for them.

Prayers and entreaties could be offered up in the Place of Lamentation. They would assuredly be heard.
They might even be heeded.

Behind the Place, which was a square two hundred meters across, rose the Great Templeitself.
There, without a shadow of a doubt, the God listened.

Or somewhere close, anyway . . .

Thousands of pilgrims visited the Place every day.

A hed knocked Om's shell, bouncing him off thewall. On the rebound a crutch caught the edge of his

cargpace and whirled him away into the crowd, spinning like a coin. He bounced up againgt the bedrall
of an old woman who, like many others, reckoned that the efficacy of her petition wasincreased by the

amount of time she spent in the square.

The God blinked muzzily. Thiswas nearly as bad as eagles. It was nearly asbad asthecdlar . . . no,
perhaps nothing was as bad asthecdlar . . .

He caught afew words before another passing foot kicked him away.
"The drought has been on our village for threeyears. . . alittlerain, oh Lord?

Rotating on the top of hisshell, vaguely wondering if the right answer might stop people kicking him, the
Great God muttered, "No problem.”

Another foot bounced him, unseen by any of the pious, between the forest of legs. Theworld wasablur.

He caught an ancient voice, steeped in hopel essness, saying, "Lord, Lord, why must my son be taken to
joinyour Divine Legion? Who now will tend the farm? Could you not take some other boy?"

"Don't worry about it," squeaked Om.

A sandal caught him under histail and flicked him severa yards across the square. No one waslooking
down. It was generdly believed that staring fixedly at the golden horns on the temple roof while uttering
the prayer gave it added potency. Where the presence of the tortoise was dimly registered as abang on
the ankle, it was disposed of by an automatic prod with the other foot .

... my wife, whoissck withthe. . ."

"Right!"

Kick

".., makecleanthewdl in our village, whichisfoul with. . ."



"Yougotit!"

Kick
"...every year thelocustscome, and. . ."

"l promisg, only ... !"

Kick

"...lost upon the seasthese five months. . ."

"...sopkickingme!"

Thetortoise landed, right side up, in abrief, clear space.

Visble. ..

So much of animal lifeisthe recognition of pattern, the shapes of hunter and hunted. To the casud eye
theforest is, well, just forest; to the eye of the dove it is so much unimportant fuzzy green background to
the hawk which you did not notice on the branch of atree. To thetiny dot of the hunting buzzard in the
heights, the whole panorama of the world isjust afog compared to the scurrying prey inthe grass.

From his perch on the Horns themselves, the eagle legpt into the sky.

Fortunately, the same awareness of shapes that made the tortoise so prominent in asquare full of
scurrying humans made the tortoise's one eye swivel upwardsin dread anticipation.

Eagles are sngle-minded creatures. Once theideaof lunchisfixed in their mind, it tendsto remain there
until stified.

There were two Divine Legionaries outside Vorbiss quarters. They looked sideways at Bruthaas he
knocked timoroudly at the door, asif looking for areason to assault him.

A smdl gray priest opened the door and ushered Bruthainto asmall, barely furnished room. He pointed
meaningfully a astool.

Bruthasat down. The priest vanished behind a curtain. Bruthatook one glance around the room and-

Blackness engulfed him. Before he could move, and Brutha's reflexes were not well coordinated at the
best of times, avoice by hisear said, "Now, brother, do not panic. | order you not to panic.”

Therewas cloth in front of Bruthals face.
"Just nod, boy."

Bruthanodded. They put ahood over your face. All the novices knew that. Storiesweretold in the



dormitories. They put acloth over your face so the inquisitors didn't know who they were working on. .

"Good. Now, we are going into the next room. Be careful where you tread.”

Hands guided him upright and across the floor. Through the mists of incomprehension he felt the brush of
the curtain, and then was jolted down some steps and into a sandy-floored room. The hands spun him a
few times, firmly but without gpparent ill-will, and then led him dong a passageway. There wasthe swish
of another curtain, and then the indefinable sense of alarger space.

Afterward, long afterward, Brutharealized: there was no terror. A hood had been dipped over his head
in the room of the head of the Quisition, and it never occurred to him to be terrified. Because he had
fath.

"Thereisastool behind you. Be seated.”

Brutha sat.

"Y ou may remove the hood."

Brutharemoved the hood.

He blinked.

Seated on tools at the far end of the room, with aHoly Legionary on either Sde of them, were three
figures. He recognized the aquiline face of Deacon Vorbis; the other two were a short and stocky man,
and avery fat one. Not heavily built, like Brutha, but agenuine lard tub. All three wore plain gray robes.

Therewas no sign of any branding irons, or even of scapdls.

All three were Saring intently.

"Novice Brutha?' said Vorbis.

Brutha nodded.

Vorbisgavealight laugh, the kind made by very intelligent people when they think of something that
probably isn't very amusing.

"And, of course, one day we shal haveto call you Brother Brutha," he said. "Or even Father Brutha?
Rather confusing, | think. Best to be avoided. | think we shdl haveto seeto it that you become
Subdeacon Bruthajust as soon as possible; what do you think of that?"

Brutha did not think anything of it. He was vaguely aware that advancement was being discussed, but his
mind had gone blank.

"Anyway, enough of this" said Vorbis, with the dight exasperation of someone who redizesthat heis
going to haveto do alot of work in this conversation. "Do you recognize these learned fathers on my left
andright?'

Brutha shook his head.



"Good. They have some questionsto ask you."

Brutha nodded.

Thevery fat man leaned forward.

"Do you have atongue, boy?'

Bruthanodded. And then, fedling that perhaps thiswasn't enough, presented it for inspection.
Vorbislaid arestraining hand on the fat man'sarm.

" think our young friend isalittle overawed,” he said mildly.

Heamiled.

"Now, Brutha-please put it away-I am going to ask you some questions. Do you understand?”

Brutha nodded.

"When you first cameinto my apartments, you were for afew secondsin the anteroom. Please describe
ittome"

Bruthastared frog-eyed a him. But the turbines of recollection ground into life without his valition,
pouring their words into the forefront of hismind.

"It isaroom about three meters square. With white walls. Thereis sand on the floor except in the corner
by the door, where the flagstones are visible. There is awindow on the opposite wall, about two meters
up. There were three barsin thewindow. Thereisathredegged stool. Thereisaholy icon of the
Prophet Ossory, carved from gphaciawood and set with silver leaf. There isa scratch in the bottom
left-hand corner of the frame. Thereisashdf under the window. Thereis nothing on the shelf but attray.”

Vorbis steegpled hislong thin fingersin front of his nose.
"Onthetray?' hesaid.

"l am sorry, lord?"

"What was on the tray, my son?"

Images whirled in front of Brutha's eyes.

"Onthetray wasathimble. A bronze thimble. And two needles. On the tray was alength of cord. There
were knotsin the cord. Three knots. And nine coins were on thetray. There was asilver cup on thetray,
decorated with a pattern of gphacialeaves. There was along dagger, | think it was stedl, with a black

handle with seven ridges on it. There was asmall piece of black cloth on thetray. There was astylus and
adae”

"Td| me about the coins," murmured VVorbis.



"Three of them were Citadedl cents," said Brutha promptly. "Two were showing the Horns, and one the
sevenfold--crown. Four of the coinswere very small and golden. There waslettering on them which . . .
which | could not read, but which if you wereto give meastylus| think | could-"

"Thisissome sort of trick?" said the fat man.

"l assureyou," said Vorbis, "the boy could have seen the entire room for no more than asecond. Brutha
... tdl us about the other coins.”

"The other coinswere large. They were bronze. They were derechmi from Ephebe.”
"How do you know this? They are hardly common in the Citadd.”

"l have seen them once before, lord.”

"When wasthis?'

Bruthas face screwed up with effort.

"l am not sure-” he said.

Thefat man beamed at Vorbis.

"Hah," hesaid.

"I think . . ." said Brutha". . . it wasin the afternoon. But it may have been the morning. Around midday.
On Grune 3, in the year of the Astounded Beetle. Some merchants cameto our village.”

"How old wereyou at that time?' said Vorbis.

"I was within one month of three yearsold, lord."

"| don't believethis," said thefat man.

Brutha's mouth opened and shut once or twice. How did the fat man know? He hadn't been there!

"Y ou could bewrong, my son," said Vorbis. "You areawd|-grown lad of . . . what . . . seventeen,
eighteen years? Wefed you could not redlly recal achance glimpse of aforeign coin fifteen yearsago.”

"Wethink that you are making it up,” said the fat man.
Brutha said nothing. Why make anything up? When it was just Sitting there in his head.

"Can you remember everything that's ever happened to you?' said the stocky man, who had been
watching Brutha carefully throughout the exchange. Bruthawas glad of the interruption.

"No, lord. Mogt things."

"Y ou forget things?'

"Uh. There are sometimesthings | don't remember.” Brutha had heard about forgetfulness, athough he



found it hard to imagine. But there were timesin hislife, in thefirst few years of hislife especialy, when
therewas. . . nothing. Not an attrition of memory, but great locked roomsin the manson of his
recollection. Not forgotten, any more than alocked room ceasesto exist, but . . . locked.

"What isthefirg thing you can remember, my son?' said Vorbis, kindly.

"Therewas abright light, and then someone hit me," said Brutha.

The three men stared at him blankly. Then they turned to one another. Brutha, through the misery of his
terror, heard snatches of whispering.

"...istheretolose?. . . "Foolishness and probably demonic . . ." "Stakesare high . . ." "One chance,
and they will beexpectingus. . ."

And so on.

He looked around the room.

Furnishing was not a priority in the Citadel. Shelves, stools, tables. . . There was arumor among the
novicesthat priests towards the top of the hierarchy had golden furniture, but there was no sign of it here.
The room was as severe as anything in the novices quarters although it had, perhaps, amore opulent
severity; it wasn't the forced bareness of poverty, but the starkness of intent.

"My son?"

Bruthalooked back hurriedly.

Vorbisglanced at his colleagues. The stocky man nodded. The fat man shrugged.

"Brutha," said Vorhis, "return to your dormitory now. Before you go, one of the servantswill give you
something to eat, and adrink. Y ou will report to the Gate of Horns at dawn tomorrow, and you will
come with meto Ephebe. Y ou know about the delegation to Ephebe?’

Brutha shook his head.

"Perhaps there is no reason why you should,” said VVorbis. "We are going to discuss political matters
with the Tyrant. Do you understand?”’

Brutha shook his head.

"Good," said Vorhis. "Very good. Oh, and-Brutha?'

"Yes, lord?"

"Y ou will forget thismeeting. Y ou have not been in thisroom. Y ou have not seen us here.”
Bruthagaped a him. Thiswas nonsense. Y ou couldn't forget thingsjust by wishing. Some things forgot
themsalves-the things in those locked rooms-but that was because of some mechanism he could not

access. What did this man mean?

"Yes, lord," hesad.



It seemed the Smplest way.

Gods have no oneto pray to.

The Great God Om scurried towards the nearest statue, neck stretched, inefficient legs pumping. The
statue happened to be himsdlf asabull, trampling an infidel, dthough thiswas no great comfort.

It was only amatter of time before the eagle stopped circling and swooped.

Om had been atortoise for only three years, but with the shape he had inherited a grab-bag of ingtincts,
and alot of them centered around atotd terror of the onewild creature that had found out how to eat
tortoise.

Gods have no oneto pray to.
Om redly wished that thiswas not the case.
But everyone needs someone.

"Bruthal "

Bruthawas alittle uncertain about hisimmediate future. Deacon Vorbis had clearly cut him loose from
his chores as anovice, but he had nothing to do for the rest of the afternoon.

He gravitated towards the garden. There were beansto tie up, and he welcomed the fact. Y ou knew
where you were with beans. They didn't tell you to do impossiblethings, likeforget. Besdes, if hewas
going to be away for awhile, he ought to mulch the melons and explain thingsto Lu-Tze.

Lu-Tze camewith the gardens.

Every organization has someone like him. They might be pushing abroom in obscure corridors, or
wandering among the shelvesin the back of the stores (where they are the only person who knows
where anything is) or have some ambiguous but essentia relationship with the boiler-room. Everyone
knows who they are and no one remembers atime when they weren't there, or knows where they go
when they're not, well, where they usudly are. Just occasionally, people who are dightly more observant
than most other people, which isnot on the face of it very difficult, stop and wonder about them for a
while. . . and then get on with something else.

Strangely enough, given his gentle ambling from garden to garden around the Citadd, Lu-Tze never
showed much interest in the plants themsalves. He dedlt in soil, manure, muck, compost, loam, and dugt,
and the means of moving it about. Generdly he was pushing abroom, or turning over ahegp. Once
anyone put seedsin anything helost interest.



He was raking the paths when Brutha entered. He was good at raking paths. He | eft scall op patterns and
gentle soothing curves. Brutha aways felt gpologetic about walking on them.

He hardly ever spoketo Lu-Tze, becauseit didn't matter much what anyone ever saidto Lu-Tze. The
old man just nodded and smiled his single-toothed smile in any case.

"I'm going away for alittlewhile," said Brutha, loudly and distinctly. "I expect someone elsewill be sent
to look after the gardens, but there are some thingsthat need doing . . ."

Nod, smile. The old man followed him patiently along the rows, while Brutha spoke beans and herbs.

"Understand?’ said Brutha, after ten minutes of this.

Nod, smile. Nod, smile, beckon.

"What?'

Nod, smile, beckon. Nod, smile, beckon, smile.

Lu-Tzewaked hislittle crab-monkey walk to thelittle area at the far end of the walled garden which
contained his hegps, the flowerpot stacks, and al the other cosmetics of the garden beautiful. The old
man dept there, Brutha suspected.

Nod, smile, beckon.

There wasasmall trestle table in the sun by a stack of bean canes. A straw mat had been spread onit,
and on the mat were half adozen pointy-shaped rocks, none of them bigger than afoot high.

A careful arrangement of sticks had been constructed around them. Bits of thin wood shadowed some
parts of the rocks. Small metal mirrors directed sunlight towards other areas. Paper cones at odd angles
appeared to be funneling the breeze to very precise points.

Brutha had never heard about the art of bonsal, and how it was applied to mountains.

"They're. .. very nice" hesaid uncertainly.

Nod, smile, pick up asmal rock, smile, urge, urge.

"Oh, | redly couldn't take-”

Urge, urge. Grin, nod.

Bruthatook the tiny mountain. It had a strange, unreal heaviness-to his hand it felt like apound or so, but
in hishead it weighed thousands of very, very smdl tons.

"Uh. Thank you. Thank you very much.”
Nod, smile, push away politely.

"It'svery ... mountainous."



Nod, grin.

"That can't redly be snow on the top, can-”

"Bruthal"

His head jerked up. But the voice had come from inside.

Oh, no, he thought wretchedly.

He pushed the little mountain back into Lu-Tze's hands.

"But, er, you keep it for me, yes?'

"Bruthal "

All that was adream, wasn't it? Before | was important and talked to by deacons.

"No, it wasn't! Help me!"

The petitioners scattered as the eagle made a pass over the Place of Lamentation.

It whedled, only afew feet above the ground, and perched on the satue of Great Om trampling the
Infidd.

It was amagnificent bird, golden-brown and yellow-eyed, and it surveyed the crowds with blank
didan.

"It'sasgn?’ said an old man with awooden leg.

"Yed A dgn!" said ayoung woman next to him.

"Asgn!"

They gathered around the Statue.

"It'sabugger,” said asmall and totally unheard voice from somewhere around their feet.

"But what'sit asign of 7' said an elderly man who had been camping out in the square for three days.

"What do you mean, of ? It'sasign!" said the wooden--legged man. "It don't have to be asign of
anything. That'sa suspicious kind of question to ask, whet'sit asign of "

"Got to be asign of something,” said the derly man. "That's areferentia wossname. A gerund. Could
beagerund.”



A skinny figure appeared at the edge of the group, moving surreptitioudy yet with surprising speed. It
was wearing the djeliba of the desert tribes, but around its neck was atray on astrap. Therewasan
ominous suggestion of sticky sweet things covered in dust.

"It could be amessenger from the Great God himsdlf," said the woman.

"It'sabloody eagleiswhat itis," said aresigned voice from somewhere among the ornamenta bronze
homicide at the base of the statue.

"Dates? Figs? Sherbets? Holy relics? Nice fresh indulgences? Lizards? Onnastick?' said the man with
the tray hopefully.

"I thought when He appeared in theworld it was asaswan or abull," said the wooden-legged man.
"Hah!" said the unregarded voice of the tortoise.

" Always wondered about that," said ayoung novice at the back of the crowd. "You know . .. well . ..
swans? A hit . . . lacking in machismo, yes?'

"May you be stoned to desth for blagphemy!" said the woman hotly. "The Great God hears every
irreverent word you utter!"

"Hah!" from under the statue. And the man with the tray oiled forward alittle further, saying, "Klatchian
Delight? Honeyed wasps? Get them while they're cold!”

"It'sapoint, though," said the derly man, in akind of boring, unstoppable voice. "I mean, there's
something very godly about an eagle. King of birds, am | right?"

"It'sonly abetter-looking turkey," said the voice from under the Satue. "Brain the Sze of awanut.”
"Very noble bird, the eagle. Intelligent, too," said the elderly man. "Interesting fact: eaglesarethe only
birdsto work out how to eat tortoises. Y ou know? They pick them up, flying up very high, and drop
them on to the rocks. Smashes them right open. Amazing."

"Oneday," said adull voice from down below, "I'm going to be back on form again and you're going to
be very sorry you said that. For avery long time. | might even go so far asto make even more Time just
for youtobesorry in. Or . . . no, I'll make you atortoise. See how you likeit, en? That rushing wind
around y'shdll, the ground getting bigger the wholetime. That'd be an interesting fact!”

"That sounds dreadful,” said the woman, looking up at the eaglesglare. "I wonder what passes through
the poor little creature's head when he's dropped?”

"Hisshell, madam," said the Great God Om, trying to squeeze himsdlf even further under the bronze
overhang.

The man with the tray was looking dejected. "Tell you what," he said. "Two bags of sugared datesfor
the price of one, how about it? And that's cutting my own hand off."

The woman glanced at the tray.

"Ere, theresfliesal over everything!" she said.



"Currants, madam."

"Why'd they just fly away, then?' the woman demanded.

The man looked down. Then he looked back up into her face.

"A miraclel" he said, waving hishands dramaticaly. "The time of miraclesisa hand!"

The eagle shifted uneasly.

It recognized humans only as pieces of mobile landscape which, in the lambing season in the high hills,
might be associated with thrown stones when it stooped upon the newborn lamb, but which otherwise
were as unimportant in the scheme of things as bushes and rocks. But it had never been so closeto so
many of them. Its mad eyes swiveed backward and forward uncertainly.

At that moment trumpets rang out across the Place.

The eagle looked around wildly, itstiny predatory mind trying to deal with this sudden overload.

It legpt into the air. The worshipers fought to get out of itsway asit dipped across the flagstones and
then rose mgjestically toward the turrets of the Great Temple and the hot sky.

Below it, the doors of the Great Temple, each one made of forty tons of gilded bronze, opened by the
breath (it was said) of the Great God Himsdlf, swung open ponderoudy and-and this was the holy

pat-slently.

Brutha's enormous sandal s flapped and flapped on the flagstones. Bruthadways put alot of effort into
running; he ran from the knees, lower legs thrashing like paddiewhedls.

Thiswas too much. There was atortoise who said he was the God, and this couldn't be true except that
it must betrue, because of what it knew. And held been tried by the Quisition. Or something like that.
Anyway, it hadn't been as painful ashe'd been led to expect.

"Bruthal"

The square, normaly aive with the susurration of athousand prayers, had gone quiet. The pilgrims had
al turned to face the Temple.

His mind boiling with the events of the day, Brutha shouldered hisway through the suddenly silent crowd

"Bruthal"
People have redity-dampers.

It isapopular fact that nine-tenths of the brain is not used and, like most popular facts, it iswrong. Not



even the most stupid Creator would go to the trouble of making the human head carry around severa
pounds of unnecessary gray goo if itsonly real purpose was, for example, to serve asaddicacy for
certain remote tribesmen in unexplored valeys. It isused. And one of itsfunctionsisto make the
miraculous seem ordinary and turn the unusud into the usud.

Becauseif thiswas not the case, then human beings, faced with the daily wondrousness of everything,
would go around wearing big stupid grins, smilar to those worn by certain remote tribesmen who
occasiondly get raided by the authorities and have the contents of their plastic greenhouses very serioudy
inspected. They'd say "Wow!" alot. And no one would do much work.

Gods don't like people not doing much work. People who aren't busy al the time might start to think.

Part of the brain exists to stop this happening. It is very efficient. It can make people experience
boredom in the middle of marvels. And Bruthals was working feverighly.

So hedidn't immediately notice that he'd pushed through the last row of people and had trotted out into
the middle of awide pathway, until he turned and saw the procession approaching.

The Cenobiarch was returning to his gpartments, after conducting-or at least nodding vaguely while his
chaplain conducted on his behaf-the evening service.

Brutha spun around, looking for away to escape. Then there was a cough beside him, and he stared up
into the furious faces of a couple of Lesser lams and, between them, the bemused and geriatrically
good-natured expression of the Cenobiarch himsdif.

The old man raised his hand automatically to bless Brutha with the holy horns, and then two members of
the Divine Legion picked up the novice by the elbows, on the second attempt, and marched him swiftly
out of the procession’s path and hurled him into the crowd.

"Bruthal"

Brutha bounded across the plazato the statue and leaned againgt it, panting.

"I'm going to goto hdl!" he muttered. "For dl eternity! "

"Who cares? Now . . . get me away from here. "

No onewas paying him any attention now. They were al watching the procession. Even watching the
procession was a holy act. Brutha knelt down and peered into the scrollwork around the base of the
datue.

One beady eye glared back at him.

"How did you get under there?"

"It wastouch and go,” said thetortoise. "I tell you, when I'm back on form, therésgoing to bea
consderable redesigning of eagles.”

"What's the eagle trying to do to you?' said Brutha.

"It wantsto carry me off to its nest and give me dinner,” snarled the tortoise. "What do you think it



wanted to do?' There was a short pause in which it contemplated the futility of sarcasm in the presence
of Brutha; it waslike throwing meringues at acastle.

"It wantsto eat me," it said patiently.

"But youre atortoise!"

"l am your God!"

"But currently in the shape of atortoise. With ashdl on, iswhat | mean.”

"That doesn't worry eagles,” said the tortoise darkly. "They pick you up, carry you up afew hundred
feet, and then . . . drop you."

"Urrgh."
"No. Morelike. .. crack . .. splat. How did you think | got in here?"
"Y ou were dropped? But-"

"Landed on apile of dirt in your garden. That's eaglesfor you. Whole place built of rock and paved with
rock on abig rock and they miss.”

"That was lucky. Million-to-one chance," said Brutha

"I never had thistrouble when | was abull. The number of eagleswho can pick up abull, you can count
them on the fingers of one head. Anyway," said the tortoise, "theres worse here than eagles. Thereésa”

"Theré's good eating on one of them, you know," said a voice behind Brutha.
He stood up guiltily, thetortoisein his hand.
"Oh, hdllo, Mr. Dhblah," he said.

Everyonein the city knew Cut-Me-Own-Hand-Off Dhblah, purveyor of suspiciousy new holy rdlics,
suspicioudy old rancid sweetmesats on a stick, gritty figs, and long-past-the-sell-by dates. He was a sort
of natura force, like the wind. No one knew where he came from or where he went at night. But he was
there every dawn, sdlling sticky thingsto the pilgrims. And in thisthe priests reckoned hewasonto a
good thing, because mogt of the pilgrims were coming for the first time and therefore lacked the essentia
thing you needed in dedling with Dhblah, which was the experience of having dedt with him before. The
sght of someonein the Place trying to ungtick their jaws with dignity was afamiliar one. Many adevout
pilgrim, after athousand miles of perilousjourney, wasforced to make his petition in Sgn language.

"Fancy some sherbet for afters?' said Dhblah hopefully. "Only one cent aglass, and that's cutting me
own hand off."

"Whoisthisfool?" said Om.
"I'm not going to eet it," said Brutha hurriedly.

"Going to teach it to do tricks, then?" said Dhblah cheerfully. "L ook through hoops, that kind of thing?'



"Get rid of him," said Om. " Smite him on the head, why don't you, and push the body behind the Satue.”

"Shut up,” said Brutha, beginning to experience once again the problems that occur when you'retalking
to someone no one ese can hear.

"No need to be like that about it," said Dhblah.
"l wasnt talking to you," said Brutha.
"Taking to thetortoise, were you?' said Dhblah. Bruthalooked guilty.

"My old mum used to talk to agerbil,” Dhblah went on. "Pets are dways agreat help in times of stress.
And intimes of Sarvation too, o'course.”

"Thismanisnot honest,” said Om. "l can read hismind."”
"Canyou?'

"Can | what?' said Dhblah. He gave Bruthaalopsided look. "Anyway, it'll be company on your
journey.”

"What journey?"
"To Ephebe. The secret missonto talk to theinfidd."

Brutha knew he shouldn't be surprised. News went around the enclosed world of the Citadd like
bughfire after adrought.

"Oh," hesaid. "That journey."
"They say Fri'itsgoing,”" said Dhblah. "And-that other one. The éminence greese.”
"Deacon Vorbisisavery nice person,” said Brutha. "He has been very kind to me. He gave me adrink."

"What of ? Never mind,” said Dhblah. "Of course, | wouldn't say aword against him, mysdlf," he added
quickly.

"Why are you talking to this stupid person?' Om demanded.
"He'sa. .. friend of mine" said Brutha.

"I wish hewas afriend of mine,” said Dhblah. "Friendslike that, you never have enemies. Can | press
you to a candied sultana? Onna gtick?"

There were twenty-three other novicesin Brutha's dormitory, on the principle that deeping done
promoted sin. Thisaways puzzled the novices themsalves, since amoment's reflection would suggest that



there were whole ranges of snsonly availablein company. But that was because amoment's reflection
was the biggest sin of dl. People dlowed to be by themsdves overmuch might indulge in solitary
cogitation. It waswell known that this stunted your growth. For onething, it could lead to your feet being
chopped off.

So Brutha had to retire to the garden, with his God screaming at him from the pocket of hisrobe, where
it was being jostled by aball of garden twine, apair of shears, and some loose seeds.

Finaly hewasfished out.

"Look, | didn't have achanceto tdl you," said Brutha. "I've been chosen to go on avery important
mission. I'm going to Ephebe, on amission to theinfidels. Deacon Vorbis picked me. HEsmy friend.”

"Whao'she?'
"He'sthe chief exquisitor. He . . . makes sure you're worshiped properly.”

Om picked up the hesitation in Brutha's voice, and remembered the grating. And the sheer busyness
below . ..

"Hetortures people," he said coldly.

"Oh, no! Theinquisitors do that. They work very long hours for not much money, too, Brother Nhumrod
says. No, theexquisitorsjust . . . arrange matters. Every inquisitor wants to become an exquisitor one
day, Brother Nhumrod says. That's why they put up with being on duty at al hours. They go for days
without deep, sometimes.”

"Torturing people,” mused the God. No, amind like that one in the garden wouldn't pick up aknife,
Other people would do that. Vorbiswould enjoy other methods.

"L etting out the badness and the heresy in people,” said Brutha

"But people. . . perhaps. . . don't survive the process?’

"But that doesn't matter,” said Bruthaearnestly.

"What happensto usinthislifeisnot redly redl.

There may be alittle pain, but that doesn't matter. Not if it ensureslesstimein the hells after death.”
"But what if the exquistorsarewrong?' said the tortoise.

"They can't bewrong," said Brutha. "They are guided by thehand of . . . by your hand . . . your front leg
... I mean, your claw," he mumbled.

Thetortoise blinked its one eye. It remembered the heat of the sun, the hel plessness, and aface
watching it not with any cruelty but, worse, with interest. Someone watching something die just to see
how long it took. He'd remember that face anywhere. And the mind behind it-that sted ball of amind.

"But suppose something went wrong,” it indsted.



"I'm not any good at theology,” said Brutha "But the testament of Ossory isvery clear on the matter.
They must have done something, otherwise you in your wisdom would not direct the Quisition to them.”

"Would I?" said Om, il thinking of that face. "It'stheir fault they get tortured. Did | redly say that?"
""Wearejudged inlifeaswearein death'. . . Ossory |11, chapter VI, verse 56. My grandmother said
that when people die they come before you, they have to cross aterrible desert and you weigh their heart
insome scaes," said Brutha "And if it weighslessthan afegther, they are spared the hells.”

"Goodness me," said thetortoise. And it added: "Has it occurred to you, lad, that | might not be ableto
do that and be down here walking around with ashell on?"

"Y ou could do anything you wanted to," said Brutha.

Om looked up at Brutha.

Heredlly believes, he thought. He doesn't know how to lie.

The drength of Bruthas belief burned in him like aflame.

And then the truth hit Om like the ground hits tortoises after an attack of eagles.

"Y ou've got to take meto this Ephebe place," he said urgently.

"I'll do whatever you want," said Brutha. "Are you going to scourge it with hoof and flame?"

"Could be, could be," said Om. "But you've got to take me." He wastrying to keep hisinnermost
thoughts calm, in case Brutha heard. Don't leave me behind!

"But you could get there much quicker if | left you," said Brutha. "They are very wicked in Ephebe. The
sooner it is cleansed, the better. Y ou could stop being atortoise and fly there like a burning wind and
scourgethe city.”

A burning wind, thought Om. And the tortoise thought of the silent wastes of the deep desert, and the
chittering and sighing of the gods who had faded away to mere djinns and voiceson the air.

Gods with no more believers.
Not even one. One wasjust enough.
Gods who had been |eft behind.

And the thing about Bruthas flame of belief wasthis: in dl the Citadd, in dl the day, it wasthe only one
the God had found.

Fri'it wastrying to pray.



He hadn't done so for along time.

Oh, of course there had been the eight compulsory prayers every day, but in the pit of the wretched
night he knew them for what they were. A habit. A timefor thought, perhaps. And method of measuring
time.

He wondered if hed ever prayed, if hedd ever opened heart and mind to something out there, or up
there. He must have done, mustn't he? Perhaps when he was young. He couldn't even remember that.
Blood had washed away the memories.

It was hisfault. It had to be hisfault. HEd been to Ephebe before, and had rather liked the white marble
city onitsrock overlooking the blue Circle Sea. And hed visited Djdibeybi, those madmen in their little
river valley who believed in gods with funny heads and put their dead in pyramids. Hed even beento far
Ankh-Morpork, acrossthe water, where they'd worship any god at al so long as he or she had money.
Y es, Ankh-Morpork-where there were streets and streets of gods, squeezed together like adeck of
cards. And none of them wanted to set fire to anyone e se, or at least any more than was normally the
casein Ankh--Morpork. They just wanted to be | eft in peace, so that everyone went to heaven or hell in
their own way.

And heid drunk too much tonight, from a secret cache of wine whose discovery would ddiver himinto
the machinery of theinquisitorswithin ten minutes.

Y es, you could say thisfor old Vorbis. Once upon atime the Quisition had been bribable, but not
anymore. The chief exquisitor had gone back to fundamentals. Now there was ademocracy of sharp
knives. Better than that, in fact. The search for heresy was pursued even more vigorously among the
higher levelsin the Church. Vorbis had madeit clear: the higher up the tree, the blunter the saw.
Givemethat old-timerdigion. . .

He squeezed his eyes shut again, and al he could see were the horns of the temple, or fragmented
suggestions of the carnage to come, or . . . the face of Vorbis.

Hed liked that white city.

Even the daves had been content. There were rules about daves. There were things you couldn't do to
daves. Saves had vaue.

He'd learned about the Turtle, there. 1t had al made sense. Hed thought: it sounds right. It makes sense.
But sense or not, that thought was sending him to hell.

Vorbis knew about him. He must do. There were spies everywhere. Sasho had been useful. How much
had Vorbis got out of him? Had he said what he knew?

Of course he'd say what he knew . . .
Something went snap insde Fri'it.
He glanced at his sword, hanging on thewall.

And why not? After dl, he was going to spend al eternity in athousand hdlls. . .



The knowledge was freedom, of asort. When the least they could do to you was everything, then the
most they could do to you suddenly held no terror. If he was going to be boiled for alamb, then he might
aswéll be roasted for a sheep.

He staggered to hisfeet and, after acouple of tries, got the swordbelt off thewall. Vorbiss quarters
weren't far away, if he could manage the steps. One stroke, that's al it would take. He could cut Vorbis
in haf without trying. And maybe . . . maybe nothing would happen afterward. There were otherswho
felt like him-somewhere. Or, anyway, he could get down to the stables, be well away by dawn, get to
Ephebe, maybe, acrossthedesert . . .

He reached the door and fumbled for the handle.

It turned of its own accord.

Fri'it staggered back asthe door swung inward.

Vorbiswas standing there. In the flickering light of the ail lamp, hisface registered polite concern.
"Excuse the lateness of the hour, my lord,” he said. "Buit | thought we should talk. About tomorrow.”
The sword clattered out of Fri‘it's hand.

Vorbisleaned forward.

"Isthere something wrong, brother?' he said.

He smiled, and stepped into the room. Two hooded inquisitors dipped in behind him.

"Brother," Vorbis said again. And shut the door.

"How isitinthere?’ said Brutha

"I'm going to rattle around like apeain apot,” grumbled the tortoise.
"l could put some more straw in. And, look, I've got these."

A pile of greenstuff dropped on Om's head.

"From the kitchen," said Brutha. "Pedlings and cabbage. | stole them,”" he added, "but then | thought it
can't begedingif I'm doing it for you."

Thefetid smell of the half-rotten leaves suggested strongly that Brutha had committed his crime when the
greens were hafway to the midden, but Om didn't say so. Not now.

"Right," hemumbled.

There must be others, hetold himsalf. Sure. Out in the country. This placeistoo sophisticated. But . . .



there had been dl those pilgrimsin front of the Temple. They weren't just country people, they werethe
devoutest ones. Whole villages clubbed together to send one person carrying the petitions of many. But
there hadn't been the flame. There had been fear, and dread, and yearning, and hope. All those emotions
hed their flavor. But there hadn't been the flame.

The eagle had dropped him near Brutha. Hed . . . woken up. He could dimly remember al that time as
atortoise. And now he remembered being agod. How far away from Bruthawould he till remember? A
mile? Ten miles? How would it be. . . feding the knowledge drain away, dwindling back to nothing but a
lowly reptile? Maybe there would be apart of him that would always remember, helplesdy . . .

He shuddered.

Currently Om wasin awickerwork box dung from Brutha's shoulder. It wouldn't have been comfortable
at the best of times, but now it shook occasiondly as Brutha stamped hisfeet in the pre-dawn chill.

After awhile some of the Citadel grooms arrived, with horses. Brutha was the subject of afew odd
looks. He smiled at everyone. It seemed the best way.

He began to feel hungry, but didn't dare leave his post. Hed been told to be here. But after awhile
sounds from around the corner made him sidle afew yards to see what was going on.

The courtyard here was U-shaped, around awing of the Citade buildings, and around the corner it
looked as though another party was preparing to set out.

Brutha knew about camels. There had been a couple in his grandmother's village. There seemed to be
hundreds of them here, though, complaining like badly oiled pumps and smelling like a thousand damp
carpets. Men in djelibamoved among them and occasionaly hit them with sticks, which isthe approved
method of dedling with camels.

Bruthawandered over to the nearest creature. A man was strapping water-bottles round its hump.
"Good morning, brother,” said Brutha.

"Bugger off," said the man without looking round.

"The Prophet Abbystdlsus (chap. XXV, verse 6): "Woe unto he who defiles his mouth with curses for
hiswordswill beasdust,' " said Brutha

"Does he? Wdll, he can bugger off too," said the man, conversationadly.

Brutha hesitated. Technicaly, of course, the man had bought himsalf vacant possession of athousand
hells and a month or two of the attentions of the Quigtion, but now Brutha could seethat hewasa
member of the Divine Legion; asword was hafhidden under the desert robes.

And you had to make specid adlowancesfor Legionaries, just asyou did for inquisitors. Ther often
intimate contact with the ungodly affected their minds and put their soulsin mortal peril. He decided to be
magnanimous.

"And where are you going to with al these camels on thisfine morning, brother?"

The soldier tightened astrap.



"Probably to hell," he said, grinning nadtily. "Just behind you."

"Redlly? According to the word of the Prophet Ishkible, aman needs no camel to rideto hell, yea, nor

horse, nor mule; aman may rideinto hell on histongue,”" said Brutha, letting just atremor of disgpproval
enter hisvoice.

"Does some old prophet say anything about nosy bastards being given athump alongsde the ear?’ said
the soldier.

" “"Woe unto him who raises hishand unto his brother, dedling with him asunto an Infiddl,' " said Brutha.
"That's Ossory, Precepts X1, verse 16."

" “Sod off and forget you ever saw us otherwise you're going to bein red trouble, my friend." Sergeant
Aktar, chapter 1, verse 1," said the soldier.

Brutha's brow wrinkled. He couldn't remember that one.
"Walk away," said the voice of the God in hishead. "Y ou don't need trouble.”
"I hope your journey isapleasant one," said Brutha politely. "Whatever the destination.”

He backed away and headed toward the gate.

"A man who will have to spend sometimein the hells of correction, if | am any judge,” he said. The god
sad nothing.

The Ephebian traveling group was beginning to assemble now. Brutha stood to attention and tried to
keep out of everyone'sway. He saw adozen mounted soldiers, but unlike the camd ridersthey werein
the brightly polished fishmail and black-and-yellow cloaksthat the Legionaries usudly only wore on
gpecia occasions. Brutha thought they looked very impressive.

Eventudly one of the stable servants came up to him.

"What are you doing here, novice?' he demanded.

"| am going to Ephebe," said Brutha
The man glared at him and then grinned.

"You? Y oure not even ordained! Y ou're going to Ephebe?’

”YS,"

"What makes you think that?"

"Because | told him s0," said the voice of Vorbis, behind the man. "And here heis, most obedient to my
wishes"

Bruthahad agood view of the man'sface. The changein his expression was like watching agrease dick
cross apond. Then the stableman turned as though his feet were nailed to aturntable.



"My Lord Vorbis" heoiled.

"And now hewill require asteed,” said Vorbis.
The stableman's face was yellow with dread.
"My pleasure. The very best the sta”

"My friend Bruthais a humble man before Om," said Vorbis. "Hewill ask for no morethanamule, |
have no doubt. Brutha?'

"I-1 do not know how to ride, my lord," said Brutha.

"Any man can get on amule," said Vorbis. "Often many timesin ashort distance. And now, it would
appear, we are dl here?'

He raised an eyebrow at the sergeant of the guard, who saluted.
"We are awaiting Generd Fri'it, lord,” he said.
"Ah. Sergeant Smony, isnt it?"

Vorbis had aterrible memory for names. He knew every one. The sergeant paed alittle, and then
sduted crisply.

"Yed Srl"
"Wewill proceed without Generd Fri'it,” said Vorbis.
The B of theword "But" framed itself on the sergeant'slips, and faded there.

"Generd Fri'it has other business,” said Vorbis. "Most pressing and urgent business. Which only he can
attend to."

Fri'it opened hiseyesin grayness.
He could see the room around him, but only faintly, asa series of edgesin theair.
Thesword. ..

He'd dropped the sword, but maybe he could find it again. He stepped forward, feeling atenuous
resistance around his ankles, and looked down.

There wasthe sword. But hisfingers passed through it. It was like being drunk, but he knew he wasn't
drunk. He wasn't even sober. Hewas. . . suddenly clear in hismind.



Heturned and looked at the thing that had briefly impeded his progress.
"Oh," hesad.

GOOD MORNING.

"THERE ISA LITTLE CONFUSION AT FIRST. ITISONLY TO BE EXPECTED.
To hishorror, Fri‘it saw thetall black figure stride away through the gray wall.
"Wat!"

A skull draped in ablack hood poked out of the wall.

YES?

"You're Degth, aren't you?"'

INDEED.

Fri'it gathered what remained of hisdignity.

"I know you," hesaid. "I have faced you many times."

Desth gave him along stare.

NO YOU HAVEN'T.

"| assure you-”

YOU HAVE FACED MEN. IF YOU HAD FACED ME, | ASSURE YOU ... YOU WOULD
HAVE KNOWN.

"But what happensto me now?'

Degth shrugged.

DON'T YOU KNOW? he said, and disappeared.
"Wat!"

Fri'it ran at thewall and found to his surprisethat it offered no barrier. Now he was out in the empty
corridor. Death had vanished.

And then he redlized that it wasn't the corridor he remembered, with its shadows and the grittiness of
sand underfoot.

That corridor didn't have aglow at the end, that pulled a him like amagnet pullsat aniron filing.



Y ou couldn't put off the inevitable. Because sooner or later, you reached the place when the inevitable
just went and waited.

And thiswasit.

Fri'it stepped through the glow into a desert. The sky was dark and pocked with large stars, but the
black sand that stretched away to the distance was nevertheless brightly lit.

A desert. After death, a desert. The desert. No hells, yet. Perhaps there was hope.

He remembered astory from his childhood. Unusually, it wasn't about smiting. No onewas trampled
underfoot. It wasn't about Om, dreadful in Hisrage. It was worse. It was about what happened when
youdied. . . thejourney of your soul.

They said: you must walk adesert . . .

"Whereisthisplace?' he said hoarsdly.

THISISNO PLACE, said Desath .

...dldone...

"What is at the end of the desert?"

JUDGEMENT .

... withyour beliefs. ..

Fri'it stared at the endless, featurel ess expanse.

"I havetowalk it done?' hewhispered. "But . . . now, I'm not surewhat | believe-”
YES?

AND NOW, IF YOU WILL EXCUSE ME-

Fri'it took adeep breath, purely out of habit. Perhaps he could find a couple of rocks out there. A small
rock to hold and abig rock to hide behind, while he waited for Vorbis. . .

And that thought was habit, too. Revenge? Here?

Hesmiled.

Be sensble, man. You wereasoldier. Thisisadesert. Y ou crossed afew in your time.

And you survive by learning about them. Thereéswhole tribes that know how to live in the worst kinds of
desert. Licking water off the shady sides of dunes, that sort of thing . . . They think it'shome. Put ‘emina

vegetable garden and they'd think you were mad.

The memory stole over him: adesert iswhat you think it is. And now, you can think clearly . . .



Therewere no lies here. All fanciesfled away. That'swhat happened in dl deserts. It was just you, and
what you bdlieved.

What have | dways believed?

That on thewhole, and by and large, if aman lived properly, not according to what any priests said, but
according to what seemed decent and honest inside, then it would, at the end, more or less, turn out all

right.

Y ou couldn't get that on a banner. But the desert looked better already.

Fri'it set out.

It wasasmall mule and Brutha had long legs; if hed made the effort he could have remained standing
and let the muletrot out from undernesath.

The order of progression was not as some may have expected. Sergeant Simony and his soldiersrode
ahead, on either side of the track.

They weretrailed by the servants and clerks and lesser priests. Vorbisrodein therear, where an
exquisitor rode by right, like a shepherd watching over hisflock.

Brutha rode with him. It was an honor he would have preferred to avoid. Brutha was one of those

people who could raise asweat on afrosty day, and the dust was settling on him like a gritty skin. But
Vorbis seemed to derive some amusement from his company. Occasionally he would ask him questions:

"How many miles have we traveled, Brutha?"
"Four miles and seven estado, lord.”

"But how do you know?"

That was a question he couldn't answer. How did he know the sky was blue? It was just something in
his head. Y ou couldn't think about how you thought. It was like opening abox with the crowbar that was

insde.
"And how long has our journey taken?'

"A little over saventy-nine minutes.”

Vorbislaughed. Bruthawondered why. The puzzle wasn't why he remembered, it was why everyone
€l se seemed to forget.

"Did your fathers have this remarkable faculty?"

Therewas apause.



"Could they do it aswell?' said Vorbis patiently.

"l don't know. There was only my grandmother. She had-a good memory. For some things.”
Transgressions, certainly. "And very good eyesight and hearing." What she could apparently see or hear
through two walls had, he remembered, seemed phenomenal.

Brutha turned gingerly in the saddle. There was acloud of dust about a mile behind them on the road.

"Here cometherest of the soldiers” he said conversationdly.

This seemed to shock Vorbis. Perhapsit wasthe first time in years that anyone had innocently
addressed aremark to him.

"Therest of the soldiers?' hesad.

"Sergeant Aktar and his men, on ninety-eight camelswith many water-bottles," said Brutha. "l saw them
before we left.”

"Y ou did not seethem,” said VVorbis. "They are not coming with us. Y ou will forget about them.”
"Yes, lord." The request to do magic again.

After afew minutes the distant cloud turned off the road and started up the long dopethat led to the high
desert. Bruthawatched them surreptitioudly, and raised his eyes to the dune mountains.

There was a speck circling up there.

He put hishand to his mouth.

Vorbis heard the gasp.

"What alsyou, Brutha?' he said.

"I remembered about the God," said Brutha, without thinking.

"We should aways remember the God," said Vorbis, "and trust that He iswith us on thisjourney.”
"Heis," said Brutha, and the absolute conviction in his voice made Vorbis smile.

He strained to hear the nagging internd voice, but there was nothing. For one horrible moment Brutha
wondered if the tortoise had fallen out of the box, but there was a reassuring weight on the strap.

"And we must bear with usthe certainty that He will be with usin Ephebe, anong theinfidel," said
Vorbis.

"l am sure Hewill," said Brutha.
"And prepare oursaves for the coming of the prophet,” said Vorbis.

The cloud had reached the top of the dunes now, and vanished in the sllent wastes of the desert.



Bruthatried to put it out of his mind, which waslike trying to empty a bucket underwater. No one
survived in the high desert. It wasn't just the dunes and the heet. There wereterrorsin the burning heart,
where even the mad tribes never went. An ocean without water, voices without mouths.. . .

Which wasn't to say that the immediate future didn't hold terrorsenough.. . .

He'd seen the sea before, but the Omnians didn't encourage it. This may have been because deserts

were so much harder to cross. They kept peoplein, though. But sometimes the desert barrierswere a
problem, and then you had to put up with the sea.

[I-drim was nothing more than afew shacks around a stone jetty, at one of which was atrireme flying the
holy oriflamme. When the Church traveled, the travel ers were very senior people indeed, so when the
Church traveled it generdly traveled in style.

The party paused on ahill and looked &t it.

"Soft and corrupt,” said Vorbis. "That's what we've become, Brutha."

"Yes, Lord Vorbis"

"And open to perniciousinfluence. The seg, Brutha. 1t washes unholy shores, and givesrise to dangerous
ideas. Men should not travel, Brutha. At the center thereistruth. Asyou travel, so error cregpsin.”

"Yes, Lord Vorhis."

Vorbissighed.

"In Ossory's day we sailed done in boats made of hides, and went where the winds of the God took us.
That's how aholy man should trave ."

A tiny spark of defiance in Brutha declared that it, personaly, would risk alittle corruption for the sake
of traveling with two decks between its feet and the waves.

"I heard that Ossory once sailed to theidand of Erebos on amillstone,” he ventured by way of
conversation.

"Nothing isimpossible for the strong in faith,” said Vorbis.

"Try gtriking amatch on jely, miger.”

Brutha gtiffened. It wasimpossible that Vorbis could have failed to hear the voice.
TheVoice of the Turtlewas heard in the land.

"Who'sthisbugger?"

"Forward,” said Vorhbis. "I can seethat our friend Bruthais agog to get on board."

The horse trotted on.

"Where arewe? Who'sthat? It's as hot as hdll in here and, believe me, | know what I'm talking about.”



"l can't talk now!" hissed Brutha

"This cabbage stinks like aswamp! Let there be lettuce! Let there be dices of melon!™

The horses edged dong the jetty and were led one at atime up the gangplank. By thistime the box was
vibrating. Brutha kept looking around guiltily, but no one else wastaking any notice. Despite hissize,
Brutha was easy not to notice. Practicaly everyone had better things to do with their time than notice
someone like Brutha. Even Vorbis had switched him off, and was talking to the captain.

Hefound aplace up near the pointed end, where one of the sticking-up bitswith the saillson gave him a
bit of privacy. Then, with some dread, he opened the box.

The tortoise spoke from degp within its shell.
"Any eagles about?'

Brutha scanned the sky.

"No."

The head shot ouit.

"You-" it began.

"I couldn't talk!" said Brutha. " People were with me dl thetime! Can't you . . . read thewordsin my
mind? Can't you read my thoughts?'

"Mortd thoughts aren't like that," sngpped Om. "Y ou think it's like watching words paint themselves
acrossthe sky? Hah! It'slike trying to make sense of abundle of weeds. Intentions, yes. Emotions, yes.
But not thoughts. Half the time you don't know what you're thinking, so why should 17!

"Because you'rethe God," said Brutha. "Abbys, chapter LVI, verse 17: “All of mortal mind he knows,
and there are no secrets." "

"Was he the one with the bad teeth?'

Brutha hung his head.

"Ligten," said thetortoise, "l amwhat | am. | can't hep it if people think something else.”

"But you knew about my thoughts. . . inthegarden . . ." muttered Brutha.

Thetortoise hesitated. "That was different,” it said. "They werent . . . thoughts. That was guilt.”

"I believe that the Great God isOm, and in His Justice," said Brutha. "And | shall go on believing,
whatever you say, and whatever you are.”

"Good to hear it," said the tortoise fervently. "Hold that thought. Where are we?"

"On aboat," said Brutha "On the sea. Wobbling."



"Going to Ephebe on aboat? What's wrong with the desert?"
“No one can cross the desert. No one can live in the heart of the desert.”
"I did."

"It'sonly acouple of days sailing." Brutha's ssomach lurched, even though the boat had hardly cleared
thejetty. "And they say that the God-"

ll_me_”
"-issending usafar wind."

"I an? Oh. Yes. Trust mefor afar wind. Flat as amill-race the whole way, don't you worry."

"1 meant mill-pond! | meant mill-pond!"

Brutha clung to the mast.

After awhile asailor came and sat down on acoil of rope and looked a him interestedly.
"You can let go, Father," hesaid. "It sandsup al by itself."

"Thesea. . .thewaves. .." murmured Brutha carefully, athough there was nothing I eft to throw up.
The sallor spat thoughtfully.

"Aye," hesad. "They got to be that shape, see, so'stofit into the sky."

"But the boat's creaking!"

"Aye. It doesthat."

"You meanthisisnt agorm?"

The sallor sghed, and waked away.

After awhile, Brutharisked letting go. He had never fdt soiill in hislife,

It wasn't just the seasickness. He didn't know where he was. And Brutha had always known where he
was. Where he was, and the existence of Om, had been the only two certaintiesin hislife.



It was something he shared with tortoises. Watch any tortoise walking, and periodicaly it will stop while
it filesaway the memories of thejourney so far. Not for nothing, € sawhere in the multiverse, arethelittle
traveling devices controlled by dectric thinking-engines called "turtles.”

Brutha knew where he was by remembering where he had been-by the unconscious counting of
footsteps and the noting of landmarks. Somewhere insde his head was athread of memory which, if you
had wired it directly to whatever controlled his feet, would cause Bruthato amble back through the little
pathways of hislifedl theway to the place he was born.

Out of contact with the ground, on the mutable surface of the sea, the thread flapped loose.

In hisbox, Om tossed and shook to Brutha's motion as Brutha staggered across the moving deck and
reached therall.

To anyone except the novice, the boat was clipping through the waves on agood sailing day. Seabirds

whedled in itswake. Away to one side-port or starboard or one of those directions-aschool of flying fish
broke the surface in an attempt to escape the attentions of some dolphins. Brutha stared at the gray
shapes asthey zigzagged under the kedl in aworld where they never had to count at dl

"Ah, Brutha," said Vorbis. "Feeding the fishes, | see.”

"No, lord,” said Brutha. "I'm being sick, lord.”

Heturned.

There was Sergeant Smony, amuscular young man with the deadpan expression of the truly
professiond soldier. He was standing next to someone Brutha vaguely recognized as the number-one salt
or whatever histitle was. And there was the exquisitor, smiling.

"Him! Him!" screamed the voice of thetortoise.

"Our young friend isnot agood sailor,” said Vorbis.

"Him! Him! I'd know him anywherel"

"Lord, | wish | wasn't asailor at dl," said Brutha. He felt the box trembling as Om bounced around
ingde.

"Kill him! Find something sharp! Push him overboard!"

"Comewith usto the prow, Brutha," said Vorbis. "There are many interesting things to be seen,
according to the captain.”

The captain gave the frozen smirk of those caught between arock and ahard place. Vorbis could
aways supply both.

Bruthatrailed behind the other three, and risked awhisper.
"What's the matter?"

"Him! The bald onel Push him over thesdel"



Vorbis hdf-turned, caught Brutha's embarrassed attention, and smiled.

"Wewill have our minds broadened, | am sure," he said. He turned back to the captain, and pointed to a
large bird gliding down the face of the waves.

"The Pointless Albatross," said the captain promptly. "Fliesfrom the Hub to the Ri-" he faltered. But
Vorbiswas gazing with apparent affability at the view.

"Heturned me over inthesun! Look at hismind!"

"From one pole of theworld to the other, every year," said the captain. He was sweating dightly.
"Redly?' said Vorbis. "Why?'

"No one knows."

"Excepting the God, of course,” said Vorbis.

The ceptain'sfacewas asickly yellow.

"Of course. Certainly,” he said.

"Brutha?' shouted the tortoise. "Areyou listening to me?"

"And over there?' said Vorbis.

Thesailor followed his extended arm.

"Oh. Flying fish," he said. "But they don't redly fly," he added quickly. "They just build up speed in the
water and glide alittie way."

"One of the God'smarvels" said Vorbis. "Infinite variety, eh?"

"Yes, indeed,” said the captain. Relief was crossing hisface now, like afriendly army.
"And the things down there?' said the exquigitor.

"Them? Porpoises,” said the captain. "Sort of afish.”

"Do they dways swim around shipslikethis?'

"Often. Certainly. Especidly in the waters off Ephebe.”

Vorbisleaned over therail, and said nothing. Simony was staring at the horizon, hisface absolutely
immobile. Thisleft agap in the conversation which the captain, very stupidly, sought tofill.

"They'll follow aship for days," he sad.

"Remarkable." Another pause, atar pit of slence ready to snare the mastodons of unthinking comment.
Earlier exquisitors had shouted and ranted confessions out of people. VVorbis never did that. He just dug



deep slencesin front of them.

"They seemto like them," said the captain. He glanced nervoudly at Brutha, who wastrying to shut the
tortoise's voice out of his head. There was no help there.

Vorbiscameto hisaid instead.

"Thismust be very convenient on long voyages," he said.

"Uh. Yes?' said the captain.

"From the provisions point of view," said Vorhis.

"My lord, | don't quite-”

"It must be like having atraveling larder,” said Vorbis.

The captain smiled. "Oh no, lord. We don't et them.”

"Surely not? They look quite wholesometo me. ™

"Oh, but you know the old saying, lord . . .

"Saying?"

"Oh, they say that after they die, the souls of dead sailors become-”
The captain saw the abyss ahead, but the sentence had plunged on with a horrible momentum of its own.

For awhile there was no sound but the zip of the waves, the distant splash of the porpoises, and the
heaven-shaking thundering of the captain's heart.

Vorbisleaned back on therail.
"But of coursewe are not prey to such superdtitions,” he said lazily.

"Well, of course," said the captain, clutching at thisstraw. "Idle sailor talk. If ever | hear it again | shdll
have the man flog-"

Vorbiswaslooking past his ear.

"l say! Yes, youtherel" he said.

One of the sailors nodded.

"Fetch me aharpoon,” said Vorbis.

The man looked from him to the captain and then scuttled off obediently.

"But, ah, uh, but your lordship should not, uh, ha, attempt such sport,” said the captain. "Ah. Uh. A
harpoon is a dangerous weapon in untrained hands, | am afraid you might do yoursdlf an injury-"



"But | will not beusingit,” said Vorbis.

The captain hung his head and held out his hand for the harpoon.

Vorbis patted him on the shoulder.

"And then," he said, "you shdl entertain usto lunch. Won't he, sergeant?’
Smony sduted. "Just asyou say, Sr."

"Yau

Bruthalay on his back among sails and ropes somewhere under the decking. It was hot, and the air
amelled of dl ar anywherethat has ever comeinto contact with bilges.

Brutha hadn't esten dl day. Initialy he'd been too ill to. Then he just hadn't.

"But being cruel to animals doesn't mean he'sa. . . bad person,” he ventured, the harmonics of histone
suggesting that even he didn't believe this. It had been quite asmal porpoise.

"Heturned me on to my back," said Om.

"Y es, but humans are more important than animals," said Brutha.

"Thisisapoint of view often expressed by humans,” said Om.

"Chapter 1X, verse 16 of the book of-" Brutha began.

"Who cares what any book says?' screamed the tortoise.

Bruthawas shaken.

"But you never told any of the prophets that people should be kind to animals,” he said. "'l don't
remember anything about that. Not when you were. . . bigger. Y ou don't want peopleto be kind to
animals because they're animal's, you just want people to be kind to animals because one of them might
beyou."

"That'snot abad ideal"

"Besides, he's been kind to me. He didn't have to be.

"Y ou think that? Isthat what you think? Have you looked at the man's mind?"

"Of course | haven't! | don't know how to!"

"You don't?"



"No! Humans can't do-"

Brutha paused. Vorbis seemed to do it. He only had to look at someone to know what wicked thoughts
they harbored. And grandmother had been the same.

"Humanscan't doit, I'm sure,”" he said. "We can't read minds."

"I don't mean reading them, | mean looking at them,” said Om. " Just seeing the shape of them. Y ou can't
read amind. Y ou might aswell try and read ariver. But seeing the shape's easy. Witchescan doit, no
trouble”

" "The way of the witch shall be as a path strewn with thorns,' " said Brutha,

"Ossory?' said Om.

"Yes. But of course you'd know," said Brutha.

"Never heard it beforein my life," said the tortoise bitterly. "It waswhat you might call an educated
guess”

"Whatever you say," said Brutha, "1 till know that you can't truly be Om. The God would not talk like
that about His chosen ones."

"l never chose anyone,” said Om. "They chose themselves."

"If you'reredly Om, sop being atortoise.”

"l told you, | can't. You think | haven't tried? Three yearsl Most of that time | thought | was atortoise.”

"Then perhaps you were. Maybe you're just atortoise who thinks he'sagod.”

"Nah. Dont try philosophy again. Start thinking like that and you end up thinking maybe you'rejust a
butterfly dreaming it'sawhelk or something. No. Oneday dl | had on my mind was the amount of
walking necessary to get to the nearest plant with decent lowgrowing leaves, thenext . . . | had dl this
memory filling up my head. Three years before the shell. No, don't you tell me I'm atortoise with big
idess”

Brutha hesitated. He knew it was wicked to ask, but he wanted to know what the memory was.
Anyway, could it be wicked? If the God was Sitting there talking to you, could you say anything truly
wicked?

Face to face? Somehow, that didn't seem so bad as saying something wicked when hewasup on a
cloud or something.

"Asfar as| canrecdl,” said Om, "I'd intended to be a big white bull.”
"Trampling theinfidd," said Brutha

"Not my basicintention, but no doubt some trampling could have been arranged. Or aswan, | thought.
Something impressive. Threeyearslater, | wake up and it turns out I've been atortoise. | mean, you



don't get much lower.” Careful, careful . . . you need hishelp, but don't tell him everything. Don't tell him
what you suspect.

"When did you start think-when did you remember dl this?' said Brutha, who found the phenomenon of
forgetting astrange and fascinating one, as other men might find theideaof flying by flapping your arms.

"About two hundred feet above your vegetable garden,” said Om, "which isnot a point whereit'sfun to
become sapient, I'm hereto tell you."

"But why?' said Brutha. "Gods don't have to stay tortoises unless they want to!”
"l don't know," lied Om.

If heworksit out himself I'm donefor, he thought. Thisisachanceinamillion. If | get it wrong, it's back
to alife where happinessisaleaf you can reach.

Part of him screamed: I'm agod! | don't haveto think likethig! | don't have to put myself in the power of
ahuman!

But another part, the part that could remember exactly what being atortoise for three years had been
like, whispered: no. Y ou haveto. If you want to be up there again. He's stupid and gormless and he's not
got adrop of ambition in hisbig flabby body. And thisiswhat you've got to work with . . .

The god part said: Vorbis would have been better. Berationad. A mind like that could do anything!

He turned me on my back!

No, heturned atortoise on its back.

Yes. Me.

No. You'reagod.

Y es, but a persstently tortoise-shaped one.

If he had knownyouwereagod. ..

But Om remembered Vorbiss absorbed expression, in apair of grey eyesin front of amind as
impenetrable asa sted ball. Hed never seen amind shaped like that on anything walking upright. There
was someone who probably would turn agod on his back, just to see what would happen. Someone
who'd overturn the universe, without thought of consequence, for the sake of the knowledge of what
happened when the universe wasflat onitsback . . .

But what he had to work with was Brutha, with amind asincisve asameringue. And if Bruthafound
outthat . ..

Or if Bruthadied. ..
"How areyou feding?' said Om.



"Snuggle down under the sallsabit more," said Om. "Y ou don't want to catch achill.”

There's got to be someone else, he thought. It can't be just himwho.. . . the rest of the thought was so
terrible he tried to block it from hismind, but he couldn't .

... itcan't bejust himwho believesin me,

Redlly inme. Not in apair of golden horns. Not in agreat big building. Not in the dread of hot iron and
knives. Not in paying your temple dues because everyone e se does. Just in the fact that the Great God
Omredly exigts.

And now he's got himsdlf involved with the most unpleasant mind I've ever seen, someonewho kills
peopleto seeif they die. An eagle kind of person if ever therewasone. . .

Om was aware of amumbling.
Bruthawas lying face down on the deck.
"What are you doing?' said Om.
Bruthaturned his head.

"Praying."

"That's good. What for?"

"You don't know?"

If Bruthadies. . .

Thetortoise shuddered inits shell. If Bruthadied, then it could dready hear inits mind's ear the soughing
of thewind in the deep, hot places of the desert.

Where the smdl gods went.

Where do gods come from? Where do they go?

Some attempt to answer this was made by the religious philosopher Koomi of Smaein hisbook
Ego-Video Liber Deorum, which trandates into the vernacular roughly as Gods: A Spotter's Guide.

People said there had to be a Supreme Being because otherwise how could the universe exist, eh?

And of coursethere clearly had to be, said Koomi, a Supreme Being. But since the universe was a bit of
amess, it was obvious that the Supreme Being hadn't in fact madeit. If he had madeit he would, being



Supreme, have made amuch better job of it, with far better thought given, taking an example at random,
to thinks like the design of the common nogtril. Or, to put it another way, the existence of abadly
puttogether watch proved the existence of a blind watchmaker. Y ou only had to ook around to see that
there was room for improvement practicaly everywhere.

This suggested that the Universe had probably been put together in abit of arush by an underling while
the Supreme Being wasn't looking, in the same way that Boy Scouts Association minutes are done on
office photocopiersall over the country.

So, reasoned Koomi, it was not agood idea to address any prayersto a Supreme Being. It would only
attract his attention and might cause trouble.

And yet there seemed to be alot of lesser gods around the place. Koomi's theory was that gods come
into being and grow and flourish because they are believed in. Bdlief itsdlf isthe food of the gods. Initidly,
when mankind lived in small primitive tribes, there were probably millions of gods. Now there tended to
be only afew very important ones-local gods of thunder and love, for example, tended to run together
like pools of mercury asthe small primitive tribes joined up and became huge, powerful primitive tribes
with more sophisticated weapons. But any god could join. Any god could start small. Any god could
grow in stature as its believersincreased. And dwindle asthey decreased. It waslike agreat big game of
ladders and snakes.

Gods liked games, provided they were winning.

Koomi's theory waslargely based on the good old Gnostic heresy, which tendsto turn up al over the
multiverse whenever men get up off their knees and start thinking for two minutes together, dthough the
shock of the sudden dtitude tends to mean the thinking is alittle whacked. But it upsets priests, who tend
to vent their displeasureiin traditiona ways.

When the Omnian Church found out about Koomi, they displayed him in every town within the Church's
empireto demondrate the essentid flawsin hisargument.

Therewerealot of towns, so they had to cut him up quite small.

Ragged clouds ripped across the skies. The sails creaked in the rising wind, and Om could hear the
shouts of the sailors asthey tried to outrun the storm.

It was going to be abig storm, even by the mariners standards. White water crowned the waves.

Bruthasnored in his nest.

Om listened to the sailors. They were not men who dedlt in sophistries. Someone had killed a porpoise,
and everyone knew what that meant. It meant that there was going to be astorm. It meant that the ship
was going to be sunk. It was simple cause and effect. It was worse than women aboard. It wasworse

than albatrosses.

Om wondered if tortoises could swim. Turtles could, he was pretty sure. But those buggers had the shell
forit.



It would be too much to ask (even if agod had anyoneto ask) that abody designed for trundling around
adry wilderness had any hydrodynamic properties other than those necessary to sink to the bottom.

Oh, well. Nothing elsefor it. Hewas till agod. He had rights.

Hedid down acoil of rope and crawled carefully to the edge of the swaying deck, wedging his shell
againgt astanchion so that he could see down into the roiling water.

Then he spokein avoice audible to nothing that was mortd.

Nothing happened for awhile. Then one wave rose higher than the rest, and changed shape asit rose.
Water poured upward, filling an invisble mold; it was humanoid, but obvioudy only because it wanted to
be. It could as easily have been awaterspout, or an undertow. The seais always powerful. So many
people believeinit. But it s8ldom answers prayers.

The water shape rose level with the deck and kept pace with Om.

It developed aface, and opened amouth.

"Wdl?" it sad.

"Greetings, oh Queen of-" Om began.

The watery eyesfocused.

"But you arejust asmall god. And you dare to summon me?"

Thewind howled in therigging.

"l have believers," said Om. "So | havetheright.”

There wasthe briefest of pauses. Then the Sea Queen said, "One believer?!

"One or many does not matter here," said Om. "I haverights.”

"And what rights do you demand, little tortoise?' said the Queen of the Sea.

"Savethe ship," said Om.

The Queen was silent.

"Y ou haveto grant the request,” said Om. "It'stherules.”

"But | can name my price," said the Sea Queen.

"That'stherules, too."

"And it will be high."

"It will bepaid.”



The column of water began to collapse back into the waves.

"I will congder this"

Om stared down into the white sea. The ship rolled, diding him back down the deck, and then rolled
back. A flailing foreclaw hooked itsdf around the stanchion as Om's shell spun around, and for amoment
both hind legs paddled helplesdy over the waters.

And then Om was shaken free.

Something white swept down toward him as he seesawed over the edge, and he bit it.

Bruthayelled and pulled his hand up, with Om trailing on theend of it.

"You didn't haveto bitel"

The ship pitched into awave and flung him to the deck. Om let go and rolled away.

When Bruthagot to hisfeet, or at least to his hands and knees, he saw the crewmen standing around
him. Two of them grabbed him by the elbows as awave crashed over the ship.

"What are you doing?"
They weretrying to avoid looking a hisface. They dragged him toward therail.
Somewhere in the scuppers Om screamed at the Sea Queen.

"It'stherulesl Theruled"

Four sailors had got hold of Bruthanow. Om could hear, above the roaring of the storm, the silence of
the desert.

"Wait," said Brutha

"It'snothing persond,” said one of the sailors. "We don't want to do this."

"l don't want you to do it either,” said Brutha."Isthat any help?’

"The seawantsalife,” said the oldest sailor. "Y oursis nearest. Okay, get his-”
"Can | make my peace with my God?"

"What?'

"If you'regoing to kill me, can | pray to my God first?"

"It'snot usthat'skilling you," said the sallor. "It'sthe sea.”

" "The hand that does the deed is guilty of the crime,' " said Brutha. "Ossory, chapter LVI, verse 93."



The sailorslooked a one another. At atimelikethis, it was probably not wise to antagonize any god.
The ship skidded down the side of awave.

"Y ou've got ten seconds,” said the oldest sailor. " That's ten seconds more than many men get.”
Bruthalay down on the deck, helped considerably by another wave that dammed into the timbers.

Om was dimly aware of the prayer, to his surprise. He couldn't make out the words, but the prayer itself
was anitch at the back of hismind.

"Don't ask me," he sad, trying to get upright, "I'm out of options-”
The ship smacked down. . .
...ontoacam sea

The storm ill raged, but only around awidening circle with the ship in the middle. Thelightning,
stabbing at the sea, surrounded them like the bars of acage.

The circle lengthened ahead of them. Now the ship sped down anarrow channe of calm between gray
wallsof sorm amile high. Electric fire raged overhead.

And then was gone.

Behind them, amountain of grayness squatted on the sea. They could hear the thunder dying away.

Brutha got uncertainly to hisfeet, swaying wildly to compensate for amotion that was no longer there.

"Now I-" he began.

Hewas done. The sailors had fled.

"Om?' said Brutha

"Over here”

Brutha fished his God out of the seaweed.

"Y ou said you couldn't do anything!" he said accusingly.

"That wasn't m-" Om paused. There will be aprice, he thought. It won't be cheap. It can't be cheap.
The SeaQueenisagod. I've crushed afew townsin my time. Holy fire, that kind of thing. If the price
isn't high, how can people respect you?

"I made arrangements,” he said.

Tida waves. A ship sunk. A couple of towns disappearing under the sea. It'll be something like that. If
people don't respect then they won't fear, and if they don't fear, how can you get them to believe?

Seemsunfair, really. One man killed a porpoise. Of course, it doesn't matter to the Queen who gets
thrown overboard, just asit didn't matter to him which porpoise he killed. And that's unfair, because it



was Vorbiswho did it. He makes people do things they shouldntdo . . .

What am | thinking about? Before | was atortoise, | didn't even know what unfair meant . . .

The hatches opened. People came on deck and hung on therail. Being on deck in stormy weather
aways has the possibility of being washed overboard, but that takes on arosy glow after hours below
decks with frightened horses and seasick passengers.

There were no more storms. The ship ploughed on in favorable winds, under aclear ky, inaseaas
empty of life asthe hot desert.

The days passed uneventfully. VVorbis stayed below decks for most of thetime.

The crew treated Brutha with cautious respect. News like Brutha spreads quickly.

The coast here was dunes, with the occasional barren sat marsh. A heat haze hung over the land. It was
the kind of coast where shipwrecked landfall is more to be dreaded than drowning. There were no
segbirds. Even the birds that had been trailing the ship for scraps had vanished.

"No eagles," said Om. There wasthat to be said about it.

Toward the evening of the fourth day the unedifying panoramawas punctuated by aglitter of light, high
on the dune sea. It flashed with a sort of rhythm.

The captain, whose face now looked asif degp had not been aregular nighttime companion, caled
Bruthaover.

"His. .. your . . .the deacon told meto watch out for this" he said. "Y ou go and fetch him now."

Vorbis had a cabin somewhere near the bilges, where the air was as thick as thin soup. Brutha knocked.

"Enter."[1][5]

There were no portholes down here. Vorbiswas sitting in the dark.

"Y es, Brutha?"'

"The captain sent meto fetch you, lord. Something's shining in the desert.”

"Good. Now, Brutha. Attend. The captain hasamirror. Y ou will ask to borrow it."

"Er...whatisamirror, lord?'

"An unholy and forbidden device," said VVorbis. "Which regretfully can be pressed into godly service. He
will deny it, of course. But aman with such aneet beard and tiny mustacheisvain, and avain man must

have hismirror. So takeit. And stand in the sun and move the mirror so that it shinesthe sun towardsthe
desert. Do you understand?’



"No, lord," said Brutha.

"Y our ignoranceis your protection, my son. And then come back and tell me what you see.”

Om dozed in the sun. Brutha had found him alittle space near the pointy end where he could get sun
with little danger of being seen by the crew-and the crew were jittery enough at the moment not to go
looking for troublein any case.

A tortoisedreams. . .

... for millions of years.

It was the dreamtime. The unformed time.

The small gods chittered and whirred in the wilderness places, and the cold places, and the deep places.
They swarmed in the darkness, without memory but driven by hope and lust for the one thing, the one
thing agod craves-belief.

There are no medium-sized treesin the deep forest. There are only the towering ones, whose canopy
spreads across the sky. Below, in the gloom, thereslight for nothing but mosses and ferns. But when a
giant fals, leaving alittle space . . . then there's arace-between the trees on elther side, who want to
gpread out, and the seedlings below, who race to grow up.

Sometimes, you can make your own space.

Forests were along way from the wilderness. The nameless voice that was going to be Om drifted on
the wind on the edge of the desert, trying to be heard among countless others, trying to avoid being
pushed into the center. It may have whirled for millions of years-it had nothing with which to measure
time. All it had was hope, and a certain sense of the presence of things. And avoice.

Then therewasaday. In asense, it was thefirst day.

Om had been aware of the shepherd for someti-for awhile. The flock had been wandering closer and
closer. Therains had been sparse. Forage was scarce. Hungry mouths propelled hungry legs further into

the rocks, searching out the hitherto scorned clumps of sun-seared grass.

They were sheep, possibly the most stupid anima in the universe with the possible exception of the
duck. But even their uncomplicated minds couldn't hear the voice, because sheep don't listen.

There was alamb, though. It had strayed alittle way. Om saw to it that it strayed allittle further. Around
arock. Down the dope. Into the crevice.

Its bleating drew the mother.

The crevice waswdl hidden and the ewe was, after all, content now that she had her lamb. She saw no
reason to bleat, even when the shepherd wandered about the rocks caling, cursing, and, eventually,



pleading. The shepherd had a hundred sheep, and it might have been surprising that he was prepared to
spend days searching for one sheep; in fact, it was because he was the kind of man prepared to spend
dayslooking for alost sheep that he had a hundred sheep.

The voice that was going to be Om waited.

It was on the evening of the second day that he scared up a partridge that had been nesting near the
crevice, just as the shepherd was wandering by.

It wasn't much of amiracle, but it was good enough for the shepherd. He made acairn of stones at the
spot and, next day, brought his whole flock into the area. And in the heet of the afternoon he lay down to
deep-and Om spoke to him, ingde his head.

Three weeks later the shepherd was stoned to death by the priests of Ur-Gilash, who was at that time
the chief god in the area. But they were too late. Om aready had a hundred believers, and the number
wasgrowing. . .

Only amile awvay from the shepherd and his flock was a goatherd and his herd. The merest accident of
microgeography had meant that the first man to hear the voice of Om, and who gave Om hisview of
humans, was a shepherd and not agoatherd. They have quite different ways of looking at the world, and
the whole of history might have been different.

For sheep are Supid, and have to be driven. But goats are intelligent, and need to be led.

Ur-Gilash, thought Om. Ah, those werethe days. . . when Ossory and his followers had broken into the
temple and smashed the dtar and had thrown the priestesses out of the window to be torn apart by wild
dogs, which wasthe correct way of doing things, and there had been amighty wailing and gnashing of
feet and the followers of Om had lit their campfiresin the crumbled halls of Gilash just asthe Prophet had
sad, and that counted even though held said it only five minutes earlier, when they were only looking for
the firewood, because everyone agreed a prophecy isaprophecy and no one said you had to wait along
timefor it to cometrue.

Great days. Great days. Every day fresh converts. The rise of Om had been unstoppable. . .
Hejerked awake.

Old Ur-Gilash. Wesather god, wasn't he? Y es. No. Maybe one of your basic giant spider gods?
Something like that. Whatever happened to him?

What happened to me? How doesit happen? Y ou hang around the astral planes, going with the flow,
enjoy the rhythms of the universe, you think that al the, you know, humans are getting on with the
believing back down there, you decide to go and stir them up abit and then . . . atortoise. It'slike going
to the bank and finding the money's been leaking out through ahole. The first you know iswhen you
gtroll down looking for ahandy mind, and suddenly you're atortoise and there's no power |eft to get out.

Three years of looking up at practicdly everything . . .



Old Ur-Gilash? Perhaps he was hanging on as alizard somewhere, with some old hermit ashisonly
believer. More likely he had been blown out into the desert. A small god was lucky to get one chance.

There was something wrong. Om couldn't quite put hisfinger on it, and not only because hedidn't havea
finger. Godsrose and fdl like bits of onion in abailing soup, but thistime was different. There was
something wrong thistime.. . .

He'd forced out Ur-Gilash. Fair enough. Law of thejungle. But no onewas chalenging him.. . .
Where was Brutha?

"Bruthal "

Bruthawas counting the flashes of light off the desert. "It'sagood thing | had amirror, yes?' said the
captain hopefully. "I expect hislordship won't mind about the mirror because it turned out to be useful ?*

"l don't think he thinkslikethat," said Brutha, still counting.
"No. | don't think he does either," said the captain gloomily.
"Seven, and then four."

"It be the Quistion for me" said the captain.

Bruthawas about to say, "Then rg oice that your soul shal be purified." But he didn't. And he didn't
know why he didn'.

"I'm sorry about that," he said.

A veneer of surprise overlaid the captain's grief.

"Y ou people usudly say something about how the Quisition isgood for the soul,” he said.
"I'msaureitis” said Brutha

The captain was watching hisface intently.

"It'sflat, you know," he said quietly. "I've sailed out into the Rim Ocean. It'sflat, and I've seen the Edge,

and it moves. Not the Edge. | mean . . . what's down there. They can cut my head off but it will il
move."

"But it will stop moving for you," said Brutha. "So | should be careful to whom you speek, captain.”
The captain leaned closer.

"The Turtle Moves!" he hissed, and darted away.



"Bruthal "

Guilt jerked Brutha upright like a hooked fish. He turned around, and sagged with relief. It wasn't
Vorhis, it was only God.

He padded over to the placein front of the mast. Om glared up at him.
"Yes?' sad Brutha

"Y ou never come and seeme,” said thetortoise. "1 know you're busy," it added sarcasticdly, "but a
quick prayer would be nice, even.”

"| checked you firgt thing thismorning,” said Brutha

"And I'm hungry."

"Y ou had awholemelon rind last night.”

"And who had the mdon, en?

"No, hedidn't," said Brutha. "He eats stale bread and water."

"Why doesn't he edt fresh bread?’

"Hewalitsfor it to get sade.”

"Yes. | expect he does,” said the tortoise.

"om?"

"What?'

"The captain just said something odd. He said the world isflat and has an edge.”
"Yes? So what?'

"But, | mean, we know theworld isaball, because. . .

Thetortoise blinked.

"No, itsnot," hesaid. "Who saidit'sabal?'

"You did," said Brutha. Then he added: "According to Book One of the Septateuch, anyway."
I've never thought like this before, he thought. I'd never have said "anyway."

"Why'd the captain tell me something like that?* he said. "It's not normal conversation.”

"] told you, | never made the world,” said Om. "Why should | make the world? It was here aready. And
if I did makeaworld, | wouldn't makeit aball. Peopled fdl off. All the seeld run off the bottom."



"Not if you told it to stay on."

"Hah! Will you hark at the man!"

"Besdes, the sphereis aperfect shape," said Brutha. "Because in the Book of-”

"Nothing amazing about a sphere,” said the tortoise. "Cometo that, aturtleis a perfect shape.”
"A perfect shape for what?"

"Wll, the perfect shape for aturtle, to start with,” said Om. "If it was shaped like abal, it'd be bobbing
to the surface thewhole time.”

"But it'saheresy to say theworld isflat,” said Brutha

"Maybe, but it'strue.”

"And it'sredly on the back of agiant turtle?"

"That'sright.”

"Inthat case," said Bruthatriumphantly, "what does the turtle stand on?'
Thetortoise gave him ablank stare.

"It doesn't stand on anything,” it said. "It'saturtle, for heaven's sake. It swims. That'swhat turtlesare
for."

"I ...er...Ithink I'd better go and report to Vorbis," said Brutha. "He goes very cam if he's kept
waiting. What did you want mefor?I'll try and bring you some more food after supper.”

"How areyou feding?' said thetortoise.
"I'mfeding dl right, thank you."

"Edting properly, that sort of thing?'
"Yes, thank you."

"Pleased to hear it. Run dong now. | mean, I'm only your God. " Om raised its voice as Brutha hurried
off. "And you might visit more often!

"And pray louder, I'm fed up with straining!" he shouted.

Vorbiswas il sitting in his cabin when Brutha puffed a ong the passage and knocked on the door.
Therewas no reply. After awhile, Brutha pushed the door open.



Vorbis did not appear to read. Obvioudy he wrote, because of the famous L etters, but no one ever saw
him do it. When he was done he spent alot of time staring at thewall, or prostrate in prayer. Vorbis
could humble himsdf in prayer in away that made the posturings of power-mad emperors look
subservient.

"Um," said Brutha, and tried to pull the door shut again.
Vorbiswaved one hand irritably. Then he stood up. He did not dust off hisrobe.

"Do you know, Brutha," hesaid, "I do not think there isasingle person in the Citaddl who would dareto
interrupt me at prayer? They would fear the Quisition. Everyone fearsthe Quisition. Except you, it
appears. Do you fear the Quistion?”

Brutha looked into the black-on-black eyes. Vorbislooked into around pink face. There was a specia

face that people wore when they spoke to an exquisitor. It wasflat and expressionless and glistened
dightly, and even a haf--trained exquisitor could read the barely concedled guilt like abook. Brutha just

looked out of breath but then, he aways did. It was fascinating.

"No, lord," he said.

"Why not?'

"The Quigtion protects us, lord. It iswritten in Ossory, chapter VI, verse”

Vorbis put his head on one side.

"Of courseitis. But have you ever thought that the Quisition could be wrong?"

"No, lord," said Brutha.

"But why not?"

"l do not know why, Lord Vorbis. | just never have."

Vorbissat down at alittle writing table, no more than aboard that folded down from the hull.

"And you areright, Brutha," he said. "Because the Quisition cannot be wrong. Things can only be asthe
God wishesthem. It isimpossibleto think that the world could run in any other way, isthis not so?"

A vison of aone-eyed tortoise flickered momentarily in Bruthal's mind.

Brutha had never been any good at lying. The truth itself had always seemed so incomprehensible that
complicating things even further had aways been beyond him.

" S0 the Septateuch teaches us,” he said.

"Wherethereis punishment, thereisawaysacrime," said Vorhis. " Sometimes the crime follows the
punishment, which only servesto prove the foresight of the Great God."

"That'swhat my grandmother used to say," said Bruthaautomaticaly.



"Indeed? | would like to know more about this formidable lady."

"She used to give me athrashing every morning because | would certainly do something to deserveit
during the day,” said Brutha.

"A most complete understanding of the nature of mankind,” said VVorbis, with his chin on one hand.
"Wereit not for the deficiency of her sex; it sounds as though she would have made an excdllent
inquidtor.”

Brutha nodded. Oh, yes. Yes, indeed.
"And now," said Vorbis, with no changein histone, "you will tell mewhat you saw in the desert.”

"Uh. Therewere six flashes. And then a pause of about five heartbests. And then eight flashes. And
another pause. And two flashes."

Vorbis nodded thoughtfully.

"Three-quarters” he said. "All praise to the Great God. Heismy staff and guide through the hard places.
And you may go."

Brutha hadn't expected to be told what the flashes meant, and wasn't going to enquire. The Quisition
asked the questions. They were known for it.

Next day the ship rounded a headland and the bay of Ephebe lay beforeit, with the city awhite smudge
on the horizon which time and distance turned into apilling of blindingly white houses, al theway up a
rock.

It seemed of considerable interest to Sergeant Simony. Brutha had not exchanged aword with him.
Fraternization between clergy and soldiers was not encouraged; there was a certain tendency to
unholiness about soldiers. . .

Brutha, left to his own devices again as the crew made ready for port, watched the soldier carefully.
Mogt soldierswere abit dovenly and generdly rude to minor clergy. Simony was different. Apart from
anything ese, he gleamed. His breastplate hurt the eyes. His skin looked scrubbed.

The sergeant stood at the prow, staring fixedly asthe city drew nearer. It was unusua to see him very far
away from Vorbis. Wherever Vorbis stood there was the sergeant, hand on sword, eyes scanning the
surroundingsfor . . . what?

And aways slent, except when spoken to. Bruthatried to be friends.

"Looksvery . .. white, doesn't it?" hesaid. "The city. Very white. Sergeant Simony?"

The sergeant turned dowly, and stared at Brutha.

Vorhiss gaze was dreadful. Vorbislooked through your head to the sinsinside, hardly interested in you



except asavehicle for your sins. But Simony's glance was pure, Smple hatred.
Brutha stepped back.

"Oh. I'm sorry," he muttered. He waked back sombrely to the blunt end, and tried to keep out of the
soldier'sway.

Anyway, there were more soldiers, soon enough. . .

The Ephebians were expecting them. Soldierslined the quay, weapons held in away that stopped just
short of being adirect insult. And there were alot of them.

Bruthatrailed aong, the voice of thetortoise ingnuating itself in his head.
" S0 the Ephebians want peace, do they?' said Om. "Doesn't look like that. Doesn't ook like we're going
to lay down the law to a defeated enemy. Looks like we took a pasting and don't want to take any more.

Looks likewere suing for peace. That'swhat it looksliketo me.”

"Inthe Citadel everyone said it wasagloriousvictory," said Brutha. He found he could talk now with his
lips hardly moving at al; Om seemed able to pick up hiswords as they reached hisvocal chords.

Ahead of him, Simony shadowed the deacon, staring suspicioudy at each Ephebian guard.

"That'safunny thing," said Om. "Winners never talk about glorious victories. That's because they're the
oneswho see what the battlefield looks like afterward. It's only the losers who have glorious victories.”

Bruthadidn't know what to reply. "That doesn't sound like god talk," he hazarded.
"It'sthistortoise brain.”
"What?'

"Don't you know anything? Bodies aren't just handy things for storing your mind in. Y our shape affects
how you think. It'sal thismorphology that'sal over the place.

"What?'

Om sghed. "If | don't concentrate, | think like atortoise!™

"What?'Y ou mean dowly?'

"No! Tortoisesare cynics. They dways expect theworst."

Why?"

"l don't know. Because it often happensto them, | suppose.”

Brutha stared around at Ephebe. Guards with helmets crested with plumes that |ooked like horses tails

gone rogue marched on either side of the column. A few Ephebian citizenswatched idly from the
roadside. They looked surprisingly like the people at home, and not like two-legged demons at all.



"They're people,”" he said.
"Full marksfor comparative anthropology."
"Brother Nhumrod said Ephebians eet human flesh,” said Brutha. "He wouldn't tell lies."

A smdll boy regarded Brutha thoughtfully while excavating anodtril. If it was ademon in human form, it
was an extremely good actor.

At intervals dong the road from the docks were white stone statues. Brutha had never seen statues
before. Apart from the statues of the SeptArchs, of course, but that wasn't the same thing.

"What are they?'

"Wl the tubby one with thetogais Tuvepit, the God of Wine. They cal him Smimto in Tsort. And the
broad with the hairdo is Astoria, Goddess of Love. A complete bubblehead. The ugly oneis Offler the
Crocodile God. Not alocal boy. He's Klatchian originally, but the Ephebians heard about him and
thought he was agood idea. Note the teeth. Good teeth. Good teeth. Then the one with the snakepit
hairdois”

"Y ou talk about them asif they werered," said Brutha.
"They are
"Thereisno other god but you. Y ou told Ossory that."

"Well. You know. | exaggerated abit. But they're not that good. There's one of 'em that sits around
playing aflute most of thetime and chasing milkmaids. | don't cal that very divine. Call that very divine?|
don't."

The road wound up steeply around the rocky hill. Most of the city seemed to be built on outcrops or
was cut into the actual rock itsalf, so that one man's patio was another man's roof. The roads werereally
aseries of shallow steps, accessible to aman or adonkey but sudden death to a cart. Ephebewas a
pedestrian place.

More people watched them in silence. So did the statues of the gods. The Ephebians had godsin the
same way that other cities had rats.

Bruthagot alook at Vorbissface. The exquisitor was staring straight ahead of himself. Brutha
wondered what the man was seeing.

It wasdl so new!

And devilish, of course. Although the godsin the statues didn't look much like demons-but he could hear
the voice of Nhumrod pointing out that this very fact made them even more demonic. Sin crept up on you
likeawolf in ashegp'sskin.

One of the goddesses had been having some very serious trouble with her dress, Brutha noticed; if
Brother Nhumrod had been present, he would have had to hurry off for some very seriouslying down.

"Petulia, Goddess of Negotiable Affection,” said Om. "Worshiped by the ladies of the night and every



other timeaswell, if you catch my meaning.”

Brutha's mouth dropped open.

"They've got agoddess for painted jezebel s?'

"Why not? Very rdigious people | understand. They're used to being on their-they spend so much time
looking at the-look, belief iswhere you find it. Specidization. That's safe, see. Low risk, guaranteed
returns. There's even a God of L ettuce somewhere. | mean, it's not asthough any one eseislikely to try
to become a God of Lettuce. Y ou just find alettuce-growing community and hang on. Thunder gods
come and go, but it's you they turn to every time when there's abad attack of Lettuce Fly. Y ou've got to
...uh...handitto Petulia. She spotted agap in the market and filled it.”

"TherésaGod of Lettuce?’

"Why not? If enough people believe, you can be god of anything . . ."

Om stopped himsdlf and waited to see if Brutha had noticed. But Brutha seemed to have something dse
on hismind.

"That's not right. Not treating people like that. Ow."

He'd walked into the back of a subdeacon. The party had hated, partly because the Ephebian escort
had stopped too, but mainly because a man was running down the street.

Hewas quite old, and in many respects resembled afrog that had been dried out for quite sometime.
Something about him generaly made people think of theword "spry," but, at the moment, they would be
much more likely to think of the words "mother naked" and possibly aso "dripping wet" and would be
one hundred percent accurate, too. Although there was the beard. It was abeard you could camp out in.

The man thudded down the street without any apparent self-consciousness and stopped outside a
potter's shop. The potter didn't seem concerned at being addressed by alittle wet naked man; in fact,
none of the peoplein the street had given him asecond glance.

"I'd like aNumber Nine pot and some string, please,”" said the old man.

"Yessdr, Mr. Legibus." The potter reached under his counter and pulled out atowd. The naked man
took it in an absent-minded way. Brutha got the fegling that this had happened to both of them before.

"And alever of infinite length and, um, an immovable place to stand,” said Legibus, drying himsdf off.

"What you seeiswhat | got, sir. Pots and genera household items, but a bit short on axiomatic
mechaniams”

"Wdl, have you got apiece of chak?'
"Got someright herefrom last time," said the potter.

The little naked man took the chalk and started to draw triangles on the nearest bit of wall. Then he
looked down.



"Why haven't | got any clotheson?' he said.

"Weve been having our bath again, haven't we?' said the potter.

"l left my clothesin the bath?!

"| think you probably had an ideawhile you were in the bath?' prompted the potter.

"That'sright! That'sright! Got this splendid ideafor moving theworld around!" said Legibus. "Simple
lever principle. Should work perfectly. It'sjust amatter of getting the technical details sorted out.”

"That's nice. We can move somewhere warm for the winter," said the potter.

"Can | borrow the towel?'

"It'syours anyway, Mr. Legibus."

"Isit?'

"l said, you left it here last time. Remember? When you had that ideafor the lighthouse?"

"Fine. Fine," said Legibus, wrapping the towe around himsdf. He drew afew more lines on the wall.
"Fine. Okay. I'll send someone down later to collect thewall.”

He turned and appeared to see the Omniansfor thefirst time. He peered forward and then shrugged.
"Hmm," he said, and wandered away.

Bruthatugged at the cloak of one of the Ephebian soldiers.

"Excuse me, but why did we stop?’ he said.

"Philosophers haveright of way," said the soldier.

"What's a philosopher?’ said Brutha

"'Someone wha's bright enough to find ajob with no heavy lifting," said avoicein his head.

"Aninfidel seeking thejust fate he shdl surely receive,’ said Vorbis. "Aninventor of falacies. This cursed
city attractsthem like adung hegp attractsflies.”

"Actudly, it'sthe climate," said the voice of thetortoise. "Think about it. If you'reinclined to legp out of
your bath and run down the street every time you think you've got abright idea, you don't want to do it
somewhere cold. If you do do it somewhere cold, you die out. That's natural selection, that is. Ephebe's
known for its philosophers. It's better than Street theeter.”

"What, alot of old men running around the streets with no clothes on?' said Brutha, under his breath, as
they were marched onward.

"Moreor less. If you spend your whole time thinking about the universe, you tend to forget the less
important bits of it. Like your pants. And ninety-nine out of ahundred ideas they come up with aretotally



usdess”

"Why doesn't anyone lock them away safely, then? They don't sound much useto me," said Brutha
"Because the hundredth ideg,” sad Om, "isgenerdly ahumdinger.”

"What?'

"L ook up at the highest tower on the rock.”

Bruthalooked up. At the top of the tower, secured by metal bands, was abig disc that glittered in the
morning light.

"What isit?' he whispered.

"The reason why Omnia hasn't got much of afleet any more," said Om. "That'swhy it's dwaysworth
having afew philosophers around the place. One minuteit'sal I1s Truth Beauty and Is Beauty Truth, and
DoesaFdling Treein the Forest Make a Sound if Theré's No one Thereto Hear It, and then just when
you think they're going to start dribbling one of ‘em says, Incidentally, putting a thirty-foot parabolic
reflector on ahigh place to shoot the rays of the sun at an enemy's shipswould be avery interesting
demondtration of optical principles,” he added. " Always coming up with amazing new idess, the
philosophers. The one before that was some intricate device that demonstrated the principles of leverage

by incidentaly hurling balls of burning sulphur two miles. Then beforethat, | think, there was somekind
of an underwater thing that shot sharpened logsinto the bottom of ships.”

Brutha stared at the disc again. He hadn't understood more than one-third of thewordsin the last
Satement.

"Well," he sad, "doesit?"

"Doeswhat?'

"Make asound. If it falls down when no one's there to heer it."
"Who cares?"

The party had reached a gateway in thewall that ran around the top of the rock in much the same way
that a headband encircles a head. The Ephebian captain stopped, and turned.

"The...vigtors. .. must beblindfolded," he said.

"That isoutrageoud" said Vorbis. "We are here on amission of diplomacy!"

"That isnot my business" said the captain. "My businessisto say: If you go through this gate you go
blindfolded. Y ou don't have to be blindfolded. Y ou can stay outside. But if you want to go through, you

got to wear ablindfold. Thisisone of them life choices.”

One of the subdeacons whispered in Vorbiss ear. He held abrief sotto voce conversation with the
leader of the Omnian guard.

"Very wdl," hesad, "under protest.”



The blindfold was quite soft, and totally opaque. But as Bruthawasled . . .

... ten paces dong a passage, and then | eft five paces, then diagonally forward and | eft threeand-a-half
paces, and right one hundred and three paces, down three steps, and turned around
seventeen-and-one-quarter times, and forward nine paces, and |eft one pace, and forward nineteen
paces, and pause three seconds, and right two paces, and back two paces, and left two paces, and
turned threeand-a-hdf times, and wait one second, and up three steps, and right twenty paces, and
turned around five-and-a-quarter times, and | eft fifteen paces, and forward seven paces, and right
eighteen paces, and up seven steps, and diagonadlly forward, and pause two seconds, right four paces,
and down a dope that went down a meter every ten pacesfor thirty paces, and then turned around
seven-and-a-half times, and forward six paces. . .

.. . hewondered what good it was supposed to do.

The blindfold was removed in an open courtyard, made of some white stone that turned the sunlight into
aglare. Brutha blinked.

Bowmen lined the yard. Their arrows were pointing downwards, but their manner suggested that
pointing horizontally could happen any minute.

Another bald man was waiting for them. Ephebe seemed to have an unlimited supply of skinny bald men
wearing sheets. This one smiled, with his mouth aone.

No one likes us much, Brutha thought.

" trust you will excuse thisminor inconvenience,” said the skinny man. "My nameis Arisocrates. | am
secretary to the Tyrant. Please ask your men to put down their weapons.”

Vorbisdrew himsdf up to hisfull height. Hewas a head taler than the Ephebian. Pale though his
complexion normally was, it had gone paler.

"We are entitled to retain our armds!™ he said. "We are an emissary to aforeign land!”

"But not a barbarian one," said Aristocrates mildly. "Weaponswill not be required here.”

"Barbarian?' said Vorbis. "Y ou burned our ships!”

Arigtocrates held up ahand.

"Thisisadiscussonfor later," he said. "My pleasant task now isto show you to your quarters. | am sure
you would liketo rest alittle after your journey. Y ou are, of course, at liberty to wander anywhere you
wish in the padace. And if there is anywhere where we do not wish you to wander, the guards will be sure
to inform you with speed and tact.”

"And we can leave the palace?’ said Vorbiscoldly.

Arigtocrates shrugged.

"We do not guard the gateway except intimesof war," hesaid. "If you can remember theway, you are
freeto useit. But vague perambulationsin the labyrinth are unwise, | must warn you. Our ancestors were



sadly very suspicious and put in many traps out of distrust; we keep them well--greased and primed, of
course, merely out of arespect for tradition. And now, if you would careto follow me. . ."

The Omnians kept together asthey followed Aristocrates through the paace. There were fountains.
There were gardens. Here and there groups of people sat around doing nothing very much except
talking. The Ephebians seemed to have only ashaky grasp of the concepts of "insde" and
"outside’-except for the palace's encircling labyrinth, which was very clear on the subject.

"Danger attends us a every turn,” said Vorbis quietly. "Any man who breaksrank or fraternizesin any
way will explain his conduct to theinquigtors. At length.”

Bruthalooked at awoman filling ajug from awdll. It did not look like avery military act.

Hewasfeding that strange double feeling again. On the surface there were the thoughts of Brutha, which
were exactly the thoughts that the Citadel would have approved of. Thiswas anest of infidels and
unbelievers, its very mundanity asubtle cloak for the traps of wrong thinking and heresy. 1t might be
bright with sunlight, but in redlity it was aplace of shadows.

But down below were the thoughts of the Bruthathat watched Bruthafrom theinsde. . .
Vorbislooked wrong here. Sharp and unpleasant. And any city where pottersdidn't worry at al when

naked, dripping wet old men came and drew triangles on their walls was a place Bruthawanted to find
out more about. Hefdt like abig empty jug. The thing to do with something empty wasfill it up.

"Areyou doing something to me?" he whispered.

In hisbox, Om looked at the shape of Bruthal's mind. Then hetried to think quickly.

"No," he said, and that at |east was the truth. Had this ever happened before?

Had it been like thisback in thefirst days? It must have been. It was dl so hazy now. He couldn't
remember the thoughts held had then, just the shape of the thoughts. Everything had been highly colored,
everything had been growing every day-he had been growing every day; thoughts and the mind that was
thinking them were developing at the same speed. Easy to forget things from those times. It waslike afire
trying to remember the shape of itsflames. But the feding-he could remember that.

Hewasn't doing anything to Brutha. Bruthawas doing it to himsdlf. Bruthawas beginning to think in
godly ways. Bruthawas starting to become a prophet.

Om wished he had someone to talk to. Someone who understood.

Thiswas Ephebe, wasn't it? Where people made aliving trying to understand?

The Omnians were to be housed in little rooms around a centra courtyard. Therewas afountainin the
middle, in avery smadl grove of sweet-smelling pinetrees. The soldiers nudged one another. People think
that professional soldiersthink alot about fighting, but serious professiona soldiersthink alot more about
food and awarm place to deep, because these are two things that are generally hard to get, whereas



fighting tendsto turn up dl thetime.

Therewasabowl of fruit in Bruthas cdll, and aplate of cold mest. But first thingsfirst. Hefished the
God out of the box.

"Theresfruit,” hesaid. "What're these berries?' " Grapes,” said Om. "Raw materia for wine."
"Y ou mentioned that word before. What does it mean”?”'

Therewasacry from outside.

"Bruthal "

"That'sVorbis. I'll haveto go."

Vorbiswas ganding in the middle of hiscell.

"Have you eaten anything?' he demanded.

"No, lord."

"Fruit and mesat, Brutha. And thisisafast day. They seek toinsult us™

"Um. Perhaps they don't know that it isafast day?' Brutha hazarded.

"Ignoranceisitsdf asn," sad Vorbis.

"Ossory VI, verse 4," said Bruthaautomatically.

Vorbis smiled and patted Brutha's shoulder.

"Y ou are awalking book, Brutha. The Septateuch perambulatus. "

Bruthalooked down at his sandals.

He'sright, he thought. And | had forgotten. Or at least, not wanted to remember.

And then he heard his own thoughts echoed back to him: it'sfruit and mesat and breed, that'sal. That's
all itis. Fast days and feast days and Prophets Days and bread days . . . who cares? A God whose only
concern about food now isthat it'slow enough to reach?

I wish he wouldn't keep patting my shoulder.

Vorbisturned away.

"Shadl | remind the others?' Bruthasaid.

"No. Our ordained brotherswill not, of course, require reminding. Asfor soldiers. . . alittlelicence,
perhaps, isdlowable thisfar fromhome. . ."

Bruthawandered back to hiscdll.



Omwas gl on thetable, staring fixedly a the melon.
"I nearly committed aterrible sin,” said Brutha. "I nearly ate fruit on afruitlessday.”

"That'saterrible thing, aterrible thing,” said Om. "Now cut the melon.”

"But itisforbidden!" said Brutha.

"Noit'snot," ssid Om. "Cut the melon.”

"But it was the eating of fruit that caused passion to invade theworld," said Brutha.

"All it caused wasflatulence," said Om. "Cut the melon!”

"Y ouretempting me!"

"No I'm not. I'm giving you permission. Specid digpensation! Cut the damn melon!™

"Only abishop or higher isalowed to giv-" Brutha began. And then he stopped.

Omglared a him.

"Yes. Exactly," hesaid. "And now cut the melon." Histone softened abit. "If it makesyou fed any
better, | shal declarethat it isbread. | happen to be the God in thisimmediate vicinity. | can cal it what |
damnwdl like. It's bread. Right? Now cut the damn melon.”

"Loaf," corrected Brutha.

"Right. And give me adice without any seedsiniit.

Bruthadid so, abit carefully.

"And eat up quick," said Om.

"In case Vorbisfinds us?'

"Because you've got to go and find a philosopher,” said Om. Thefact that his mouth was full didn't make
any differenceto hisvoicein Brutha's mind. "Y ou know, melons grow wild in the wilderness. Not big
oneslikethis. Little green jobs. Skin like leather. Can't bite through 'em. The years I've spent esting dead
leaves agoat'd spit out, right next to a crop of melons. Melons should have thinner skins. Remember
that."

"Find a philosopher?’

"Right. Someone who knows how to think. Someone who can help me stop being atortoise.”

"But . .. Vorbismight want me."

"You'rejust going for astroll. No problem. And hurry up. There's other godsin Ephebe. | don't want to
mest them right now. Not looking likethis."



Bruthalooked panicky.
"How do | find a philosopher?' he said.

"Around here? Throw abrick, | should think."

Thelabyrinth of Ephebeisancient and full of one hundred and one amazing things you can do with
hidden springs, razor-sharp knives, and faling rocks. Thereisn't just one guide through it. There are Six,
and each one knows hisway through one-sixth of the labyrinth. Every year they have aspecia
competition, when they do alittle redesigning. They vie with one another to see who can make his section
even more deadly than the others to the casual wanderer. Therésapand of judges, and asmall prize.

The furthest anyone ever got through the labyrinth without a guide was nineteen paces. Well, more or
less. His head rolled afurther seven paces, but that probably doesn't count.

At each changeover point thereisasmall chamber without any trapsat al. What it doescontainisa
small bronze bell. These are the little waiting-rooms where visitors are handed on to the next guide. And

here and there, set high in the tunnedl roof over the more ingenious traps, are observation windows,
because guards like agood laugh as much as anyone e se.

All of thiswastotdly lost on Brutha, who padded amiably dong the tunnels and corridors without redly
thinking much about it, and at last pushed open the gate into the late evening air.

It was fragrant with the scent of flowers. Moths whirred through the gloom.

"What do philosopherslook like?' said Brutha, "When they're not having abath, | mean.”
"They do alot of thinking," said Om. "L ook for someone with astrained expression.”
"That might just mean condtipation.”

"Well, solong asthey're philosophica about it . . ."

The city of Ephebe surrounded them. Dogs barked. Somewhere acat yowled. There was that general
susurration of small comfortable sounds that shows thet, out there, alot of people areliving their lives.

And then adoor burst open down the street and there was the cracking noise of aquite largewine
amphora being broken over someone's head.

A skinny old man in atoga picked himsalf up from the cobbles where he had landed, and glared at the
doorway.

"I'mtelling you, listen, afiniteintellect, right, cannot by means of comparison reach the absolute truth of
things, because being by nature indivisible, truth excludes the concepts of "more”’ or "less' so that nothing
but truth itsalf can be the exact measure of truth. Y ou bastards," he said.



Someone from indde the building said, "Oh yeah? Sez you."

The old man ignored Brutha but, with great difficulty, pulled acobblestone loose and hefted it in his
hand.

Then he dived back through the doorway. There was a distant scream of rage.

"Ah. Philosophy," sad Om.

Brutha peered cautioudy round the door.

Inside the room two groups of very nearly identica men in togas were trying to hold back two of their
colleagues. It isascene repeated amillion times aday in bars around the multiverse-both would-be
fighters growled and grimaced a one another and fought to escape the restraint of their friends, only of
course they did not fight too hard, because there is nothing worse than actudly succeeding in breaking
free and suddenly finding yoursdf dl lonein the middle of the ring with amadman who isabouit to hit
you between the eyeswith arock.

"Yep," sad Om, "that's philosophy, right enough.”

"But they'refighting!"

"A full and free exchange of opinions, yes."

Now that Brutha could get aclearer view, he could see that there were one or two differences between
the men. One had ashorter beard, and was very red in the face, and was waggling afinger accusingly.

"He bloody well accused me of dander!” he was shouting.
"l didn't!" shouted the other man.
"Youdid! Youdid! Tel 'emwhat you said!"

"Look, | merdly suggested, to indicate the nature of paradox, right, that if Xeno the Ephebian said, “All
Ephebiansareliars""

"See? See?Hedid it again!”

"-no, No, ligten, ligten . . . then, since Xeno is himsdf an Ephebian, thiswould mean that he himsdlf isa
liar and therefore-”

Xeno made a determined effort to break free, dragging four desperate fellow philosophers acrossthe
floor.

"I'm going to lay oneright onyou, pa!"
Bruthasaid, "Excuse me, please?"

The philosophers froze. Then they turned to look at Brutha. They relaxed by degrees. Therewasa
chorus of embarrassed coughs.



"Areyou dl philosophers?' said Brutha.

The one called Xeno stepped forward, adjusting the hang of histoga.
"That'sright,” he said. "We're philosophers. Wethink, therefore we am.”
"Are" said the luckless paradox manufacturer autometicaly.

Xeno spun around. "I've just about had it up to here with you, Ibid!" he roared. He turned back to
Brutha. "We are, thereforewe am,”" he said confidently. "That'sit."

Severd of the philosophers|ooked at one another with interest.

"That'sactudly quiteinteresting,” one said. "The evidence of our existenceisthe fact of our existence, is
that what you're saying?'

"Shut up,” said Xeno, without looking around.

"Have you been fighting?' said Brutha.

The assembled philosophers assumed various expressions of shock and horror.
"Fighting? Us? We're philosophers,” said Ibid, shocked.

"My word, yes," said Xeno.

"But you were-” Brutha began.

Xeno waved a hand.

"The cut and thrust of debate," he said.

"Thessplusantithess equas hysteress,” said Ibid. "The stringent testing of the universe. The hammer of
theintdlect upon the anvil of fundamenta truth-"

"Shut up,” said Xeno. "And what can we do for you, young man?"

"Ask them about gods,” Om prompted.

"Uh, I want to find out about gods," said Brutha.

The philosophers|ooked at one another.

"Gods?' said Xeno. "We don't bother with gods. Huh. Rdlics of an outmoded belief system, gods.”
Therewas arumble of thunder from the clear evening sky.

"Except for Blind to the Thunder God," Xeno went on, histone hardly changing.

Lightning flashed acrossthe sky.



"And Cubal the Fire God," said Xeno.

A gust of wind rattled the windows.

"Flatulus the God of the Winds, he'sal right too," said Xeno.

An arrow materialized out of the air and hit the table by Xeno's hand.
"Fedecks the Messenger of the Gods, one of the altime greats,” said Xeno.

A bird appeared in the doorway. At least, it looked vaguely like abird. It was about afoot high, black
and white, with abent beak and an expression that suggested that whatever it wasit really dreaded ever

happening to it had aready happened.

"What'sthat?' said Brutha.

"A penguin,” said the voice of Omingde his head.

"Patina the Goddess of Wisdom? One of the best," said Xeno.
The penguin croaked at him and waddled off into the darkness.

The philosophers looked very embarrassed. Then Ibid said, "Foorgol the God of Avaanches? Where's
the snowline?'

"Two hundred milesaway," said someone.

They waited. Nothing happened.

"Relic of an outmoded belief system,” said Xeno.

A wall of freezing white degth did not appear anywhere in Ephebe.

"Mere unthinking personification of anatural force," said one of the philosophers, in alouder voice. They
al seemed to fed alot better about this.

"Primitive nature worship."

"Wouldnt give you tuppencefor him."

"Simplerationdization of the unknown."

"Hah! A clever fiction, abogey to frighten the weak and stupid!”
Thewordsrose up in Brutha. He couldn't stop himslf.

"Isit dwaysthiscold?' he said. "It seemed very chilly on my way here."
The philosophers al moved away from Xeno.

"Although if there's one thing you can say about Foorgol,” said Xeno, "it'sthat he'savery understanding



god. Likesajokeasmuch asthenext . .. man."

He looked both ways, quickly. After awhile the philosophers relaxed, and seemed to completely forget
about Brutha.

And only now did heredly havetimeto takein the room. He had never seen atavern beforein hislife,
but that was whét it was. The bar ran dong one side of the room. Behind it were the typica trappings of
an Ephebian bar-the stacks of wine jars, racks of amphorae, and the cheery pictures of vestal virginson
cards of salted peanuts and goat jerky, pinned up in the hope that there really were people in the world

who would datheringly buy more and more packets of nutsthey didn't want in order to look at a

cardboard nipple.

"What'sdl thisstuff?" Bruthawhispered.

"How should | know?' said Om. "Let me out so's| can see”

Brutha unfastened the box and lifted the tortoise out. One rheumy eye looked around.

"Oh. Typical tavern," said Om. "Good. Mine€'s asaucer of whatever they were drinking.”
"A tavern? A place were acohol isdrunk?'

"I very much intend thisto be the case, yes."

"But...but...the Septateuch, no less than seventeen times, adjures us most emphatically to refrain
from-”

"Beatsthe hdll out of mewhy," said Om. " See that man cleaning the mugs? Y ou say unto him, Give me
a_”

"But it mocks the mind of Man, says the Prophet Ossory. And-"
"I'll say thisone moretime! | never said it! Now talk to the man!™

In fact the man talked to Brutha. He appeared magically on the other side of the bar, till wiping amug.
"Evening, 9r," hesad. "What'l it be?'

"I'd likeadrink of water, please," said Brutha, very deliberately.

"And something for the tortoise?"

"Wine!" said the voice of Om.

"I don't know," said Brutha. "What do tortoises usudly drink?"

"The oneswe have in here normaly have adrop of milk with somebread iniit," said the barman.

"You get alot of tortoises?' said Bruthaloudly, trying to drown out Om's outraged screams.

"Oh, avery useful philosophica animal, your average tortoise. Outrunning metaphorica arrows, beating



haresinraces. . . very handy."
"Uh... I haven't got any money," said Brutha.

The barman leaned towardshim. "Tell you what," he said. "Declivities has just bought around. He won't
mind."

"Bread and milk?'

"Oh. Thank you. Thank you very much."

"Oh, we get dl sortsin here,” said the barman, leaning back. " Stoics. Cynics. Big drinkers, the Cynics.
Epicureans. Stochagtics. Anamaxandrites. Epistemologists. Peripatetics. Synoptics. All sorts. That'swhat
| dways say. What | lways say is'-he picked up another mug and started to dry it "it takes dl sortsto
makeaworld."

"Bread and milk!" shouted Om. "Y ou'll fed my wrath for this, right? Now ask him about godd"

"Tdl me" said Brutha, Spping hismug of water, "do any of them know much about gods?!

"You'd want apriest for that sort of thing," said the barman.

"No, | mean about . . . what gods are.. . . how gods cameto exist . . . that sort of thing," said Brutha,
trying to get to grips with the barman's peculiar mode of conversation.

"Gods don't likethat sort of thing," said the barman. "We get that in here some nights, when someone's
had afew. Cosmic speculation about whether godsredlly exist. Next thing, thereésabolt of lightning
through the roof with a note wrapped round it saying "Y es, we do' and apair of sandalswith smoke
coming out. That sort of thing, it takesall the interest out of metgphysical speculation.”

"Not even fresh bread,” muttered Om, nose deep in his saucer.

"No, | know godsexist dl right,” said Brutha, hurriedly. "I just want to find out more about . . . them.”

The barman shrugged.

"Then I'd be obliged if you don't stand next to anything vauable," hesad, "Still, it'll dl bethesameina
hundred years." He picked up another mug and started to polishiit.

"Areyou aphilosopher?' said Brutha.

"It kind of rubs off on you after awhile," said the barman.

"Thismilk'soff," said Om. "They say Ephebeisademocracy. Thismilk ought to be alowed to vote."
"l don't think," said Brutha carefully, "that I'm going to find what | want here. Um. Mr. Drink Sdller?”
"y e

"What wasthat bird that waked in when the Goddess'-he tasted the unfamiliar word-"of Wisdom was
mentioned?"



"Bit of aproblem there," said the barman. "Bit of an embarrassment.”
"Sorry?"

"It was" said the barman, "apenguin.”

"Isitawisesort of bird, then?'

"No. Not alot," said the barman. "Not known for its wisdom. Second most confused bird in the world.
Can only fly underweter, they say."

"Then why-”

"Wedon't liketo talk about it," said the barman. "It upsets people. Bloody sculptor,” he added, under
his bresth.

Down the other end of the bar the philosophers had started fighting again.

The barman leaned forward. "If you haven't got any money,” he said, "I don't think you're going to get
much help. Tak isn't chegp around here"

"But they just-" Brutha began.

"There's the expenditure on soap and water, for astart. Towels. Flannels. Loofahs. Pumice stones. Bath
sdts It dl addsup.”

There was a gurgling noise from the saucer. Om's milky head turned to Brutha.
"You'vegot no money a dl?' hesad.
"No," said Brutha

"Wadl, welve got to have a philosopher,” said the tortoise flatly. "I can't think and you don't know how
to. We've got to find someone who doesit dl thetime.”

"Of course, you could try old Didactylos," said the barman. "He's about as chegp asthey come.”
"Doesn't use expensive sogp?’ said Brutha

"I think it could be said without fear of contradiction,” said the barman solemnly, "that he doesn't use any
s0gp at dl whatsoever in any way."

"Oh. Wdl. Thank you," said Brutha.
"Ask him wherethisman lives,” Om commanded.
"Where can | find Mr. Didactylos?' said Brutha

"In the palace courtyard. Next door to the Library. Y ou can't misshim. Just follow your nose."



"Wejust came-” Bruthasaid, but hisinner voice prompted him not to complete the sentence. "Well just
be going then."

"Don't forget your tortoise," said the barman. "There's good eating on one of them.”
"May dl your wineturn to water!" Om shrieked.

"Will it?" said Brutha, asthey stepped out into the night.

No.

"Tdl meagain. Why exactly are we looking for a philosopher?’ said Brutha.

"] want to get my power back,” said Om.

"But everyone believesinyou!"

"If they believed in me they could talk to me. | could talk to them. | don't know what's gone wrong. No
oneisworshiping any other godsin Omnia, arethey?"

"They wouldn't be allowed to," said Brutha. "The Quisition would seeto that.”

"Yeah. It'shard to kned if you have no knees."

Brutha stopped in the empty Street.

"l don't understand you!"

"Y ou're not supposed to. The ways of gods aren't supposed to be understandable to men.”

"The Quisition keeps us on the path of truth! The Quisition works for the greater glory of the Church!”
"And you believethat, do you?' said thetortoise.

Bruthalooked, and found that certainty had gone missing. He opened and shut his mouth, but there were
no words to be said.

"Comeon,” said Om, askindly as he could manage. "L et's get back.”

In the middle of the night Om awoke. There were noises from Bruthas bed.
Bruthawas praying again.

Om listened curioudly. He could remember prayers. There had been alot of them, once. So many that
he couldn't make out an individud prayer even if he had felt inclined to, but that didn't matter, because
what mattered was the huge cosmic susurration of thousands of praying, believing minds. Thewords
weren't worth listening to, anyway.



Humans! They lived in aworld where the grass continued to be green and the sun rose every day and
flowersregularly turned into fruit, and what impressed them? Weeping statues. And wine made out of
water! A mere quantum-mechanistic tunnel effect, that'd happen anyway if you were prepared to wait
zillions of years. Asif the turning of sunlight into wine, by means of vines and grapes and time and
enzymes, wasn't athousand times more impressive and happened dl thetime. . .

Wéll, he couldn't even do the most basic of god tricks now. Thunderbolts with about the same effect as

the spark off acat'sfur, and you could hardly smite anyone with one of those. He had smitten good and
hard in histime. Now he could just about walk through water and feed the One.

Brutha's prayer was a piccolo tunein aworld of silence.

Om waited until the novice was quiet again and then unfolded hislegs and walked out, rocking from sde
to side, into the dawn.

The Ephebians waked through the pa ace courtyards, surrounding the Omnians amost, but not quite, in
the manner of a prisoners escort.

Brutha could seethat VVorbiswas boiling with fury. A smal vein on the side of the exquisitor'sbald
temple was throbbing.

Asif feding Bruthas eyes on him, VVorbisturned his head.

"You seemill a easethismorning, Brutha," he said.

"Sorry, lord."

"Y ou seem to be looking into every corner. What are you expecting to find?"
"Uh. Just interested, lord. Everything's new."

"All the so-cdled wisdom of Ephebeis not worth one line from the least paragraph in the Septateuch,”
sad Vorbis.

"May we not study the works of theinfidel in order to be more aert to the ways of heresy?' said Brutha,
surprised a himself.

"Ah. A persuasive argument, Brutha, and one that the inquisitors have heard many times, if alittle
indiginctly in many cases”

Vorbis glowered at the back of the head of Aristocrates, who was leading the party. "It is but asmall
sep from listening to heresy to questioning established truth, Brutha. Heresy is often fascinating. Therein

liesitsdanger.”

"Yes, lord."



"Hah! And not only do they carve forbidden statues, but they can't even do it properly.”

Bruthawas no expert, but even he had to agree that this was true. Now the novelty of them had worn
off, the statues that decorated every nichein the palace did have a certain badly made look. Bruthawas
pretty sure he'd just passed one with two left arms. Another one had one ear larger than the other. It
wasn't that someone had set out to carve ugly gods. They had clearly been meant to be quite attractive
statues. But the sculptor hadn't been much good &t it.

"That woman there gppears to be holding a pen-guin,” said Vorbis.

"Patina, Goddess of Wisdom," said Brutha auto-matically, and then redlized held said it.

"l, er, heard someone mention it," he added.

"Indeed. And what remarkably good hearing you must have," said Vorbis.

Aristocrates paused outside an impressive doorway and nodded at the party.

"Gentlemen," hesaid, "the Tyrant will see you now."

"Youwill recall everything that issaid,” whispered Vorbis.,

Brutha nodded.

The doors swung open.

All over the world there were rulers with titles like the Exated, the Supreme, and Lord High Something
or Other. Only in one smal country wasthe ruler eected by the people, who could remove him
when-ever they wanted-and they caled him the Tyrant.

The Ephebians believed that every man should have the vote.[6] Every five years someone was el ected
to be Tyrant, provided he could prove that he was honest, intelligent, sensible, and trustworthy.
Immediately af-ter he was elected, of course, it was obvious to every-one that he was acrimina madman
and totaly out of touch with the view of the ordinary philosopher in the street looking for atowe. And
then five yearslater they elected another onejust like him, and redlly it was amazing how intelligent
people kept on making the same mistakes.

Candidates for the Tyrantship were eected by the placing of black or white balsin various urns, thus
giving riseto awell-known comment about palitics.

The Tyrant was afat little man with skinny legs, giving people theimpression of an egg that was
hatch-ing upside down. He was sitting dlone in the middie of the marble floor, in achair surrounded by
scrolls and scraps of paper. Hisfeet didn't touch the marble, and his face was pink.

Arigtocrates whispered something in his ear. The Tyrant looked up from his paperwork.

"Ah, the Omnian delegation,” he said, and a smile flashed across hisface like something small darting
acrossastone. "Do be seated, al of you.”

He looked down again.



"I am Deacon Vorbis of the Citadd Quisition,” said Vorbiscoldly.

The Tyrant looked up and gave him another lizard smile.

"Yes, | know," hesaid. "Y ou torture people for aliving. Please be seated, Deacon Vorbis. And your
plump young friend who seemsto be looking for something. And the rest of you. Some young women
will be dong in amoment with grapes and things. This generdly happens. It'svery hard to stop it, in fact.”

There were benchesin front of the Tyrant's chair. The Omnians sat down. Vorbis remained standing.

The Tyrant nodded. "Asyou wish," he said.

"Thisisintolerable!" snapped Vorbis. "We have been treated-

"Much better than you would have treated us," said the Tyrant mildly. "Y ou st or you stand, my lord,
because thisis Ephebe and indeed you may stand on your head for al | care, but don't expect meto

believethat if it was|, seeking peace in your Citadd, | would be encouraged to do anything but grovel on
what was left of my stomach. Be seated or be upstanding, my lord, but be quiet. | have nearly finished.”

"Fnished what?' said Vorbis.
"The peacetreaty,” sad the Tyrant.
"But that iswhat we are hereto discuss," said Vorhis.

"No," said the Tyrant. Thelizard scuttled again: "That iswhat you are hereto sgn.”

Om took a deep breath and then pushed himsdlf forward.

It was quite asteep flight of steps. He felt every one as he bumped down, but at |east he was upright at
the bottom.

Hewaslog, but being lost in Ephebe was preferable to being lost in the Citaddl. At least there were no
obvious celars.

Library, library, library . . .

Therewasalibrary in the Citadel, Brutha had said. HE'd described it, so Om had some idea of what he
was looking for.

Therewould beabook in it.

Peace negotiations were not going well.



"You attacked udl" said VVorhis.

"I would call it preemptive defense," said the Tyrant. "We saw what happened to | stanzia and Betrek
and Ushigan.”

"They saw thetruth of Om!"
"Yes," sad the Tyrant. "We bdievethey did, eventualy.”
"And they are now proud members of the Empire.”

"Yes" said the Tyrant. "We believe they are. But we like to remember them asthey were. Before you
sent them your letters, that put the minds of men in chains.”

"That set the feet of men on theright road,” said Vorbis.

"Chain letters," said the Tyrant. "The Chain Letter to the Ephebians. Forget Y our Gods. Be Subjugated.
Learn to Fear. Do not break the chain-the last people who did woke up one morning to find fifty
thousand armed men on their lawn.”

Vorbis sat back.

"What isit you fear?' hesaid. "Herein your desert, with your . . . gods? Isit not that, deep in your souls,
you know that your gods are as shifting as your sand?'

"Oh, yes" said the Tyrant. "We know that. That's always been apoint in their favor. We know about
sand. And your God is arock-and we know about rock."

Om stumped aong acobbled aley, keeping to the shade as much as possible.

There seemed to be alot of courtyards. He paused at the point where the ley opened into yet another
of them.

There were voices. Mainly there was one voice, petulant and reedy.
Thiswas the philosopher Didactylos.

Although one of the most quoted and popular philosophers of al time, Didactylos the Ephebian never
achieved the respect of hisfellow philosophers. They felt he wasn't philosopher materid. He didn't bathe
often enough or, to put it another way, at all. And he philosophized about the wrong sorts of things. And
he wasinterested in the wrong sorts of things. Dangerous things. Other philosophers asked questions like:
Is Truth Beauty, and is Beauty Truth? and: is Redlity Created by the Observer? But Didactylos posed the
famous philosophica conundrum: ™Y es, But What's It Redlly All About, Then, When Y ou Get Right
DownTolt, | Mean Redly!"

His philosophy was a mixture of three famous schools-the Cynics, the Stoics, and the Epicureansand



summed up al three of them in hisfamous phrase, "Y ou can't trust any bugger further than you can throw
him, and there's nothing you can do about it, so let'shave adrink. Minesadouble, if you're buying.

Thank you. And a packet of nuts. Her |eft bosom is nearly uncovered, en? Two more packets, then!™
Many people have quoted from hisfamous Meditations:

"It'sarum old world al right. But you've got to laugh, haven't you? Nil Illegitimo Carborundum iswhet |
say. The expertsdon't know everything. Still, where would we be if we were dl the same?”

Om crawled closer to the voice, bringing himsalf around the corner of thewall so that he could seeinto a
smadl courtyard.

Therewas avery large barrd againgt the far wall. Various debris around it-broken wine amphorae,
gnawed bones, and a couple of lean-to shacks made out of rough boards-suggested that it was
someone's home. And thisimpression was given some weight by the sign chalked on aboard and stuck
to thewall over the barrdl.

It read:

DIDACTYLOS and Nephew

Practical Philosophers

No Proposition Too Large

"We Can Do Y our Thinking For Y ou"

Specid Rates after 6 pm

Fresh Axioms Every Day

In front of the barrel, ashort man in atoga that must have once been white, in the same way that once al
continents must have been joined together, was kicking another one who was on the ground.

"You lazy bugger!"

The younger one st up.

"Honest, Uncle-”

"I turn my back for half an hour and you go to deep on thejob!”

"What job? We haven't had anything since Mr. Filoxi the farmer last week-"



"How d'you know? How d'you know? While you were snoring dozens of people could've been goin'
past, every one of 'emin need of apersnd philosophy!"

"-and heonly padinolives.

"I shall prob'ly get agood price for them olives!”

"They'rerotten, Uncle.”

"Nonsense! Y ou sad they were green!”

"Y es, but they're supposed to be black.”

In the shadows, the tortoise's head turned back and forth like a spectator's at a tennis match.
The young man stood up.

"Mrs. Bylaxis camein thismorning,” he said. "She said the proverb you did for her last week has
stopped working."

Didactylos scratched his heed.

"Which onewasthat?' he said.

"You gave her "It's always darkest before dawn.' "

"Nothing wrong with that. Damn good philosophy.”

"She said she didn't fed any better. Anyway, she said shed stayed up al night because of her bad leg
and it was actualy quite light just before dawn, so it wasn't true. And her leg till dropped off. So | gave
her part exchange on "Still, it does you good to laugh.' "

Didactylos brightened up abit.

"Shifted that one, eh?’

"She said shed giveit atry. She gave me awhole dried squid for it. She said | looked like | needed
feeding up."

"Right?Y ou're learning. That's lunch sorted out at any rate. See, Urn? Told you it would work if we
suck at it."

"l don't call one dried squid and abox of greasy olives much of areturn, master. Not for two weeks
thinking."

"We got three obolsfor doing that proverb for old Grillos the cobbler.”
"No wedidn't. He brought it back. Hiswife didn't like the color.”

"And you gave him hismoney back?' Yes."



"Wha, dl of it?"

IIYall

"Can't do that. Not after he's put wear and tear on the words. Which onewasit?"

" “It'sawise crow that knows which way the camel points.'"

"I put alot of work in on that one."

"He said he couldn't understand it."

"l don't understand cobbling, but I know agood pair of sandals when | wears'em.”

Om blinked his one eye. Then he looked &t the shapes of the mindsin front of him.

The one cdled Urn was presumably the nephew, and had afairly norma sort of mind, evenif it did seem
to have too many circlesand anglesinit. But Didactyloss mind bubbled and flashed like a potful of
eectric edson full boil. Om had never seen anything like it. Bruthas thoughts took eonsto dideinto
place, it was like watching mountains colliding; Didactyloss thoughts chased after one another with a
whooshing noise. No wonder he was bald. Hair would have burned off from theinside.

Om had found athinker.

A cheap one, too, by the sound of it.

Helooked up at the wall behind the barrel. Further dong was an impressive set of marble steps leading
up to some bronze doors, and over the doors, made of meta |etters set in the stone, was the word

LIBRVM.

He'd spent too much time looking. Urn's hand clamped itself on to his shell, and he heard Didactyloss
voicesay, "Hey . . . theré'sgood eating on one of thesethings. . .

Brutha cowered.

"Y ou stoned our envoy!" shouted Vorbis. "An unarmed man!™

"He brought it upon himsdlf," said the Tyrant. "Aristocrates was there. He will tdll you."
Thetall man nodded and stood up.

"By tradition anyone may speak in the marketplace," he began.

"And be stoned?" Vorbis demanded.

Aristocrates held up ahand.



"Ah," he said, "anyone can say what they like in the square. We have another tradition, though, called
freelistening. Unfortunately, when people didike what they hear, they can becomealittle. . . testy.”

"I wastheretoo,” said another advisor. ™Y our priest got up to speak and at first everything wasfine,
because people were laughing. And then he said that Om was the only real God, and everyone went
quiet. And then he pushed over agtatue of Tuve pit, the God of Wine. That's when the trouble started.”
"Areyou proposing to tel me he was struck by lightning?' said Vorbis.

Vorbiswas no longer shouting. His voice was level, without passion. The thought rose in Bruthal's mind:
thisis how the exquisitors speak. When the inquisitors have finished, the exquisitors spesk . . .

"No. By an amphora. Tuvepit wasin the crowd, you see.”
"And striking honest men is considered proper godly behavior, isit?"

"Y our missionary had said that people who did not believe in Om would suffer endless punishment. |
haveto tell you that the crowd considered thisrude.”

"And o they threw stonesat him.. . ."

"Not many. They only hurt his pride. And only after they'd run out of vegetables."

"They threw vegetables?'

"When they couldn't find any more eggs.”

"And when we came to remongtrate-”

"l am sure sixty shipsintended more than remondrating,” said the Tyrant. "And we have warned you,
Lord Vorbis. Peoplefind in Ephebe what they seek. There will be more raids on your coast. We will
harass your ships. Unlessyou sign.”

"And passage through Ephebe?’ said Vorbis.

The Tyrant smiled.

"Acrossthe desart? My lord, if you can crossthe desert, | am sure you can go anywhere." The Tyrant
looked away from Vorbis and towards the sky, visble between the pillars.

"And now | seeitisnearing noon," he said. "And the day heats up. Doubtless you will wish to discuss
r...uh...proposaswith your colleagues. May | suggest we meet again at sunset?”

Vorbis appeared to give this some consideration.

"I think," he said eventualy, "that our deliberations may take longer. Shdl wesay . . . tomorrow
morming?'

The Tyrant nodded.



"Asyou wish. In the meantime, the pdaceis at your disposa. There are many fine temples and works of
art should you wish to ingpect them. When you require meds, mention the fact to the nearest dave.”

"Saveisan Ephebian word. In Om we have no word for dave,” said Vorbis.

"So | understand,” said the Tyrant. "'l imagine that fish have no word for water." He smiled the fleeting
smile again. "And there are the baths and the Library, of course. Many fine sights. Y ou are our guests.”

Vorbisinclined his head.

"l pray," he sad, "that one day you will be aguest of mine.”

"And what Sghts| shall see," said the Tyrant.

Brutha stood up, knocking over his bench and going redder with embarrassment.

He thought: they lied about Brother Murduck. They beat him within an inch of hislife, Vorbissaid, and
flogged him the rest of the way. And Brother Nhumrod said he saw the body, and it wasredly true. Just
for talking! People who would do that sort of thing deserve. . . punishment. And they keep daves.
People forced to work againgt their will. Peopletreated like animas. And they even call their ruler a
Tyrant!

Andwhy isn't any of thisexactly what it seems?

Why don't | believe any of it?

Why do | know it isn't true?

And what did he mean about fish not having aword for water?

The Omnians were haf-escorted, half-led back to their compound. Another bowl of fruit was waiting on
thetablein Brutha's cdl, with some more fish and aloaf of bread.

There was dso aman, sweeping thefloor.
"Um," said Brutha. "Areyou adave?'
"Yes mager.”

"That must beterible”

The man leaned on hisbroom. "Y ou'reright. It'sterrible. Redly terrible. D'you know, | only get one day
off aweek?'

Brutha, who had never heard the words " day off" before, and who wasin any case unfamiliar with the
concept, nodded uncertainly.



"Why don't you run away?' he said.

"Oh, donethat,” said the dave. "Ran away to Tsort once. Didn't likeit much. Came back. Run away for
afortnight in Djdibeybi every winter, though."

"Do you get brought back?' said Brutha

"Huh!" said the dave. "No, | don't. Miserable skinflint, Aristocrates. | have to come back by mysdlf.
Hitching lifts on ships, that kind of thing.”

"Y ou come back?'

"Yeah. Abroad'sdl right to visit, but you wouldn't want to live there. Anyway, I've only got another four
years asadave and then I'm free. Y ou get the vote when you're free. And you get to keep daves.” His
face glazed with the effort of recollection as heticked off pointson hisfingers. "Saves get three medsa
day, at least one with meat. And one free day aweek. And two weeks being-allowed-to-run-away
every year. And | don't do ovensor heavy lifting, and worldly-wise repartee only by arrangement.”

"Yes, but you'renot free, " said Brutha, intrigued despite himsdif.

"What'sthe difference?'

"Er...youdon't get any daysoff." Brutha scratched hishead. "And one lessmedl .

"Redly?1 think I'll give freedom amissthen, thanks."

"Er . . . have you seen atortoise anywhere around here?’ said Brutha.

"No. And | cleaned under the bed.”

"Have you seen one anywhere el se today?"

"Y ou want one? Theres good eating on &”

"No. No. It'sdl right-"

"Bruthal "

It was Vorbiss voice. Brutha hurried out into the courtyard and into VVorbiss cell.

"Ah, Brutha."

"Yes, lord?"

Vorbiswas gtting cross-legged on the floor, staring at the wall.

"Y ou are ayoung man visiting anew place,” said Vorbis. "No doubt there is much you wish to see.”

"Thereis?' said Brutha. VVorbiswas using the exquisitor voice again-alevel monotone, avoicelikea
srip of dull stedl.



"Y ou may go where you wish. See new things, Brutha. Learn everything you can. Y ou aremy eyesand
ears. And my memory. Learn about this place.

"Er. Redlly, lord?"

"Have | impressed you with my use of carelesslanguage, Brutha?'
"No, lord."

"Go away. Fill yoursdf. And be back by sunset.”

"Er. Eventhe Library?' said Brutha.

"Ah?Yes, theLibrary. The Library that they have here. Of course. Crammed with usdless and
dangerous and evil knowledge. | can seeit in my mind, Brutha. Can you imagine that?'

"No, Lord Vorbis."

"Y our innocence isyour shield, Brutha. No. By al meansgo to the Library. | have no fear of any effect
onyou. "

"Lord Vorbis?'

"y e

"The Tyrant said that they hardly did anything to Brother Murduck . . ."
Silence unrolled its restless length.

Vorbissad, "Helied."

"Yes." Bruthawaited. Vorbis continued to stare at the wall. Bruthawondered what he saw there. When
nothing el se gppeared to be forthcoming, he said, "Thank you."

He stepped back a bit before he went out, so that he could squint under the deacon's bed.

He's probably in trouble, Bruthathought as he hurried through the pal ace. Everyone wantsto eat
tortoises.

Hetried to look everywhere while avoiding the friezes of unclad nymphs.

Bruthawas technically aware that women were a different shape from men; he hadn't l&ft the village until
he was twelve, by which time some of his contemporaries were aready married. And Omnianism
encouraged early marriage as a preventive againgt Sin, dthough any activity involving any part of the
human anatomy between neck and kneeswas more or less Sinful in any case.

Brutha wished he was a better scholar so he could ask his God why thiswas.



Then hefound himsdaf wishing his God wasamoreintdligent God so it could answer.

He hasn't screamed for me, he thought. I'm sure | would have heard. So maybe no one's cooking him.
A dave polishing one of the statues directed him to the Library. Brutha pounded down an aide of pillars.
When he reached the courtyard in front of the Library it was crowded with philosophers, dl craning to
look a something. Brutha could hear the usua petulant squabbling that showed that philosophical
discourse was under way.

Inthiscase:

"I've got ten obols here saysit cant doit again!”

"Taking money? That's something you don't hear every day, Xeno."
"Yeah. Andit's about to say goodbye."

"L ook, don't be stupid. It'satortoise. It'sjust doing a mating dance. . .
Therewas a bresthless pause. Then a sort of collective sigh.

"Therel"

"That's never aright angle!™

"Comeon! I'd like to see you do better in the circumstances!”
"What'sit doing now?"

"The hypotenuse, | think."

"Cdl that ahypotenuse? It'swiggly.”

"It'snot wiggly. It'sdrawing it sraight and you'relooking at it inawiggly way!"
"I'll bet thirty obolsit can't do asquare!”

"Here'sforty obols saysit can.”

There was another pause, and then a cheer.

"Yesh!"

"That's more of aparalelogram, if you ask me," said a petulant voice.

"Ligten, | knows asquare when | seesone! And that's asquare.”

"All right. Double or nothing then. Bet it can't do adodecagon.”



"Hah! Y ou bet it couldn't do a septagon just now."

"Double or nothing. Dodecagon. Worried, eh! Fedling abit avis domestica? Cluck-cluck?!
"It'sashameto take your money . . ."

There was another pause.

"Ten 9des? Ten Sdes?Hah!"

"Told you it wasn't any good! Whoever heard of atortoise doing geometry?’

"Another daft idea, Didactylos?’

"l sadsodl dong. It'sjust atortoise.”

"There's good eating on one of thosethings. . ."

The mass of philosophers broke up, pushing past Bruthawithout paying him much attention. He caught a
glimpse of acircle of damp sand, covered with geometrica figures. Om was sitting in the middle of them.
Behind him was avery grubby pair of philosophers, counting out apile of coins.

"How did we do, Urn?" said Didactylos.

"We're fifty-two obols up, master.”

"See? Every day thingsimprove. Pity it didn't know the difference between ten and twelve, though. Cut
one of itslegs off and well have astew.”

"Cut off aleg?'
"Well, atortoise likethat, you don't egt it al a once.”

Didactylosturned his face towards a plump young man with splayed feet and ared face, who was
daring at thetortoise.

"Yes?' hesad.
"The tortoise does know the difference between ten and twelve,” said the fat boy.
"Damn thing just lost me eighty obols," said Didactylos.

"Yes. But tomorrow . . ." the boy began, hiseyes glazing asif he was carefully repegating something held
just heard ™. . . tomorrow . . . you should be able to get odds of at least three to one.”

Didactyloss mouth dropped open.
"Give methetortoise, Urn," he said.

The apprentice philosopher reached down and picked up Om, very carefully.



"Y ou know, | thought right at the start there was something funny about this cresture,” said Didactylos. "I
said to Urn, there'stomorrow's dinner, and then he says no, it'sdragging itstail in the sand and doing
geometry. That doesn't come natural to atortoise, geometry.”

Om'seye turned to Brutha

"I had to," he said. "It was the only way to get his attention. Now I've got him by the curiosity. When
you've got 'em by the curiogity, their hearts and mindswill follow."

"He'saGod," said Brutha.

"Redly? What's his name?" said the philosopher.

"Donttel him! Don't tel him! Thelocad godsll hear!™

"l don't know," said Brutha.

Didactylosturned Om over.

"TheTurtle Moves," said Urn thoughtfully.

"What?' said Brutha

"Master did abook," said Urn.

"Not redly abook," said Didactylos modestly. "More ascrall. Just alittlething | knocked off."
"Saying that the world is flat and goes through space on the back of agiant turtle?’ said Brutha.
"Haveyou read it?' Didactyloss gaze was unmoving. "Areyou adave?'

"No," said Brutha. "l am &”

"Don't mention my name! Call yoursdlf a scribe or something!™

"-scribe” said Bruthaweskly.

"Yeah," said Urn. "l can seethat. Theteltae calus on the thumb where you hold the pen. Theinkstains
al over your deeves”

Bruthaglanced a hisleft thumb. "I haven't-”

"Yeah," said Urn, grinning. "Use your left hand, do you?'

"Er, | useboth,” said Brutha. "But not very well, everyone says."
"Ah," said Didactylos. "Ambi-sinister?'

"What?'

"He means incompetent with both hands," said Om.



"Oh. Yes. That'sme." Brutha coughed politdy. "Look . . . I'm looking for a philosopher. Um. Onethat
knows about gods."

Hewaited.
Then hesaid, "Y ou aren't going to say they're ardlic of an outmoded belief system?”
Didactylos, gtill running hisfingers over Om's shell, shook his head.
"Nope. | like my thunderstormsalong way off."
"Oh. Could you stop turning him over and over? He'sjust told me he doesn't likeit.”
"Y ou can tell how old they are by cutting them in haf and counting therings," said Didactylos.
"Um. He hasn't got much of a sense of humor, ether.”
"Y ou're Omnian, by the sound of it." Yes."
"Hereto talk about the treaty ?"
"l dotheligening."
"And what do you want to know about gods?"
Brutha appeared to be listening.
Eventudly he said: "How they start. How they grow. And what happensto them afterwards.”
Didactylos put the tortoise into Brutha's hands.
"Costs money, that kind of thinking," he said.
"L et me know when we've used more than fifty-two obols worth,” said Brutha. Didactylos grinned.
"Looks likeyou can think for yoursdf," he said. "Got agood memory?'
"No. Not exactly agood one."

"Right? Right. Come on into the Library. It's got an earthed copper roof, you know. Godsredlly hate
that sort of thing."

Didactylos reached down beside him and picked up arusty iron lantern.
Bruthalooked up at the big white building.
"That'sthe Library?' he said.

"Yes" sad Didactylos. "That'swhy it'sgot LIBRVM carved over the door in such big letters. But a
scribe like you'd know that, of course.”



The Library of Ephebe was-before it burned down-the second biggest on the Disc.

Not asbig asthelibrary in Unseen University, of course, but that library had one or two advantages on
account of itsmagica nature. No other library anywhere, for example, has awhole gdlery of unwritten
books-books that would have been written if the author hadn't been eaten by an alligator around chapter
1, and so on. Atlases of imaginary places. Dictionaries of illusory words. Spotters guidestoinvisble
things. Wild thesauri in the Lost Reading Room. A library so big thet it distorts redlity and has opened
gatewaysto al other libraries, everywhere and everywhen . . .

And so unlike the Library a Ephebe, with itsfour or five hundred volumes. Many of them were scralls,
to save their readers the fatigue of having to call adave every time they wanted a page turned. Each one
lay initsown pigeonhole, though. Books shouldn't be kept too close together, otherwise they interact in
strange and unforeseeable ways.

Sunbeams lanced through the shadows, as papable as pillarsin the dusty air.

Although it wasthe least of the wondersin the Library, Brutha couldn't help noticing astrange
congtruction in the aides. Wooden laths had been fixed between the rows of stone shelves about two
meters from the floor, so that they supported awider plank of no apparent use whatsoever. Its underside
had been decorated with rough wooden shapes.

"The Library," announced Didactylos.

He reached up. Hisfingers gently brushed the plank over his head.

It dawned on Brutha

"You'reblind aren't you?' he said.

"That'sright.”

"But you carry alantern?”

"It'sdl right," said Didactylos. "l don't put any ail init."

"A lantern that doesn't shine for aman that doesn't see?'

"Y eah. Works perfectly. And of courseit's very philosophical.”

"Andyou liveinabard."

"Very fashionable, livingin abarrd," said Didactylos, waking forward briskly, hisfingers only
occasionaly touching the raised patterns on the plank. "Most of the philosophersdo it. It shows

contempt and disdain for worldly things. Mind you, Legibus has got asaunain his. It'samazing the kind
of thingsyou can think of init, he says"



Bruthalooked around. Scrolls protruded from their racks like cuckoos piping the hour.
"It'sdl s0. .. | never met aphilosopher beforel came here,” hesaid. "Last night, they weredl . . ."

"Y ou got to remember there's three basi ¢ approaches to philosophy in these parts,” said Didactylos.
"Tdl him, Urn."

"Theresthe Xenoists," said Urn promptly. "They say the world isbasically complex and random. And
thereésthe Ibidians. They say theworld isbascaly smple and follows certain fundamenta rules.”

"And therésme," said Didactylos, pulling ascroll out of itsrack.

"Magter saysbascaly it'safunny old world,” sad Urn.

"And doesn't contain enough to drink," said Didactylos.

"And doesn't contain enough to drink.”

"Gods," said Didactylos, half to himself. He pulled out another scroll. ™Y ou want to know about gods?
Here's Xeno's Reflections, and old Aristocrates Platitudes, and 1bid's bloody stupid Discourses, and
Legibuss Geometries and Hierarch's Theologies.. . . "

Didactylossfingers danced across the racks. More dust filled the air.

"These are d| books?' said Brutha

"Oh, yes. Everyone writes'em here. Y ou just can't op the buggers.”

"And people can read them?' said Brutha,

Omniawas based on one book. And herewere. . . hundreds. . .

"Well, they can if they want," said Urn. "But no one comesin here much. These aren't booksfor reading.
They're morefor writing."

"Wisdom of the ages, this," said Didactylos. "Got to write abook, see, to prove you're a philosopher.
Then you get your scroll and free officid philosopher'sloofah.”

The sunlight pooled on abig stone table in the center of the room. Urn unrolled the length of ascroll.
Brilliant flowers glowed in the golden light.

"Orinjcrates On the Nature of Plants,” said Didactylos. "Six hundred plantsand their uses. . ."
"They're beautiful,” whispered Brutha

"Yes, that isone of the uses of plants,” said Didactylos. "And one which old Orinjcrates neglected to
notice, too. Wl done. Show him Philo's Bestiary, Urn.”

Another scroll unrolled. There were dozens of Pictures of animal's, thousands of unreadable words.

"But. .. picturesof animals. . .it'swrong...isntitwrongto..."



"PFictures of just about everything in there" said Didactylos.

Art was not permitted in Omnia.

"And thisisthe book Didactyloswrote," said Urn.

Bruthalooked down at a picture of aturtle. Therewere. . . eephants, they're e ephants, his memory
supplied, from the fresh memories of the bestiary sinking inddlibly into hismind . . . eephants on its back,

and on them something with mountains and awaterfal of an ocean around itsedge.. . .

"How can thisbe?' said Brutha. "A world on the back of atortoise? Why does everyonetell methis?
Thiscan't betrue!"

"Tdl that to the mariners,”" said Didactylos. "Everyone who's ever sailed the Rim Ocean knowsit. Why
deny the obvious?'

"But surely the world is a perfect sphere, spinning about the sphere of the sun, just as the Septateuch
tellsus" said Brutha. "That seems 0. . . logica. That's how things ought to be."

"Ought?' said Didactylos. "Well, | don't know about ought. That's not a philosophica word.”
"And...whatisthis..." Brutha murmured, pointing to acircle under the drawing of theturtle.
"That'saplan view," sad Urn.

"Map of theworld,” said Didactylos.

"Map? What'samap?'

"It'sasort of picture that shows you where you are," said Didactylos.

Brutha stared in wonderment. "And how doesit know?'

"Hah!"

"Gods," prompted Om again. "We're here to ask about gods!"

"Butisdl thistrue?' said Brutha

Didactylos shrugged. "Could be. Could be. We are hereand it isnow. Theway | seeit is, after that,
everything tends towards guesswork."

"Y ou mean you don't know it'strue?’ said Brutha.

"I think it might be," said Didactylos. "I could be wrong. Not being certain iswhat being a philosopher is
al about."

"Tak about gods,” said Om.

"Gods," said Bruthaweskly.



His mind was on fire. These people made all these books about things, and they weren't sure. But hedd
been sure, and Brother Nhumrod had been sure, and Deacon Vorbis had a sureness you could bend
horseshoes around. Sureness was arock.

Now he knew why, when V orbis spoke about Ephebe, his face was gray with hatred and his voice was
tense asawire. If there was no truth, what was there left? And these bumbling old men spent their time
kicking away the pillars of theworld, and they'd nothing to replace them with but uncertainty. And they
were proud of this?

Urn was standing on asmall ladder, fishing among the shelves of scrolls. Didactylos sat opposite Brutha,
hisblind gaze il gpparently fixed on him.

"You dont likeit, do you?' said the philosopher.

Brutha had said nothing.

"Y ou know," said Didactylos conversationdly, "peopl€ll tel you that us blind people are the red
busi ness where the other senses are concerned. It's not true, of course. The buggersjust say it because it
makes them fed better. It getsrid of the obligation to fed sorry for us. But when you can't see you do
learn to listen more. The way people bregathe, the sounds their clothesmake. . ."

Urn regppeared with another scroll.

"Y ou shouldn't do this," said Bruthawretchedly. "All this. . ." Hisvoicetrailed off.

"I know about sureness," said Didactylos. Now the light, irascible tone had drained out of hisvoice. "l
remember, before | was blind, I went to Omniaonce. Thiswas before the borders were closed, when
you sill let peopletravel. And in your Citadd | saw acrowd stoning aman to death in apit. Ever seen
that?"

"It hasto be done," Brutha mumbled. " So the soul can be shriven and-'

"Don't know about the soul. Never been that kind of aphilosopher,” said Didactylos. "All | know is, it
wasahorriblesight.”

"The gtate of the body is not-"

"Oh, I'm not talking about the poor bugger in the pit," said the philosopher. *1'm talking about the people
throwing the stones. They were sure dl right. They were sure it wasn't them in the pit. Y ou could seeitin
their faces. So glad it wasn't them that they were throwing just as hard asthey could.”

Urn hovered, looking uncertain.

"I've got Abraxass On Religion,” he said.

"Old 'Charcod’ Abraxas," said Didactylos, suddenly cheerful again. " Struck by lightning fifteen times so
far, and still not giving up. Y ou can borrow this one overnight if you want. No scribbling commentsin the

margins, mind you, unlessthey'reinteresting.”

"Thisisit!" said Om. "Comeon, lef'sleavethisidiot.”



Brutha unrolled the scroll. There weren't even any pictures. Crabbed writing filled it, line after line.

"He spent yearsresearching it,” said Didactylos. "Went out into the desert, talked to the small gods.
Taked to some of our gods, too. Brave man. He says gods like to see an atheist around. Gives them
somethingtoam a.”

Brutha unrolled a bit more of the scroll. Five minutes ago he would have admitted that he couldn't read.
Now the best efforts of theinquisitors couldn't have forced it out of him. He held it up in what he hoped
wasafamiliar fashion.

"Whereishenow?' hesad.

"Well, someone said they saw apair of sandaswith smoke coming out just outside his house ayear or
two back," said Didactylos. "He might have, you know, pushed hisluck."

"I think," said Brutha, "that 1'd better be going. I'm sorry to have intruded on your time.”
"Bring it back when youvefinished with it," said Didactylos.

"Isthat how peopleread in Omnia?' said Urn.

"What?'

"Upsidedown.”

Brutha picked up the tortoise, glared at Urn, and strode as haughtily as possible out of the Library.
"Hmm," said Didactylos. He drummed hisfingers on the tables.

"Itwashim| saw inthetavern last night," said Urn. "I'm sure, magter.”

"But the Omnians are staying herein the palace.”

"Tha'sright, master.”

"But thetavernis outsde.”

"Wes"

"Then he must have flown over thewall, do you think?'

"I'm sureit was him, master."

"Then . . . maybe he came later. Maybe he hadn't gone in when you saw him."

"It can only bethat, master. The keepers of the labyrinth are unbribable.”

Didactylos clipped Urn across the back of the head with hislantern.

"Stupid boy! I'vetold you about that sort of statement.”



"I mean, they are not easily bribable, master. Not for dl the gold in Omnia, for example."
“That'smorelikeit.”
"Do you think that tortoise was agod, master?’

"He'sgoing to bein big trouble in Omniaif heis. They've got abastard of agod there. Did you ever
read old Abraxas?'

"No, master.”

"Very big on gods. Big gods man. Always smelled of burnt hair. Naturdly resstant.”

Om crawled dowly aong the length of aline.
"Stop waking up and down like that," he said, "'l can't concentrate.”

"How can peopletalk likethat?' Brutha asked the empty air. "Acting asif they're glad they don't know
things! Finding out more and more things they don't know! It'slike children proudly coming to show you

afull potty!

Om marked his place with aclaw.

"But they find thingsout," he said. "This Abraxas was athinker and no mistake. | didn't know some of
thisstuff. Sit down!"

Brutha obeyed.

"Right," sald Om. "Now . . . listen. Do you know how gods get power?'

"By people believing in them," said Brutha. "Millions of people bdievein you."

Om hesitated.

All right, al right. We are hereand it is now. Sooner or later helll find out for himsdlf . . .

"They don't believe," said Om.

"BUL”

"It's happened before,” said the tortoise. "Dozens of times. D'you know Abraxas found the lost city of
Ee?Very drange carvings, he says. Bdlief, he says. Bdlief shifts. People start out believing in the god and

end up bdlieving inthe structure.”

"] don't understand,” said Brutha.



"Let me put it another way," said thetortoise. "I am your God, right?’

"Wes"

"And you'l obey me."

"Wes"

"Good. Now take arock and go and kill Vorbis."

Bruthadidnt move.

"I'm sure you heard me," said Om.

"But hell ... hes. .. the Quisition would-"

"Now you know what | mean,” said the tortoise. Y oure more afraid of him than you are of me, now.
Abraxas says here: "Around the Godde there forms a Shelle of prayers and Ceremonies and Buildings
and Priestes and Authority, until at Last the Godde Dies. Ande this maye notte be noticed." "

"That can't betruel"

"I think it is. Abraxas saystheresakind of shdllfish that livesin the same way. It makes abigger and
bigger shell until it can't move around any more, and so it dies.”

"But...but...tha means...thewhole Church..."
IIYall

Bruthatried to keep hold of theidea, but the sheer enormity of it kept wrenching it from his mental
grasp.

"But you're not dead,” he managed.

"Next best thing," said Om. "And you know what? No other small god istrying to usurp me. Did | ever
tell you about old Ur-Gilash? No? He was the god back in what's now Omniabefore me. Not much of
one. Basically aweather god. Or a snake god. Some-thing, anyway. It took yearsto get rid of him,
though. Wars and everything. So I've been thinking . . ."

Bruthasaid nothing.

"Om dill exigts," said thetortoise. "I mean the shell. All you'd have to do is get people to under-stand.”

Bruthagtill said nothing.

"Y ou can be the next prophet,” said Om.

"| can't! Everyone knows Vorbiswill be the next prophet!”

"Ah, but you'll beofficid. "



“No."

"No?1 am your God!"

"And | am my me. I'm not a prophet. | can't even write. | can't read. No onewill listen to me."
Om looked him up and down.

"I must admit you're not the chosen one | would have chosen,” he said.

"Thegreat prophets had vison," said Brutha. "Eveniif they . . . evenif you didn't talk to them, they had
something to say. What could | say? | haven't got anything to say to anyone. What could | say?"

"Believein the Great God Om," said thetortoise.

"And then what?'

"What do you mean, and then what?'

Bruthalooked out glumly at the darkening court-yard.

"Believein the Great God Om or be stricken with thunderbolts™ he said.
"Sounds good to me."

"Isthat how it dways hasto be?!

Thelast rays of the sun glinted off the statue in the center of the courtyard. It was vaguely feminine.
There was a penguin perched on one shoulder.

"Patina, Goddess of Wisdom," said Brutha. "The one with a penguin. Why a penguin?'
"Can'timagine,” said Om hurriedly.

"Nothing wise about penguins, isthere?"

"Shouldn't think so. Unless you count the fact that you don't get them in Omnia. Pretty wise of them.”
"Bruthal"

"That'sVorbis" said Brutha, sanding up. "Shall | leave you here?"

"Yes. Therés till somemelon. | mean loaf.”

Bruthawandered out into the dusk.

Vorbiswas sitting on a bench under atree, as ill as a statue in the shadows.

Certainty, Brutha thought. | used to be certain. Now I'm not so sure.

"Ah, Brutha. Y ou will accompany me on alittle stroll. Wewill teketheevening air.”



"Yes lord."

"Y ou have enjoyed your visit to Ephebe.”

Vorbis seldom asked a question if a statement would do.

"It hasbeen. . . interesting.”

Vorbis put one hand on Brutha's shoulder and used the other to haul himsalf up on his saff.
"And what do you think of it?" he asked.

"They have many gods, and they don't pay them much attention,” said Brutha. "And they search for
ignorance.”

"And they find it in abundance, be sure of that,” said Vorbis.

He pointed his gaff into the night. "L et uswalk," he said.

There was the sound of laughter, somewhere in the darkness, and the clatter of pans. The scent of
evening-opening flowers hung thickly in the air. The stored hest of daytime radiating from the stones,
made the night seem like afragrant soup.

"Ephebe looksto the sea,” said Vorbis after awhile. "Y ou seetheway it isbuilt? All on the dope of a
hill facing the sea. But the sealis mutable. Nothing lasting comes from the sea. Whereas our dear Citadel
looks towards the high desert. And what do we see there?”

Ingtinctively Brutha turned, and looked over the rooftops to the black bulk of the desert against the sky.

"l saw aflash of light," he said. "And again. On the dope."

"Ah. Thelight of truth," said Vorbis. "So let us go forth to meet it. Take meto the entranceto the
labyrinth, Brutha. Y ou know the way."

"My lord?' said Brutha.

"Y es, Brutha?"'

"l would like to ask you aquestion.”
"Doso."

"What happened to Brother Murduck?"

There was the merest suggestion of hesitation in the rhythm of Vorbiss stick on the cobbles. Then the
exquistor said, "Truth, good Brutha, islike the light. Do you know about light?"

"It. .. comesfrom the sun. And the moon and stars. And candles. And lamps.”

"And soon," said Vorbis, nodding. "Of course. But thereis another kind of light. A light that fillseven



the darkest of places. Thishasto be. For if thismetalight did not exist, how could darkness be seen?’
Brutha said nothing. This sounded too much like philosophy.

"And soitiswith truth,” said Vorbis. "There are some things which appear to be the truth, which have dl
the hallmarks of truth, but which are not the red truth. The real truth must sometimes be protected by a
labyrinth of lies™

Heturned to Brutha. "Do you understand me?"
"No, Lord Vorbis."

"I mean, that which appearsto our sensesis not the fundamenta truth. Things that are seen and heard
and done by the flesh are mere shadows of a deeper redlity. Thisiswhat you must understand asyou
progressin the Church.”

"But a the moment, lord, | know only thetrivid truth, the truth available on the outside," said Brutha. He
felt asthough he was at the edge of apit.

"That ishow wedl begin,” said Vorbiskindly.

"So did the Ephebianskill Brother Murduck?' Brutha persisted. Now he wasinching out over the
darkness.

"I am telling you that in the deepest sense of the truth they did. By their failure to embrace hiswords, by
their intranggence, they surdy killed him."

"But inthetrivia sense of thetruth,” said Brutha, picking every word with the care an inquisitor might
giveto his patient in the depths of the Citadd, "in the trivia sense, Brother Murduck died, did henot, in
Omnia, because he had not died in Ephebe, had been merely mocked, but it was feared that othersin the
Church might not understand the, the deeper truth, and thusit was put about that the Ephebians had
killed himin, in thetrivial sense, thus giving you, and those who saw the truth of the evil of Ephebe, due
causeto launch a-ajud retaiation.”

They walked past afountain. The deacon's steelshod staff clicked in the night.

"I see agrest futurefor you in the Church,” said Vorbis, eventudly. "Thetime of the eighth Prophet is
coming. A time of expansion, and great opportunity for those true in the service of Om."

Bruthalooked into the pit.

If Vorbiswasright, and there was akind of light that made darkness visible, then down there wasiits
opposite, the darkness where no light could ever reach: darkness that blackened light. He thought of
blind Didactylos and his empty lantern.

He heard himsdlf say, "And with people like the Ephebians, thereis no truce. No treaty can be held
binding, if it is between people like the Ephebians and those who follow a deeper truth?”"

Vorbis nodded. "When the Great God iswith us," he said, "who can stand against us? Y ou impress me,
Brutha"



There was more laughter in the darkness, and the twang of stringed instruments.

"A feadt," sneered Vorbis. "The Tyrant invited usto afeast! | sent some of the party, of course. Even
their generdsarein there! They think themsdves safe behind their [abyrinth, as atortoise thinks himself
safein hisshdl, not redizing it isa prison. Onward.”

Theinner wal of the labyrinth loomed out of the darkness. Bruthaleaned againgt it. From far above
camethe chink of metal on metal asa sentry went on hisrounds.

The gateway to the labyrinth was wide open. The Ephebians had never seen the point of stopping
people entering. Up ashort sde-tunnel the guide for thefirst sixth of the way dumbered on abench, a
candle gut-tering beside him. Above his a cove hung the bronze bell that would-be traversers of the maze
used to sum-mon him. Brutha dipped past.

"Brutha?"

"Yes, lord?'

"L ead the way through the labyrinth. | know you can.”

“Lord-"

"Thisisan order, Brutha," said Vorhbis, pleasantly.

Thereisno hopefor it, Bruthathought. It isan order.

"Then tread where| tread, lord,” he whispered. "Not more than one step behind me.”

"Yes, Brutha"

"If | step around a place on the floor for no reason, you step around it too."

"Yes, Brutha"

Brutha thought: perhaps | could do it wrong. No. | took vows and things. Y ou can't just disobey. The
wholeworld endsif you start thinking likethat . . .

He let his desping mind take control. The way through the labyrinth unrolled in his head like aglow-ing
wire.

... diagondly forward and right three and-a-half paces, and | eft sixty-three paces, pause two
seconds-where a stedly swish in the darkness suggested that one of the guardians had devised something
that won him a prize-and up three steps. . .

| could run forward, he thought. | could hide, and hed walk into one of the pits or adeadfall or
some-thing, and then | could sneak back to my room and who would ever know?

| would .

... forward nine paces, and right one pace, and forward nineteen paces, and left two paces. . .



Therewasalight ahead. Not the occasiond white glow of moonlight from the ditsin the roof, but
yd-low l[amplight, dimming and brightening asits owner came nearer.

"Someone's coming,” he whispered. "1t must be one of the guides!”
Vorbis had vanished.

Brutha hovered uncertainly in the passageway asthe light bobbed nearer.
An ederly voice sad, "That you, Number Four?'

The light came round a corner. It hdf-illuminated an old man, who walked up to Bruthaand raised the
candleto hisface.

"Where's Number Four?' he said, peering around Brutha.

A figure gppeared behind the man, from out of a side-passage. Brutha had the briefest glimpse of
Vorbis, hisface strangdly peaceful, as he gripped the head of his staff, twisted and pulled. Sharp metd
glittered for amoment in the candldight.

Then the light went out.

Vorbissvoice sad, "Takethelead again.”

Trembling, Brutha obeyed. He felt the soft flesh of an outflung arm under his sanda for amoment.
The pit, he thought. Look into Vorbiss eyes, and therésthe pit. And I'm in it with him.,

I've got to remember about fundamentd truth.

No more guides were patrolling the labyrinth. After amere million years, the night air blew cool on his
face, and Brutha stepped out under the stars.

"Wl done. Can you remember the way to the gate?"
"Yes, Lord Vorbis."

The deacon pulled his hood over hisface.

"Cary on."

There were afew torches lighting the streets, but Ephebe was not acity that stayed awake in darkness.
A couple of passers-by paid them no attention.

"They guard their harbor," said Vorbis, conversational. "But the way to the desert . . . everyone knows
that no one can cross the desert. | am sure you know that, Brutha"

"But now | suspect that what | know is not the truth,” said Brutha.

"Quite so. Ah. The gate. | believe it had two guards yesterday ?"



"l saw two."
"And now it isnight and the gate is shut. But there will be awatchman. Wait here.”

Vorhis disappeared into the gloom. After awhile there was amuffled conversation. Brutha stared
draight ahead of him.

The conversation was followed by muffled silence. After awnhile Brutha started to count to himself.
After ten, I'll go back.

Another ten, then.

All right. Makeit thirty. And then I'll . ...

"Ah, Brutha Let usgo.”

Brutha swallowed his heart again, and turned dowly.

"I did not hear you, lord," he managed.

"l walk softly.”

"|sthere awatchman?'

"Not now. Come help me with the bolts.

A smdll wicket gate was set into the main gate. Brutha, his mind numb with hatred, shoved the bolts
asde with the hedl of hishand. The door opened with barely acresk.

Outside there was the occasiond light of adistant farm, and crowding darkness.

Then the darkness poured in.

Hierarchy, Vorbis said later. The Ephebians didn't think in terms of hierarchies.

No army could cross the desert. But maybe asmall army could get a quarter of the way, and leave a
cache of water. And do that severa times. And another small army could use part of that cacheto go
further, maybe reach hafway, and leave acache. And another small army . ..

It had taken months. A third of the men had died, of heat and dehydration and wild animas and worse
things, the worse things that the desert held . . .

Y ou had to have amind like Vorbissto plan it.

And planit early. Men were dready dying in the desert before Brother Murduck went to preach; there
was dready a besten track when the Omnian fleet burned in the bay before Ephebe.



Y ou had to have amind like VVorbissto plan your retdiation before your attack.

It was over in lessthan an hour. The fundamentd truth was that the handful of Ephebian guardsin the
palace had no chance at all.

Vorbissat upright in the Tyrant's chair. It was ap-proaching midnight.
A collection of Ephebian citizens, the Tyrant among them, had been herded in front of him.

He busied himsdlf with some paperwork and then looked up with an air of mild surprise, asif hed been
completely unaware thet fifty people were waiting in front of him at crossbow point.

"Ah," hesaid, and flashed alittle smile.

"Well," hesaid, "l am pleased to say that we can now dispense with the peace treaty. Quite
unneces-sary. Why prattle of peace when thereis no more war? Ephebe is now adiocese of Omnia.
Therewill be no argument.”

He threw a paper on to the floor.

"Therewill be afleet herein afew days. There will be no opposition, while we hold the palace. Y our
in-ferna mirror iseven now being smashed.”

He steepled hisfingers and looked at the assembled Ephebians.
"Who built it?'

The Tyrant looked up.

"It was an Ephebian congtruction,” he said.

"Ah," said Vorbis, "democracy. | forgot. Then who"-he signaed one of the guards, who handed him a
sack-"wrote this?'

A copy of De Chelonian Mobile was flung on to the marblefloor.
Brutha stood beside the throne. It was where he had been told to stand.

He'd looked into the pit and now it was him. Every-thing around him was happening in some distant
cir-cle of light, surrounded by darkness. Thoughts chased one another round his head.

Did the Cenobiarch know about this? Did anyone €l se know about the two kinds of truth? Who else



knew that Vorbis wasfighting both sides of awar, like achild playing with soldiers? Wasit redlly wrong
if it wasfor the greater glory of . . .

... agod who was atortoise. A god that only Brutha believed in?
Who did Vorbistak to when he prayed?

Through the menta storm Brutha heard Vorbissleve tones: "If the philosopher who wrote this does not
own up, the entirety of you will be put to the flame. Do not doubt thet | mean it.”

There was amovement in the crowd, and the sound of Didactyloss voice.
"Let go! You heard him! Anyway . .. | dwayswanted achanceto dothis..."

A couple of servants were pushed aside and the philosopher sumped out of the crowd, hisbarren
lan-tern held defiantly over hishead.

Bruthawatched the philosopher pause for amo-ment in the empty space, and then turn very dowly until
he was directly facing Vorbis. Hetook afew steps forward then, and held the lantern out as he appeared
to regard the deacon critically.

"Hmm," hesad.

"You arethe. . . perpetrator?’ said Vorbis.

"Indeed. Didactylosis my name."

"You areblind?'

"Only asfar asvisonisconcerned, my lord."

"Yet you carry alantern,” said Vorbis. "Doubtless for some catchword reason. Probably you'l tell me
you're looking for an honest man?"

"I don't know, my lord. Perhaps you could tell me what he looks like?!

"| should strike you down now," said Vorbis.

"Oh, certainly.”

Vorbisindicated the book.

"Theselies. Thisscandd. This. . . thislure to drag the minds of men from the path of true knowl-edge.
Y ou dare to stand before me and declare’-he pushed the book with atoe-"that the world isflat and
travelsthrough the void on the back of agiant turtle?'

Bruthaheld his breeth.

So did higtory.

Affirm your belief, Brutha thought. Just once, someone please stand up to Vorbis. | can't. But some-one



Hefound his eyes swiveling toward Simony, who stood on the other side of Vorbiss chair. The sergeant
looked transfixed, fascinated.

Didactylos drew himsdf up to hisfull height. He half-turned and for amoment his blank gaze passed
across Brutha. The lantern was extended at arm's length.

"No," hesaid.

"When every honest man knows that the world is a sphere, a perfect shape, bound to spin around the
sphere of the Sun as Man orbitsthe central truth of Om,” said Vorbis, "and the stars-”

Bruthaleaned forward, heart pounding.

"My lord?" hewhispered.

"What?' snapped Vorhis.

"Hesaid 'no," said Brutha
"That'sright,” said Didactylos.

Vorbis sat absolutely motionlessfor amoment.

Then hisjaw moved afraction, asif he was rehearang some words under his breath.

"Youdeny it?' hesad.

"Let it beasphere” said Didactylos. "No problem with a sphere. No doubt specid arrangements are
made for everything to stay on. And the Sun can be another larger sphere, along way off. Would you
like the Moon to orbit the world or the Sun? | advise the world. More hierarchica, and a splendid
exampletousdl.”

Brutha was seeing something he'd never seen be-fore. V orbiswas looking bewildered.

"But you wrote. . . you said the world is on the back of agiant turtle! Y ou gave the turtle aname!”

Didactylos shrugged. "Now | know better," he said. "Who ever heard of aturtle ten thousand miles
long? Swimming through the emptiness of space? Hah. For stupidity! | am embarrassed to think of it

Vorbis shut his mouth. Then he opened it again.

"Thisis how an Ephebian philosopher behaves?' he said.

Didactylos shrugged again. "It is how any true phi-losopher behaves," he said. "One must dways be
ready to embrace new idesas, take account of new proofs. Don't you agree? And you have brought us

many new points'-a gesture seemed to take in, quite by accident, the Omnian bowmen around the
room--"for meto ponder. | can dways be swayed by power-ful argument.”



"Y our lies have dready poisoned the world!"

"Then | shdl write another book," said Didactylos camly. "Think how it will look-proud Didactylos
swayed by the arguments of the Omnians. A full re-traction. Hmm? In fact, with your permission, lord-|
know you have much to do, looting and burning and so on-1 will retireto my barrdl right away and start
work onit. A universe of spheres. Bals spinning through space. Hmm. Y es. With your permission, lord, |
will write you more ballsthan you canimagine. . ."

The old philosopher turned and, very dowly, walked towards the exit.

Vorbiswatched him go.

Bruthasaw him haf-raise hishand to sgnd the guards, and then lower it again.

Vorbisturned to the Tyrant.

"So much for your-" he began.

"Coo-e!"

The lantern sailed through the doorway and shattered against VVorbiss skull.

"Nevertheless. . . the Turtle Moves!"

Vorbislegpt to hisfeet.

"I-" he screamed, and then got agrip on himsdlf. Hewaved irritably at a couple of the guards. "I want
him caught. Now. And . . . Brutha?'

Brutha could hardly hear him for the rush of blood in his ears. Didactylos had been a better thinker than
hed thought.

"Yes, lord?"

"Y ou will take aparty of men, and you will take them to the Library . . . and then, Brutha, you will burn
theLibrary."

Didactyloswas blind, but it was dark. The pursuing guards could see, except that there was nothing to
see by. And they hadn't spent their lives wandering the twisty, uneven and above al many-stepped lanes
of Ephebe.

"-eight, nine, ten, eeven," muttered the philosopher, bounding up a pitch-dark flight of stepsand haring
around a corner.

"Argh, ow, that was my knee," muttered most of the guards, in a heap about hafway up.

One made it to the top, though. By starlight he could just make out the skinny figure, bounding madly



along the Street. Heraised his crossbow. The old fool wasn't even dodging . . .
A perfect target.

There was atwang.

The guard looked puzzled for amoment. The bow toppled from hishands, firing itself asit hit the
cobbles and sending its bolt ricocheting off a statue. He looked down at the feathered shaft sticking out
of hischest, and then at the figure detaching itself from the shadows.

"Sergeant Simony?" he whispered.
"I'm sorry," said Smony. "'l really am. But the Truth isimportant.”

The soldier opened his mouth to give his opinion of the truth and then dumped forward.

He opened his eyes.

Simony waswalking away. Everything looked lighter. It was still dark. But now he could seein the

darkness. Everything was shades of gray. And the cobbles under his hand had somehow become a
coarse black sand.

He looked up.

ON YOUR FEET, PRIVATE ICHLOS.

He stood up sheepishly. Now he was more than just a soldier, an anonymous figure to chase and be
killed and be no more than a shadowy hit-player in other people'slives. Now he was Dervi Ichlos, aged
thirtyeight, comparatively blamelessin the general scheme of things, and dead.

Heraised ahand to hislipsuncertainly.

"You'rethe judge?’ he said.

NOT ME.

Ichloslooked at the sands stretching away. He knew ingtinctively what he had to do. He wasfar less

sophisticated than General Fri'it, and took more notice of songs he'd learned in his childhood. Besides, he
had an advantage. Hed had even less rdigion than the general.

JUDGEMENT ISAT THE END OF THE DESERT.

Ichlostried to amile.

"My mum told me about this," he said. "When you're dead, you have to walk adesert. And you see
everything properly, she said. And remember everything right.”

Desth studioudy did nothing to indicate hisfedings either way.

"Might meet afew friends on the way, eh?' said the soldier.



POSSIBLY.

Ichlos set out. On the whole, he thought, it could have been worse.

Urn clambered across the shelves like amonkey, pulling books out of their racks and throwing them
down to thefloor.

"| can carry about twenty,” he said. "But which twenty?*

"Alwayswanted to do that,” murmured Didactylos happily. "Upholding truth in the face of tyranny and
so on. Hah! One man, unafraid of the-”

"What to take? What to take?' shouted Urn.

"We don't need Grido's Mechanics," said Didactylos. "Hey, | wish | could have seen the look on his
facel Damn good shot, considering. | just hope someone wrote down what |-

"Principles of gearing! Theory of water expansion!” shouted Urn. "But we don't need Ibid's Civics or
Gnomon's Ectopia, that'sfor sure-”

"What? They belong to al mankind!" snapped Didactylos.

"Thenif al mankind will come and help us carry them, that'sfing," said Urn. "Buit if it'sjust thetwo of us,
| prefer to carry something useful .

"Useful? Books on mechanisms?
"Y esl They can show people how to live better!”

"And these show people how to be people,” said Didactylos. "Which reminds me. Find me another
lantern. | fed quite blind without one-”

The Library door shook to athunderous knocking. It wasn't the knocking of people who expected the
door to be opened.

"We could throw some of the othersinto the-”

The hingesleapt out of the wals. The door thudded down.

Soldiers scrambled over it, swords drawn.

"Ah, gentlemen,” said Didactylos. "Pray don't disturb my circles.”

The corpord in chargelooked at him blankly, and then down at the floor.

"What circles?' hesaid.



"Hey, how about giving meapair of compasses and coming back in, say, haf an hour?’
"Leave him, corpord,” said Brutha

He stepped over the door.

"l sadleavehim.”

"But | got ordersto-”

"Areyou deaf? If you are, the Quisition can curethat,” said Brutha, astonished at the steadiness of his
own voice.

"Y ou don't belong to the Quisition,” said the corpord.

"No. But | know aman who does," said Brutha. "Y ou are to search the palace for books. Leave him
with me. He's an old man. What harm can he do?!

The corpord looked hesitantly from Bruthato his prisoners.
"Very good, corpord. | will take over."

They dl turned.

"Did you hear me?" said Sergeant Simony, pushing hisway forward.
"But the deacon told us-”

"Corpord?'

"Y es, sergeant?"

"The deaconisfar awvay. | anright here.”

"Y es, sergeant.” Go.

"Y es, sergeant.”

Simony cocked an ear as the soldiers marched away.

Then he stuck his sword in the door and turned to Didactylos. He made afist with hisleft hand and
brought his right hand down on it, pam extended.

"The TurtleMoves," hesad.
"That al depends,” said the philosopher, cautioudly.
"I'meanl am...afriend," hesad.

"Why should wetrust you?' said Urn.



"Because you haven't got any choice," said Sergeant Simony briskly.
"Can you get us out of here?" said Brutha

Smony glared a him. "You?' hesad. "Why should | get you out of here? Y oure aninquisitor!” He
grasped his sword.

Brutha backed away.

“I'm not!"

"On the ship, when the captain sounded you, you just said nothing,” said Simony. "Y ou're not one of us."
"I don't think I'm one of them, ether,” said Brutha. "I'm one of mine."

He gave Didactylos an imploring look, which was awasted effort, and turned it towards Urn instead.

"I don't know about this soldier,” hesaid. "All | know isthat Vorbis meansto have you killed and he will
burn your Library. But | can help. | worked it out on theway here.”

"And don't listen to him," said Simony. He dropped on one kneein front of Didactylos, like a supplicant.
"Sir, thereare. . . someof us. . . who know your book for what itis. . . see, | haveacopy . . ."

Hefumbled inside his breastplate.

"We copied it out," said Simony. "One copy! That'sall we had! Buit it's been passed around. Some of us
who could read, read it to the others! It makes so much sense!”

"Er .. " sid Didactylos "What?'

Simony waved his hands in excitement. "'Because we know it-1've been to places that-it'strue! Thereisa
Gresat Turtle. The turtle does move! We don't need gods!”

"Urn? No oné's stripped the copper off the roof, have they?' said Didactylos.
"Dont think s0."
"Remind me not to talk to this chap outside, then.”

"Y ou don't understand!” said Simony. "1 can save you. Y ou have friends in unexpected places. Come
on. I'll just kill thispriest .. . ."

He gripped his sword. Brutha backed away.

"No! | can help, too! That'swhy | came. When | saw you in front of Vorbis| knew what | could do!™
"What can you do?" sneered Urn.

"l can savetheLibrary."

"What? Put it on your back and run away?' sneered Simony.



"No. | don't mean that. How many scrolls are there?”

"About seven hundred,” said Didactylos.

"How many of them are important?*

"All of them!" said Urn.

"Maybe acouple of hundred," said Didactylos, mildly.

"Unde "

"All therest isjust wind and vanity publishing,” said Didactylos.
"But they're books!"

"I may be ableto take more than that,” said Bruthadowly. "Isthere away out?'
"There. .. could be" said Didactylos.

"Donttel him!" said Smony.

"Then dl your bookswill burn,” said Brutha. He pointed to Smony. "He said you haven't got achoice.
So you haven't got anything to lose, have you?'

"He'sa” Simony began.

"Everyone shut up,” said Didactylos. He Stared past Brutha's ear.

"There may beaway out," he said. "What do you intend?"

"l don't believe thid" said Urn. "There's Omnians here and you'e telling them there's another way out!”
"Theréstunndsall through thisrock,” said Didactylos.

"Maybe, but we don't tell people!”

"I'minclined to trust this person,” said Didactylos. "He's got an honest face. Speaking philosophicaly.”
"Why should we trugt him?"*

"Anyone stupid enough to expect usto trust him in these circumstances must be trustworthy,” said
Didactylos. "Hed be too stupid to be deceitful.”

"I canwak out of hereright now," said Brutha. "And wherewill your Library be then?'
"You see?' said Simony.

"Just when things gpparently ook dark, suddenly we have unexpected friends everywhere," sad
Didactylos. "What isyour plan, young man?"



"I haven't got one," said Brutha. "'l just do things, one after the other."
"And how long will doing things one after another take you?"

"About ten minutes, | think."

Simony glared at Brutha.

"Now get the books," said Brutha. "And | shal need somelight.”
"But you can't even read!" said Urn.

"I'm not going to read them.” Bruthalooked blankly at the first scroll, which happened to be De
Chelonian Mobile.

"Oh. My god," he said.
"Something wrong?"' said Didactylos.

"Could someonefetch my tortoise?'

Simony trotted through the palace. No one was paying him much attention. Most of the Ephebian guard
was outside the labyrinth, and V orbis had made it clear to anyone who was thinking of venturing inside
just what would happen to the palace's inhabitants. Groups of Omnian soldierswerelootingina
disciplined sort of way.

Besides, he was returning to his quarters.

There was atortoise in Brutha's room. It was sit-ting on the table, between arolled-up scroll and a
gnawed melon rind and, insofar asit was possible to tell with tortoises, was adegp. Smony grabbed it
without ceremony, rammed it into his pack, and hur-ried back towards the Library.

He hated himsdlf for doing it. The stupid priest had ruined everything! But Didactylos had made him
promise, and Didactylos was the man who knew the Truth.

All the way there he had the impression that someone was trying to attract his attention.

"Y ou can remember them just by looking?' said Urn.
"YS"

"Thewhole scroll?



IIYaII
"l don't believe you."

"Theword LIBRVM outside thisbuilding has achip in the top of thefir letter, said Brutha. " Xeno
wrote Reflections, and old Aristocrates wrote Platitudes, and Didactylos thinks Ibid's Discourses are
bloody stupid. There are six hundred paces from the Tyrant'sthrone room to the Library. Thereisa”

"He's got agood memory, you've got to grant him that,” said Didactylos. " Show him some more scrolls.™

"How will we know he's remembered them?' Urn demanded, unrolling ascroll of geometrica theorems.
"He can't read! And evenif he could read, he can't write! "

"We shdl haveto teach him."

Bruthalooked at ascroll full of maps. He shut his eyes. For amoment the jagged outline glowed against
theindde of hiseydids, and then he fdt them settle into hismind. They were dtill there somewhere-he
could bring them back a any time. Urn unrolled another scroll. Pictures of animas. Thisone, drawings of
plants and lots of writing. Thisone, just writing. Thisone, triangles and things. They settled downin his
memory. After awhile, he wasn't even aware of the scroll unrolling. He just had to keep looking.

He wondered how much he could remember. but that was stupid. Y ou just remembered everything you

saw. A tabletop, or ascrall full of writing. There was as much information in the grain and coloring of the
wood asthere was in Xeno's Reflections.

Even s0, he was conscious of acertain heaviness of mind, afedling that if he turned his head sharply then
memory would dosh out of hisears.

Urn picked up ascrall a random and unrolled it partway.

"Describe what an Ambiguous Puzumalooks like," he demanded.

"Don't know," said Brutha. He blinked.

"So much for Mr. Memory," said Urn.

"He can't read, boy. That's not fair,” said the philosopher.

"All right. I mean-the fourth picture in the third scroll you saw,” said Urn.

"A four-legged creature facing left," said Brutha. "A large head smilar to acat's and broad shoulders
with the body tapering towards the hindquarters. The body is a pattern of dark and light squares. The
earsarevery smal and laid flat againgt the head. There are six whiskers. Thetalil is stubby. Only the hind

feet are clawed, three claws on each foot. The fore feet are about the same length as the head and held
up against the body. A band of thick hair-"

"That wasfifty scrollsago,” said Urn. "He saw the whole scroll for asecond or two."

They looked at Brutha. Brutha blinked again.



"Y ou know everything?' said Urn.
"l don't know."
"Y ouvegot hdf the Library in your head!"

“Ifed ...a...bit..."

The Library of Ephebe was afurnace. The flames burned blue where the melted copper roof dripped on
to the shelves.

All libraries, everywhere, are connected by the bookworm holes in space created by the strong
gpacetime distortions found around any large collections of books.

Only avery few librarianslearn the secret, and there are inflexible rules about making use of the fact.
Because it anountsto timetravel, and time travel causes big problems.

Butif alibrary ison fire, and down in the history books as having been onfire. . .

There wasasmal pop, utterly unheard among the crackling of the bookshelves, and a figure dropped
out of nowhere on to asmal patch of unburned floor in the middle of the Library.

It looked ape-like, but it moved in avery purposeful way. Long smian arms beat out the flames, pulled
scrolls off the shelves, and stuffed them into a sack. When the sack wasfull, it knuckled back into the
middle of theroom . . . and vanished, with another pop.

This has nothing to do with the story.

Nor doesthe fact that, some time later, scrolls thought to have been destroyed in the Great Ephebian
Library Fireturned up in remarkably good condition in the Library of Unseen University in
Ankh-Morpork.

But it's nice to know, even so.

Brutha awvoke with the smdll of the seain hisnodrils. At least it was what people think of asthe smell of
the sea, which isthe stink of antique fish and rotten seaweed.

Hewasin some sort of shed. Such light as managed to come through its one unglazed window was red,
and flickered. One end of the shed was open to the water. The ruddy light showed afew figures
clustered around something there.

Brutha gently probed the contents of his memory. Everything seemed to bethere, the Library scrolls
neetly arranged. The words were as meaningless to him as any other written word, but the pictures were



interesting. Moreinteresting than most thingsin his memory, anyway.

He sat up, carefully.

"You're awake, then," said the voice of Om, in hishead. "Fed abit full, do we? Fed abit like astack of
shelves? Fed like weve got big notices saying "SILENCIOS!" dl over the place insde our head? What
did you go and do that for?"

"l ... don't know. It seemed like. . . the next thing to do. Where are you?"

"Y our soldier friend has got mein his pack. Thanksfor looking after me so carefully, by the way."

Bruthamanaged to get to hisfeet. The world revolved round him for amoment, adding athird
adironomical theory to the two currently occupying the minds of local thinkers.

He peered out of thewindow. The red light was coming from fires al over Ephebe, but there was one
huge glow over the Library.

"Guerrillaactivity,” said Om. "Even the daves arefighting. Can't understand why. Y ou think they'd jump
at the chance to be revenged on their masters, en?”

"l suppose adave in Ephebe hasthe chanceto befree” said Brutha

Therewas a hiss from the other end of the shed, and ametallic, whirring noise. Brutha heard Urn say,
"There! | told you. Just ablock in the tubes. Lets get some more fud in."

Brutha tottered towards the group.

They were clustered round a boat. As boats went, it was of normal shape-a pointed end in front, aflat
end at the back. But there was no mast. What there was, was alarge, copper-colored ball, hangingin a
wooden framework toward the back of the boat.

There was an iron basket undernegth it, in which someone had aready got agood fire going.

And the ball was spinning initsframe, in acloud of steam.

"I've seenthat,” he said. "'In De Chelonian Mobile. Therewas adrawing.”

"Oh, it'sthewalking Library," said Didactylos. "Yes. Youreright. Illustrating the principle of reaction. |
never asked Urn to build abig one. Thisiswhat comes of thinking with your hands.”

"I took it round the lighthouse one night last week," said Urn. "No problemsat all.”
"Ankh-Morpork isalot further than that,” said Simony.

"Yes, itisfive timesfurther than the distance between Ephebe and Omnia," said Bruthasolemnly. "There
was ascroll of maps," he added.

Steam rose in scalding clouds from the whirring ball. Now he was closer, Brutha could seethat half a
dozen very short oars had been joined together in a star-shaped pattern behind the copper globe, and
hung over the rear of the boat. Wooden cogwhedls and a couple of endless beltsfilled the intervening



space. Asthe globe spun, the paddies thrashed at the air.

"How doesit work?' he said.

"Very smple"” said Urn. "The fire makes-”

"We haven't got timefor this" said Simony.

"-makes the water hot and so it gets angry,” said the apprentice philosopher. "So it rushes out of the
globe through these four little nozzles to get away from thefire. The plumes of steam push the globe
around, and the cogwheedls and L egibus's screw mechanism transfer the motion to the paddies which
turn, pushing the boat through the water."

"Very philosophical,” said Didactylos.

Brutha felt that he ought to stand up for Omnian progress.

"The great doors of the Citadd weigh tons but are opened solely by the power of faith," he said. "One
push and they swing open.”

"I should very much liketo seethat,” said Urn.

Bruthafdt afaint snful twinge of pride that Omniatill had anything he could be proud of.
"Very good baance and some hydraulics, probably.”

Simony thoughtfully prodded the mechanism with his sword.

"Have you thought of al the possibilities?' he said.

Urn's hands began to weave through the air. ™'Y ou mean mighty ships ploughing the wine-dark seawith
no-" he began.

"Onland, | wasthinking," said Simony. "Perhaps. . . on some sort of cart . . ."
"Oh, no point in putting aboat on acart.”

Simony's eyes gleamed with the gleam of aman who had seen the future and found it covered with
armor plating.

"Hmm," hesaid.

"It'sdl very wdl, but it's not philosophy,” said Didactylos.
"Wheréesthe priet?

"I'm here, but I'm not &”

"How're you fedling? Y ou went out like a candle back there.”



"I'm . .. better now."

"One minute upright, next minute a draftexcluder.”
"I'm much better.”

"Happen alot, doesit?’

"Sometimes"

"Remembering the scrolls okay ?*

"l .. .think so. Who st fireto the Library?’

Urn looked up from the mechanism.

"Hedid," hesaid.

Brutha stared at Didactylos.

"You st fireto your own Library?"

"I'm the only one qudified,” said the philosopher. "Besides, it keegpsit out of theway of Vorbis"
"What?'

" Suppose held read the scrolls? He's bad enough asit is. HE be alot worse with all that knowledge
ingdehim."

"Hewouldn't have read them," said Brutha.

"Oh, hewould. | know that type," said Didactylos"All holy piety in public, and al peeled grapesand
sf-indulgencein private"

"Not Vorbis," said Brutha, with absolute certainty. "He wouldn't have read them.”
"W, anyway," said Didactylos, "if it had to bedone, | did it."

Urn turned away from the bow of the boat, where he was feeding more wood into the brazier under the
globe.

"Canweall get on board?' he said.

Brutha eased hisway on arough bench seat amidships, or whatever it was cdled. The air smelled of hot
water.

"Right," said Urn. He pulled alever. The spinning paddles hit the water; there was ajerk and then, steam
hanging inthe air behind it, the boat moved forward.

"What's the name of thisvessel?' said Didactylos.



Urn looked surprised.
"Name?' hesaid. "It'saboat. A thing, of the nature of things. It doesn't need aname.”

"Names are more philosophicd," said Didactylos, with atrace of sulkiness. "And you should have
broken an amphora of wine over it."

"That would have been awaste."

Theboat chugged out of the boathouse and into the dark harbor. Away to one side, an Ephebian galley
was on fire. The whole of the city was a patchwork of flame.

"But you've got an amphoraon board?' said Didactylos.

"Ves"

"Passit over, then."

White water trailed behind the boat. The paddles churned.

"Nowind. No rowers" said Simony. "Do you even begin to understand what you have here, Urn?"
"Absolutely. The operating principles are amazingly smple,” said Urn.

"That wasn't what | meant. | meant the things you could do with this power!"

Urn pushed another log on thefire.

"It'sjust the transforming of heat into work," he said. " suppose. . . oh, the pumping of water. Millsthat
can grind even when the wind isn't blowing. That sort of thing? Isthat what you had in mind?*

Simony the soldier hesitated.

"Yeah," hesad. "Something likethat."

Bruthawhispered, "Om?'

"y e

"Areyou dl right?'

"It smellslike asoldier's knapsack in here. Get me out.”

The copper ball spun madly over thefire. It gleamed dmost as brightly as Smony's eyes.
Brutha tapped him on the shoulder.

"Can | have my tortoise?"

Simony laughed bitterly.



"There's good egting on one of these things," he said, fishing out Om.

"Everyone says s0," said Brutha. He lowered his voice to awhisper.

"What sort of placeis Ankh?'

"A city of amillion souls" said the voice of Om,

"many of them occupying bodies. And athousand religions. There's even atempleto the smal godd!
Sounds like a place where people don't have trouble beieving things. Not abad place for afresh start, |

think. With my brainsand your . . . with my brains, we should soon bein businessagain.”

"Y ou don't want to go back to Omnia?"

"No point,” said the voice of Om. "It's dways possible to overthrow an established god. People get fed
up, they want a change. But you can't overthrow yourself, can you?'

"Who'reyou taking to, priest?' said Smony.

"l ...er...waspraying."

"Hah! To Om?Y ou might aswell pray to that tortoise."
"Wes"

"I am ashamed for Omnia," said Simony. "L ook at us. Stuck in the past. Held back by repressive
monotheism. Shunned by our neighbors. What good has our God been to us? Gods? Hah!"

"Steady on, steady on,” said Didactylos. "Were on seawater and that's highly conductive armor you're
wearing."

"Oh, | say nothing about other gods," said Simony quickly. "I have not theright. But Om? A bogeyman
for the Quidtion! If he exigts, let him strike me down here and now!"

Simony drew hissword and held it up at arm's length.

Om sat peacefully on Bruthaslap. "I like thisboy,” he said. "He'samost asgood asabdiever. It'slike
love and hate, know what | mean?"

Simony sheethed his sword again.
"Thus| refute Om," hesad.
"Y es, but what's the dternative?"

"Philosophy! Practica philosophy! Like Urn'senginethere. It could drag Omniakicking and screaming
into the Century of the Fruitbat!"

"Kicking and screaming,” said Brutha



"By any means necessary,” sad Smony.
He beamed at them.

"Don't worry about him," said Om. "Well befar away. Just aswdll, too. | don't think Omnias going to
be a popular country when news of last night's work gets about.”

"But it was Vorbissfault!" sad Bruthaout loud. "He started the whole thing! He sent poor Brother
Murduck, and then he had him killed so he could blame it on the Ephebians! He never intended any
peace treaty! He just wanted to get into the palace!”

"Beats me how he managed that, too," said Urn. "No one ever got through the labyrinth without aguide.
How did hedoit?'

Didactyloss blind eyes sought out Brutha.

"Can'timagine" he said. Brutha hung his heed.

"Heredly did dl that?' said Simony.

"es"

"Youidiot! Youtotal sandhead!" screamed Om.

"And you'd tell thisto other people?’ said Smony, indstently.
"l suppose s0."

"Y ou'd speak out againgt the Quisition?”

Brutha stared miserably into the night. Behind them, the flames of Ephebe had merged into one orange
spark.

"All I can say iswhat | remember,” hesaid.

"We're dead,” said Om. "Throw me over the Sde, why don't you? This bonehead will want to take us
back to Omnia"

Simony rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

"Vorbis has many enemies,” he said, "in certain circumstances. Better he should be killed, but some
would call that murder. Or even martyrdom. But atrid . . . if therewasevidence. . . if they even thought
there could be evidence.. . "

"I can see hismind working!" Om screamed. "Wed dl be safeif you'd shut up!”

"Vorbisontrid," Simony mused.

Brutha blanched at the thought. It was the kind of thought that was dmaost impossible to hold in the mind.
It was the kind of thought that made no sense. Vorbison trid? Trids were things that happened to other

people.



He remembered Brother Murduck. And the soldiers who had been lost in the desert. And dl the things
that had been done to people, even to Brutha.

"Tdl him you can't remember!” Omydled. "Tel him you can't recal!"
"And if hewasontrid," said Simony, "hed be found guilty. No one would dare do anything ese.”

Thoughts dways moved dowly through Bruthas mind, like icebergs. They arrived dowly and left dowly
and when they were there they occupied alot of space, much of it below the surface.

He thought: the worst thing about Vorbisisn't that he's evil, but that he makes good people do evil. He
turns peopleinto thingslike himsdlf. Y ou can't hepit. You catchiit off him.

There was no sound but the dosh of water againgt the Unnamed Boat's hull and the spinning of the
philosophicd engine.

"Wed be caught if we returned to Omnia," said Bruthadowly.

"We can land away from the ports,” said Simony eagerly.

"Ankh-Morpork!" shouted Om.

"First we should take Mr. Didactylosto Ankh-Morpork," said Brutha. "Then-I'll come back to Omnia."
"Y ou can damn well leave metheretoo!" said Om.

"I'll soon find some believersin Ankh-Morpork, don't you worry, they believe anything therel”

"Never seen Ankh-Morpork,” said Didactylos. "Still, welive and learn. That'swhat | awayssay.” He
turned to face the soldier. "Kicking and screaming.”

"Therés some exilesin Ankh,” said Smony. "Don't worry. Y ou'll be safe there.”

"Amazing!" said Didactylos. "And to think, thismorning, | didn't even know | wasin danger.”

He sat back in the boat.

"Lifeinthisworld," hesaid, "is, asit were, asojourn in acave. What can we know of redity? For al we
see of thetrue nature of existenceis, shall we say, no more than bewildering and amusing shadows cast
upon theinner wall of the cave by the unseen blinding light of absolute truth, from which we may or may

not deduce some glimmer of veracity, and we as troglodyte seekers of wisdom can only lift our voicesto
the unseen and say, humbly, “Go on, do Deformed Rabbit . . . it'smy favorite." "

Vorhis dirred the asheswith hisfoot.

"No bones," he said.



The soldiers stood silently. The fluffy gray flakes collapsed and blew alittle way in the dawn breeze.
"And thewrong sort of ash," said Vorhis.

The sergeant opened his mouth to say something.

"Beassured | know that of which | spegk,” said Vorbis.

He wandered over to the charred trapdoor, and prodded it with histoe.

"Wefollowed the tunnel," said the sergeant, in the tones of one who hopes againgt experience that
sounding hel pful will avert thewrath to come. "It comes out near the docks."

"But if you enter it from the docks it does not come out here," Vorbis mused. The smoking ashes
seemed to hold an endless fascination for him.

The sergeant's brow wrinkled.

"Understand?" said VVorhis. "The Ephebianswouldn't build away out that was away in. The minds that
devised the [abyrinth would not work like that. Therewould be. . . valves. Sequences of triggerstones,
perhaps. Tripsthat trip only one way. Whirring blades that come out of unexpected walls."

“Ah.

"Most intricate and devious, | have no doubt.”

The sergeant ran adry tongue over hislips. He could not read Vorbis like a book, because there had
never been abook like Vorbis. But Vorbis had certain habits of thought that you learned, after awhile.

"Y ou wish meto take the squad and follow it up from the docks," he said hollowly.
"l wasjust about to suggest it,” said Vorbis.

"Yes, lord."

Vorbis patted the sergeant on the shoulder.

"But do not worry!" he said cheerfully. "Om will protect the strong in faith."

"Yes, lord."

"And thelast man can bring me afull report. But first . . . they are not in the city?*
"We have searched it fully, lord."

"And no one left by the gate? Then they left by sea.”

"All the Ephebian war vessals are accounted for, Lord Vorbis."

"Thisbay islousy with smal boats."



"With nowhere to go but the open sea, Sir."

Vorbislooked out at the Circle Sea. It filled the world from horizon to horizon. Beyond lay the smudge
of the Sto plains and the ragged line of the Ramtops, dl the way to the towering peaks that the heretics
called the Hub but whichwas, he _knew,

the Pole, visble around the curve of the world only because of the way light bent in atmosphere, just as
itdidinwater . . . and he saw asmudge of white, curling over the distant ocean.

Vorbis had very good eyesight, from aheight.

He picked up ahandful of gray ash, which had once been Dykeri's Principles of Navigation, and let it
drift through hisfingers.

"Om has sent usafair wind," he said. "Let us get down to the docks."
Hope waved optimigticaly in the waters of the sergeant's despair.
"Y ou won't be wanting usto explore the tunnd, lord?" he said.

"Oh, no. Y ou can do that when we return.”

Urn prodded at the copper globe with a piece of wire while the Unnamed Boat wallowed in the waves.

"Can't you beat it?" said Simony, who was not up to speed on the difference between machines and
people.

"It'saphilosophicad engine," said Urn. "Besting won't help.”
"But you said machines could be our daves," said Simony.

"Not the beating sort," said Urn. "The nozzles are bunged up with sdt. When the water rushes out of the
globeit leavesthe sdt behind.”

"Why?
"I don't know. Water likesto travd light."

"We're becamed! Can you do anything about it?*

"Yes, wait for it to cool down and then clean it out and put some more water init."
Simony looked around distractedly.

"But we're dill in gght of the coast!"



"Y ou might be," said Didactylos. He was Sitting in the middle of the boat with his hands crossed on the
top of hiswaking-gtick, looking like an old man who doesn't often get taken out for an airing and is quite

enjoyingit.

"Don't worry. No one could see us out here,” said Urn. He prodded at the mechanism. "Anyway, I'm a
bit worried about the screw. It was invented to move water aong, not move along on weter."

"Y ou mean it's confused?' said Simony.
"Screwed up,” said Didactylos happily.

Bruthalay in the pointed end, looking down at the water. A small squid siphoned padt, just under the
surface. He wondered what it was-

-and knew it was the common bottle squid, of the class Cephal opoda, phylum Mollusca, and that it had
aninterna cartilaginous support instead of a skeleton and awell--devel oped nervous system and large,
image-forming eyesthat were quite milar to vertebrate eyes.

The knowledge hung in the forefront of his mind for amoment, and then faded away.

"Om?"' Bruthawhispered.

"What?'

"What're you doing?'

"Trying to get some deep. Tortoises need alot of deep, you know."

Simony and Urn were bent over the philosophica engine. Bruthastared at the globe

-asphere of radiusr, which therefore had avolume V = (4/3)(pi) rrr, and surface area A = 4(pi) rr-
"Oh,mygod..."

"What now?" said the voice of the tortoise.

Didactyloss face turned towards Brutha, who was clutching at his head.

"What'sapi?'

Didactylos reached out a hand and steadied Brutha.

"What's the matter?' said Om.

"I don't know! It'sjust words! | don't know what's in the books! | can't read!”

"Getting plenty of degpisvitd,” saidd Om. "It builds a hedthy shell.”

Brutha sagged to hiskneesin the rocking boat. He fdlt like a householder coming back unexpectedly

and finding the old place full of Strangers. They werein every room, not menacing, but just filling the
gpace with their thereness,



"The books are leaking!"

"l don't see how that can happen,” said Didactylos. "Y ou said you just looked at them. Y ou didn't read
them. Y ou don't know what they mean."

"They know what they mean!"

"Ligten. They're just books, of the nature of books," said Didactylos. "They're not magica. If you could
know what books contained just by looking at them, Urn there would be agenius.”

"What's the matter with him?" said Simony.
"He thinks he knows too much.”

"No! | don't know anything! Not really know," said Brutha. "1 just remembered that squids have an
internd cartilaginous support!™

"| can seethat would beaworry,” said Simony. "Huh. Priests? Mad, the lot of them.”

"No! | don't know what cartilaginous means!"

"Skeletd connectivetissue," said Didactylos. "Think of bony and leathery a the sametime.”
Simony snorted. "Wdl, well,” he said, "welive and learn, just likeyou said.”

"Some of useven do it the other way round,” said Didactylos.

"Isthat supposed to mean something?'

"It's philosophy,” said Didactylos. "And sit down, boy. Y ou're making the boat rock. Were overloaded
asitis”

"It's being buoyed upward by aforce equa to the weight of the displaced fluid," muttered Brutha,
Soging.

"Hmm?'
"Except that | don't know what buoyed means."

Urn looked up from the sphere. "We're ready to Start again,” he said. "Just bale some water in here with
your hdmet, miger."

"And then we shdl go again?'

"Well, we can start getting up steam,” said Urn. He wiped his hands on histoga

"Y'know," said Didactylos, "there are different ways of learning things. I'm reminded of the time when
old Prince Lasgere of Tsort asked me how he could become learned, especialy since he hadn't got any

time for thisreading business. | said to him, "Thereisno roya road to learning, sire,’ and he said to me,
"Bloody well build one or | shall have your legs chopped off. Use as many davesasyou like' A



refreshingly direct approach, | aways thought. Not a man to mince words. People, yes. But not words.”
"Why didn't he chop your legs off?" said Urn.

"I built him hisroad. More or less"

"How? | thought that was just a metaphor.”

"You'relearning, Urn. So | found adozen daveswho could read and they sat in his bedroom at night
whigpering choice passages to him while he dept.”

"Did that work?"

"Don't know. Thethird dave stuck a six-inch dagger in his ear. Then after the revolution the new ruler let
me out of prison and said | could leave the country if | promised not to think of anything on theway to
the border. But | don't believe there was anything wrong with theideain principle.”

Urn blew on thefire.

"Takesalittlewhileto heat up the water," he explained.

Bruthalay back in the bow again. If he concentrated, he could stop the knowledge flowing. Thething to
do was avoid looking at things. Even acloud-

-devised by natural philosophy as ameans of occasioning shade on the surface of the world, thus
preventing overhesating-

-caused an intrusion. Om was fast adeep.

Knowing without learning, thought Brutha. No. The other way round. Learning without knowing . . .

Nine-tenths of Om dozed in hisshell. Therest of him drifted like afog in the real world of the gods,
whichisalot lessinteresting than the three-dimensiona world inhabited by most of humanity.

Hethought: were alittle boat. Shell probably not even notice us. There's the whole of the ocean. She
can't be everywhere.

Of course, she'sgot many believers. But we'reonly alittle boat . . .

Hefdt the minds of inquisitive fishes nosing around the end of the screw. Which was odd, becausein the
normal course of things fishes were not known for their-

"Greetings," said the Queen of the Sea.
"Ah"

"l sseyou're still managing to exig, little tortoise” "Hanging in there," said Om. "No problems.”



Therewas a pause which, if it were taking place between two peoplein the human world, would have
been spent in coughing and |ooking embarrassed. But gods are never embarrassed.

"I expect,” said Om guardedly, "you are looking for your price."

"Thisvessd and everyoneinit,”" said the Queen. "But your believer can be saved, asisthe custom.”
"What good are they to you? One of them'san atheist.”

"Hah! They al believe, right at theend.”

"That doesn't seem . . ." Om hesitated. "Fair?"

Now the Sea Queen paused.

"Whet'sfar?'

"Like. .. underlying justice?' said Om. He wondered why he said it.

"Sounds ahuman ideato me."

"They'reinventive, I'll grant you. But what | meantwas. . . | mean. . . they've done nothing to deserve
it

"Desarve? They're human. What's deserve got to do with it?”

Om had to concede this. He wasn't thinking like agod. This bothered him.
"Itsjust..."

"Y ou've been relying on one human for too long, little god.”

"I know. | know." Om sighed. Minds |eaked into one another. He was seeing too much from ahuman
point of view. "Take the boat, then. If you must. | just wish it was-”

"Fair?' said the Sea Queen. She moved forward. Om fdt her dl around him.
"Theresno such thing," shesaid. "Lifeslike abeach. And then you die."
Then shewas gone.

Om let himself retreet into the shell of hisshell.

"Brutha?"

"y e

"Canyou swim?'

The globe started to spin.



Bruthaheard Urn say, "There. Soon be on our way."
"Wed better be." Thiswas Simony. "There's a ship out there."
"Thisthing goesfaster than anything with sailsor oars™

Bruthallooked acrossthe bay. A deek Omnian ship was passing the lighthouse. It was still along way
off, but Brutha stared at it with a dread and expectation that magnified better than tel escopes.

"Itsmoving fagt," said Simony. "I don't understand it--theré's no wind."

Urn looked round &t the flat calm.

"There can't be wind there and not here," he said.

"l said, can you swim?' Thevoice of the tortoise wasingstent in Brutha's head.
"l don't know," said Brutha.

"Do you think you could find out quickly?'

Urn looked upwards.

"Oh," hesad.

Clouds had massed over the Unnamed Boat. They were visibly spinning.

"Y ou've got to know!" shouted Om. "I thought you had a perfect memory!"

"We used to splash around in the big cistern in the village," whispered Brutha. "I don't know if that
countd”

Mist whipped off the surface of the sea. Brutha's ears popped. And till the Omnian ship came on, flying
across the waves.

"What do you cal it when you've got adead cam surrounded by winds-” Urn began.
"Hurricane?' said Didactylos.

Lightning crackled between sky and sea. Urn yanked at the lever that |owered the screw into the water.
Hiseyesglowed dmost as brightly asthe lightning.

"Now therésapower," he said. "Harnessing the lightning! The dream of mankind!*
The Unnamed Boat surged forward.

"Isit?1t'snot my dream,” said Didactylos. "'l dways dream of agiant carrot chasing me through afield of
lobsters.”

"I mean metaphorica dream, master,” said Urn.



"What's a metaphor?' said Smony.

Bruthasaid, "What's adream?'

A pillar of lightning laced the mist. Secondary lightnings sparked off the spinning globe.

"You can get it from cats," said Urn, lost in a philosophica world, asthe Boat left awhite wake behind

it. "Y ou stroke them with arod of amber, and you get tiny lightnings. . . if | could magnify that amillion
times, no man would ever be adave again and we could catchit in jarsand do away with thenight . . ."

Lightning struck afew yards away.

"We'rein aboat with alarge copper ball in the middle of abody of sdt water,” said Didactylos.
"Thanks, Urn."

"And the temples of the gods would be magnificently lit, of course,” said Urn quickly.

Didactylos tapped his stick on the hull. "It'sanice idea, but you'd never get enough cats,” he said. The
sea surged up.

"Jump into the water!" Om shouted.

"Why?" said Brutha

A wave dmost overturned the boat. Rain hissed on the surface of the sphere, sent up ascading spray.
"I haven't got timeto explain! Jump overboard! It'sfor the best! Trust me!™

Brutha stood up, holding the sphere's framework to steady himsalf.

"Stdown!" said Urn.

"I'm just going out," said Brutha. "'l may be sometime.”

The boat rocked under him as he haf-jumped, haf-fdl into the boiling sea.

Lightning struck the sphere.

As Brutha bobbed to the surface he saw, for amoment, the globe glowing white-hot and the Unnamed
Boat, its screw dmost out of the water, skimming away through the mists like acomet. It vanished in the
cloudsand rain. A moment later, above the noise of the storm, there was a muffled "boom."

Brutha raised his hand. Om broke the surface, blowing seawater out of his nogtrils.

"You sad it would be for the best!" screamed Brutha.

"Wdl?Weredill divel And hold me out of thewater! Tortoises can't svim!™

"But they might be dead!”



"Do you want to join them?"

A wave submerged Brutha. For amoment the world was adark green curtain, ringing in hisears.
"I can't swvim with one hand!" he shouted, as he broke surface again.

"WEell be saved! Shewouldn't darel”

"What do you mean?"

Another wave dapped at Brutha, and suction dragged at hisrobes.

"om?"

"y e

"l don't think | canswim .. ."

Gods are not very introspective. It has never been asurviva trait. The ability to cgole, threaten, and
terrify has alwaysworked well enough. When you can flatten entire cities at awhim, atendency toward
quiet reflection and seeing-things-from-the-other-fellow's-point-of -view is seldom necessary.

Which had led, across the multiverse, to men and women of tremendous brilliance and empathy devoting
their entire livesto the service of deitieswho couldn't beat them at aquiet game of dominoes. For
example, Sister Sestina of Quirm defied the wrath of alocal king and waked unharmed across a bed of
coals and propounded a philosophy of sensible ethics on behaf of agoddesswhose only real interest
wasin hairstyles, and Brother Zephilite of Klatch left hisvast estates and hisfamily and spent hislife
ministering to the sick and poor on behalf of theinvisble god Frum, generdly considered unable, should
he have a backside, to find it with both hands, should he have hands. Gods never need to be very bright
when there are humans around to be it for them.

The Sea Queen was considered fairly dumb even by other gods. But there was a certain logic to her
thoughts, as she moved deep below the storm-tossed waves. The little boat had been atempting target . .
. but herewas abigger one, full of people, sailing right into the storm.

Thisonewasfair game.

The Sea Queen had the attention span of an onion bahyi.

And, by and large, she created her own sacrifices. And she believed in quantity.

The Fin of God plunged from wave crest to wave trough, the gdle tearing a its sails. The captain fought
hisway through waist-high water to the prow, where'Vorbis stood clutching therail, apparently oblivious



to thefact that the ship was wallowing half-submerged.
"Srl Wemust reef sail! We can't outrun thigl™
Green fire crackled on the tops of the masts. Vorbisturned. Thelight was reflected in the pit of hiseyes.
"Itisdl for theglory of Om," hesaid. "Trust isour sail, and glory isour destination.”

The captain had had enough. He was unsteady on the subject of religion, but felt fairly confident that
after thirty years he knew something about the sea.

"The ocean floor is our destination!" he shouted.
Vorhis shrugged. "I did not say there would not be stops dong theway," he said.

The captain stared at him and then fought hisway back across the heaving deck. What he knew about
the seawas that gormslikethisdidn't just happen Y ou didn't just sail from calm water into the midst of a
raging hurricane. Thiswasn't the sea. Thiswas persond.

Lightning struck the mainmast. There was a scream from the darkness as amass of torn sail and rigging
crashed on to the deck.

The captain haf-swam, half-climbed up the ladder to the whed, where the hddmsman was a shadow in
the spray and the eerie storm glow.

"WEell never makeit divel"

CORRECT.

"WEélIl have to abandon ship!"

NO. WEWILL TAKEIT WITH US. IT'SA NICE SHIP.
The captain peered closer in the murk.

"Isthat you, Bosun Coplei?’

WOULD YOU LIKE ANOTHER GUESS?

Thehull hit asubmerged rock and ripped open. Lightning struck the remaining mast and, like a paper
boat that had been too long in the water, the Fin of God folded up. Baulks of timber splintered and

fountained up into thewhirling ky . . .

And there was a sudden, velvety silence.

The captain found that he had acquired arecent memory. It involved water, and aringing in hisears, and
the sensation of cold firein hislungs. But it was fading. He walked over to therall, hisfootstepsloud in
the quietness, and looked over the side. Despite the fact that the recent memory included something
about the ship being totally smashed, it now seemed to be whole again. Inaway.

"Uh," he said, "we appear to have run out of sea.”



YES.

"And land, too."

The captain tapped therail. It was grayish, and dightly transparent.

"Uh. Isthiswood?'

MORPHIC MEMORY .

YOU WERE A SAILOR. YOU HAVE HEARD A SHIP REFERRED TO ASA LIVING THING?
"Oh, yes. Y ou can't soend anight on a ship without feding that it has a sou-"

YES.

The memory of Fin of God sailed on through the sllence. There was the distant sighing of wind, or of the
memory of wind. The blown-out corpses of dead gales.

"Uh," said the ghost of the captain, "did you just say “were?"

YES.

" thought you did."

The captain stared down. The crew was assembling on deck, looking up at him with anxious eyes.

He looked down further. In front of the crew the ship'srats had assembled. There was atiny robed
shapein front of them.

It said, SQUEAK.

Hethought: even rats have aDesth. . .

Desgth stood aside and beckoned to the captain.
YOU HAVE THE WHEEL.

"But-but where are we going?"'

WHO KNOWS?

The captain gripped the spokes helplesdy. "But . . . theré'sno starsthat | recognize! No charts! What
are the winds here? Where are the currents?'

Degth shrugged.

The captain turned the whed aimlessly. The ship glided on through the ghost of asea.



Then he brightened up. The worst had already happened. It was amazing how good it felt to know that.
And if the worst had already happened . . .

"Where's Vorhis?' he growled.
HE SURVIVED.

"Did he? Therésno justicel”
THERE'SJUST ME.

Desgth vanished.

The captain turned the whed abit, for the look of the thing. After al, he was till captain and thiswas
dill, inaway, aship.

"Mr. Mate?'

Themate saluted. Sir!"

"Um. Where shadl we go now?"
The mate scratched his head.

"Wdll, cap'n, | did hear asthe heathen Klatch have got this paradise place where there's drinking and
snging and young women with bellsonand . . . youknow . . . regardless.”

The mate looked hopefully at his captain.

"Regardless, en?" said the captain thoughtfully.

"Sol did hear."

The captain felt that he might be due some regardless.

"Any ideahow you get there?'

"| think you get given ingructionswhen youredive," said the mate.

"And therere some barbarians up toward the Hub," said the mate, relishing the word, "who reckon they
gotoabig hall wheretherésal sortsto eat and drink."

" And women?"
"Bound to be."

The captain frowned. "It'safunny thing," he said, "but why isit that the heethens and the barbarians
seem to have the best placesto go when they die?"



"A bit of aposer, that," agreed the mate. "l sposeit makesup for 'em. . . enjoying themsavesal the
time when they're dive, too?' He looked puzzled. Now that he was dead, the whole thing sounded
suspicious.

"l suppose you've no idea of the way to that paradise either?’ said the captain.
"Sorry, capn.”
"No harm in searching, though."

The captain looked over the side. If you sailed for long enough, you were bound to strike a shore. And
no harmin searching.

A movement caught hiseye. He smiled. Good. A sign. Maybe it was dl for the best, after dl . . .

Accompanied by the ghosts of dolphins, the ghost of aship sailedon. . .

Seagulls never ventured this far dong the desert coast. Their niche wasfilled by the scalbie, amember of
the crow family that the crow family would be the first to disown and never talked about in company. It
seldom flew, but walked everywherein asort of lurching hop. Itsdigtinctive cal put listenersin mind of a
malfunctioning digestive system. It looked like other birdslooked after an oil dick. Nothing ate scalbies,
except other scalbies. Scalbies ate things that made avulture sick. Scalbieswould eat vulture sick.
Scalbies ate everything.

One of them, on this bright new morning, sidled across the flea-hopping sand, pecking amlessy at things
in case pebbles and bits of wood had become edible overnight. In the scalbie's experience, practicaly
anything became edibleif it was|&ft for long enough. It came acrossamound lying on the tideline, and
gaveit atentative jab with its beak.

The mound groaned.

The scalbie backed away hurriedly and turned its attention to a small domed rock beside the mound. It
was pretty certain this hadn't been there yesterday, either. It essayed an exploratory peck.

Therock extruded a head and said, "Bugger off, you evil sod."

The scalbie legpt backward and then made akind of running jump, which wasthe nearest any scabie
ever bothered to cometo actud flight, on to a pile of sun-bleached driftwood. Things were looking up. If
thisrock was adive, then eventualy it would be dead.

The Great God Om staggered over to Brutha and butted him in the head with its shell until he groaned.

"Wake up, lad. Rise and shine. Huphuphup. All ashore who's going ashore.”

Brutha opened an eye.



"Wha happened?' he said.

"You're diveiswhat happened,” said Om. Life's abeach, he remembered. And then you die.
Bruthapulled himsdf into aknedling position.

There are beachesthat cry out for brightly colored umbrellas.

There are beaches that speak of the mgjesty of the sea.

But this beach wasn't like that. It was merely a barren hem where the land met the ocean. Driftwood
piled up on the high-tide line, scoured by thewind. The air buzzed with unpleasant small insects. There
was asmell that suggested that something had rotted away, along time ago, somewhere where the
scalbies couldn't find it. It was not agood beach.

"Oh. God."

"Better than drowning,” said Om encouragingly.

"I wouldn't know." Bruthalooked along the beach. "Isthere any water to drink?

"Shouldn't think so," said Om.

"Ossory V, verse 3, saysthat you made living water flow from the dry desert,” said Brutha.

"That was by way of being artidtic license," said Om.

"You can't even do that?'

"NO_"

Bruthalooked at the desert again. Behind the drift-wood lines, and afew patches of grass that appeared
to be dying even whileit grew, the dunes marched away.

"Which way to Omnia?' hesaid.

"We don't want to go to Omnia," said Om.

Brutha stared at the tortoise. Then he picked him up.
"l think it'sthisway," he said.

Om'slegswaggled frantically.

"What do you want to go to Omniafor?' he said.

"l don't want to," said Brutha. "But I'm going any-way."



The sun hung high above the beach.

Or possibly it didnt.

Brutha knew things about the sun now. They were lesking into his head. The Ephebians had been very
interested in astronomy. Expletius had proved that the Disc was ten thousand miles across. Febrius,
who'd stationed daveswith quick reactions and carrying voices al across the country at dawn, had
proved that light travelled a about the same speed as sound. And Didactylos had reasoned that, in that
case, in order to pass between the e ephants, the sun had to trave at least thirty-five thousand milesin its
orbit every day or, to put it another way, twice asfast asits own light.

Which meant that mostly you could only ever see where the sun had been, except twice every day when
it caught up with itself, and this meant that the whole sun was a faster-than-light particle, atachyon or, as
Didactylos put it, abugger.

It was till hot. The lifeless sea seemed to steam.

Brutha trudged aong, directly above the only piece of shadow for hundreds of miles. Even Om had
stopped complaining. It was too hot.

Here and there fragments of wood rolled in the scum at the edge of the sea.
Ahead of Bruthathe air shimmered over the sand. In the middle of it was adark blob.

Heregarded it digpassionately as he approached, incapable of any red thought. It was nothing more
than areference point in aworld of orange hest, ex-panding and contracting in the vibrating haze.

Closer to, it turned out to be Vorbis.
The thought took along time to seep through Brutha's mind.
Vorbis.

Not with arobe. All torn off. Just hissinglet with. The nailssewn in. Blood -all. Over oneleg. Torn by.
Rocks. Vorbis.

Vorbis.

Brutha dumped to his knees. On the high-tide line, a scalbie gave a croak.
"He'sdill . . . dive" Bruthamanaged.

"Pity," said Om.

"We should do something . . . for him."

"Y es? Maybe you can find arock and stove hishead in," said Om.

"We can't just leave him here”



"Watch us." No."

Bruthagot his hand under the deacon and tried to lift him. To hisdull surprise, Vorbis weighed dmost
nothing. The deacon's robe had concealed abody that was just skin stretched over bone. Brutha could
have broken him with bare hands.

"What about me?' whined Om.

Bruthadung Vorbis over his shoulder.

"You'vegot four legs," hesad.

"l amyour God!"

"Yes. | know." Bruthatrudged on aong the beach.

"What are you going to do with him?"

"Take himto Omnig," said Bruthathickly. "People must know. What hedid.”

"Youremad! Youremad! Y ou think you're going to carry him to Omnia?'

"Dont know. Going to try."

"You! You'" Om pounded aclaw on the sand. "Millions of peoplein theworld and it had to be you!
Supid! Stupid!”

Bruthawas becoming awavering shape in the haze.

"That'sit!" shouted Om. "I don't need you! Y ou think | need you?1 don't need you! | can soon find
another believer! No problem about that!"

Brutha disappeared.

"And I'm not chasing after you!" Om screamed.

Bruthawatched hisfeet dragging onein front of the other.

He was past the point of thinking now. What drifted through hisfrying brain were digointed images and
fragments of memory.

Dreams. They were picturesin your head. Coaxes had written awhole scroll about them. The

superdtitious thought they were messages sent by God, but really they were created by the brain itsdlf,
thrown up asit nightly sorted and filed the experiences of the day. Brutha never dreamed. So sometimes

blackout, while the mind did thefiling. It filed al the books. Now he knew without learning . . .



That was dreams.

God. God needed people. Belief was the food of the gods. But they also needed a shape. Gods became
what people believed they ought to be. So the Goddess of Wisdom carried a penguin. It could have
happened to any god. It should have been an owl. Everyone knew that. But one bad scul ptor who had
only ever had an owl described to him makes amess of a statue, belief stepsin, next thing you know the
Goddess of Wisdom islumbered with abird that wears evening dress the whole time and smells of fish.

Y ou gave agod its shape, likeajdly fillsamold.

Gods often became your father, said Abraxas the Agnostic. Gods became abig beard in the sky,
because when you were three years old that was your father.

Of course Abraxas survived . . . Thisthought arrived sharp and cold, out of the part of his own mind that
Brutha could still call hisown. Gods didn't mind athelsts, if they were deep, hat, fiery atheistslike
Simony, who spend their whole life not believing, spend their whole life hating gods for not existing. That
sort of atheism wasarock. It was nearly belief . . .

Sand. It was what you found in deserts. Crystal's of rock, sculpted into dunes. Gordo of Tsort said that
sand was worn-down mountains but Irexes had found that sandstone was stone pressed out of sand,
which suggested that grains were the fathers of mountains. . .

Every onealittle crystal. And al of them getting bigger . . .
Much bigger . ..

Quietly, without redizing it, Brutha stopped faling forward and lay ill.

"Bugger OFf!"

The scabie took no notice. Thiswas interesting. It was getting to see whole new stretches of sand it had
never seen before and, of course, there was the prospect, even the certainty, of agood med at the end
ofitdl.

It had perched on Om's shdll.

Om stumped aong the sand, pausing occasondly to shout at his passenger.

Brutha had comethisway.

But here one of the outcrops of rocks, littering the desert likeidandsin a sea, stretched right down to the
water's edge. Hed never have been ableto climb it. The footprintsin the sand turned inland, toward the

deep desert.

"ldiot!"



Om struggled up the side of adune, digging hisfeet in to stop himself daoming backward.

On thefar sde of the dune the tracks became along groove, where Bruthamust have falen. Om
retracted hislegs and tobogganed down it.

The tracks veered here. He must have thought that he could walk around the next dune and find the rock
again on the other side. Om knew about deserts, and one of the things he knew was that thiskind of
logical thinking had been previoudy applied by athousand bleached, lost skeletons.

Nevertheless, he plodded after the tracks, grateful for the brief shade of the dune now that the sun was
anking.
Around the dune and, yes, here they zigzagged awkwardly up a dope about ninety degrees away from

where they should be heading. Guaranteed. That was the thing about deserts. They had their own gravity.
They sucked you into the center.

Brutha crawled forward, Vorbis held unsteadily by one limp arm. He didn't dare stop. His grandmother
would hit him again. And there was Master Nhumrod, too, drifting in and out of vison.

"l am redly disappointed in you, Brutha. Mmm?"
"Want . .. water . .."

"-water," said Nhumrod. "Trugt in the great God."
Brutha concentrated. Nhumrod vanished.

"Great God?' he said.

Somewhere there was some shade. The desert couldn't go on for ever.

The sun st fast. For awhile, Om knew, heat would radiate off the sand and his own shell would Storeiit,
but that would soon go and then there would be the bitterness of adesert night.

Starswere dready coming on when he found Brutha. V orbis had been dropped alittle way away.
Om pulled himsdlf level with Brutha's eer.

"HW!"

There was no sound, and no movement. Om butted Brutha gently in the head and then looked at the
cracked lips.



There was a pecking noise behind him.

The scalbie was investigating Bruthas toes, but its explorations were interrupted when atortoise jaw
closed around its foot.

"l old 0o, ugger ogg!"

The scalbie gave aburp of panic and tried to fly away, but it was hindered by a determined tortoise
hanging on to one leg. Om was bounced aong the sand for afew feet before he let go.

Hetried to spit, but tortoise mouths aren't designed for the job.

"I hatedl birds," hesaid, to theevening air.

The scalbie watched him reproachfully from the top of adune. It ruffled its handful of greasy feathers
with the air of one who was prepared to wait al night, if necessary. Aslong asit took.

Om crawled back to Brutha. Well, there was till breathing going on.

Water . ..

The god gave it some thought. Smiting the living rock. That was one way. Getting water toflow . . . no
problem. It wasjust amatter of molecules and vectors. Water had anatural tendency to flow. You just
haveto seeto it that it flowed here instead of there. No problem at al to agod in the peak of condition.

How did you tackle it from atortoise perspective?

The tortoise dragged himsdlf to the bottom of the dune and then walked up and down for afew minutes.
Findly he sdected a gpot and began digging.

Thiswasn't right. It had been fiery hot. Now he was freezing.

Brutha opened hiseyes. Desert sars, brilliant white, looked back at him. Histongue seemed to fill his
mouth. Now, what wasit . . .

Water.

Herolled over. There had been voicesin his head, and now there were voices outside his head. They
werefaint, but they were definitely there, echoing quietly over the moonlit sands.

Brutha crawled painfully toward the foot of the dune. There was a mound there. In fact, there were
severd mounds. The muffled voice was coming from one of them. He pulled himself closer.

There was a hole in the mound. Somewhere far underground, someone was swearing. The words were
unclear asthey echoed backward and forward up the tunnel, but the genera effect was unmistakable.

Bruthaflopped down, and watched.



After afew minutes there was movement at the mouth of the hole and Om emerged, covered with what,
if thiswasn't adesert, Bruthawould have caled mud.

"Oh, it'syou," said thetortoise. "Tear off abit of your robe and passit over."
Dreamlike, Brutha obeyed.
"Turnin' round down there", said Om, "isno picnic, let metell you."

Hetook therag in hisjaws, backed around carefully, and disappeared down the hole. After a couple of
minutes he was back, gill dragging therag.

It was soaked. Brutha let the liquid dribble into his mouth. It tasted of mud, and sand, and cheap brown
dye, and dightly of tortoise, but he would have drunk agalon of it. He could have svum in apool of it.

He tore off another strip for Om to take down.

When Om re-emerged, Bruthawas knedling beside Vorbis.

"Sixteen feet down! Sixteen bloody feet!" shouted Om. "Don't wasteit on him! 1sn't he dead yet?"'
"Hesgot afever."

"Put him out of our misery.”

"Were dill taking him back to Omnia.”

"Y ou think well get there? No food? No water?'

"But you found water. Water in the desert.”

"Nothing miraculous about that,” said Om. "Therés arainy season near the coast. Flash floods. Wadis.
Dried-up river beds. Y ou get aquifers,” he added.

"Sounds like amiracleto me," croaked Brutha

"Just because you can explain it doesn't mean it'snot still amiracle.”

"W, theré's no food down there, take it from me," said Om. "Nothing to eat. Nothing in the seg, if we
can find the seaagain. | know the desert. Rocky ridges you have to go round. Everything turning you out
of your path. Dunesthat moveinthenight. .. lions. .. other things. . ."

.. gods.

"What do you want to do, then?" said Brutha. "Y ou said better aive than dead. Y ou want to go back to
Ephebe? Well be popular there, you think?"

Omwassdlent.

Brutha nodded.



"Fetch more water, then."

It was better traveling at night, with Vorbis over one shoulder and Om under one arm.

At thistime of year--

-the glow in the sky over thereisthe Aurora Coredlis, the hublights, where the magical field of the
Discworld congtantly dischargesitself among the peaks of Cori Celedti, the central mountain. And at this
time of year the sun rises over the desert in Ephebe and over the seain Omnia, so keep the hublights on

the left and the sunset glow behind you-
"Did you ever goto Cori Celesti?' said Brutha.
Om, who had been nodding off in the cold, woke up with a start.
"Huh?'
"Itswherethegodslive."
"Hah! | could tell you stories,” said Om darkly.
"Wha?'
"Think they're S0 bloody ditel"

"You didn't live up there, then?"

"No. Got to be athunder god or something. Got to have awhole parcel of worshipersto live on Nob
Hill. Got to be an anthropomorphic personification, one of them things."

"Not just a Great God, then?"

Widll, thiswas the desert. And Bruthawas going to die.

"May aswdll tel you," muttered Om. "It's not as though we're going to survive. . . See, every god'sa
Great God to someone. | never wanted to be that great. A handful of tribes, acity or two. It's not much

to ask, isit?’
"Theréstwo million peoplein the empire” said Brutha

"Y eah. Pretty good, eh? Started off with nothing but a shepherd hearing voicesin hishead, ended up
with two million people.”

"But you never did anything with them,” said Brutha

"Likewhat?'



"Wadl . . . tdl them not to kill one another, that sort of thing .. ."

"Never redly given it much thought. Why should | tell them that?*

Brutha sought for something that would appeal to god psychology.

"Well, if people didn't kill one another, there'd be more peopleto believein you?' he suggested.
"It'sapoint,” Om conceded. "Interesting point. Sneaky."

Bruthawalked dong in silence. There was aglimmer of frost on the dunes.

"Haveyou ever heard”, he said, "of Ethics?’

"Somewherein Howondaand, isn't it?'

"The Ephebianswere very interested init."

"Probably thinking about invading.”

"They seemed to think about it alot.”

"Long-term strategy, maybe."

"I don't think it's a place, though. It's more to do with how peoplelive."

"What, lolling around al day while daves do the red work? Take it from me, whenever you see abunch
of buggers puttering around talking about truth and beauty and the best way of attacking Ethics, you can
bet your sandal s it's because dozens of other poor buggers are doing dl the real work around the place
whilethosefdlowsareliving like-”

"-gods?' sad Brutha.

Therewas aterrible silence.

"l wasgoing to say kings," said Om, reproachfully.

"They sound abit like gods."

"Kings," said Om emphaticdly.

"Why do people need gods?' Brutha persisted.

"Oh, you've got to have gods," said Om, in a hearty, no--nonsense voice.

"But it'sgods that need people,” said Brutha. "To do the believing. You said.”

Om hesitated. "Well, okay," he said. "But people have got to believe in something. Yes? | mean, why
elsedoesit thunder?!



"Thunder,” said Brutha, hiseyesglazing dightly, "I don't-"

"-is caused by clouds banging together; after thelightning siroke, thereisaholeintheair, and thusthe
sound is engendered by the clouds rushing to fill the hole and colliding, in accordance with strict
cumulodynamic principles.”

"Y our voice goes funny when you're quoting,” said Om. "What does engendered mean?”
"l don't know. No one showed me adictionary.”
"Anyway, that'sjust an explanation,” said Om. "It's not areason.”

"My grandmother said thunder was caused by the Great God Om taking his sandas off," said Brutha
"Shewasin afunny mood thet day. Nearly smiled.”

"Metaphoricaly accurate,” said Om. "But | never did thundering. Demarcation, see. Bloody
I've-got-a-big--hammer Blind lo up on Nob Hill doesdl the thundering.”

"| thought you said there were hundreds of thunder gods,” said Brutha.

"Yeah. And he'sdl of 'em. Rationdization. A couple of tribesjoin up, they've both got thunder gods,
right? And the gods kind of run together-you know how amoebas split?"

"No."

"Wdll, it'slike that, only the other way."

"| till don't see how one god can be a hundred thunder gods. They dl look different . . ."
"False noses”

"Wha?'

"And different voices. | happen to know 10's got seventy different hammers. Not common knowledge,
that. And it'sjust the same with mother goddesses. Theré's only one of ‘em. Shejust got alot of wigsand
of courseit's amazing what you can do with a padded bra."

There was absolute silence in the desert. The stars, smeared dightly by high-dtitude moisture, weretiny,
motionless rosettes.

Away toward what the Church called the Top Pole, and which Bruthawas coming to think of asthe
Hub, the sky flickered.

Brutha put Om down, and laid VVorbis on the sand.
Absolute silence.

Nothing for miles, except what he had brought with him. Thismust have been how the prophetsfelt,
when they went into the desert tofind . . . whatever it wasthey found, and talk to . . . whoever they
talked to.



He heard Om, dightly peevish, say: "Peopl€ve got to believe in something. Might aswell be gods. What
dseisthere?’

Bruthalaughed.

"You know," hesad, "I don't think | believein anything any more.”

"Oh, | know you exit," said Brutha. He felt Om relax alittle. "There's something about tortoises.
Tortoises| can believein. They seem to have alot of existencein one place. It'sgodsin generd I'm

having difficulty with"

"L ook, if people stop believing in gods, they'll bdievein anything," said Om. "They'll believeinyoung
Urn'ssteam ball. Anything a dll."

"Hmm"

A green glow in the sky indicated that the light of dawn was chasing frantically after itssun.
Vorbis groaned.

"l don't know why hewon't wake up,” said Brutha. "I can't find any broken bones."

"How do you know?"

"One of the Ephebian scrollswas al about bones. Can't you do anything for him?"

"Why?

"Youreagod."

"Wel, yes. If | was strong enough, | could probably strike him with lightning.”

"| thought to did the lightning.”

"No, just the thunder. Y ou're allowed to do as much lightning as you like but you have to contract for the
thundering.”

Now the horizon was a broad golden band.

"How about rain?' said Brutha. "How about something useful 7'

A line of slver appeared at the bottom of the gold. Sunlight was racing towards Brutha.

"That was avery hurtful remark,” said the tortoise. "A remark calculated to wound.”

In the rapidly growing light Brutha saw one of therock idands alittle way off. Its sand-blasted pillars

offered nothing but shade, but shade, dways available in large quantities in the depths of the Citadd, was
now in short supply here.



"Caves?' said Brutha
"Snekes."

"But il caves?'

"In conjunction with snakes."
" Poi sonous snakes?"

"Guess."

The Unnamed Boat clipped dong gently, the wind filling Urn's robe attached to a mast made out of bits
of the spheré's framework bound together with Simony's sanda thongs.

"I think I know what went wrong," said Urn. "A mere overspeed problem.”

"Overgpeed? Weleft the water!" said Smony.

"It needs some sort of governor device," said Urn, scratching adesign on the side of the boat.
"Something that'd open the vaveif there was too much steam. | think | could do something with apair of
revolving bdls"

"It'sfunny you should say that," said Didactylos. "When | felt usleave the water and the sphere exploded
| digtinctly fdt my-"

"That bloody thing nearly killed ud™ said Smony.

"So the next one will be better,” said Urn, cheerfully. He scanned the distant coastline.

"Why don't we land somewhere dong here?' he said.

"The desert coast?' said Simony. "What for? Nothing to eat, nothing to drink, easy to lose your way.
Omniasthe only degtination in thiswind. We can land this side of the city. | know people. And those
people know people. All across Omnia, there's people who know people. People who believein the
Turtle™

"Y ou know, | never meant for peopleto believein the Turtle" said Didactylos unhappily. "It'sjust abig
turtle. It just exists. Thingsjust happen that way. | don't think the Turtle givesadamn. | just thought it
might be agood ideato write things down and explain things abit.”

"People sat up dl night, on guard, while other peo-ple made copies,” said Smony, ignoring him.
"Pass-ing them from hand to hand! Everyone making a copy and passing it on! Like afire spreading
underground!"

"Would thisbe lots of copies?' said Didactylos cautioudy.



"Hundreds! Thousandd!"

"l supposeit'stoo late to ask for, say, afive per cent royalty?" said Didactylos, looking hopeful for a
moment. "No. Probably out of the question, | expect. No. Forget | even asked.”

A few flying fish zipped out of the waves, pursued by adolphin.

"Can't hdp feding ahbit sorry for that young Brutha," said Didactylos.
"Priests are expendable," said Smony. "Theré'stoo many of them."

"He had al our books," said Urn.

"Hell probably float with al that knowledgein him," said Didactylos.
"Hewas mad, anyway," said Smony. "I saw him whispering to that tortoise."

"I wishwe gtill had it. Theré's good egting on one of thosethings," said Didactylos.

It wasn't much of acave, just adeep hollow carved by the endless desert winds and, along time ago,
even by water. But it was enough.

Brutha knelt on the stony floor and raised the rock over his head.

Therewas abuzzing in hisears and his eyeballsfelt as though they were set in sand. No water since
sunset and no food for a hundred years. He had to do it.

"I'm sorry," he said, and brought the rock down.

The snake had been watching him intently but in its early-morning torpor it wastoo dow to dodge. The
cracking noise was a sound that Brutha knew his con-science would replay to him, over and over again.

"Good," said Om, beside him. "Now skin it, and don't waste the juice. Save the skin, too."
"l didn't want to doiit," said Brutha.

"Look at it thisway," said Om, "if you'd walked in the cave without me to warn you, you'd be lying on
the floor now with afoot the size of awardrobe. Do unto others before they do unto you."

"It'snot even avery big snake," said Brutha.

"And then while you're writhing there in indescrib-able agony, you imagine al the things you would have
doneto that damn snakeif you'd got to it first," said Om. "Well, your wish has been granted. Don't give
any to Vorbis," he added.

"He's running abad fever. He kegps muttering.”



"Do you redly think you'll get him back to the Cit-adel and they'll beieveyou?' said Om.

"Brother Nhumrod dways said | was very truth-ful," said Brutha. He smashed the rock on the cave wall
to create a crude cutting edge, and gingerly started dismembering the snake. "Anyway, thereisnt

anything dsel cando. | couldn't just leave him."
"Yesyou could,” said Om.

"Todieinthedesat?'

"Yes. It'seasy. Much easier than not leaving him to diein the desert.”

No.
"Thisishow they do thingsin Ethics, isit?' sad Om sarcadticaly.

"I don't know. It'show I'm doing it."

The Unnamed Boat bobbed in agully between the rocks. Therewas alow cliff beyond the beach.
Simony climbed back down it, to where the philosophers were huddling out of the wind.

"I know thisarea," he said. "Were afew milesfrom the village where afriend lives. All we havetodois
wat il nightfall.”

"Why'reyou doing dl this?' said Urn. "l mean, what's the point?"

"Have you ever heard of acountry caled Istanzia?' said Simony. "It wasn't very big. It had nothing
anyone wanted. It wasjust aplace for peopleto live."

"Omniaconquered it fifteen years ago,” said Didactylos.

"That'sright. My country,” said Simony. "1 wasjust akid then. But | won't forget. Nor will others.
Theréeslots of people with areason to hate the Church.”

"l saw you standing closeto Vorhis," said Urn. "I thought you were protecting him."
"Oh, I was, | was" said Simony. "I don't want anyoneto kill him before | do."

Didactyloswrapped histoga around himself and shivered.

The sun wasriveted to the copper dome of the sky. Brutha dozed in the cave. In hisown corner, Vorbis
tossed and turned.



Om sat waiting in the cave mouth.
Waited expectantly.
Waited in dread.

And they came.

They came out from under scraps of stone, and from cracksin the rock. They fountained up from the
sand, they digtilled out of the wavering sky. The air wasfilled with their voices, asfaint asthe whispering

of gnats.
Om tensed.

The language he spoke was not like the language of the high gods. It was hardly language at dl. It wasa
mere modulation of desires and hungers, without nouns and with only afew verbs.

. Want. ..
Om replied, mine.
There were thousands of them. He was stronger, yes, he had abeliever, but they filled the sky like
locusts. The longing poured down on him with the weight of hot lead. The only advantage, the only

advantage, was that the small gods had no concept of working together. That was aluxury that came
with evolution .

. Want. ..
Mine!
The chittering became awhine.
But you can have the other one, said Om .
... Dull, hard, enclosed, shut-in. . .
| know, said Om. But this one, mine!
The psychic shout echoed around the desert. The small godsfled.

Except for one.

Om was aware that it had not been swarming with the others, but had been hovering gently over apiece
of sun--bleached bone. It had said nothing.

Heturned his attention onit.
You. Mingl

I know, said the small god. It knew speech, real god speech, although it talked as though every word
had been winched from the pit of memory.



Who are you? said Om.

Thesmal god dirred.

Therewas acity once, said the small god. Not just acity. An empire of cities. I, I, | remember there
were cands, and gardens. There was alake. They had floating gardens on thelake, | recall. I, 1. And
there were temples. Such temples as you may dream of. Great pyramid temples that reached to the sky.
Thousands were sacrificed. To the greeter glory.

Om felt sck. Thiswasn't just asmall god. Thiswasasmal god who hadn't dwaysbeen smdl . ..

Who were you?

And there weretemples. |, I, me. Such temples as you may dream of. Great pyramid templesthat
reached to the sky. The glory of. Thousands were sacrificed. Me. To the grester glory.

And there were temples. Me, me, me. Greater glory. Such glory temples as you may dream of. Great
pyramid dream temples that reached to the sky. Me, me. Sacrificed. Dream. Thousands were sacrificed.

To methe greater sky glory-
Y ou were their God? Om managed.
Thousands were sacrificed. To the greater glory.
Canyou hear me?
Thousands sacrificed greater glory. Me, me, me.
What was your name? shouted Om.
Name?

A hot wind blew over the desert, shifting afew grains of sand. The echo of alost god blew away,
tumbling over and over, until it vanished among the rocks.

Who were you?

There was no answer.

That'swhat happens, Om thought. Being asmall god was bad, except at the time you hardly knew that it
was bad because you only barely knew anything at dl, but dl the time there was something which was
just possibly the germ of hope, the knowledge and belief that one day you might be more than you were
now.

But how much worse to have been agod, and to now be no more than asmoky bundle of memories,
blown back and forth across the sand made from the crumbled stones of your temples. . .

Om turned around and, on stumpy legs, walked purposefully back into the cave until he cameto
Brutha's head, which he butted.



"Wa?'

"Jugt checking youre dill dive.”

"Egfl

"Right."

Om staggered back to his guard position a the mouth of the cave.

There were said to be oasesin the desert, but they were never in the same place twice. The desert
wasn't mappable. It ate map-makers.

So did thelions. Om could remember them. Scrawny things, not like the lions of the Howondaland veldit.
More wolf than lion, more hyenathan either. Not brave, but with akind of vicious, rangy cowardice that
was much more dangerous. . .

Lions

Oh, dear . . .

He had tofind lions.

Lionsdrank.

Brutha awoke as the afternoon light dragged across the desert. His mouth tasted of snake.
Om was butting him on the foot.

"Come on, come on, you're missing the best of the day.”
"Isthere any water?' Bruthamurmured thickly.
"Therewill be. Only five milesoff. Amazing luck."
Brutha pulled himsdlf up. Every muscle ached.

"How do you know?"

"l can senseit. | anagod, you know."

"Y ou said you could only sense minds.”

Om cursed. Bruthadidn't forget things.

"It's more complicated than that,” lied Om. "Trust me. Come on, while there's some twilight. And don't
forget Migter Vorbis"



Vorbiswas curled up. Helooked at Brutha with unfocused eyes, sood up like aman still adeep when
Bruthahe ped him.

"| think he might have been poisoned,” said Brutha. "There's sea creatures with stings. And poi-sonous
corals. He keegps moving hislips, but I can't make out what he'strying to say.”

"Bring himaong," said Om. "Bring him dong. Oh, yes"
"Y ou wanted me to abandon him last night," said Brutha,

"Did 17" ssid Om, hisvery shdll radiating inno-cence. "Well, maybe I've been to Ethics. Had a change of
heart. | can see he'swith usfor a purpose now. Good old Vorbis. Bring him along.”

Simony and the two philosophers stood on the cliff-top, looking across the parched farmlands of Omnia
to the distant rock of the Citadel. Two of them look-ing, anyway.

"Givemealever and aplace to stand, and I'd smash that place like an egg,” said Simony, leading
Didactylos down the narrow path.

"Lookshig," sad Urn.
"Seethe gleam? Those are the doors.”
"Look massve."

" waswondering,” said Simony, "about the boat. The way it moved. Something like that could smash
the doors, right?'

"You'd haveto flood thevdley," sad Urn.
"I meanif it was on wheds."

"Hah, yes," said Urn, sarcastically. It had been along day. "Yes, if | had aforge and half adozen
black-smiths and alot of help. Wheels? No problem. But--

"We shdl haveto see," said Simony, "what we can do.”

The sun was on the horizon when Brutha, hisarm around Vorbis's shoulders, reached the next rock
is-land. It was bigger than the one with the snake. The wind had carved the stonesinto gaunt, unlikely
shapes, like fingers. There were even plantslodging in crevicesin the rock.

"Thereswater somewhere," said Brutha



"Theré's always water, even in the worst deserts,” said Om. "One, oh, maybe two inches of rain ayear."

"I can smell something,” said Brutha, as his feet stopped treading on sand and crunched up the
lime-stone scree around the boulders. " Something rank.”

"Hold me over your head.”
Om scanned the rocks.

"Right. Now bring me down again. And head for that rock that lookslike. . . that looks very
unex-pected, redly.”

Brutha stared. "It does, too," he croaked, eventu-ally. "Amazing to think it was carved by thewind.”
"Thewind god has a sense of humor,” said Om. "Although it's pretty basic.”

Near the foot of the rock huge dabs had fallen over the years, forming ajagged pile with, here and there,
shadowy openings.

"That smdl-" Brutha began.
"Probably animals cometo drink the water," said Om.

Bruthasfoot kicked againgt something yellowwhite, which bounced away among the rocks making a
noise like asackful of coconuts. In the stifling empty silence of the desert, it echoed loudly.

"What was that?"'
"Definitely not askull,” lied Om. "Dont worry . ..
"There's bones everywherel”

"Wdl?What did you expect? Thisisadesert! People die here! It'savery popular occupation in this
vianity!"

Brutha picked up abone. He was, as he well knew, stupid. But people didn't gnaw their own bones
after they died.

"Om”
"Thereswater herel” shouted Om. "We need it! But-there's probably one or two drawbacks!”
"What kind of drawbacks?"'

"Asin natura hazardd"

"Like-?"

"Widl, you know lions?' said Om desperately.



"Theréslionshere?’
"Wl ... dightly."
"Sightly lions?"
"Only onelion."

"Only one-”

"-generdly asolitary creature. Most to be feared are the old males, who are forced into the most
inhospitable regions by their younger rivals. They are eviltempered and cunning and in their extremity
havelogt dl fear of man-'

The memory faded, letting go of Brutha's voca chords.

"That kind?' Bruthafinished.

"It won't take any notice of usonceit'sfed,” said Om.

"y e

"They goto deep.”

"After feeding-?"

Bruthalooked round at Vorbis, who was dumped against arock.

"Feeding?' he repested.

"1t'll be akindness," said Om.

"Tothelion, yes Y ouwant to use him asbait?'

"He's not going to survive the desert. Anyway, he's done much worse to thousands of people. HEll be
dying for agood cause.”

"A good cause?"
"I likeit."

Therewas agrowl, from somewhere in the stones. It wasn't loud, but it was a sound with Snewsinit.
Brutha backed away.

"We don't just throw peopleto the liong!"
"He does."

"Yes. | don't."

"All right, welll get on top of adab and when thelion starts on him you can brain it with arock. Hell



probably get away with an arm or aleg. Hell never missit.”
"No! You can't do that to peoplejust because they're helpless!™
"You know, | can't think of a better time?"

There was another growl from the rock pile. It sounded closer.

Brutha looked down desperately at the scattered bones. Among them, haf-hidden by debris, wasa
sword. It was old, and not well-made, and scoured by sand. He picked it up gingerly by the blade.

"Other end,” said Om.

"l know!..

"Can you use one?"

"l don't know!"

"| redly hopeyoureafast learner.”

Thelion emerged, dowly.

Desert lions, it has been said, are not like the lions of the veldt. They had been, when the great desert
had been verdant woodland.[ 7] Then there had been timeto lie around for most of the day, looking

majestic, in between regular meals of goat.[8] But the woodland had become scrubland, the scrubland
had become, well, poorer scrubland, and the goats and the people and, eventually, even the cities, went

away.
The lions stayed. Theré's dways something to est, if you're hungry enough. People ill had to crossthe

desert. There werelizards. There were snakes. It wasn't much of an ecological niche, but the lionswere
hanging on to it like grim death, which was what happened to most people who met adesert lion.
Someone had aready met this one.

Its mane was matted. Ancient scars criss-crossed its pelt. It dragged itself towards Brutha, back legs
tralling usdedy.

"It'shurt," said Brutha
"Oh, good. And there's plenty of eating on one of those," said Om. "A bit stringy, but-"

Thelion collapsed, itstoast-rack chest heaving. A spear was protruding fromits flank. FHies, which can
aways find something to eat in any desert, flew up in aswarm.

Brutha put down the sword. Om stuck his head in hisshell.

"Oh no," hemurmured. "Twenty million peoplein thisworld, and the only onewho believesinmeisa
suicide-"

"We can't just leaveit,” said Brutha



"Wecan. Wecan. It'salion. You leavelionsaone. "

Brutha knelt down. The lion opened one crusted yellow eye, too weak even to bite him.
"You'regoing to die, you're going to die. I'm not going to find anyone to believe in me out here-”
Bruthas knowledge of anima anatomy was rudimentary. Although some of the inquisitors had an
enviable knowledge of the insdes of the human body that isdenied to al those who are not alowed to
open it whileit's gill working, medicine as such was frowned upon in Omnia. But somewhere, in every
village, was someone who officidly didn't set bones and who didn't know afew things about certain

plants, and who stayed out of reach of the Quisition because of the fragile gratitude of their patients. And
every peasant picked up a smattering of knowledge. Acute toothache can burn through all but the

grongest infaith.
Brutha grasped the spear-haft. Thelion growled as he moved it.
"Can't you spesk to it?" said Brutha.
"ltsananimd.”

"So areyou. You could try to cdm it down. Because if it gets excited-"

Om snapped into concentration.

In fact the lion's mind contained nothing but pain, a soreading nebula of the stuff, overcoming even the
normal background hunger. Om tried to encircle the pain, makeit flow away . . . and not to think about
what would happen if it went. By thefed of things, the lion had not eaten for days.

Thelion grunted as Brutha withdrew the spearhead.

"Omnian," he said. "It hasn't been there long. It must have met the soldiers when they were on the way to
Ephebe. They must have passed close by." He tore another strip from hisrobe, and tried to clean the

wound.

"Wewant to et it, not cureit!" shouted Om. "What're you thinking of ?'Y ou think it's going to be
grateful ?'

"It wanted to be hel ped.”

"And soon it will want to be fed, have you thought about that?"

"It'slooking patheticaly a me."

"Probably never seen aweek's meals al walking around on one pair of legs before.”

That wasn't true, Om reflected. Brutha was shedding weight like an ice-cube, out here in the desert. That
kept him dive! The boy was atwo-legged camel.

Brutha crunched towards the rock pile, shards and bones shifting under hisfeet. The bouldersformed a
maze of half--open tunndls and caves. By the smell, the lion had lived there for along time, and had quite



often beenill.
He stared at the nearest cave for sometime.
"What's so fascinating about alion's den?' said Om.

"Theway it'sgot sepsdown intoit, | think," said Brutha,

Didactylos could fed the crowd. It filled the barn.

"How many arethere?' he said.

"Hundredd!" said Urn. "They're even Stting on therafters And . . . master?!
v

"Theré's even one or two priests! And dozens of soldiers!”

"Dont worry," said Simony, joining them on the makeshift platform made of fig barrels. "They are Turtle
believers, just like you. We have friendsin unexpected places!"

"But | don't-" Didactylos began, helplesdly.

"Thereisn't anyone here who doesn't hate the Church with dl their soul,” said Simony.
"But that's not-"

"They're just waiting for someoneto lead them!"

"But | never-”

"l know you won't et us down. Y ou're aman of reason. Urn, come over here. Theresablacksmith |
want you to mest-”

Didactylos turned hisface to the crowd. He could fed the hot, hushed silence of their stares.

Each drop took minutes.

It was hypnoatic. Bruthafound himself staring at each developing drip. It was amost impossibleto seeit
grow, but they had been growing and dripping for thousands of years.

"How?' said Om.



"Water seeps down after therains,” said Brutha. "1t lodgesin the rocks. Don't gods know these things?!

"We don't need to.” Om looked around. "Let'sgo. | hate this place.”

"It'sjust an old temple. Theres nothing here.”

"That'swhat | mean.”

Sand and rubble haf-filled it. Light lanced in through the broken roof high above, on to the dope that
they had climbed down. Bruthawondered how many of the wind-carved rocksin the desert had once
been buildings. This one must have been huge, perhaps amighty tower. And then the desert had come.

There were no whispering voices here. Even the small gods kept away from abandoned temples, fo the
same reason that people kept away from graveyards. The only sound was the occasiond plink of the
water.

It dripped into & shallow pool in front of what looked like an dtar. From the poal it had worn agroove
inthe dabs of the floor al the way to around pit, which appeared to be bottomless. There were afew
dtatues, adl of them toppled; they were heavy-proportioned, lacking any kind of detail, each oneachild's
clay model chisded in granite. The distant walls had once been covered with some kind of bas-rdlief, but
it had crumbled away except in afew places, which showed strange designs that mainly consisted of
tentacles.

"Who were the people who lived here?' said Brutha

"l don't know."

"Whet god did they worship?'

"l don't know."

"The statues are made of granite, but there's no granite near here.”

"They were very devout, then. They dragged it dl the way."

"And the dtar block is covered in grooves.”

"Ah. Extremely devout. That would beto let the blood run off."

"You redly think they did human sacrifice?!

"l don't know! | want to get out of herel”

"Why? Theré's water and it's cool-"

"Because. . . agod lived here. A powerful god. Thousandsworshiped it. | can fed it. Y ou know? It
comes out of thewalls. A Great God. Mighty were his dominions and magnificent was hisword. Armies
went forth in his name and conquered and dew. That kind of thing. And now no one, not you, not me, no
one, even knowswho the god was or his name or what he looked like. Lions drink in the holy places and

those little squidgy thingswith eight legs, there's one by your foot, what d'you cal ‘em, the oneswith the
antennae, crawl benegth the dtar. Now do you understand?’



"No," said Brutha

"Don't you fear death? Y ou're ahuman!™

Brutha considered this. A few feet away. VVorbis stared mutely at the patch of sky.
"He'sawake. He'sjust not speaking.”

"Who cares?| didn't ask you about him."

"Wl . .. sometimes. . . when I'm on catacomb duty . . . it'sthe kind of place whereyou can't help . . .
| mean, dl the skullsand things.. . . and the Book says. . ."

"Thereyou are," said Om, anote of bitter triumph in hisvoice. "Y ou don't know. That's what stops
everyone going mad, the uncertainty of it, thefedling that it might work out dl right after al. But it's
different for gods. We do know. Y ou know that story about the sparrow flying through aroom?”
"No."

"Everyone knowsit."

IINOt me."

"About life being like asparrow flying through aroom? Nothing but darkness outsde? And it flies
through the room and there's just a moment of warmth and light?"*

"There are windows open?* said Brutha.

"Can't you imagine what it's like to be that sparrow, and know about the darkness? To know that
afterward ther€ll be nothing to remember, ever, except that one moment of the light?"

No.

"No. Of course you can't. But that'swhat it'slike, being agod. And thisplace. . . it'samorgue.”
Bruthalooked around at the ancient, shadowy temple.

"Wl ... doyou know what it'slike, being human?'

Om's head darted into his shell for amoment, the nearest he was capable of to a shrug.
"Compared to agod? Easy. Get born. Obey afew rules. Do what you're told. Die. Forget.”
Bruthastared at him.

"|s something wrong?"

Brutha shook his head. Then he stood up and walked over to Vorbis.

The deacon had drunk water from Brutha's cupped hands. But there was a switched-off quality about



him. He walked, he drank, he breathed. Or something did. His body did. The dark eyes opened, but
appeared to be looking at nothing that Brutha could see. There was no sense that anyone was looking
out through them. Bruthawas certain that if he walked away, Vorbiswould sit on the cracked flagstones
until he very gently fell over. Vorbis body was present, but the whereabouts of his mind was probably
not locatable on any normd atlas.

It wasjudt that, here and now and suddenly, Bruthafelt so aone that even Vorbis was good company.

"Why do you bother with him? He's had thousands of people killed!™

"Y es, but perhaps he thought you wanted it."

"l never said | wanted that."

"Youdidnt care" said Brutha

"Butl-”

"Shut up!”

Om's mouth opened in astonishment.

"Y ou could have hel ped people,” said Brutha. "But al you did was stamp around and roar and try to
make people afraid. Like. . . likeaman hitting adonkey with astick. But people like Vorbis made the
stick s0 good, that's dl the donkey ends up believing in.”

"That could use some work, asaparable,” said Om sourly.

"Thisisred lifel'm talking about!"

"It'snot my fault if people misusethe-”

"Itid It hasto be! If you muck up people's minds just because you want them to believe in you, what
they doisdl your fault!"

Brutha glared at the tortoise, and then stamped off toward the pile of rubble that dominated one end of
the ruined temple. He rummaged around init.

"What are you looking for?"
"Well need to carry water,” said Brutha.

"There won't be anything,” said Om. "People just left. The land ran out and so did the people. They took
everything with them. Why bother to look?"

Bruthaignored him. There was something under the rocks and sand.

"Why worry about Vorbis?' Om whined. "In ahundred years time, helll be dead anyway. Well dl be
dead."

Bruthatugged at the piece of curved pottery. It came away, and turned out to be about two-thirds of a



wide bowl, broken right across. It had been amost as wide as Bruthas outstretched arms, but had been
too broken for anyoneto loot.

It was useful for nothing. But it had once been useful for something. There were embossed figures round
itsrim. Brutha peered at them, for want of something to distract himsdlf, while Om'svoice droned onin
his head.

Thefigureslooked more or less human. And they were engaged in religion. Y ou could tell by the knives
(it'snot murder if you do it for agod). In the center of the bowl was alarger figure, obvioudy important,
some kind of god they weredoingit for . . .

"What?' he said.

"l sad, in ahundred years timewell dl be dead.”

Brutha stared at the figures round the bowl. No one knew who their god was, and they were gone.
Lionsdept in the holy places and-

-Chilopoda aridius, the common desert centipede, his memory resident library supplied
-scuttled beneath the dtar.

"Yes" said Brutha "Wewill." Heraised the bowl over his head, and turned.

Om ducked into hisshell.

"But here-” Bruthagritted histeeth as he staggered under the weight. "And now-"

He threw the bowl. It landed against the dtar. Fragments of ancient pottery fountained up, and clattered
down again. The echoes boomed around the temple.

"-wearedivel"

He picked up Om, who had withdrawn completely into his shell.

"And well makeit home. All of us" hesaid. "I know it."

"It'swritten, isit?" said Om, hisvoice muffled.

"Itissaid. And if you argue-atortoise shell isa pretty good water container, | expect.”
"Youwouldnt."

"Who knows? | might. In ahundred years time well al be dead, you said.”

"Yes Yes!" said Om desperately. "But here and now-"

"Right."



Didactylos smiled. It wasn't something that came easily to him. It wasn't that he was a somber man, but
he could not see the smiles of others. It took severa dozen muscle movements to smile, and there was no
return on hisinvestment.

He'd spoken many times to crowds in Ephebe, but they were invariably made up of other philosophers,
whose shouts of "Bloody daft!," ™Y ou're making it up asyou go dong!" and other contributionsto the
debate dways put him at his ease. That was because no oneredly paid any attention. They were just
working out what they were going to say next.

But this crowd put him in mind of Brutha. Their listening was like ahuge pit waiting for hiswordstofill it.
The trouble was that he was talking in philosophy, but they were listening in gibberish.

"You can't believein Great ATuin," hesaid. "Great ATuin exigs. Therésno point in believing in things
thet exig."

"Someone's put up their hand,” said Urn.
"YS?I

"Sir, surey only thingsthat exist are worth believing in?" said the enquirer, who was wearing auniform of
asergeant of the Holy Guard.

"If they exigt, you don't haveto believe in them,” said Didactylos. "They just are.” He Sghed. "What can
| tell you? What do you want to hear? | just wrote down what people know. Mountainsrise and fal, and
under them the Turtle swims onward. Men live and die, and the Turtle Moves. Empires grow and
crumble, and the Turtle Moves. Gods come and go, and gill the Turtle Moves. The Turtle Moves. "

From the darkness came avoice, "And that isredly true?’

Didactylos shrugged. "The Turtle exists. Theworld isaflat disc. The sun turnsround it once every day,
dragging itslight behind it. And thiswill go on happening, whether you believeit istrueor not. Itisred. |
don't know about truth. Truth isalot more complicated than that. | don't think the Turtle gives abugger
whether it'strue or not, to tell you the truth.”

Simony pulled Urn to one side as the philosopher went on talking.

"Thisisn't what they cameto hear! Can't you do anything?"

"Sorry?' said Urn.

"They don't want philosophy. They want areason to move againgt the Church! Now! Vorbisis dead,
the Cenobiarch is gaga, the hierarchy are busy stabbing one another in the back. The Citadd islikeabig
rotten plum.”

"Still afew waspsinit, though,” said Urn. "Y ou said you've only got atenth of thearmy.”

"But they'refreemen,” said Smony. "Freein their heads. They'll befighting for more than fifty centsa
day."



Urn looked down at his hands. He often did that when he was uncertain about anything, asif they were
the only thingshewas sure of in dl theworld.

"They'll get the odds down to three to one before the rest know what's happening,” said Simony grimly.
"Did you tak to the blacksmith?'

"Ya"

"Canyoudoit?

"l ...think so. Itwasntwhat | .. ."

"They tortured hisfather. Just for having ahorseshoe hanging up in hisforge, when everyone knows that
smiths have to have their little rituals. And they took his son off into the army. But he'sgot alot of
helpers. They'll work through the night. All you haveto do istell them what you want.”

"I've made some sketches. . ."

"Good," said Simony. "Listen, Urn. The Church isrun by peoplelike Vorbis. That's how it all works.
Millions of people have died for-for nothing but lies. We can stop dl that-"

Didactylos had stopped talking.

"Hesmuffed it,” said Simony. "He could have done anything with them. And he just told them alot of
facts. Y ou can't inspire people with facts. They need acause. They need asymbol.”

They |€eft the temple just before sundown. The lion had crawled into the shade of some rocks, but stood
up unsteadily to watch them go.

"It'll track us," moaned Om. "They do that. For milesand miles."
"Well survive™

"l wish | had your confidence.”

"Ah, but | have aGod to havefathin."

"Theréell be no more ruined temples.”

"Ther€ll be something dse”

"And not even snaketo eat.”

"But | walk with my God."

"Not as a snack, though. And you're walking the wrong way, too."



"No. I'm gtill heading away from the coast.”

"That'swhat | mean."

"How far can alion go with a spear wound like that in him?"

"What'sthat got to do with anything?'

"Everything."

And, haf an hour later, ablack shadowy line on the silver moonlit desert, there were the tracks.

"The soldiers came thisway. Wejust have to follow the tracks back. If we head where they've come
from, well get where we're going.”

"WEell never doit!"
"Weretravding light."

"Oh, yeah. They were burdened by al the food and water they had to carry,” said Om bitterly. "How
lucky for uswe haven't got any."

Brutha glanced at VVorbis. He was walking unaided now, provided that you gently turned him around
whenever you needed to change direction.

But even Om had to admit that the tracks were some comfort. In away they were dive, in the same way
that an echo isdlive. People had been thisway, not long ago. There were other peoplein theworld.
Someone, somewhere, was surviving.

Or not. After an hour or so they came across amound beside the track. There was ahelmet atop it, and
asword stuck in the sand.

"A lot of soldiersdied to get here quickly," said Brutha
Whoever had taken enough time to bury their dead had aso drawn asymboal in the sand of the mound.
Brutha half-expected it to be aturtle, but the desert wind had not quite eroded the crude shape of apair

of horns.

"I don't understand that,” said Om. "They don't redly believe | exig, but they go and put something like
that on agrave.”

"It'shard to explain. | think it's because they believe they exist," said Brutha. "It's because they're
people, and so was he."

He pulled the sword out of the sand.
"What do you warnt that for?"
"Might be useful.”

“Againg who?"



"Might be useful.”

An hour later the lion, who was limping after Brutha, so arrived a the grave. It had lived in the desert
for sixteen years, and the reason it had lived so long was that it had not died, and it had not died because
it never wasted handy protein. It dug.

Humans have aways wasted handy protein ever snce they started wondering who had lived init.

But, on the whole, there are worse places to be buried than insde alion.

There were snakes and lizards on the rock idands. They were probably very nourishing and every one
was, in itsown way, ataste explosion.

There was no more water.

But there were plants. . . more or less. They looked like groups of stones, except where afew had put
up acentra flower spikethat was abrilliant pink and purplein the dawn light.

"Where do they get the water from?’

"Fossil sees”

"Water that's turned to stone?"

"No. Water that sank down thousands of years ago.
Right down in the bedrock.”

"Canyou digdowntoit?'

"Don't be supid.”

Brutha glanced from the flower to the nearest rock idand.
"Honey," hesad.

"Whet?'

The bees had anest high on the side of aspire of rock. The buzzing could be heard from ground level.
There was no possible way up.

"Nicetry," sad Om.



The sun was up. Already the rocks were warm to the touch. "Get somerest,” said Om, kindly. "I'll keep
watch."

"Watch for what?"
“I'll watch and find out.”
Bruthaled Vorbisinto the shade of alarge boulder, and gently pushed him down. Then helay down too.

The thirst wasn't too bad yet. Held drunk from the temple pool until he squelched as he walked. Later

on, they might find asnake . . . When you considered what some peoplein the world had, life wasn't too
bad.

Vorbislay on hisside, hisblack-on-black eyes staring at nothing.
Bruthatried to deep.

He had never dreamed. Didactylos had been quite excited about that. Someone who remembered
everything and didn't dream would have to think dowly, he said. Imagine aheart,[9] he said, that was
nearly al memory, and had hardly any bests to spare for the everyday purposes of thinking. That would
explain why Bruthamoved hislipswhile he thought.

So this couldn't have been adream. It must have been the sun.

He heard Om'svoicein his head. The tortoise sounded as though he was holding a conversation with
people Brutha could not hear.

Mine!

Go away!

No.

Mine

Both of them!

Mine!

Bruthaturned his head.

The tortoise was in a gap between two rocks, neck extended and weaving from side to side. Therewas
another sound, asort of gnat-like whining, that came and went . . . and promisesin his head.

They flashed past . . . facestalking to him, shapes, visons of grestness, moments of opportunity, picking
him up, taking him high above the world, dl thiswas his, he could do anything, al he had to do was
believe, inme, inme, inme-

Animage formed in front of him. There, on astone beside him, was aroast pig surrounded by fruit, and
amug of beer so cold the air was frosting on the Sides.



Mind
Bruthablinked. The voices faded. So did the food.

He blinked again.

There were strange after-images, not seen but felt. Perfect though his memory was, he could not
remember what the voices had said or what the other pictures had been. All that lingered was a memory

of roast pork and cold beer.

"That's because they don't know what to offer you," said Om'svoice, quietly. "So they try to offer you
anything. Generdly they start with visons of food and carnd gratification.”

"They got asfar asthe food," said Brutha.

"Good job | overcame them, then,” said Om. "No telling what they might have achieved with ayoung
man likeyoursdf.”

Brutharaised himsdf on hiselbows.
Vorbis had not moved.
"Werethey trying to get through to him, too?"'

"I suppose so. Wouldn't work. Nothing getsin, nothing gets out. Never seen amind so turned inon
itdf.”

"Will they be back?"
"Oh, yes. It'snot asif they've got anything elseto do.”

"When they do," said Brutha, feding lightheaded, "could you wait until they've shown me visons of
carnd gratification?"

"Very bad for you."
"Brother Nhumrod was very down on them. But | think perhaps we should know our enemies, yes?!

Brutha's voice faded to a croak.

"I could have done with the vision of thedrink,” he said, wearily.
The shadows were long. He looked around in amazement.
"How long werethey trying?'

"All day. Persgtent devils, too. Thick asflies"

Bruthalearned why at sunset.



Hemet . Ungulant the anchorite, friend of dl smal gods. Everywhere.

"Well, wdl, wel," said &. Ungulant. "We don't get very many vistors up here. Isn't that so, Angus?”'
He addressed the air beside him.

Bruthawas trying to keep his balance, because the cartwhed rocked dangeroudy every time he moved.
They'd left Vorbis seated on the desert twenty feet below, hugging his knees and staring at nothing.

Thewhed had been nailed flat on top of adim pole. It was just wide enough for one persontolie
uncomfortably. But St. Ungulant looked designed to lie uncomfortably. He was so thin that even
skeletonswould say, "Isn't he thin?' He was wearing some sort of minimaist loin-cloth, insofar asit was
possibleto tell under the beard and hair.

It had been quite hard to ignore St. Ungulant, who had been capering up and down at the top of his pole
shouting "Coo-ee!" and "Over herel" Therewasadightly smdler pole afew feet away, with an
old-fashioned ha f-moon-cut-out-on-the-door privy on it. Just because you were an anchorite, St.
Ungulant said, didn't mean you had to give up everything.

Brutha had heard of anchorites, who were akind of one-way prophet. They went out into the desert but
did not come back, preferring ahermit'slife of dirt and hardship and dirt and holy contemplation and dirt.
Many of them liked to make life even more uncomfortable for themsaves by beingwalled upincellsor
living, quite appropriately, at thetop of apole. The Omnian Church encouraged them, on the basisthat it
was best to get madmen asfar away as possible where they couldn't cause any trouble and could be
cared for by the community, insofar as the community consisted of lions and buzzards and dirt.

"I wasthinking of adding another whed," said St. Ungulant, "just over there. To catch the morning sun,
you know."

Bruthalooked around him. Nothing but flat rock and sand stretched away on every Sde.
"Dont you get the sun everywhere adl thetime?' he said.

"But it's much moreimportant in themorning,” said St. Ungulant. "Besides, Angus says we ought to have
apatio."

"He could barbecue on it," said Om, insde Bruthas head.
"Um," said Brutha "What . . . religion . . . areyou asaint of, exactly?'

An expression of embarrassment crossed the very small amount of face between St. Ungulant's
eyebrows and his mustache.

"Uh. None, really. That was dl rather amistake," he said. "My parents named me Sevrian Thaddeus
Ungulant, and then one day, of course, most amusing, someone drew attention to theinitias. After that, it
al seemed rather inevitable."



Thewhed rocked dightly. St. Ungulant's skin was amost blackened by the desert sun.

"I've had to pick up herming as| went along, of course,” he said. "'l taught mysdlf. I'm entirely selftaught.
Y ou can't find a hermit to teach you herming, because of course that rather spoils the whole thing.”

"Er...butther€'s. .. Angus?' said Brutha, Stating at the spot where he believed Angusto be, or at
least where he bdieved St. Ungulant beieved Angusto be.

"He's over here now,” said the saint sharply, pointing to adifferent part of the whed. "But he doesn't do
any of the herming. He's not, you know, trained. He's just company. My word, I'd have gone quite mad
if it waan't for Angus cheering meup dl thetime!”

"Yes. .. | expect youwould," said Brutha He smiled a the empty air, in order to show willing.

"Actudly, it'sapretty good life. The hours are rather long but the food and drink are extremely
worthwhile"

Brutha had adigtinct feding that he knew what was going to come next.
"Beer cold enough?' he said.

"Extremdy frogty," said St. Ungulant, beaming.

"And the roast pig?'

. Ungulant's smilewas manic.

"All brown and crunchy round the edges, yes," he said.

"But | expect, er . . . you eat the occasiond lizard or snake, too?
"Funny you should say that. Y es. Every onceinawhile. Just for abit of variety.”
"And mushrooms, too?' said Om.

"Any mushroomsin these parts?* said Bruthainnocently.

S. Ungulant nodded happily.

"After the annud rains, yes. Red oneswith yellow spots. The desert becomes redlly interesting after the
mushroom season.”

"Full of giant purple singing dugs? Taking pillars of flame? Exploding giraffes? That sort of thing?" sad
Brutha carefully.

"Good heavens, yes," said the saint. "I don't know why. | think they're attracted by the mushrooms.”
Brutha nodded.

"You're catching on, kid," said Om.



"And | expect sometimesyou drink . . . water?' said Brutha.

"You know, it'sodd, isn'tit,” said St. Ungulant. "Theresdl thiswonderful stuff to drink but every so
often| get this, well, | can only cal it acraving, for afew sps of water. Can you explain that?"

"It must be. . . alittle hard to come by," said Brutha, il talking very carefully, like someone playing a
fifty-pound fish on afifty-one-pound breskingstrain fishing-line.

"Strange, redly,” said St. Ungulant. "When icecold beer is so readily available, too."
"Where, uh, do you get it? Thewater?' said Brutha

"Y ou know the stone plants?'

"The oneswith the big flowers?"

"If you cut open the fleshy part of the leaves, there's up to half apint of water,” said the saint. "It tastes
like weawee, mind you."

"| think we could manage to put up with that," said Brutha, through dry lips. He backed toward the
rope-ladder that was the saint's contact with the ground.

"Areyou sureyou won't stay?' said St. Ungulant. "It's Wednesday. We get sucking pig plus chef's
selection of sun-drenched dew-fresh vegetables on Wednesdays."

"We, uh, have lotsto do," said Brutha, halfway down the swaying ladder.

"Sweetsfrom the trolley?”

"I think perhaps. . .

S. Ungulant looked down sadly at Brutha hel ping V orbis away across the wilderness.

"And afterward there's probably mints!" he shouted, through cupped hands. "No?"

Soon the figures were mere dots on the sand.

"There may be visons of sexud grati-no, | tell alie, that'sFridays. . ." St. Ungulant murmured.

Now that the visitors had gone, the air was once again filled with the zip and whine of the smal gods.
Therewere hillions of them.

. Ungulant smiled.

He was, of course, mad. He'd occasionally suspected this. But he took the view that madness should not
be wasted. He dined daily on the food of the gods, drank the rarest vintages, ate fruits that were not only
out of season but out of redlity. Having to drink the occasional mouthful of brackish water and chew the
odd lizard leg for medicina purposeswasasmal priceto pay.

He turned back to the laden table that shimmered inthe air. All this. . . and dl thelittle gods wanted was
someone to know about them, someone to even believe that they existed.



Therewasjdly and ice-cream today, too.
"All the morefor us, eh, Angus?'

Yes, sad Angus.

The fighting was over in Ephebe. It hadn't |asted long, especialy when the davesjoined in. There were
too many narrow streets, too many ambushes and, above dl, too much terrible determination. It's
generaly held that free men will aways triumph over daves, but perhapsit al depends on your point of
view.

Besides, the Ephebian garrison commander had declared somewhat nervoudy that davery would
henceforth be abolished, which infuriated the daves. What would be the point of saving up to become
freeif you couldn't own daves afterwards? Besides, how'd they est?

The Omnians couldn't understand, and uncertain people fight badly. And Vorbis had gone. Certainties
seemed |ess certain when those eyes were el sewhere.

The Tyrant was released from his prison. He spent hisfirst day of freedom carefully composing
messages to the other small countries aong the coast.

It was time to do something about Omnia.

Bruthasang.

Hisvoice echoed off the rocks. Flocks of scalbies shook off their lazy pedestrian habits and took off
franticdly, leaving feathers behind in their rush to get airborne. Snakeswriggled into cracksin the stone.

Y ou could livein the desert. Or at least survive. . .
Getting back to Omniacould only be a matter of time. Onemoreday . . .

Vorbistrooped aong alittle behind him. He said nothing and, when spoken to, gave no sgn that he had
understood what had been said to him.

Om, bumping adong in Brutha's pack, began to fed the acute depression that steals over every redistin
the presence of an optimist.

The strained strains of Claws of Iron shall Rend the Ungodly faded away. Therewas asmall rockdide,
someway Off.

"Weredive" sad Brutha



"For now."

"And we're close to home."

v

"l saw awild goat on the rocks back there."

"Theréstill alot of 'em about."

"Goats?"

"Gods. And the oneswe had back there were the puny ones, mind you."

"What do you mean?"'

Om sghed. "It'sreasonable, isn't it? Think about it. The stronger ones hang around the edge, where
theresprey . . . | mean, people. The weak ones get pushed out to the sandy places, where people hardly
ever go-”

"The strong gods," said Brutha, thoughtfully. "Gods that know about being strong.”

"That'sright.”

"Not gods that know what it feelsliketo bewesk . . ."

"What? They wouldn't last five minutes. It's a god-eat-god world.”

"Perhaps that explains something about the nature of gods. Strength is hereditary. Likesin.”

Hisface clouded.

"Except that . . . itisn't. Sin, | mean. | think, perhaps, when we get back, | shall talk to some people.”

"Oh, and they'll listen, will they?"

"Wisdom comes out of the wilderness, they say.”

"Only the wisdom that people want. And mushrooms.”

When the sun was gtarting to climb Brutha milked agoat. It stood patiently while Om soothed its mind.
And Om didn't suggest killing it, Brutha noticed.

Then they found shade again. There were bushes here, low-growing, spiky, every tiny leaf barricaded
behind its crown of thorns.

Om watched for awhile, but the small gods on the edge of the wilderness were more cunning and less
urgent. They'd be here, probably a noon, when the sun turned the landscape into a hdllish glare. Hed
hear them. In the meantime, he could eat.



He crawled through the bushes, their thorns scraping harmlesdy dong his shell. He passed another
tortoise, which wasn't inhabited by agod and gave him that vague stare that tortoi ses employ when
they're deciding whether something is there to be eaten or made love to, which arethe only thingson a
norma tortoise mind. He avoided it, and found a couple of leavesit had missed.

Periodicaly hed ssomp back through the gritty soil and watch the deepers.

And then he saw Vorbis sit up, look around him in adow methodica way, pick up astone, study it
carefully, and then bring it down sharply on Bruthas head.

Brutha didn't even groan.

Vorbis got up and strode directly toward the bushes that hid Om. He tore the branches aside, regardless
of thethorns, and pulled out the tortoise Om had just met.

For amoment it was held up, legs moving dowly, before the deacon threw it overarm into the rocks.
Then he picked up Bruthawith some effort, dung him across his shoulders, and set off towards Omnia.
It happened in seconds.

Om fought to stop his head and legs retracting automaticaly into his shell, atortoise'singtinctive panic
reaction.

Vorbiswas aready disappearing round some rocks.

He disappeared.

Om started to move forward and then ducked into his shell as a shadow skimmed over the ground. It
was afamiliar shadow, and onefilled with tortoise dread.

The eagle swept down and towards the spot where the stricken tortoise was struggling and, with barely
apausein the stoop, snatched the reptile and soared back up into the sky with long, lazy sweeps of its
wings.

Om watched it until it became adot, and then looked away asasmaller dot detached itself and tumbled
over and over toward the rocks below.

The eagle descended dowly, preparing to feed.

A breeze rattled the thornbushes and stirred the sand. Om thought he could hear the taunting, mocking
voicesof dl thesmal gods.

S Ungulant, on his bony knees, smashed open the hard swollen leaf of a stone plant.

Nicelad, hethought. Talked to himsdlf alot, but that was only to be expected. The desert took some
peoplelikethat, didn't it, Angus?



Yes, said Angus.
Angus didn't want any of the brackish water. He said it gave him wind.
"Pleaseyoursdf,” sad S Ungulant. "Well, well! Heresalittle treet.”

Y ou didn't often get Chilopoda aridius out here in the open desert, and here were three, al under one
rock!

Funny how you felt like alittle nibble, even after agood meal of Petit porc r6ti avec pommes deterre
nouvelles et Iégumes du jour et biére glacée avec figment de I'imagination.

He was picking the legs of the second one out of histooth when the lion padded to the top of the nearest
dune behind him.

The lion wasfedling odd sensations of gratitude. It felt it should catch up with the nice food that had
tended to it and, well, refrain from eating it in some symbolic way. And now here was some more food,
hardly paying it any attention. Wdll, it didn't owethisone anything.. . .

It padded forward, then lumbered up into arun.

Obliviousto hisfate, St. Ungulant started on the third centipede.

Thelionlegpt. ..

And things would have |ooked very bad for St. Ungulant if Angus hadn't caught it right behind the ear
with arock.

Bruthawas standing in the desert, except that the sand was as black as the sky and there was no sun,
athough everything was brilliantly lit.

Ah, hethought. So thisisdreaming.

There were thousands of people walking across the desert. They paid him no attention. They waked as
if completely unaware that they werein the middle of acrowd.

Hetried to wave at them, but he was nailed to the spot. He tried to speak, and the words evaporated in
hismouth.

And then he woke up.

Thefirgt thing he saw was the light, danting through awindow. Againg the light was apair of hands,



rased inthe sgn of the holy horns.

With some difficulty, his head screaming pain at him, Bruthafollowed the hands dong apair of aamsto
wherethey joined not far under the bowed head of -

"Brother Nhumrod?"

The master of novices looked up.

"Brutha?"

"y e

"Om be praised”

Brutha craned his neck to look around.

"Ishe here?'

"-here? How do you fed 7'

"y

His head ached, hisback felt asthough it was on fire, and therewas adull painin hisknees.

"Y ou were very badly sunburned,” said Nhumrod. "And that was a nasty knock on the head you had in
thefdl."”

"Whet fdl?'

"-fall. From the rocks. In the desert. Y ou were with the Prophet,” said Nhumrod. "Y ou walked with the
Prophet. One of my novices."

"l remember . . . thedesert . . ." said Brutha, touching hishead gingerly. "But . . . the. .. Prophet . .. 7"
"-Prophet. People are saying you could be made a bishop, or even an lam," said Nhumrod. "Theresa
precedent, you know. The Most Holy St. Bobby was made a bishop because he was in the desert with
the Prophet Ossory, and he was a donkey.”

"But | don't...remember ... any Prophet. There wasjust me and-"

Brutha stopped. Nhumrod was beaming.

"Vorbis?'

"He most gracioudy told medl about it,” said Nhumrod. "1 was privileged to be in the Place of
Lamentation when he arrived. It was just after the Sestine prayers. The Cenobiarch was just departing . .
. well, you know the ceremony. And there was Vorbis. Covered in dust and leading adonkey. I'm afraid

you were across the back of the donkey.”

"I don't remember adonkey," said Brutha.



"-donkey. Held picked it up a one of the farms. There was quite acrowd with him!™

Nhumrod was flushed with excitement.

"And he's declared amonth of Jhaddra, and double penances, and the Council has given him the Staff
and the Halter, and the Cenobiarch has gone off to the hermitage in Skant!"

"Vorbisisthe eighth Prophet,” said Brutha.
"-Prophet. Of course.”
"And. .. wasthere atortoise? Has he mentioned anything about a tortoise?"

"-tortoise? What have tortoises got to do with anything?' Nhumrod's expression softened. "But, of
course, the Prophet said the sun had affected you. He said you were raving-excuse me-about al sorts of

grangethings”

"Hedid?'

"He sat by your bed for three days. It was. . . inspiring.”
"How long . . . snce we came back?"

"-back? Almost aweek."

"A week!"

"He said the journey exhausted you very much.”

Brutha stared at the wall.

"And he |eft ordersthat you were to be brought to him as soon as you were fully conscious,” said
Nhumrod. "He was very definite about that." His tone of voice suggested that he wasn't quite sure of
Brutha's state of consciousness, even now. Do you think you can walk? | can get some novicesto carry

you, if you'd prefer.”
"l haveto go and see him now?"

"-now. Right away. | expect you'll want to thank him."

Brutha had known about these parts of the Citadd only by hearsay. Brother Nhumrod had never seen
them, either. Although he had not been specifically included in the summons, he had come neverthdess,
fussing importantly around Brutha as two sturdy novices carried him in akind of sedan chair normally

used by the more crumbling of the senior clerics.

In the center of the Citadel, behind the Temple, was awalled garden. Bruthalooked at it with an expert



eye. There wasn't an inch of natural soil on the bare rock-every spadeful that these shady treesgrew in
must have been carried up by hand.

Vorbis was there, surrounded by bishops and lams. He looked round as Brutha approached.

"Ah, my desert companion,” he said, amiably. "And Brother Nhumrod, | believe. My brothers, | should
like you to know that | haveit in mind to raise our Bruthato archbishophood.”

Therewas avery faint murmur of astonishment from the clerics, and then aclearing of athroat. Vorbis
looked at Bishop Treem, who wasthe Citadd's archivist.

"Well, technicaly heisnot yet even ordained,” said Bishop Treem, doubtfully. "But of coursewedl
know there has been a precedent.”

"Ossory'sass," said Brother Nhumrod promptly. He put his hand over his mouth and went red with
shame and embarrassment.

Vorbisamiled.

"Good Brother Nhumrod is correct,” he said. "Who had a so not been ordained, unless the qualifications
were somewhat relaxed in those days."

There was a chorus of nervous laughs, such asthere dwaysis from people who owe their jobs and
possibly ther livesto awhim of the person who has just cracked the not very amusing line.

"Although the donkey was only made abishop,” said Bishop "Deathwish” Treem.

"A rolefor which it was highly qudified,” said Vorbis sharply. "And now, you will dl leave. Including
Sub-deacon Nhumrod,” he added. Nhumrod went from red to white at this sudden preferment. "But
Archbishop Bruthawill remain. Wewish to talk."

The clergy withdrew.

Vorbis sat down on astone chair under an elder tree. It was huge and ancient, quite unlikeits short-lived
relatives outs de the garden, and its berries were ripening.

The Prophet sat with his elbows on the stone arms of the chair, his handsinterlocked in front of him, and
gave Bruthaalong, dow stare.

"Youare. .. recovered?' hesad, eventudly.
"Yes, lord," sad Brutha. "But, lord, | cannot be abishop, | cannot even-”

"| assure you the job does not require much intelligence,” said Vorbis. "If it did, bishopswould not be
abletodoit."

There was another long silence.
When Vorbis next spoke, it was asif every word was being winched up from agreat depth.

"We spoke once, did we not, of the nature of reality?"



"Wes"
"And about how often what is perceived is not that which is fundamentally true?’

"Wes"

Another pause. High overhead, an eagle circled, looking for tortoises.

"l am sure you have confused memories of our wanderingsin the wilderness."

No."

"It isonly to be expected. The sun, thethirst, the hunger . . ."

"No, lord. My memory does not confuse reedily.”

"Oh, yes. | recdl.”

"Sodol,lord."

Vorbisturned his head dightly, looking Sdelong at Bruthaasif he wastrying to hide behind his own face.
"In the desert, the Great God Om spoke to me.”

"Yes, lord. Hedid. Every day."

"Y ou have amighty if smplefaith, Brutha. When it comesto people, | am agreet judge.”

"Yes, lord. Lord?"

"Yes, my Brutha?'

"Nhumrod said you led me through the desert, lord.”

"Remember what | said about fundamenta truth, Brutha? Of course you do. There was aphysica
desert, indeed, but also a desert of the soul. My God led me, and | led you."

"Ah.Yes. | see”

Overhead, the spiraing dot that was the eagle appeared to hang motionlessin the air for amoment. Then
it folded itswings and fell-

"Much was given to mein the desert, Brutha. Much was learned. Now | must tell the world. That isthe
duty of aprophet. To go where others have not been, and bring back the truth of it."

-faster than the wind, itswhole brain and body exigting only asamist around the sheer intensity of its
purpose-

"| did not expect it to be this soon. But Om guided my steps. And now that we have the Cenobiarchy,
weshdl ... makeuseof it."



Somewhere out on the hillsides the eagle swooped, picked something up, and strovefor height . . .

"I'm just anovice, Lord Vorbis. | am not abishop, even if everyone cals me one.™

"Youwill get used toit.”

It sometimestook along time for an ideaito form in Brutha's mind, but one was forming now. It was
something about the way V orbis was sitting, something about the edgein hisvoice.

Vorbiswas afraid of him.

Why me? Because of the desert? Who would care? For all | know, it was aways like this-probably it
was Ossory's ass that carried him in the wilderness, who found the water, who kicked alion to desth.

Because of Ephebe? Who would listen? Who would care? He is the Prophet and the Cenobiarch. He
could have mekilled just like that. Anything he doesisright. Anything he saysistrue.

Fundamentdly true.

"I have something to show you that may amuseyou,” said Vorbis, standing up. "Can you walk?'

"Oh, yes. Nhumrod was just being kind. It's mainly sunburn.”

Asthey moved away, Brutha saw something he hadn't noticed before. There were members of the Holy
Guard, armed with bows, in the garden. They were in the shade of trees, or amongst bushes-not too

obvious, but not exactly hidden.

Stepsled from the garden to the maze of underground tunnels and rooms that underlay the Temple and,
indeed, the whole of the Citadel. Noisdesdy, acouple of guardsfell in behind them at arespectful

distance.

Bruthafollowed Vorbis through the tunnelsto the artificers quarter, where forges and workshops
clustered around one wide, deep light-well. Smoke and fumes billowed up around the hewn rock walls.

Vorbiswalked directly to alarge alcove that glowed red with the light of forge fires. Severa workers
were clustered around something wide and curved.

"There," said Vorbis. "What do you think?"

It wasaturtle.

The iron-founders had done a pretty good job, even down to the patterning on the shell and the scales
onthelegs. It was about eight feet long.

Brutha heard arushing noisein hisears as Vorbis spoke.

"They speak poisonous gibberish about turtles, do they not? They think they live on the back of a Great
Turtle. Wéll, let them die on one."

Now Brutha could see the shackles attached to each iron leg. A man, or awoman, could with great



discomfort lie soread-eagled on the back of the turtle and be chained firmly at the wrists and ankles.

He bent down. Y es, there was the firebox underneath. Some aspects of Quisition thinking never
changed.

That much iron would take ages to heat up to the point of pain. Much time, therefore, to reflect on things

"What do you think?' said Vorbis.
A vison of the future flashed across Brutha's mind.
"Ingenious,” hesad.

"And it will be asdutary lesson for all otherstempted to stray from the path of true knowledge," said
Vorbis.

"When do you intend to, uh, demongrate it?"
"l am sure an occasion will present itsdlf,” said Vorbis.

When Brutha straightened up, Vorbiswas staring at him so intently that it was asif he wasreading
Brutha's thoughts off the back of his head.

"And now, pleaseleave," said Vorbis. "Rest asmuch asyou can . . . my son.”

Bruthawalked dowly across the Place, degp in unaccustomed thought.

"Afternoon, Your Reverence.”

"Y ou know dready?'

Cut-Me-Own-Hand-Off Dhblah beamed over the top of hislukewarm ice-cold sherbet stand.
"Heard it on the grapevine," he said. "Here, have adab of Klatchian Ddight. Free. Onna stick.”
The Place was more crowded than usua. Even Dhblah's hot cakes were selling like hot cakes.
"Busy today," said Brutha, hardly thinking about it.

"Time of the Prophet, see,”" said Dhblah, "when the Great God is manifest in theworld. And if you think
it'sbusy now, you won't be able to swing agoat herein afew days time."

"What happensthen?'

"Youdl right?Youlook abit pesky."



"What happensthen?"

"The Laws. Y ou know. The Book of Vorbis? | suppose-” Dhblah leaned toward Brutha-"you wouldn't
have ahint, would you? | suppose the Great God didn't happen to say anything of benefit to the
convenience food industry ?*

"l don't know. | think he'd like people to grow more lettuce.”

"Redly?'

"It'sonly aguess.”

Dhblah grinned evilly. "Ah, yes, but it's your guess. A nod's as good as a poke with asharp stick to a
deaf camdl, asthey say. | know where | can get my hands on afew acres of wdl-irrigated land, funnily
enough. Perhaps | ought to buy now, ahead of the crowd?"

"Can't seeany harminiit, Mr. Dhblah."

Dhblah sidled closer. Thiswas not hard. Dhblah sidied everywhere. Crabs thought he walked sideways.

"Funny thing," hesad. "l mean . .. Vorbis?'

"Funny?' said Brutha.

"Makes you think. Even Ossory must have been aman who waked around, just like you and me. Got
wax in hisears, just like ordinary people. Funny thing."

"Whet is?'
"Thewholething.”

Dhblah gave Bruthaanother conspiratoria grin and then sold afootsore pilgrim abowl of hummus that
he would come to regret.

Bruthawandered down to his dormitory It was empty &t thistime of day, hanging around dormitories
being discouraged in case the presence of the rockhard mattresses engendered thoughts of sin. Hisfew
possessions were gone from the shelf by his bunk. Probably he had aroom of his own somewhere,
athough no one had told him.

Bruthafelt totaly lost.
Helay down on the bunk, just in case, and offered up aprayer to Om. There was no reply. There had

been no reply for dmost al of hislife, and that hadn't been too bad, because held never expected one.
And before, theréd aways been the comfort that perhaps Om was listening and smply not deigning to

say anything.
Now, there was nothing to hear.
Hemight aswdl betaking to himsdf, and listening to himsdif.

LikeVorbis.



That thought wouldn't go awvay. Mind like asted bal, Om had said. Nothing got in or out. So dl Vorbis
could hear were the distant echoes of his own soul. And out of the distant echoes he would forge a Book
of Vorbis, and Brutha suspected he knew what the commandments would be. There would be talk of
holy wars and blood and crusades and blood and piety and blood.

Bruthagot up, feding like afool. But the thoughts wouldn't go away.

Hewas a bishop, but he didn't know what bishops did. Hed only seen them in the distance, drifting
aong like earthbound clouds. There was only one thing he felt he knew how to do.

Some spotty boy was hoeing the vegetable garden. Helooked at Bruthain amazement when he took the
hoe, and was stupid enough to try to hang on to it for amoment.

"I am abishop, you know," said Brutha. "Anyway, you aren't doing it right. Go and do something ese.”

Brutha jabbed vicioudy at the weeds around the seedlings. Only away afew weeks and dready there
was a haze of green on the soil.

Y ou're abishop. For being good. And herestheiron turtle. In case you're bad. Because. . .
. . . there were two people in the desert, and Om spoke to one of them.
It had never occurred to Bruthalike that before.

Om had spoken to him. Admittedly, he hadn't said the things that the Great Prophets said he said.
Perhaps held never said thingslikethat . . .

Heworked hisway aong to the end of the row. Then hetidied up the bean vines.

Lu-Tzewatched Brutha carefully from hislittle shed by the soil heaps.

It was another barn. Urn was seeing alot of barns.

They'd sarted with acart, and invested alot of timein reducing its weight as much as possible. Gearing
had been a problem. He'd been doing alot of thinking about gears. The ball wanted to spin much faster
than the whedlswanted to turn. That was probably a metaphor for something or other.

"And | can't get it to go backward,” he said.

"Don't worry," said Simony. "It won't have to go backward. What about armor?”

Urn waved a distracted hand around his workshop.

"Thisisavillageforge!" he said. "Thisthing istwenty feet long! Zacharos can't make plates bigger than a
few feet across. I'vetried nailing them on aframework, but it just collgpses under the weight."”



Simony looked at the skeleton of the steam car and the pile of plates stacked beside it.
"Ever beenin abattle, Urn?' he said.

"No. I've got flat feet. And I'm not very strong.”

"Do you know what atortoiseis?"

Urn scratched hishead. "Okay. The answer isn't alittle reptilein ashell, isit? Because you know | know
thet."

"I mean ashield tortoise. When you're attacking afortress or awall, and the enemy is dropping
everything he's got on you, every man holds hisshield overhead sothet it . . . kind of . . . dotsinto dl the
shiddsaround it. Can take alot of weight.”

"Overlapping,” murmured Urn.

"Likescaes" said Simony.

Urn looked reflectively at the cart.

"Atortoise," he said.

"And the battering-ram?’ said Simony.

"Oh, that's no problem,” said Urn, not paying much attention. "Tree-trunk bolted to the frame. Bigiron
rammer. They're only bronze doors, you say?"

"Yes. But very big."

"“Then they're probably hollow. Or cast bronze plates on wood. That'swhat 1'd do.”

"Not solid bronze? Everyone says they're solid bronze."

"That'swhat 1'd say, too."

"Excuseme, Srs”

A burly man stepped forward. He wore the uniform of the palace guards.

"Thisis Sergeant Fergmen,” said Smony. "Y es, sergeant?’

"The doorsisreinforced with Klatchian sted. Because of dl the fighting in the time of the Fal se Prophet
Zog. And they opens outwards only. Like lock gates on acand, you understand? If you push on'em,
they only locks morefirmly together.”

"How are they opened, then?' said Urn.

"The Cenobiarch raises his hand and the breath of God blows them open,” said the sergeant.

"Inalogicd sense, | meant.”



"Oh. Wdll, one of the deacons goes behind acurtain and pullsalever. But . . . when | wason guard
down in the crypts, sometimes, therewasaroom . . . there was gratings and things . . . well, you could
hear water gushing . . ."

"Hydraulics" said Urn. "Thought it would be hydraulics.”

"Canyou get in?' said Smony.

"To the room?Why not? No one botherswith it."

"Could he make the doors open?' said Simony.

"Hmm?' said Urn.

Urn was rubbing his chin reflectively with ahammer. He seemed to belost in aworld of hisown.

"I said, could Fergmen make these hydra haulics work?'

"Hmm? Oh. Shouldn't think s0," said Urn, vaguely.

"Could you?"

"Wha?'

"Could you make them work?*

"Oh. Probably. It'sjust pipes and pressures, after al. Um."

Urn was gtill staring thoughtfully at the steam cart. Smony nodded meaningfully at the sergeant, indicating
that he should go away, and then tried the mental interplanetary journey necessary to get to whatever
world Urnwasin.

Hetried looking at the cart, too.

"How soon can you haveit dl finished?

"Hmm?'

"l said-”

"L ate tomorrow night. If we work through tonight.”

"But welll need it for the next dawn! Wewon't havetimeto seeif it works!"

"It work first time," said Urn.

"Redly?"

"l builtit. I know about it. Y ou know about swords and spears and things. | know about things that go
round and round. It will work firgt time."



"Good. Wdll, there are other things I've got to do-”

"Right."

Urn wasleft donein the barn. He looked reflectively a his hammer, and then & the iron cart.

They didn't know how to cast bronze properly here. Their iron was pathetic, just pathetic. Their copper?
It wasterrible. They seemed to be able to make stedl that shattered at ablow. Over the yearsthe
Quisition had weeded out dl the good smiths.

He'd done the best he could, but . . .

"Just don't ask me about the second or third time," he said quietly to himself.

Vorbissat in the sone chair in his garden, papers strewn around him.

"Wel?'

The knedling figure did not look up. Two guards stood over it, with drawn swords.

"The Turtle people. . . the people are plotting something," it said, the voice shrill with terror.
"Of coursethey are. Of coursethey are," said Vorbis. "And what isthis plot?”

"Thereissomekind of . . . when you are confirmed as Cenobiarch . . . somekind of device, some
machine that goes by itsdf . . . it will smash down the doors of the Temple. . ."

The voice faded away.

"And whereisthisdevice now?' said Vorbis.

"l don't know. They've bought iron from me. That'sall | know."
"Aniron device"

"Yes." The man took adeep breath-haf-breath, haf-gulp. "Peoplesay . . . theguardssaid . . . you have
my father in prisonand youmight . . . | plead.. . ."

Vorbislooked down at the man.

"But you fear," hesaid, "that | might have you thrown into the cellsaswell. Y ou think | am that sort of
person. Y ou fear that | may think, this man has associated with heretics and blasphemersin familiar
circumstances. . ."

The man continued to stare fixedly at the ground. Vorbiss fingers curled gently around his chin and
raised his head until they were eyeto eye.



"What you have doneisagood thing," he said. Helooked at one of the guards. "Isthis man's father sill
dive?'

"Yes, lord."
"Still capable of waking?'
Theinquigitor shrugged. "Y e-es, lord.”

"Then release him thisingtant, put him in the charge of hisdutiful son here, and send them both back
home."

The armies of hope and fear fought in the informant's eyes.
"Thank you, lord," he said.

"Goin peace.”

Vorbis watched one of the guards escort the man from the garden. Then he waved a hand vaguely at
one of the head inquisitors.

"Do we know where he lives?'
"Yes, lord."

"Good."

Theinquigitor hestated.
"Andthis. .. device, lord?'

"Om has spoken to me. A machine that goes by itself? Such athingisagaing dl reason. Where areits
muscles? Whereisits mind?'

"Yes, lord."

The inquisitor, whose name was Deacon Cusp, had got where he was today, which was a place he
wasn't sureright now that he wanted to be, because he liked hurting people. It was asimple desire, and
onethat was satisfied in dundance within the Quisition. And he was one of those who wereterrified ina
very particular way by Vorbis. Hurting people because you enjoyed it . . . that was understandable,
Vorbisjust hurt people because held decided that they should be hurt, without passion, even with akind
of hard love.

In Cusp's experience, people didn't make things up, ultimately, not in front of an exquisitor. Or course
there were no such things as devices that moved by themsalves, but he made amental note to increase
the guard-

"However," said Vorbis, "there will be a disturbance during the ceremony tomorrow.”

"Lord?"



"l have. .. specid knowledge," said Vorhis.

"Of course, lord."
"Y ou know the breaking strain of sinews and muscles, Deacon Cusp.”

Cusp had formed an opinion that V orbis was somewhere on the other side of madness. Ordinary
madness he could dedl with. In his experience there were quite alot of mad peoplein the world, and
many of them became even moreinsane in the tunnds of the Quisition. But Vorbis had passed right
through that red barrier and had built some kind of logica structure on the other side. Rationa thoughts

made out of insane components. . .
"Yes, lord," hesad.

"I know the bresking strain of people.”

It was night, and cold for the time of year.

Lu-Tze crept through the gloom of the barn, sweeping industriously. Sometimes he took arag from the
recesses of his robe and polished things.

He polished the outside of the Moving Turtle, which loomed low and menacing in the shadows.
And he swept hisway toward the forge, where he watched for awhile.

It takes extreme concentration to pour good steel. No wonder gods have aways clustered around
isolated smithies. There are so many thingsthat can go wrong. A dight mis-mix of ingredients, amoment's

lapse--

Urn, who was dmost adegp on hisfeet, grunted as he was nudged awake and something was put in his
hands.

It was acup of tea. He looked into the little round face of Lu-Tze.
"Oh," hesaid. "Thank you. Thank you very much.”

Nod, smile.

"Nearly done," said Urn, more or lessto himsdf. "Just got to let it cool now. Got to let it cool redly
dowly. Otherwiseit crystalises, you see.”

Nod, smile, nod.
It was good tea.

"Snot 'nimportant cast anyway," said Urn, swaying. "Jus the control levers-”



Lu-Tze caught him carefully and steered him to a seat on aheap of charcoal. Then he went and watched
the forge for awhile. The bar of sted was glowing in the mold.

He poured a bucket of cold water over it, watched the great cloud of steam spread and disperse, and
then put his broom over his shoulder and ran away hurriedly.

People to whom Lu-Tze was avaguely glimpsed figure behind avery dow broom would have been
surprised at histurn of speed, especialy in aman six thousand years old who ate nothing but brown rice
and drank only green teawith aknob of rancid butter init.

A little way away from the Citadd's main gates he stopped running and started sweeping. He swept up
to the gates, swept around the gates themselves, nodded and smiled at a soldier who glared at him and
then redlized that it was only the daft old sweeper, polished one of the handles of the gates, and swept his
way by passages and cloistersto Brutha's vegetable garden.

He could see afigure crouched among the melons.

Lu-Tzefound arug and padded back out into the garden, where Bruthawas sitting hunched up with his
hoe over hisknees.

Lu-Tze had seen many agonized facesin histime, which was alonger time than most whole civilizations
managed to see. Brutha's was the worst. He tugged the rug over the bishop's shoulders.

"l can't hear him," said Brutha hoarsdly. "It may mean that he'stoo far away. | keep on thinking that. He
might be out there somewhere. Miles avay!"

Lu-Tze smiled and nodded.

"It happen al over again. He never told anyone to do anything. Or not to do anything. He didn't care!l”

Lu-Tze nodded and smiled again. Histeeth were yellow. They werein fact histwo-hundredth set.

"He should have cared."

Lu-Tze disgppeared into his corner again and returned with a shalow bowl full of somekind of tea. He
nodded and smiled and proffered it until Bruthatook it and had agip. It tasted like hot water with a
lavender baginit.

"Y ou don't understand anything I'm talking about, do you?' said Brutha.

"Not much," said Lu-Tze.

"You cantalk?'

Lu-Tze put awisened finger to hislips.

"Big secret,” hesad.

Bruthalooked at the little man. How much did he know about him? How much did anyone know about
him?



"Youtak to God," said Lu-Tze.
"How do you know that?"
"Signs. Man who tak to God have difficult life."

"Youreright!" Bruthastared a Lu-Tze over the cup. "Why are you here?' he said. "Y ou're not Omnian.
Or Ephebian.”

"Grew up near Hub. Long time ago. Now Lu-Tze a stranger everywhere he goes. Best way. Learned
religion in temple a home. Now go wherejob is.”

"Carting soil and pruning plants?’

"Sure. Never been bishop or high panjandrum. Dangerous life. Always be man who cleans pews or
sweeps up behind atar. No one bother useful man. No one bother small man. No one remember name.”

"That'swhat | was going to do! But it doesn't work for me."

"Then find other way. | learn in temple. Taught by ancient master. When trouble, dways remember wise
words of ancient and venerable master.”

"What werethey?'

"Ancient master say: “That boy there! What you esting? Hope you brought enough for everybody!”
Ancient master say: Y ou bad boy! Why you no do homework? Ancient master say: “What boy
laughing? No tell what boy laughing, whole dojo stay in after school!" When remember these wise words,
nothing seems so bad.”

"What shal | do?| can't hear him!"

"Y ou do what you must. | learn anything, it you haveto walk it dl done.”

Brutha hugged his knees.

"But hetold me nothing! Where'sal thiswisdom? All the other prophets came back with
commandmentd”

"Wherethey get them?’
"l ... suppose they made them up."

"Y ou get them from same place.”

"You cdl this philosophy?" roared Didactylos, waving his stick.



Urn cleaned pieces of the sand mold from the lever.
"Wl . . . natural philosophy,” he said.

The stick whanged down on the Moving Turtles flanks.

"I never taught you this sort of thing!" shouted the philosopher. " Philosophy is supposed to makelife
better! "

"Thiswill makeit better for alot of people,” said Urn, camly. "1t will help overthrow atyrant.”
"And then?" said Didactylos.

"And then what?'

"And then you'll takeit to bits, will you?' said the old man. "Smash it up? Take the whedls of f? Get rid of
all those spikes? Burn the plans? Y es? When it's served its purpose, yes?'

"Wel-" Urn began.
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"Ahawhat? What if wedo keep it?Itll bea. . . adeterrent to other tyrants!"

"Y ou think tyrantswon't build ‘em too?"

"Wel ... can build bigger onesl" Urn shouted.

Didactylos sagged. "Yes," he said. "No doubt you can. So that'sdl right, then. My word. And to think |
wasworrying. And now . . . | think I'll go and have arest somewhere. . .

Helooked hunched up, and suddenly old.

"Magter?' sad Urn.

"Don't ‘master' me," said Didactylos, fedling hisway adong the barn wallsto the door. "1 can see you
know every bloody thing thereisto know about human nature now. Hah!"

The Great God Om did down the side of an irrigation ditch and landed on his back in the weeds at the
bottom. He righted himsdlf by gripping aroot with his mouth and hauling himsdlf over.

The shape of Brutha's thoughts flickered back and forth in his mind. He couldn't make out any actua
words, but he didn't need to, any more than you needed to see the ripples to know which way the river

flowed.

Occasondly, when he could see the Citadd as agleaming dot in the twilight, held try shouting hisown
mind back asloudly as he could:



"Wait! Wait! Y ou don't want to do that! We can go to Ankh-Morpork! Land of opportunity! With my
brainsand your . . . with you, theworld is our mollusk! Why throw it all away . . .

And then held dide into another furrow. Once or twice he saw the eagle, forever circling.

"Why put your hand into agrinder? This place deserves Vorbis! Sheep deserveto be led!”

It had been like thiswhen his very first believer had been stoned to desth. Of course, by then he had
dozens of other believers. But it had been awrench. It had been upsetting. Y ou never forgot your first
believer. They gave you shape.

Tortoises are not well equipped for cross-country navigation. They need longer legs or sha lower
ditches.

Om estimated that he was doing less than afifth of amile an hour in adirect line, and the Citaddl was at
least twenty miles away. Occasionaly he made good time between the treesin an olive grove, but that
was more than pulled back by rocky ground and field walls.

All thetime, as hislegswhirred, Bruthas thoughts buzzed in his head like adistant bee.

Hetried shouting in hismind again.

"What've you got? He's got an army! Y ou've got an army? How many divisons have you got?"

But thoughts like that needed energy, and there was alimit to the amount of energy availablein one
tortoise. He found a bunch of fallen grapes and gobbled them until the juice covered his head, but it didn't

make alot of difference.

And then there was nightfall. Nights here weren't as cold as the desert, but they weren't aswarm asthe
day. Hed dow down at night as his blood cooled. He wouldn't be able to think asfast. Or walk asfadt.

Hewaslosing heat already. Heat meant speed.
He pulled himsdlf up on to an anthill-
"Youregoingtodie! You'regoingtodie!"

-and did down the other side.

Preparations for the inauguration of the Cenobiarch Prophet began many hours before the dawn. Firstly,
and not according to ancient tradition, there was avery careful search of the temple by Deacon Cusp and
some of his colleagues. There was aprowling for tripwires and apoking of odd corners for hidden
archers. Although it was against the thread, Deacon Cusp had his head screwed on. He also sent afew
squadsinto the town to round up the usual suspects. The Quisition dwaysfound it advisableto leavea
few suspects at large. Then you knew where to find them when you needed them.



After that adozen lesser priests arrived to shrive the premises and drive out all afreets, djinns, and
devils. Deacon Cusp watched them without comment. HEd never had any persond dealingswith
supernaturd entities, but he knew what awell-placed arrow would do to an unexpecting stomach.

Someone tapped him on the rib-cage. He gasped at the sudden linkage of red life into the chain of
thought, and reached ingtinctively for his dagger.

"Oh," hesaid.

Lu-Tze nodded and smiled and indicated with his broom that Deacon Cusp was standing on a patch of
floor that he, Lu-Tze, wished to sweep.

"Hello, you ghastly little yellow fool," said Deacon Cusp.
Nod, smile,

"Never say abloody word, do you?' said Deacon Cusp.
Smile, amile.

"Idiot."

Smile. Smile. Watch.

Urn stood back.

"Now," hesaid, "you sureyou'vegot it dl?'

"Easy," said Simony, who was ditting in the Turtles saddle.
"Tdl meagain," sad Umn.

"We-stoke-up-the-firebox," said Simony. "Then-when-the-red-needl e-points-to-xxvi,
turn-the-brass-tap; when-the-bronze-whistle-blows, pull-the-big-lever. And steer by pulling the ropes.”

"Right," said Urn. But he still 1ooked doubtful. "It'saprecision device," hesad.

"And | am aprofessond soldier,” said Smony. "I'm not a superstitious peasant.”

"Fine, fine. Wdll . . .if youresure. ..’

They'd had time to put afew finishing touches to the Moving Turtle. There were serrated edgesto the
shell and spikes on the whedls. And of course the waste steam pipe. . . hewasalittle uncertain about the

waste steam pipe. . .

"It'smerely adevice" sad Simony. "It does not present aproblem.”



"Give us an hour, then. Y ou should just get to the Temple by the time we get the doors open.”
"Right. Understood. Off you go. Sergeant Fergmen knows the way."

Urn looked at the steam pipe and bit hislip. | don't know what effect it's going to have on the enemy, he
thought, but it scaresthe hells out of me.

Bruthawoke up, or at least ceased trying to deep. Lu-Tze had gone. Probably sweeping somewhere.

He wandered through the deserted corridors of the novice section. It would be hours before the new
Cenobiarch was crowned. There were dozens of ceremonies to be undertaken first. Everyone who was
anyone would bein the Place and the surrounding piazzas, and so would the even greater number of
people who were no one very much. The sestinas were empty, the endless prayers left unsung. The
Citadd might have been dead, wereit not for the huge indefinable background roar of tens of thousands
of people being silent. Sunlight filtered down through the light-wells.

Brutha had never felt more alone. The wilderness had been afeast of fun compared to this. Last night . .
. last night, with Lu-Tze, it had all seemed so clear. Last night he had been in amood to confront Vorbis
there and then. Last night there seemed to be a chance. Anything was possible last night. That wasthe
trouble with last nights. They were dways followed by thismornings.

He wandered out into the kitchen level, and then into the outside world. There were one or two cooks
around, preparing the ceremonia meal of meat, bread, and sdlt, but they paid him no attention at all.

He sat down outside one of the daughterhouses. There was, he knew, aback gate somewhere around.
Probably no one would stop him, today, if he walked out. Today they would be looking for unwanted
peoplewaking in.

He could just walk away. The wilderness had seemed quite pleasant, apart from the thirst and hunger.
. Ungulant with his madness and his mushrooms seemed to have life exactly right. It didn't matter if you
fooled yoursdlf provided you didn't Iet yourself know it, and did it well. Life was so much smpler, inthe
desert.

But there were adozen guards by the gate. They had an unsympathetic look. He went back to his sedt,
which was tucked away in a corner, and stared gloomily at the ground.

If Omwasdive, surely he could send asign?

A grating by Brutha's sandals lifted itself up afew inchesand did asde. He Stared at the hole.

A hooded head appeared, stared back, and disappeared again. There was a subterranean whispering.
The head resppeared, and was followed by abody. It pulled itself on to the cobbles. The hood was
pushed back. The man grinned conspiratorialy a Brutha, put hisfinger to hislips and then, without
warning, launched himsdf at him with violent intent.

Brutharolled across the cobbles and raised his hands frantically as he saw the gleam of meta. Onefilthy
hand clamped againgt hismouth. A knifeblade made adramatic and very find slhouette against the light-



"No! "
"Why not?We said thefirg thing well do, well kill dl the priestdl”
"Not that one!"

Brutha dared to swive his eyes sdeways. Although the second figure rising from the hole was al'so
wearing afilthy robe, there was no mistaking the paintbrush hairstyle.

Hetried to say "Urn?"
"Shut up, you," said the other man, pressing the knife to histhroat.
"Brutha?' sad Urn. "Youredive?'

Bruthamoved his eyesfrom his captor to Urn in away which he hoped would indicate that it wastoo
soon to make any commitment on this point.

"Hesdl right,” said Urn.
"All right?Hesapries!"
"But heson our Sde. Aren't you, Brutha?'

Bruthatried to nod, and thought: I'm on everyones side. It'd be niceif, just for once, someone was on
mine

The hand was unclamped from his mouth, but the knife remained resting on histhroat. Bruthas normaly
careful thought processesran like quickslver.

"The Turtle Moves?' he ventured.

The knife was withdrawn, with obvious reluctance.

"l don't trust him," said the man. ""We should shove him down the hole at least.”
"Brutha'soneof us," said Urn.

"That'sright. That'sright,” said Brutha. "Which onesare you?"'

Urn leaned closer.

"How's your memory?"

"Unfortunately, itisfine"

"Good. Good. Uh. It would be agood ideato stay out of trouble, d'you hear . . . if anything happens.
Remember the Turtle. Wdll, of course you would.”

"Whet things?"



Urn patted him on the shoulder, making Brutha think for amoment of Vorbis. Vorbis, who never
touched another person inside his head, was a grest toucher with his hands.

"Best if you don't know what's happening,” said Urn.

"But | don't know what's happening,” said Brutha.

"Good. That'sthe way."

The burly man gestured with hisknife towards the tunnelsthat led into the rock.
"Arewe going, or what?' he demanded.

Urn ran after him and then stopped briefly and turned.

"Becareful,” hesaid. "We need what'sin your head!"

Brutha watched them go.

"Sodol," he murmured.

And then hewas aone again.

But he thought: Hold on. | don't have to be. I'm abishop. At least | can watch. Om's gone and soon the
world will end, so a least | might aswell watch it happen.

Sanda sflapping, Brutha set off towards the Place.

Bishops move diagonally. That's why they often turn up where the kings don't expect them to be.

"Y ou godawful idiot! Don't go that way!"

The sun waswdl up now. Infact it was probably setting, if Didactylos's theories about the speed of light
were correct, but in matters of relativity the point of view of the observer isvery important, and from
Om's point of view the sun was agolden ball in aflaming orange sky.

He pulled himsdlf up another dope, and stared blearily at the distant Citadel. In hismind's eye, he could
hear the mocking voices of dl smdl gods.

They didn't like agod who had failed. They didn't likethat at dl. It let them dl down. It reminded them
of mortaity. Hed be thrust out into the deep desert, where no one would ever come. Ever. Until the end
of theworld.

Heshivered in hisshdl.



Urn and Fergmen walked nonchaantly through the tunnels of the Citadel, using the kind of nonchaant
walk which, had there been anyone to take an interest in it, would have drawn detailed and arrow-sharp
attention to them within seconds. But the only people around were those with vital jobsto do. Besides, it
was not agood idea to stare too hard at the guards, in case they stared back.

Simony had told Urn held agreed to this. He couldn't quite remember doing so. The sergeant knew a
way into the Citadd, that was sensible. And Urn knew about hydraulics. Fine. Now he waswalking

through these dry tunneswith histoolbelt clinking. Therewas alogical connection, but it had been made
by someone else.

Fergmen turned a corner and stopped by alarge grille, which stretched from floor to ceiling. It wasvery
rusty. It might once have been a door-there was a suggestion of hinges, rusted into the stone. Urn peered
through the bars. Beyond, in the gloom, there were pipes.

"Eureka," hesad.

"Going to have abath, then?' said Fergmen.

"Just keep watch.”

Urn selected ashort crowbar from his belt and inserted it between the grille and the stonework. Give me
afoot of good stedd and awall tobrace. .. my ... foot . . . againgt-the grille ground forward and then
popped out with aleaden sound-and | can changetheworld. . .

He stepped inside the long, dark, damp room, and gave awhistle of admiration.

No one had done any maintenance for-well, for aslong asit took iron hinges to become a mass of
crumbling rugt-but al this il worked?

He looked up at lead and iron buckets bigger than he was, and atangle of man-sized pipes.
Thiswasthe breath of God.

Probably the last man who knew how it worked had been tortured to desth years before. Or as soon as
it wasingalled. Killing the crestor was atraditional method of patent-protection.

There were the levers and there, hanging over pitsin the rock floor, were the two sets of counterweights.
Probably it'd only take afew hundred gallons of water to swing the balance either way. Of course, the
water'd have to be pumped up-

"Sergeant?’

Fergmen peered round the door. He looked nervous, like an atheist in athunderstorm.

"What?'

Urn pointed.



"Theres abig shaft through the wall there, see? At the bottom of the gear-chain?'
"Thewhat?"

"The big knobbly whed s?*

"Oh. Yesh."

"Where does the shaft go to?"

"Don't know. There'sthe big Treadmill of Correction through there.”

Ah,

The breath of God was ultimately the sweat of men. Didactylos would have appreciated the joke, Urn
thought.

Hewas aware of asound that had been there dl the time but was only now penetrating through his
concentration. It wastinny and faint and full of echoes, but it was voices. From the pipes.

The sergeant, to judge by his expression, had heard them too.

Urn put his ear to the metal. There was no possibility of making out words, but the generd religious
rhythm wasfamiliar enough.

"It'sjust the service going onin the Temple," he said. "It's probably resonating off the doors and the
sound's being carried down the pipes.”

Fergmen did not |ook reassured.

"No godsareinvolved in any way," Urn trandated. He turned his attention to the pipes again.

"Simple principle,” said Urn, more to himsdlf than to Fergmen. "Water poursinto the reservoirs on the
weights, disturbing the equilibrium. One lot of weights descends and the other rises up the shaft in the
wall. Theweight of the door isimmaterid. Asthe bottom weights descend, these buckets heretip over,
pouring the water out. Probably quite a smooth ac-tion. Perfect equilibrium at either end of the
move-ment, too. Nicely thought out.”

He caught Fergmen's expression.

"Water goesin and out and the doors swing open,” he trandated. "So al we've got to do iswait for . . .
what did he say the sgn would be?'

"They'll blow atrumpet when they're through the main gate," said Fergmen, pleased to be of service.
"Right.” Urn eyed the weights and the reservoirs overhead. The bronze pipes dripped with corrosion.
"But perhaps we'd better just check that we know what we're doing,” he said. "It probably takesa
min-ute or two before the doors start moving.” He fum-bled under his robe and produced something that

looked, to Fergmen's eye, very much like atorture instrument. This must have communicated itsdf to
Urn, who said very dowly and kindly: "Thisis an ad-just-ab-ble span-ner.”



" e
"It'sfor twigting nuts off."

Fergmen nodded miserably.

"Yes?' hesad.

"And thisisabottle of penetrating ail."
"Oh, good.”

"Just give mealeg up, will you? It'l take time to unhook the linkage to the valve, so we might aswell
make agart." Urn heaved himsdf into the ancient machinery while, above, the ceremony droned on.

Cut-Me-Own-Hand-Off Dhblah was all for new prophets. He was even in favor of the end of the
world, if he could get the concession to sl religious statues, cut-price icons, rancid sweetmedts,
ferment-ing dates, and putrescent olives on astick to any watching crowds.

Subsequently, thiswas his testament. There never was aBook of the Prophet Brutha, but an enterprising
scribe, during what came to be called the Renovation, did assemble some notes, and Dhblah had thisto

sy

"l. | was standing right by the statue of Ossory, right, when | noticed Brutha just beside me. Everyone
was keeping away from him because of him being a bishop and they do thingsto you if you jostle
bishops.

"II. 1 said to him, hello, Y our Graciousness, and offered him ayoghurt practicaly free.

"111. He responded, no.

"IV. 1 sad, it'svery hedthy, it'salive yoghurt.

"V.Hesad, yes, he could see.

"VI. Hewas staring at the doors. Thiswas about the time of the third gong, right, so we dl knew wed
got hoursto wait. He was looking a bit down and it's not asif he even ate the yoghurt, which | admit was
on the hum abit, what with the hegt. | mean, it was more dive than usua. | mean, | had to keep hitting it
with aspoon to stop it getting out of the. . . dl right. | wasjust explaining about the yoghurt. All right. |
mean, you want to put a bit of color in, don't you? People like abit of color. It was green.

"VII. Hejust stood there, staring. So | said, got aproblem, Y our Reverence? Upon which he
vouch-safed, | cannot hear him. | said, what isthis he to whom what you refer? He said, if he was here,

he would send me asign.

"VIII. Thereisno truth whatsoever in the rumor that | ran away at thisjuncture. It was just the pressure



of the crowd. | have never been afriend of the Quisition. I might have sold them food, but | dways
charged them extra.

"IX. Anyway, right, then he pushed through the line of guards what was holding the crowd back and
stood right in front of the doors, and they weren't sure what to do about bishops, and | heard him say
something like, | carried you in the desert, | believed dl my life, just give me thisonething.

"X. Something like that, anyway. How about some yoghurt? Bargain offer. Onnastick.”

Om lifted himself over acreeper-clad wal by grasping tendrilsin his besk and hauling himself up by the
neck muscles. Then he fel down the other side. The Citadel was asfar away asever.

Brutha's mind was flaming like a beacon in Om's senses. Theré's astreak of madnessin everyone who
gpends quadity timewith gods, and it was driving the boy now.

"It'stoo soon!™ Om yelled. "Y ou need followerd! It can't bejust you! Y ou can't do it by yourself! You
haveto get disciplesfirst!"

Simony turned to ook down the length of the Turtle. Thirty men were crouched under the shell, looking
very apprehensive.

A corpord saluted.
"The needl€'s there, sergeant.”
The brasswhigtle whistled.

Simony picked up the steering ropes. Thiswas what war should be, he thought. No uncertainty. A few
more Turtleslike this, and no onewould ever fight again.

"Stand by," he said.
He pulled the big lever hard.
The brittle metal snapped in hishand.

Give anyone alever long enough and they can changetheworld. It'sunreligble leversthat arethe
problem.



In the depths of the Temple's hidden plumbing, Urn grasped abronze pipe firmly with his spanner and
gavethe nut acautiousturn. It resisted. He changed position, and grunted as he used more pressure.

With asad little metal sound, the pipe twisted-and broke. . .

Water gushed out, hitting him in the face. He dropped the tool and tried to block the flow with his
fingers, but it spurted around his hands and gurgled down the channel towards one of the weights.

"Stop it! Stopit!" he shouted.

"What?" said Fergmen, severd feet below him.

"Stop the water!™

"How?"

"The pipe's broken!"

"| thought that's what we wanted to do?"

"Not yet!"

"Stop shouting, migter! There's guards around!”

Urn let the water gush for amoment as he struggled out of his robe, and then he rammed the sodden
meaterid into the pipe. It shot out again with some force and dapped wetly againgt the lead funnd, diding
down until it blocked the tube that led to the weights. The water piled up behind it and then spilled over
on to thefloor.

Urn glanced at the weight. It hadn't begun to move.

Herelaxed dightly. Now, provided there was still enough water to make theweight drop . . .

"Both of you-stand till."

Helooked around, his mind going numb.

There was a heavy-set man in ablack robe standing in the stricken doorway. Behind him, aguard held a
sword in ameaningful manner.

"Who are you? Why are you here?"
Urn hestated for only amoment.
He gestured with his spanner.

"Well, it'sthe seating, innit," he said. "Y ou've got shocking seepage around the seating. Amazing it holds
together."

The man stepped into the room. He glared uncer-tainly a Urn for amoment and then turned his
atten-tion to the gushing pipe. And then back to Urn.



"But you're not-" he began.
He spun around as Fergmen hit the guard hard with alength of broken pipe. When he turned back,

Urn's spanner caught him full in the somach. Urn wasn't strong, but it was along spanner, and the
well-known principles of leverage did the rest. He doubled up and then sagged backwards against one of

theweghts.

What happened next happened in frozen time. Dea-con Cusp grabbed at the weight for support. It sank
down, ponderoudly, his extra poundage adding to the weight of the water. He clawed higher. It sank
further, dropping below thelip of the pit. He sought for bal-ance again, but thistime it was against fresh
ar, and hetumbled on top of the falling weight.

Urn saw hisface staring up at him asthe weight fell into the gloom.

With alever, he could change the world. It had certainly changed it for Deacon Cusp. It had madeit
stop exiging.

Fergmen was standing over the guard, his pipe raised.

"l know thisone," hesaid. "I'm going to givehim a&”

"Never mind about that!"

"BUL”

Above them linkage clanked into action. There was adistant creaking of bronze against bronze.

"Let'sget out of here" said Urn. "Only the gods know what's happening up there."

And blowsrained on the unmoving Moving Turtle's carapace.

"Damn! Damn! Damn!" shouted Simony, thump-ing it again. "Move! | command you to move! Can you
understand plain Ephebian! Move!”

The unmoving machine leaked steam and sat there,

And Om pulled himsdf up the dope of asmall hill. Soit cameto this, then. There was only oneway to
get to the Citadd now.

It was amillion-to-one chance, with any luck.



And Brutha stood in front of the huge doors, obliviousto the crowd and the muttering guards. The
Quigtion could arrest anyone, but the guards weren't certain what happened to you if you apprehended
an arch-bishop, especialy one so recently favored by the Prophet.

Just asign, Bruthathought, in the londliness of his heed.

The doors trembled, and svung dowly outwards.

Brutha stepped forward. He wasn't fully conscious now, not in any coherent way as understood by
normal people. Just one part of him was still capable of looking at the tate of his own mind and thinking:
perhapsthe Great Prophetsfet likethisal thetime.

The thousands ins de the temple were looking around in confusion. The choirs of lesser lams paused in
their chant. Bruthawalked on up the aide, the only one with a purpose in the suddenly bewildered
throng.

Vorbiswas standing in the center of the temple, under the vault of the dome. Guards hurried toward
Brutha, but VVorbisraised ahand in agentle but very positive movement.

Now Brutha could take in the scene. There was the staff of Ossory, and Abbys's cloak, and the sandas
of Cena. And, supporting the dome, the massive statues of the first four prophets. HEd never seen them.
Hed heard about them every day of his childhood.

And what did they mean now? They didn't mean anything. Nothing meant anything, if Vorbiswas
Prophet. Nothing meant anything, if the Cenobiarch was a man who'd heard nothing in the inner spaces
of hisown head but his own thoughts.

Hewas aware that VVorbiss gesture had not only halted the guards, athough they surrounded him likea
hedge. It had dso filled the temple with slence. Into which Vorbis spoke.

"Ah. My Brutha. We had looked for you in vain. And now even you are here. . ."

Brutha stopped afew feet away. The moment of . . . whatever it had been . . . that had propelled him
through the doors had drained away.

Now all therewas, was Vorbis.

Smiling.

The part of him till capable of thought was think-ing: thereis nothing you can say. No onewill listen. No
onewill care. It doesn't matter what you tell peo-ple about Ephebe, and Brother Murduck, and the
des-ert. It won't be fundamentaly true.

Fundamentdly true. That'swhat theworld is, with Vorbisinit.

Vorbissad, "Thereis something wrong? Some-thing you wish to say?*

The black-on-black eyesfilled the world, like two pits.



Bruthas mind gave up, and Bruthas body took over. It brought his hand back and raised it, obliviousto
the sudden rush forward of the guards.

He saw Vorbisturn his cheek, and smile.
Brutha stopped, and lowered his hand.

Hesaid, "No. | won't."

Then, for thefirst and only time, he saw Vorbisredly enraged. There had been times before when the
deacon had been angry, but it had been something driven by the brain, switched on and off asthe need
arose. Thiswas something else, something out of con-trol. And it flashed across hisface only for a
moment.

Asthe hands of the guards closed on him, Vorbis stepped forward and patted him on the shoulder. He
looked Bruthain the eye for amoment and then said softly:

"Thrash him within an inch of hislifeand burn him the rest of theway."

An lam began to speak, but stopped when he saw Vorbis's expression.

"Doit now."

A world of silence. No sound up here, except the rush of wind through the fegthers.

Up here the world is round, bordered by aband of sea. The viewpoint is from horizon to horizon, the
suniscloser.

And yet, looking down, looking for shapes. . .

... down in the farmland on the edge of the wil-derness. . .
...onasmdl hill ...

... atiny moving dome, ridiculously exposed . . .

No sound but the rush of wind through feathers as the eagle pullsin itswings and drops like an arrow,
the world spinning around the little moving shape that isthe focus of dl the eagl€'s attention.

Closerand. ..
...tdonsdown. ..

L..orip. ..

...andrise. ..



Brutha opened his eyes.
His back was merely agonizing. Hed long ago got used to switching off pain.

But he was spread-eagled on asurface, hisarms and legs chained to something he couldn't see. Sky
above. The towering frontage of the templeto one side.

By turning his head alittle he could see the sillent crowd. And the brown metd of theiron turtle. He
could smell smoke.

Someone was just tightening the shackles on his hand. Bruthalooked over at the inquisitor. Now, what
wasit he had to say? Oh, yes.

"The Turtle Moves?' he mumbled.
The man sghed.

"Not thisone, friend," hesaid.

The world spun under Om as the eagle sought for shell-cracking height, and his mind was besieged by
the tortoisg's existentia dread of being off the ground. And Brutha's thoughts, bright and clear thisclose
to degth . . .

I'm on my back and getting hotter and I'm going to die. . .

Careful, careful. Concentrate, concentrate. It'll let go any second. . .

Om stuck out hislong scrawny neck, stared at the body just above him, picked what he hoped was
about the right spot, plunged his beak through the brown feathers between the talons, and gripped.

The eagle blinked. No tortoise had ever done that to an eagle, anywhere elsein history.

Om'sthoughts arrived in thelittle Slvery world of itsmind:

"We don't want to hurt one another, now do we?'

Theeagle blinked again.

Eagles have never evolved much imagination or forethought, beyond that necessary to know that aturtle

smashes when you drop it on the rocks. But it was forming amenta picture of what happened when you
let go of aheavy tortoisethat was il intimately gripping an essentid bit of you.



Its eyes watered.
Ancther thought crept into its mind.

"Now. You play, uh, bal withme, I'll play . . . bal with you. Understand? Thisisimportant. Thisiswhat
| wantyoutodo..."

The eagle soared on atherma off the hot rocks, and sped towards the distant gleam of the Citaddl.
No tortoise had ever done this before. No tortoise in the whole universe. But no tortoise had ever been
agod, and knew the unwritten motto of the Quisition: Cuius testicul os habes, habess cardia et

cerebdlum.

When you havetheir full attention in your grip, their hearts and mindswill follow.

Urn pushed hisway through the crowds, with Fergmen trailing behind. That was the best and the worst
of civil war, a least at the start-everyone wore the same uniform. It was much easier when you picked
enemieswho were adifferent color or at least spoke with afunny accent. Y ou could cal them "gooks' or
something. It madethings essier.

Hey, Urn thought. Thisisnearly philosophy. Pity | probably won' liveto tell anyone.

The big doorswere gjar. The crowd was silent, and very attentive. He craned forward to see, and then
looked up at the soldier besde him.

It was Smony.

"| thought-"

"It didn't work," said Simony, bitterly.

"Didyou-?"

"We did everything! Something broke!"

"It must be the steel they make here," said Urn. "Thelink pinson-"

"That doesn't matter now," said Simony.

Theflat tones of hisvoice made Urn follow the eyes of the crowd.

There was another iron turtle there-a proper modd of aturtle, mounted on asort of open gridwork of
metal barsin which acouple of inquisitors were even now lighting afire. And chained to the back of the

turtle-

"Who'sthat?'



"Brutha"
"What?'

"I don't know what happened. He hit Vorbis, or didn't hit him. Or something. Enraged him anyway.
Vorbis stopped the ceremony, right there and then.”

Urn glanced at the deacon. Not Cenobiarch yet, so uncrowned. Among the lams and bishops standing
uncertainly in the open doorway, his bad head gleamed in the morning light.

"Comeon, then," said Urn.

"Comeonwhat?"

"We can rush the seps and save him!"

"Theres more of them than there are of us," said Simony.

"Wdll, haven't there dways been? There's not mag-icaly more of them than there are of usjust because
they've got Brutha, are there?

Simony grabbed hisarm.

"Think logicdly, will you?' he said. "Y ou're a phi-losopher, aren't you? Look at the crowd!™

Urn looked at the crowd.

"Wdl?'

"They dont likeit,." Simon turned. "L ook, Bruthas going to die anyway. But thisway it'll mean
something. People don't understand, really under-stand, about the shape of the universe and dl that stuff,

but they'll remember what Vorbis did to aman. Right? We can make Bruthas desth a symbol for
peo-ple, don't you see?’

Urn stared at the distant figure of Brutha. It was naked, except for aloin-cloth.
"A symbol?' he said. Histhroat wasdry.

"It hasto be."

He remembered Didactylos saying the world was afunny place. And, he thought distantly, it really was.
Here people were about to roast someone to deeth, but they'd Ieft hisloin-cloth on, out of respectability.
Y ou had to laugh. Otherwise you'd go mad.

"Y ou know," he said, turning to Simony. "Now | know Vorbisisevil. He burned my city. Well, the
Tsorteans do it sometimes, and we burn theirs. It'sjust war. It'sdl part of history. And he lies and cheats
and claws power for himsdlf, and lots of people do that, too. But do you know what's specid? Do you
know whet it is?"

"Of course," said Simony. "It'swhat hel's doing to-”



"It'swhat he's doneto you."

"Wha?'

"Heturns other people into copies of himsdf."

Simony'sgrip waslikeavice. "Youre saying I'm like him?"

"Onceyou said you'd cut him down,” said Urn. "Now you're thinking likehim . ..

"So we rush them, then?' said Simony. "'I'm sure of-maybe four hundred on our side. So | give the signal
and afew hundred of us attack thousands of them? And he dies anyway and we die too? What
difference does that make?'

Urn's face was gray with horror now.
"Y ou mean you don't know?" he said.
Some of the crowd looked round curioudy at him.

"Y ou don't know?' he said.

The sky was blue. The sun wasn't high enough yet to turn it into Omnias normal copper bowl.

Bruthaturned his head again, towards the sun. It was about awidth above the horizon, although if

Didactylos's theories about the speed of light were correct, it was redlly setting, thousands of yearsin the
future.

It was eclipsed by the head of Vorbis.

"Hot yet, Brutha?' said the deacon.

"Wam."

"It will get warmer."

There was a disturbance in the crowd. Someone was shouting. Vorbisignored it.
"Nothing you want to say?"' he said. "Can't you manage even a curse? Not even acurse?’

"Y ou never heard Om," said Brutha. ™Y ou never believed. Y ou never, ever heard hisvoice. All you
heard were the echoesinside your own mind."

"Redlly? But | am the Cenobiarch and you are going to burn for treachery and heresy,” said Vorbis. "So
much for Om, perhaps?'

"Therewill bejustice” said Brutha. "If thereisno justice, thereisnothing.”



Hewas aware of asmdl voicein his head, too faint yet to distinguish words.

"Justice?’ said Vorbis. Theidea seemed to enrage him. He spun around to the crowd of bishops. "Did
you hear him? Therewill bejustice? Om hasjudged! Through me! Thisisjustice!”

There was a speck in the sun now, speeding toward the Citadd. And the little voice was saying | ft left
left up up left right abit up left-The mass of metal under him was getting uncomfortably hot.

"He comesnow," said Brutha

Vorbiswaved his hand to the great facade of the temple. "Men built this. We built this" he said. "And
what did Om do? Om comes? Let him come! Let him judge between ugl™

"He comes now," Brutha repeated. "The God."

People looked apprehensively upward. There was that moment, just one moment, when the world holds
its breath and againgt dl experience waitsfor amiracle.

-up left now, when | say three, one, two, THREE-

"Vorbis?' croaked Brutha.

"What?" snapped the deacon.

"Youregoingtodie"

It was hardly awhisper, but it bounced off the bronze doors and carried acrossthe Place . . .

It made people uneasy, dthough they couldn't quite say why.

The eagle sped across the square, so low that people ducked. Then it cleared the roof of the temple and
curved away towards the mountains. The watchersrelaxed. It was only an eagle. For amoment there,
just foramoment . . .

No one saw thetiny speck, tumbling down from the sky.

Don't put your faith in gods. But you can believein turtles.

A fedling of rushing wind in Bruthas mind, and avoice. . .

-obuggerbuggerbuggerhe paarghnoNoNoAarghBuggerNONOAARGH-

Even Vorbisgot agrip of himsdf. There had been just a moment, when he'd seen the eagle-but, no . . .

He extended hisarms and smiled bestificdly at the sky.

"I'm sorry," said Brutha

One or two people, who had been watching Vorbis closdly, said later that there wasjust timefor his
expression to change before two pounds of tortoise, traveling at three meters a second, hit him between



the eyes.
It was arevdation.

And that does something to people watching. For agtart, they believe with dl their heart.

Bruthawas aware of feet running up the steps, and hands pulling at the chains.

And then avoice:

l. HeisMine.

The Great God rose over the Temple, billowing and changing asthe belief of thousands of people
flowed into him. There were shapes there, of eagle-headed men, and bulls, and golden horns, but they
tangled and flamed and fused into one another.

Four bolts of fire whirred out of the cloud and burst the chains holding Brutha

I1. Hels Cenobiarch And Prophet of Prophets.

The voice of theophany rumbled off the distant mountains.

[11. Do | Hear Any Objections? No? Good.

The cloud had by now condensed into ashimmering golden figure, astall asthe Temple. It leaned down
until itsface was afew feet away from Brutha, and in awhisper that boomed across the Place said:

V. Don't Worry. Thisls Just The Start. Y ou and Me, Kid! People Are Going To Find Out What
Wailing and Gnashing Of Tegth Redlly Is.

Another shaft of flame shot out and struck the Temple doors. They dammed shut, and then the white-hot
bronze melted, erasing the commandments of the centuries.

V. What Shall It Be, Prophet?

Brutha stood up, unsteedily. Urn supported him by one arm, and Simony by the other.

"Mm?" hesad, muzzly.

VI.Your Commandments?

"I thought they were supposed to come from you,” said Brutha. "I don't know if | canthink of any . . .
Theworld waited.

"How about “Think for Y oursdf'?' said Urn, staring in horrified fascination at the manifestation.



"No," said Simony. "Try something like "Sociad Cohesivenessisthe Key to Progress." "
"Can't say it ralls off thetongue,” said Urn.

"If | can be of any help," said Cut-Me-Own-Hand-Off Dhblah, from the crowd, "something of benefit to
the convenience food indusiry would be very welcome.”

"Not killing people. We could do with one like that,” said someone dse.

"It'd be agood start,” said Urn.

They looked at the Chosen One. He shook himsdlf free of their grip and stood aone, swaying alittle.
"No-00," said Brutha. "No. | thought like that once, but it wouldn't. Not redlly.”

Now, he said. Only now. Just one point in history. Not tomorrow, not next month, it'll always be too late
unlessit's now.

They stared a him.

"Comeon," said Smony. "What'swrong with it? Y ou can't argue with it."

"It'shard to explain,” said Brutha. "But | think it's got something to do with how people should behave. |
think . . . you should do things because they're right. Not because gods say s0. They might say something
different another time."

VII. I Like One About Not Killing, said Om, from far above.

VIII. 1t'sGot A Good Ring To It. Hurry Up, I've Got Some Smiting To Do.

"You see?' said Brutha. "No. No smiting. No commandments unless you obey them too."

Om thumped on the roof of the Temple.

IX. You Order Me? Here? NOW? ME?

"No. | ask."

X. That's Worse Than Ordering!

"Everything works both ways."

Om thumped his Temple again. A wall caved in. That part of the crowd that hadn't managed to
stampede from the Place redoubled its efforts.

XI. There Must Be Punishment! Otherwise There Will Be No Order!
“ No.

XII.1 Do Not Need You! | Have Believers Enough Now!



"But only through me. And, perhaps, not for long. It will al happen again. It's happened before. It
happensdl thetime. That'swhy godsdie. They never believe in people. But you have a chance. All you
needtodois. .. beieve"

X111, What? Listen To Stupid Prayers? Watch Over Small Children? Make It Rain?

"Sometimes. Not always. It could be abargain.”

XIV. BARGAIN! | don't Bargain! Not With Humansg!

"Bargain now," said Brutha. "While you have the chance. Or one day you'll haveto bargain with Simony,
or someone like him. Or Urn, or someone like him. ™

XV. | Could Destroy Y ou Utterly.

"Yes. | am entirely in your power."

XVI. 1 Could Crush You Like An Egg!

"Wes

Om paused.

Then hesaid: XVII. You Can't Use Weakness As A Wespon.
"It'sthe only onel've got.”

XVIII. Why Should | Yield, Then?

"Not yield. Bargain. Ded with mein weakness. Or one day you'll have to bargain with someonein a
position of strength. The world changes.”

XIX. Hah! You Want A Conditutional Religion?
"Why not? The other sort didn't work."
Om leaned on the Temple, histemper subsiding.

Chap. Il v. 1. Very Well, Then. But Only For A Time. A grin spread across the enormous, smoking face.
For One Hundred Y ears, Yes?

"And after ahundred years?'

1. We Shall See.

"Agreed."

A finger thelength of atree unfolded, descended, touched Brutha

I11. You Have A Persuasive Way. Y ou Will Need It. A Fleet Approaches.



"Ephebians?’ said Smony.

IV. And Tsorteans. And Djdibeybians. And Klatchians. Every Free Country Along The Coast. To
Stamp Out Omnia For Good. Or Bad.

"Y ou don't have many friends, do you?' said Urn.

"Even | don't like usmuch, and | am us," said Simony. He looked up at the god.
"Will you hdp?'

V. YouDon't Even BelieveIn Mel

"Yes, but I'm apracticd man."

VI. And Brave, Too, To Declare Atheism Before Y our God.

"This doesn't change anything, you know!" said Simony. "Don't think you can get round me by existing! "
"No help,” said Brutha, firmly.

"What?' said Smony. "Well need amighty army againgt that lot!"

"Yes. And we haven't got one. So well do it another way."

"You're crazy!"

Brutha's calmness was like a desert.

"Thismay bethe case."

"Wehavetofight!"

"Not yet."

Simony clenched hisfigsin anger.

"Look...listen...Wediedfor lies, for centurieswe died for lies." He waved a hand towards the god.
"Now weve got atruth to diefor!™

"No. Men should diefor lies. But the truth istoo preciousto diefor.”

Simony's mouth opened and shut soundlessly as he sought for words. Finally, he found some from the
dawn of his education.

"l wastold it wasthefinest thing to diefor agod,” he mumbled.
"Vorbissaid that. And hewas. . . stupid. Y ou can die for your country or your people or your family,

but for agod you should live fully and busly, every day of donglife.



"And how long isthat going to be?"

"We shdl see”

Bruthalooked up a Om.

"Y ouwill not show yoursef likethisagain?'

Chap. 111 v. I. No. Once Is Enough.

"Remember the desert.”

[1. 1 Will Remember.

"Wak with me."

Brutha went over to the body of Vorbis and picked it up.

"l think," he said, "that they will land on the beach on the Ephebian side of theforts. They won't usethe
rock shore and they can't usethe cliffs. I'll meet them there." He glanced down at VVorbis. " Someone
should."

"Y ou can't mean you want to go by yourself?"

"Ten thousand won't be sufficient. One might be enough.”

He walked down the steps.

Urn and Smony watched him go.

"He'sgoing to die" said Simony. "He won't even be apatch of grease on the sand.” He turned to Om.
"Canyou stop him?'

[11. 1t May Be That | Cannot.

Brutha was aready hafway across the Place.

"Well, we're not deserting him,” said Simony.

V. Good.

Om watched them go, too. And then he was done, except for the thousands watching him, crammed
around the edges of the great square. He wished he knew what to say to them. That's why he needed
people like Brutha. That'swhy al gods needed people like Brutha.

The god looked down.

V.Yes?



"Um. | can't sdl you anything, can 1?7

VI. What IsY our Name?

"Dhblah, god."

VII. Ah, Yes. And What Islt Y ou Wish?

The merchant hopped anxioudy from one foot to the other.

"Y ou couldn't manage just asmal commandment? Something about eating yoghurt on Wednesdays,
say? Itsawaysvery difficult to shift, midweek."

VIII. You Stand Before Y our God And Look For Business Opportunities?

"We-el," said Dhblah, "we could come to an arrangement. Strike whiletheiron ishot, astheinquisitors
say. Haha. Twenty percent? How about it? After expenses, of course-”

The Great God Om smiled.

IX. 1 Think You Will Make A Little Prophet, Dhblah, he said.

"Right. Right. That'sdl I'mlooking for. Just trying to make both ends hummus."
X. TortoisesAre To Be Left Alone.

Dhblah put hishead on one side.

"Doesn't Sng, doesit?' hesaid. "Buit . . . tortoise necklaces . . . hmm . . . brooches, of course.
Tortoiseshd-”

XI. NO!

"Sorry, sorry. See what you mean. All right. Tortoise statues. Y e-ess. | thought about them. Nice shape.
Incidentally, you couldn't make a statue wobble every now and again, could you? Very good for business
wobbling statues. The statue of Ossory wobbles eve; Fast of Ossory, reg'lar. By means of asmall piston
device operated in the basement, it is said. But very good for the prophets, al the same."

XI1. You Make me Laugh, Little Prophet. Sdll Y our Tortoises, By All Means.

"Tdl you thetruth,” said Dhblah, "I've dready drawn afew designsjust now . . ."

Om vanished. Therewas a brief thunderclgp. Dhblah looked reflectively at his sketches.

"... but | supposeI'll haveto take thelittle figure off them," he said, more or lessto himself.

The shade of Vorbis|ooked around.



"Ah. The desart,” he said. The black sand was absolutdly still under the starlit sky. It looked cold.
He hadn't planned on dying yet. Infact . . . he couldn't quite remember how held died . . .

"The desert,” he repested, and thistime there was a hint of uncertainty. He'd never been uncertain about
anythinginhis. . . life. Thefeding was unfamiliar and terrifying. Did ordinary peoplefed likethis?

Hegot agrip on himsdf.

Death wasimpressed. Very few people managed this, managed to hold on to the shape of their old
thinking after degth.

Desgth took no pleasurein hisjob. It was an emotion he found hard to grasp. But there was such athing
as sdtisfaction.

"So," said Vorbis. "The desart. And at the end of the desart-?"
JUDGEMENT.
"Yes, yes, of course.

Vorbistried to concentrate. He couldn't. He could fed certainty draining away. And hed always been
certain.

He heditated, like aman opening adoor to afamiliar room and finding nothing there but a bottomless pit.
The memories were till there. He could feel them. They had the right shape. It wasjust that he couldn't
remember what they were. There had been avoice. . . . Surely, there had been avoice? But dl he could
remember was the sound of his own thoughts, bouncing off the insde of his own head.

Now he had to cross the desert. What could there be to fear? The desert was what you believed.
Vorbislooked inside himsalf.

And went on looking.

He sagged to hisknees.

| CAN SEE THAT YOU ARE BUSY, said Desth.

"Don't leave me! It's so empty!”

Death looked around at the endless desert. He snapped his fingers and alarge white horse trotted up.

| SEE A HUNDRED THOUSAND PEOPLE, he said, swinging himsdlf into the saddle.

"Where? Where?'

HERE. WITH YOU.

"l can't seethem!™



Desath gathered up thereins.
NEVERTHELESS, he said. His horse trotted forward afew steps.
"l don't understand!” screamed Vorhis.

Desath paused. YOU HAVE PERHAPS HEARD THE PHRASE, hesaid, THAT HELL ISOTHER
PEOPLE?

"Yes. Yes, of course.

Death nodded. IN TIME, hesaid, YOU WILL LEARN THAT IT ISWRONG.

Thefirgt boats grounded in the shallows, and the troops | egpt into shoulder-high surf.

No one was quite sure who was leading the fleet. Most of the countries along the coast hated one
another, not in any persona sense, but smply on akind of historical basis. On the other hand, how much
|eadership was necessary? Everyone knew where Omniawas. None of the countriesin the fleet hated
the others worse than they did Omnia Now it was necessary for it . . . not to exist.

Generd Argavisti of Ephebe considered that he wasin charge, because dthough he didn't have the most
ships he was avenging the attack on Ephebe. But Imperiator Borvorius of Tsort knew that hewasin
charge, because there were more Tsortean ships than any others. And Admiral Rham-ap-Efan of
Djelibeybi knew that he wasin charge, because he was the kind of person who aways thought he wasin
charge of anything. The only captain who did not, in fact, think that he was commanding the fleet was
Fasta Benj, afisherman from avery smdl nation of marsh-dwelling nomads of whose existence dl the
other countries were in complete ignorance, and whose small reed boat had been in the path of the fleet
and had got swept dong. Since histribe believed that there were only fifty-one people in the world,
worshiped agiant newt, poke a very persond language which no one e se understood, and had never
seen metdl or fire before, he was spending alot of time wearing apuzzled grin.

Clearly they had reached a shore, not of proper mud and reeds, but of very small gritty bits. He lugged
hislittle reed boat up the sand, and sat down with interest to see what the men in the feathery hats and
shiny fish-scale vests were going to do next.

Genera Argavisti scanned the beach.

"They must have seen us coming,” he said. " So why would they let us establish a beachhead?”

Heat haze wavered over the dunes. A dot appeared, growing and contracting in the shimmering air.
More troops poured ashore.

Genera Argavigti shaded his eyes againgt the sun.

"Felldsjust standing there," he said.



"Could beaspy," sad Borvorius.

"Don't see how he could be aspy in hisown country,” said Argavidti. "Anyway, if hewas aspy held be
creepin’ around. That's how you can tell.”

The figure had stopped at the foot of the dunes. There was something about it that drew the eye.
Argaviti had faced many an opposing a'my, and thiswas normal. One patiently waiting figure was not.
Hefound he kept turning to look &t it.

"Scarrying something,” he said eventualy. " Sergeant? Go and bring that man here.”

A few minutes later the sergeant returned.

"Says helll meet you in the middle of the beach, Sir," he reported.

"Didnt | tell you to bring him here?"

"Hedidn't want to come, Sir."

"Y ou've got asword, haven't you?"'

"Yessr. Prodded him abit, but he dint want to move, sir. And he's carrying adead body, sir."
"On abattlefield? It's not bring-your-own, you know."

"And...dgr?

"What?'

"Says he's probably the Cenobiarch, sir. Wantsto talk about a peace treaty.”

"Oh, he does? Peace treaty? We know about peace treatieswith Omnia. Goand tdll . . . no. Takea
couple of men and bring him here"

Bruthawalked back between the soldiers, through the organized pandemonium of the camp. | ought to
fed afraid, hethought. | wasdways afraid in the Citadd. But not now. Thisisthrough fear and out the
other sde.

Occasionally one of the soldierswould give him apush. It'snot alowed for an enemy to walk fregly into
acamp, even if he wantsto.

He was brought before atrestle table, behind which sat half adozen large men in various military styles,
and one smdl olive-skinned man who was guitting afish and grinning hopefully at everyone.

"Wel, now," said Argavidti, "Cenobiarch of Omnia, eh?"

Brutha dropped Vorbis's body on to the sand. Their gaze followed it.

"l know him-" said Borvorius. "Vorbis Someonekilled him at last, en? And will you stop trying to sdl



me fish? Does anyone know who thisman is?" he added, indicating Fasta Ben.

"It was atortoise," said Brutha.

"Wasit? Not surprised. Never did trust them, always creeping around. Look, | said no fish! He's not
one of mine, | know that. Is he one of yours?'

Argavisti waved ahand irritably. "Who sent you, boy?"

"No one. | came by mysdf. But you could say | come from the future.”

"Areyou a philosopher? Where's your sponge?’

"Y ou've come to wage war on Omnia. Thiswould not be agood idea.”

"From Omnids point of view, yes."

"From everyone's. Y ou will probably defeat us. But not al of us. And then what will you do? Leavea
garrison? For ever? And eventualy anew generation will retdliate. Why you did thiswon't mean anything
to them. Y ou'll be the oppressors. They'll fight. They might even win. And therell be another war. And
one day peoplewill say: why didn't they sort it dl out, back then? On the beach. Beforeit dl started.
Before al those people died. Now we have that chance. Aren't we lucky?*

Argavisti stared a him. Then he nudged Borvorius.

"What did he say?'

Borvorius, who was better at thinking than the others, said, "Are you talking about surrender?’

"Yes. If that's theword."

Argavisti exploded.

"You can't do that!"

"Someonewill haveto. Pleaselisten to me. Vorbisisdead. HEs paid.”
"Not enough. What about your soldiers? They tried to sack our city!"
"Do your soldiers obey your orders?’

"Certainly! "

"And they'd cut me down here and now if you commanded it?*

"l should say s0!"

"And I'm unarmed,” said Brutha.

The sun beat down on an awkward pause.



"When | say they'd obey-" Argavisti began.

"We were not sent hereto parley,” said Borvorius abruptly. "V orbiss degth changes nothing
fundamentd. We are here to see that Omniaisno longer athreat.”

"Itisnot. Wewill sent materials and people to help rebuild Ephebe. And gold, if you like. Wewill
reduce the size of our army. And so on. Consider us beaten. We will even open Omniato whatever
other religionswish to build holy placeshere.”

A voice echoed in hishead, like the person behind you who says, " Put the red Queen on the black
King," when you think you have been playing dl by yoursdf .. .

[. What?

"Thiswill encourage. . . loca effort,” said Brutha

IL Other Gods? Here?

"Therewill be free trade dong the coast. | wish to see Omniatake its place among itsfellow nations.”

[11. 1 heard Y ou Mention Other Gods.

"Itsplaceis at the bottom," said Borvorius.

"No. That won't work."

IV. Could We Please Get Back To The Matter Of Other Gods?

"Will you please excuse me amoment?' said Brutha, brightly. "1 need to pray.”

Even Argavigti raised no objection as Bruthawalked off alittle way up the beach. As &. Ungulant
preached to any who would listen, there were plus pointsin being a madman. People hesitated to stop
you, in case it made thingsworse.

"Yes?' said Brutha, under hisbresth.

V.1 Don't Seem To Recdl Any Discussion About Other Gods Being Worshiped In Omnia?

"Ah, but it'll work for you," said Brutha. "People will soon see that those other ones are no good at dll,
won't they?' He crossed hisfingers behind his back.

V1. ThislsReligion, Boy. Not Comparison Bloody Shopping! Y ou Shall Not Subject Your God To
Market Forces!

"I'm sorry. | can seethat you would be worried about-"

VIl. Worried? Me? By A Bunch Of Primping Women And Muscle-bound Posers In Curly Beards?

"Fine. Isthat settled, then?'

VIII. They Won't Last Five Minutes! . . . what?



"And now I'd better go and talk to these men one moretime.”

His eye was caught by amovement among the dunes.

"Oh, no," hesaid. "Theidiots. . .

He turned and ran desperately toward the beached flest.

"No! It'snot likethat! Listen! Listen!"

But they had seen the army, too.

It looked impressive, perhaps moreimpressive than it really was. When news gets through that a huge
enemy fleet has beached with the intent of serioudy looting, pillaging, and--because they are from
civilized countrieswhistling and making catcals at the women and impressing them with their flash bloody
uniforms and wooing them away with their flash bloody consumer goods, | don't know, show them a
polished bronze mirror and it goesright to their heads, you'd think there was something wrong with the
locd lads. . . then people either head for the hills or pick up some handy, swingable object, get Granny
to hide the family treasuresin her drawers, and prepare to make afight of it.

And, inthelead, theiron cart. Steam poured out of itsfunnel. Urn must have got it working again.

"Stupid! Stupid!" Brutha shouted, to the world in genera, and carried on running.

Thefleet was dready forming battle-lines, and its commander, whichever he was, was amazed to see an
apparent attack by one man.

Borvorius caught him as he plunged towards aline of spears.

"l see" he said. "Keep ustaking while your soldiers got into postion, en?!

"No! | didn't want that!"

Borvoriuss eyes narrowed. He had not survived the many wars of hislife by being astupid man.

"No," hesaid, "maybe you didn't. But it doesn't matter. Listen to me, my innocent little priest. Sometimes
there hasto be awar. Things go too far for words. There's. . . other forces. Now . . . go back to your
people. Maybe well both be dlive when dl thisis over and then we can talk. Fight first, talk after. That's
how it works, boy. That's history. Now, go back.”

Bruthaturned away.

|. Shal | Smite Them?

"No!"

. I Could Make Them As Dust. Just Say The Word.

"No. That's worse than war."



[11. But You Said A God Must Protect His People
"What would we beiif | told you to crush honest men?”
IV. Not Stuck Full Of Arrows?

No.

The Omnians were assembling among the dunes. A lot of them had clustered around the iron-shielded
cart. Bruthalooked at it through amist of despair.

"Didn't | say I'd go down there done?' he said.

Simony, who wasleaning againg the Turtle, gave himagrim amile.
"Diditwork?' hesad.

"I think . .. itdidnt."

"I knew it. Sorry you had to find out. Things have away of wanting to happen, see? Sometimes you get
peoplefacing off and . . . that'sit."

"But if only peoplewould-"
"Yeah. Y ou could use that as a commandment.”

Therewas a clanging noise, and a hatch opened on the side of the Turtle. Urn emerged, backward,
holding aspanner.

"What isthisthing?' said Brutha

"It'sameachinefor fighting," said Simony. "The Turtle Moves, en?'

"For fighting Ephebians?’ said Brutha.

Urn turned around.

"What?' he said.

"Youvehuiltthis. . . thisthing . . . to fight Ephebians?’

"Wdl...no...no," sadUrn,looking bewildered. "Were fighting Ephebians?’
"Everyone" said Smony.

"Butl never...I'man...| never-”

Bruthalooked at the spiked wheels and the sawedged plates around the edge of the Turtle.

"It'sadevicethat goesby itsdf,” said Urn. "Wewere going to useit for ... | mean. .. look, | never
wanteditto. ..



"Weneed it now," said Smony.

"Whichwe?'

"What comes out of the big long spout thing at the front?' said Brutha.
"Steam,” said Urn dully. "It's connected to the safety vave."

"It comes out very hot," said Urn, sagging even more.

"oh?"

"Scading, infact."

Brutha's gaze drifted from the steam funndl to the rotating knives.
"Very philosophicd,” he said.

"Wewere going to useit againgt Vorhis," said Urn.

"And now you're not. It's going to be used against Ephebians. Y ou know, | used to think | was stupid,
and then | met philosophers.”

Simony broke the silence by patting Brutha on the shoulder.

"It will al work out,” he sad. "Wewon't lose. After al," he samiled encouragingly, "we have God on our
sde"

Bruthaturned. Hisfist shot out. It wasn't ascientific blow, but it was hard enough to spin Smony
around. He clutched hischin.

"What wasthat for? Isn't thiswhat you wanted?'

"We get the gods we deserve,”" said Brutha, "and | think we don't deserve any. Stupid. Stupid. The
sanest man I've met thisyear lives up apolein the desert. Stupid. | think | ought to join him."

I. Why?

"Gods and men, men and gods," said Brutha. "Everything happens because things have happened
before. Stupid.”

I1. But You Are The Chosen One.
"Choose someone dse”

Brutha strode off through the ragged army. No one tried to stop him. He reached the path that led up to
the cliffs, and did not even turn to look at the battlelines.



"Aren't you going to watch the battle? | need someone to watch the battle.”
Didactylos was sitting on arock, his hands folded on his stick.

"Oh, hello," said Brutha, bitterly. "Wecometo Omnia."

"It helpsif you're philosophica about it," said Didactylos.

"But theré's no reason to fight!"

"Y esthereis. Honor and revenge and duty and things like that.”

"Do you really think so? 1 thought philosophers were supposed to be logica ?
Didactylos shrugged.

"Well, theway | seeit, logicisonly away of being ignorant by numbers.”

"| thought it would al be over when Vorbis was dead.”

Didactylos stared into hisinner world.

"It takesalong timefor peoplelike Vorbisto die. They leave echoesin history."
"I know what you mean.”

"How's Urn's sleam machine?" said Didactylos.

"| think he'sabit upset about it," said Brutha

Didactylos cackled and banged his stick on the ground.

"Hah! He'slearning! Everything works both wayd!"

"It should do," said Brutha

Something like a golden comet sped across the sky of the Discworld. Om soared like an eagle, buoyed
up by the freshness, by the strength of the belief. For aslong asit lasted, anyway. Bdlief thishot, this
desperate, never lasted long. Human minds could not sustain it. But whileit did last, he was strong.

The centrd spire of Cori Celedti rises up from the mountains at the Hub, ten vertica miles of greenice
and snow, topped by the turrets and domes of Dunmanifestin.

There the gods of the Discworld live.

At theleast, any god who isanybody. And it is strange that, although it takes years of effort and work
and scheming for agod to get there, once there they never seem to do alot gpart from drink too much



and indulgein alittle mild corruption. Many systems of government follow the same broad lines.

They play games. They tend to be very smple games, because gods are easily bored by complicated
things. It isstrange that, while smdl gods can have oneam in mind for millions of years, arein fact one
am, large gods seem to have the attention span of the common mosguito.

And style? If the gods of the Discworld were people they would think that three plaster ducksisabit
avant-garde.

There was adouble door at the end of the main hall.

It rocked to athunderous knocking.

The gods |ooked up vaguely from their various preoccupations, shrugged and turned away.
The doors burst inward.

Om strode through the debris, looking around with the air of one who has a search to complete and not
alotof timetodoitin.

"Right," hesaid.

lo, God of Thunder, looked up from his throne and waved his hammer threateningly.

"Who areyou?'

Om strode toward the throne, picked up to by histoga, and gave aquick jab with hisforehead.
Hardly anyoneredly believesin thunder godsany more. . .

Ow.

"Ligten, friend. I've got no time for talking to some pantywaister in a sheet. Where's the gods of Ephebe
and Tsort?'

lo, clutching at his nose, waved vaguely towards the center of the hdll.
"You nidn't naf to ndo dat!" he said reproachfully.
Om gtrode acrossthe hall.

In the center of the room waswhat at first looked like around table, and then looked like amode of the
Discworld, Turtle, eephantsand al, and then in some undefinable way looked like the redl Discworld,
seen from far off yet brought up close to. There was something subtly wrong about the distances, a
feeling of vast space curled up small. But possibly the real Discworld wasn't covered with anetwork of
glowing lines, hovering just above the surface. Or perhaps miles above the surface?

Om hadn't seen this before, but he knew what it was. Both awave and a particle; both amap and the
place mapped. If he focused on thetiny glittering dome on top of thetiny Cori Celesti, he would
undoubtedly see himsdlf, looking down on an even smaler modd . . . and so on, down to the point where
the universe coiled up like thetail of an ammonite, akind of creature that lived millions of years ago and



never believedinany godsat dl . . .
The gods clustered around it, watching intently.
Om elbowed aside aminor Goddess of Plenty.

There were dicefloating just above the world, and amess of little clay figures and gaming counters. Y ou
didn't need to be even dightly omnipotent to know what was going on.

"Hehid by nose!"

Om turned around.

"I never forget aface, friend. Just take yours away, right? While you sill have some left?”
He turned back to the game.

"Scuseme," said avoice by hiswaist. He looked down at avery large newt.

"y e

"Y ou not supposed do that here. No Smiting. Not up here. It the rules. Y ou want fight, you get your
humansfight hishumans™

"Who'reyou?'

"Ptang-Ptang, me."

"You'reagod?'

"Definite

"Y eah? How many worshipers have you got?"

"Fifty-one!”

The newt looked at him hopefully, and added, "Isthat lots? Can't count.”
It pointed at arather crudely molded figure on the beach in Omniaand said, "But got a stake!™
Om looked at the figure of the little fisherman.

"When hedies, youll havefifty worshippers,” he said.

"That more or less than fifty-one?"

"Alot less."”

"Definite?"

”YS,"



"No onetdl methat."

There were severa dozen gods watching the beach. Om vaguely remembered the Ephebian statues.
There was the goddess with the badly carved owl. Yes.

Om rubbed his head. Thiswasn't god-like thinking. It seemed smpler when you were up here. It wasdl
agame. You forgot that it wasn't agame down there. People died. Bits got chopped off. Werelike
eagles up here, he thought. Sometimes we show atortoise how to flY .

Thenwelet go.
He said, to the occult world in generd, "There's people going to die down there."
A Tsortean God of the Sun did not even bother to ook round.

"That'swhat they'refor,” he said. In hishand he was holding a dice box that looked very much likea
human skull with rubiesin the eye-sockets.

"Ah, yes" said Om. "l forgot that, for amoment.” He looked at the skull, and then turned to the little
Goddess of Plenty.

"What'sthis, love? A cornucopia? Can | have alook? Thanks."

Om emptied some of the fruit out. Then he nudged the Newt God.

"If I wasyou, friend, 1'd find something long and hefty," he said.

"Isone lessthan fifty-one?' said PTang-PTang.

"It'sthe same," said Om, firmly. He eyed the back of the Tsortean God's head.

"But you have thousands," said the Newt God. "Y ou fight for thousands.”

Om rubbed hisforehead. | spent too long down there, he thought. | can't stop thinking at ground level.

"I think," he said, "'l think, if you want thousands, you haveto fight for one." He tapped the Solar God on
the shoulder. "Hey, sunshine?'

When the God |ooked around, Om broke the cornucopia over his head.

It wasn't anormal thunderclap. It stuttered like the shyness of supernovas, great ripping billows of sound
that tore up the sky. Sand fountained up and whirled across the recumbent bodies lying face down on the

beach. Lightning stabbed down, and sympathetic fire legpt from spear-tip and sword-point.

Simony looked up at the booming darkness.



"Wheat the hdll's happening?' He nudged the body next to him.
It was Argavisti. They stared at one another.

More thunder smashed across the sky. Waves climbed up one another to rip into the fleet. Hull drifted
with awful graceinto hull, giving the bassline of the thunder a counterpoint of groaning wood.

A broken spar thudded into the sand by Simony's head.
"We're dead if we Say here" hesaid. "Comeon."

They staggered through the spray and sand, amidst groups of cowering and praying soldiers, fetching up
againgt something hard, haf-covered.

They crawled into the cam under the Turtle.

Other people had aready had the same idea. Shadowy figures sat or sprawled in the darkness. Urn sat
dgectedly on histoolbox. There wasahint of gutted fish.

"The godsare angry,” said Borvorius.

"Bloody furious," said Argavidii.

"I'm not that happy myself," said Smony. "Gods? Huh!"

"Thisisnotimefor impiety,” said Rham-gp-Efan.

There was ashower of grapes outside.

"Can't think of a better one," said Simony.

A piece of cornucopia shrapnel bounced off the roof of the Turtle, which rocked on its spiked whedls.
"But why be angry with us?' said Argavidti. "We're doing whet they want.”

Borvoriustried to smile. "Gods, eh?' hesaid. "Can't live with 'em, can't live without 'em.”

Someone nudged Simony, and passed him asoggy cigarette. It was a Tsortean soldier. Despite himself,
he took a puff.

"It'sgood tobacco,” he said. " The stuff we grow tastes like camel's droppings.”
He passed it dong to the next hunched figure.

THANK YOU.

Borvorius produced a flask from somewhere.

"Will you goto hell if you have adrop of spirit?' he said.

"Soit seems” said Simony, absently. Then he noticed the flask. ""Oh, you mean acohol ? Probably. But



who cares? | won't be able to get near thefire for priests. Thanks."

"Passit round."

THANK YOU.

The Turtle rocked to athunderbolt.

"G'nyhimbe bo?'

They dl looked at the pieces of raw fish, and Fasta Benj's hopeful expression.

"I could rake some of the coals out of the firebox from here," said Urn, after awhile.
Someone tapped Simony on the shoulder, creating astrange tingling sensation.
THANK YOU. | HAVE TO GO.

Ashetook it he was aware of therush of air, asudden breath in the universe. He looked around in time
to seeawavelift aship out of the water and smash it against the dunes.

A distant scream colored the wind.

The soldiers stared.

"There were people under there," said Argavidti.

Simony dropped the flask.

"Comeon," hesaid.

And no one, asthey hauled on timbersin the teeth of the gale, as Urn applied everything he knew about
levers, asthey used their helmets as shovelsto dig under the wreckage, asked who it wasthey were
digging for, or what kind of uniform they'd been wearing.

Fog rolled in on thewind, hot and flashing with eectricity, and sill the sea pounded down.

Simony hauled on a spar, and then found the weight lessen as someone grasped the other end. He
looked up into Brutha's eyes.

"Don't say anything,” said Brutha.

"Gods are doing thisto us?"

"Don't say anything!"

"I've got to know!"

"It's better than usdoing thisto us, isn't it?"

"Theres ill people who never got off the shipg!”



"No one ever said it was going to be nicel”

Simony pulled aside some planking. There was aman there, armor and leathers so stained asto be
unrecognizable, but dive.

"Ligten," said Simony, asthe wind whipped a him, "I'm not giving in! Y ou've haven't won! I'm not doing
thisfor any sort of god, whether they exist or not! I'm doing it for other people! And stop smiling like
that!"

A couple of dice dropped on to the sand. They sparkled and crackled for awhile and then evaporated.

The sea cdmed. The fog went ragged and curled into nothingness. Therewas till ahazein theair, but
thesunwas at least visble again, if only asabrighter areain the dome of the sky.

Once again, there was the sensation of the universe drawing bresth.

The gods appeared, trangparent and shimmering in and out of focus. The sun glinted off ahint of golden
curls, and wings, and lyres.

When they spoke, they spokein unison, their voices drifting ahead or trailing behind the others, as
adways

.happens when agroup of people are trying to faithfully repeat something they've been told to say.
Omwasin the throng, standing right behind the Tsortean God of Thunder with afaraway expresson on
hisface. It was noticeable, if only to Brutha, that the Thunder God's right arm disappeared up behind his
own back inaway that, if such athing could be imagined, would suggest that someone was twigting it to
the edge of pain.

What the gods said was heard by each combatant in his own language, and according to hisown
understanding. It boiled down to:

|. ThisisNot aGame.

Il. Here and Now, You are Alive.

And thenit was over.

"Y ou'd make agood bishop,” said Brutha

"Me?" sad Didactylos. "I'm a philosopher!™



"Good. It's about time we had one."
""And an Ephebian!"

"Good. Y ou can think up a better way of ruling the country. Priests shouldn't do it. They can't think
about it properly. Nor can soldiers.”

"Thank you," said Smony.

They were ditting in the Cenobiarch's garden. Far overhead an eagle circled, looking for anything that
wasn't atortoise.

"I like the idea of democracy. Y ou have to have someone everyone distrusts,” said Brutha. "That way,
everyone's happy. Think about it. Simony?"

"y e
"I'm making you head of the Quigtion.”

"What?'

"l want it stopped. And | want it stopped the hard way."

"Youwant meto kill dl theinquisitors? Right!"

"No. That's the easy way. | want asfew degths as possible. Those who enjoyed it, perhaps. But only
those. Now . . . wheresUrn?"

The Moving Turtle was still on the beach, whedls buried in the sand blown about by the storm. Urn had
been too embarrassed to try to unearthit.

"Thelast | saw, he wastinkering with the door mechanism,” said Didactylos. "Never happier than when
he'stinkering with things."

"Yes. We shdl haveto find things to keep him occupied. Irrigation. Architecture. That sort of thing."
"And what are you going to do?' said Simony.

"I've got to copy out the Library," said Brutha

"But you can't read and write," said Didactylos.

"No. But | can see and draw. Two copies. One to keep here.”

"Fenty of room when we burn the Septateuch,” said Simony.

"No burning of anything. Y ou haveto take astep at atime,” said Brutha. He looked out at the
shimmering line of the desert. Funny. He'd been as happy asheld ever been in the desert.

"Andthen..." he began.



IIYS?I
Bruthalowered his eyes, to the farmlands and villages around the Citadel. He sighed.

"And then weld better get on with things," hesaid. "Every day."

Fasta Benj rowed home, in athoughtful frame of mind.

It had been avery good few days. He'd met alot of new people and sold quite alot of fish.
PTang-PTang, with hislesser servants, had talked persondly to him, making him promise not to wage
war on some place hed never heard of. He'd agreed.[10]

Some of the new people had shown him thisamazing way of making lightning. Y ou hit thisrock with this
piece of hard stuff and you got little bits of lightning which dropped on to dry stuff which got red and hot
like the sun. If you put more wood on it got bigger and if you put afish on it got black but if you were
quick it didn't get black but got brown and tasted better than anything held ever tasted, athough thiswas
not difficult. And held been given some knives not made out of rock and cloth not made out of reeds and,
dl indl, lifewaslooking up for Fasta Benj and his people.

He wasn't sure why lots of people would want to hit PachaMoj's uncle with abig rock, but it definitely
escalated the pace of technologica progress.

No one, not even Brutha, noticed that old Lu-Tze wasn't around any more. Not being noticed, either as
being present or absent, is part of ahistory monk's stock in trade.

In fact held packed his broom and his bonsai mountains and had gone by secret tunnels and devious
meansto the hidden valey in the central peaks, where the abbot waswaiting for him. The abbot was
playing chessin thelong gdlery that overlooked the valley. Fountains bubbled in the gardens, and
swallowsflew in and out of the windows.

"All went well?" said the abbot, without looking up.

"Very wdl, lord,” said Lu-Tze. "I had to nudge thingsalittle, though.”

"I wish you wouldn't do that sort of thing," said the abbot, fingering apawn. "Y ou'll overstep the mark
oneday."

"It'sthe history we've got these days,” said Lu-Tze. "Very shoddy stuff, lord. | haveto patchit up al the
time”

"Yes, Yes”

"We used to get much better history in the old days."



"Things were dways better than they are now. It'sin the nature of things."

"Yes lord. Lord?'

The abbot looked up in mild exasperation.

"Er ... you know the books say that Brutha died and there was a century of terrible warfare?'
"Y ou know my eyesight isn't what it was, Lu-Tze."

"Wl .. .it'snot entirdy like that now."

"Just solong asit dl turnsout dl right in the end,” said the abbot.

"Yes, lord," sad the history monk.

"There are afew weeks before your next assgnment. Why don't you have alittle rest?"
"Thank you, lord. | thought I might go down to the forest and watch afew fdling trees.”
"Good practice. Good practice. Mind always on the job, en?"

AsLu-Tzeléft, the abbot glanced up at his opponent.

"Good man, that," he said. "Y our move."

The opponent looked long and hard at the board.

The abbot waited to see what |ong-term, devious Strategies were being evolved. Then his opponent
tapped a piece with abony finger.

REMIND ME AGAIN, hesaid. HOW THE LITTLE HORSESHAPED ONES MOVE.

Eventualy Bruthadied, in unusua circumstances.

He had reached a great age, but this at least was not unusual in the Church. As he said, you had to keep
busy, every day.

Herose at dawn, and wandered over to the window. He liked to watch the sunrise.

They hadn't got around to replacing the Temple doors. Apart from anything else, even Urn hadn't been
ableto think of away of removing the weirdly contorted hegp of molten metal. So they'd just built steps
over them. And after ayear or two people had quite accepted it, and said it was probably a symbol. Not
of anything, exactly, but gill asymbol. Definitdly symbolic.

But the sun did shine off the copper dome of the Library. Brutha made amental note to enquire about



the progress of the new wing. There were too many complaints about overcrowding these days.

People came from everywhereto vigit the Library. It was the biggest non-magica library in the world.
Half the philosophers of Ephebe seemed to live there now, and Omniawas even producing one or two of
itsown. And even priests were coming to spend sometimein it, because of the collection of religious
books. There were one thousand, two hundred and eighty-three religious books in there now, each
one-according to itsalf-the only book any man need ever read. It was sort of niceto seethem al
together. As Didactylos used to say, you had to laugh.

Ix was while Brutha was edting his breskfast that the subdeacon whose job it wasto read him his
appointmentsfor the day, and tactfully make sure he wasn't wearing his underpants on the outside, shyly
offered him congratulaions.

"Mmm?' said Brutha, hisgrud dripping off the spoon.

"One hundred years," said the subdeacon. "Since you waked in the desert, Sir."

"Redly?| thought it was, mm, fifty years? Can't be more than sixty years, boy."

"Uh, one hundred years, lord. We had alook in the records.”

"Redlly. One hundred years? One hundred years time?' Bruthalaid down his spoon very carefully, and
gared at the plain white wall opposite him. The subdeacon found himself turning to see what it wasthe
Cenobiarch waslooking at, but there was nothing, only the whiteness of the wall.

"One hundred years,"” mused Brutha. "Mmm. Good lord. | forgot." He laughed. "I forgot. One hundred
years, eh? But here and now, we-"

The subdeacon turned round.

"Cenobiarch?'

He stepped closer, the blood draining from hisface.
"Lord?"

Heturned and ran for help.

Brutha's body toppled forward dmost gracefully, smacking into the table. The bowl overturned, and
‘gruel dripped down on to thefloor.

And then Brutha stood up, without a second glance at his corpse.
"Hah. | wasn't expecting you," he said.

Degth stopped leaning againgt thewall.

HOW FORTUNATE YOU WERE.

"But there's ill such alot tobedone. . ."



YES THERE ALWAYSIS

Bruthafollowed the gaunt figure through the wall where, instead of the privy that occupied thefar sdein

normal space, thereweas. . .

... black sand.

Thelight was brilliant, crystaline, in ablack sky filled with stars.
"Ah. Thereredly isadesert. Does everyone get this?' said Brutha
WHO KNOWS?

"And what is at the end of the desert?'

JUDGEMENT.

Brutha.considered this.

"Which end?'

Death grinned and stepped aside.

What Brutha had thought vas arock in the sand was a hunched figure, Sitting clutching itsknees. It
looked paralyzed with fear.

He stared.

"Vorbis?' hesad.

He looked at Desth.

"But Vorbisdied ahundred years ago!"

YES.HEHAD TOWALK IT ALL ALONE. ALL ALONEWITH HIMSELF. IF HE DARED.
"He's been here for ahundred years?!

POSSIBLY NOT. TIME ISDIFFERENT HERE. IT IS. .. MORE PERSONAL.

"Ah. Y ou mean ahundred years can pass like afew seconds?'

A HUNDRED YEARS CAN PASSLIKE INFINITY.

The black-on-black eyes stared imploringly at Brutha, who reached out automaticaly, without thinking .

.. and then hesitated.

HE WAS A MURDERER, said Desth. AND A CREATOR OF MURDERERS. A TORTURER.
WITHOUT PASSION. CRUEL. CALLOUS. COMPASSIONLESS.

"Yes. | know. HeEsVorbis" said Brutha. VVorbis changed people. Sometimes he changed them into



dead people. But he dways changed them. That was his triumph.
Hesghed.

"But I'mme" hesaid.

Vorbis stood up, uncertainly, and followed Brutha across the desert.

Death watched them walk away.

[1] Or, if you are abeliever in Omnianism, the Pole.

[2] Which were of the one-size-fits-all, tighten-the-screws variety.

[3] Or would have done. If he had been there. But he wasn't. So he couldn't.

[4] 1t takes forty men with their feet on the ground to keep one man with hishead inthe air.

[5] Words are the litmus paper of the mind. If you find yourself in the power of someone who will use
theword "commence’ in cold blood, go somewhere ese very quickly. But if they say "Enter," don't stop

to pack.

[6] Provided that he wasn't poor, foreign, nor disqualified by reason of being mad, frivolous, or a
womean.

[7] i.e., before the inhabitants had | et goats graze everywhere. Nothing makes a desert like agoat.
[8] But not enough.

[9] Like many early thinkers, the Ephebians believed that thoughts originated in the heart and that the
brain was merely adeviceto cool the blood.

[10] FastaBenj's people had no word for war, since they had no oneto fight and life was quite tough
enough asit was. PTang-Ptang's words had arrived as. "remember when PachaMoj hit hisuncle with
big rock? Like that, only more worse."



