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Ruth

The village laid on the earth like a coarse, dirty blanket, an unimportant article of no value tossed in a
corner and forgotten in the great field of the world. It was roughly rectangular, like the blanket it
resembled, and was spotted with low, crude residences. The roofs were splattered with shingles, and the
windows were half covered with unpainted wood salvaged from other forms of lumber. None of the
boards were new; every tree had been cut down for a day's walk in any direction.
It was a place with an identity that had always been poor; likely, if all human presence had been
wiped away and then rebuilt with the finest of intentions, it would have instantly turned back to its
previous state of poverty, cruelty, and meanness.
The land was bad and unproductive. It was divided into sections, then subdivided into yet more
sections. It was distributed among family members, sold, mortgaged and foreclosed, resold, and
macerated into tiny slivers and patches.
The typical form of life was the tenant farmer. The land the families worked had long ago been lost to
financiers in various form of bankruptcies. The usual practice for the money-men was to rent the farm
back to the family at an inflated rate, and claim all the production of the land, except for a bare
minimum necessary to support a basic form of life.
Taken all together the gouged and beaten dirt couldn't grow enough to support half of the people who
lived there. Any rare surplus that occasionally grew from the weak soil was snapped up, devoured, by
anonymous, faceless traders and merchants, who sent their agents to claim it as interest payments on
debts impossible to pay off in many lifetimes of work.
The people in the village were uneducated, untravelled, and knew nothing about the world past the
limits of their village. The very poor rarely ventured beyond the borders of their common existence,
even to trade; they lacked the means to move away from their land and homes, and were trapped by
debt and family obligations. They looked dusty and worn. Everyone wore dirty clothing and showed no
sign of pride in either themselves or their village; everything was dull, gray, and speckled with a light
coating of tan-colored particles.
Children born in the village grew up in a system of unseen spiderwebs that trapped everyone. As soon
as they were old enough they were put to work in the fields, or in small crafts inside the houses.
Into this tiny, constricted world a girl was born; her family named her Fei Wu. She had the typical life
of a girl that escaped exposure or smothering in the family bed, that phrase commonly understood to be
a polite euphemism for deliberate suffocation. She worked as soon as she could walk, and at a young
age was engaged to marry a boy in the village. The early engagement was necessary both to examine
the labor potential of the prospective wife, and to allow the girl’s family to beg, borrow and steal the
dowry required to get rid of her.
Fei Wu was visited with an unusual prettiness that her hard childhood failed to suppress. The
prettiness did not, however, extend to a vital aspect of beauty, her feet: they were unbound and
hideously big, and although her face, eyes, and contours of neck were of astounding grace and sinuous
sensuality, the awkward largeness of her feet destroyed the whole, and she was considered generally
ugly.
Luckily for her family she had been contracted to marriage before her feet swelled and ruined her
body, and the groom's family was forced to follow through with the marriage. The wedding ceremony
was marked by seething animosity and backbiting between the two clans, ending in an enormous fight
on the main street of the village. Fei Wu was pregnant the same night, held down and penetrated by her
new husband.
The man was an unhappy, angry soul, frustrated and furious with his bad luck in life. He was teased
and mocked by other residents for his wife's ugliness, a torment he handled badly. He was poor, and
always in debt, a circumstance he couldn't control or change, and his personality deteriorated. He beat
Fei Wu and drank homemade booze. When he was drunk he would chase his terrified wife through the
village, throwing rocks and cursing, then drag her back to the house and rape her on the floor.

Fei Wu gave birth to a son, and then another. The husband spent every coin he could lay his hands on
to celebrate the births, and went on days-long drunken tears.
This life went on for several years.
The husband finally died in a drunken fight over a tiny sliver of land. He was hit on the head with a
wood shovel, and fell unconscious, face down into a muddy ditch. He drowned in water no deeper than
the palms of two hands set on top of each other.
An argument over one of the tiny plots of dirt, fueled by suppressed fury, was the motive behind the
death. The desperation for land created the circumstances, and the human nature resulting from those
circumstances killed him. After the burial, the killer, an otherwise harmless drunk, was rounded up by a
magistrate’s constable and taken away for the usual pointless trial and execution. He left behind a
mirror image of Fei Wu's family.
The most immediate effect on the husband's family was that he could no longer beat Fei Wu and his
two sons. However, the death created a terrible hardship, due to the necessity for funeral arrangements,
which were demanded by the deceased’s family. They shouted and insisted on a ceremony, demanding
decorum and rigid burial rites, but refused to provide any support or money for the goings-on. The
widow had to borrow money for the coffin. It was a cheap affair, flimsy and derided by the angry inlaws, but still the expense put Fei Wu in debt to more people than before. To earn money, it was
necessary for the family to neglect their own house and work for other people, and Fei Wu roamed the
village, and finally, frighteningly, beyond it, seeking work for herself and her two young boys.
The First Son, a quiet, dutiful boy, was strong and not very smart; but intelligence wasn't in high
demand in farming villages, and it was more an asset than anything.
The Second Son was, in contrast, a lazy child, always sulking and angry, and visiting his constant
frustrations verbally and physically on other people. He was smaller than First Son, and delicate. He
was not very useful, and was always avoiding work. Fei Wu punished him all the time, slapped him to
drive the devils out, and beat him because he reminded her of her dead, worthless husband. He stayed
defiant and disrespectful, and painfully indolent.
Fei Wu found work with a farmer slightly away from their village, gathering and maintaining, and
often brought First Son with her, leaving Second Son with a woman who used his small, artistic fingers
to weave cloth. This arrangement worked reasonably well, as the woman supervising Second Son didn't
spare beatings on the boy when he was insubordinate, and made the most of his time.
There was enough money, with the three of them, to barely pay interest on accumulated debt. It was a
hard life, but all that they could do. It lasted almost a year. The life was ruined by Second Son, who
came down with a chest sickness after a particularly severe punishment by his mistress; a blow from a
stick damaged his upper back and caused an infection.
Fei Wu was thrown into confusion by the sickness and was placed back into deep debt by the expense
of caring for the boy. Her farmer employer, annoyed by her absence to care for her son, let her go. First
Son took her place, but he was too young to accomplish the work and the farmer let him go, too.
Money needed for the interest on the family's debts couldn't be paid, and Fei Wu was faced with
complete loss. There was nothing she could do.
Her debtors finally went to the magistrate and sued, and the constable came, filled the doorway, and
evicted Fei Wu and her boys from the home. They were allowed to have the clothes they wore and
nothing else. As they walked away, Fei Wu and First Son looked back and cried. Second Son just
coughed violently and grimly limped away; he didn't turn around.
Fei Wu walked the family to her in-laws, begging for a place to stay. They refused to open the door or
give any money and turned them away. Taking her family to the road out of the village, Fei Wu started
walking. Their departure was followed by gossip, which died out in a few days, replaced with the usual
endless squabbles and fighting in the village.
The family traveled for days, living on a diet of chewed reeds and gleaned rice, the spit drying in

their mouths and their feet bloodied from the road. They walked through villages identical to their own,
except for slight differences in the faces, all of them marked in expressions of sullen resentment.
After more than a week they approached signs of population, and Fei Wu recognized the outer fringes
of a city she had heard about but never been to, a place of markets and stalls, on an intersection of the
tributaries from the surrounding villages. They stopped outside the city at night, and she flung herself
down, exhausted, lacking even the strength to punish Second Son when he typically whined from
hunger and petulantly kicked his mother.
When the sun came up she roughly gathered the boys, sat by the road and, at the end of her string,
began to beg, crying to the passersby for anything, a handful of rice, a shoot of onion, anything at all.
At the end of the day, as the sun went down, people wandering by had provided enough scraps of
food to stop the worst hunger pangs of the family. At the last, there was no-one left, the road was
empty, and Fei Wu was faced with her new life as one of the many beggars on the roads of the China.
She was squatted on the edge of the road in the sunset, the food the family had been given twisting in
her stomach, feeling humiliation, flattened expectations and loss of hope. As she rested herself, looking
down, a man approached and stood in front of her, looking down impassively. Fei Wu finally raised her
face, crusted with dust and trails of tears, and faced the man; he looked down at her, then ticked his
head at a puff of bushes.
He bluntly said, “I’ll give this much to satisfy myself with you,” and displayed coins in the palm of
his hand.
Fei Wu looked at the two boys next to her; and after looking around hopelessly, she turned and
walked to the small area of slight privacy with the man trailing after.
In subsequent days she serviced several men by the side of the road, collecting enough money to take
the boys, enter the city and buy real food. She carefully hoarded her small fortune, which was more
money than she had ever possessed in her entire life. The first man, who it developed was employed by
strange, alien men, was helping build something called a railroad. He told his friends about Fei Wu, and
she found herself with a clientele of Northern men who didn’t care about the ugliness of her feet, and
were perfunctory in their needs and undemanding.
None of the men were cruel or rough, and the pain she felt initially in her body faded, and although
the torment in her guts didn't diminish, she took the money and fought down her pangs.
After almost a week a fat, deformed constable walked up to Fei Wu. He waved a long staff at her
body and her sons, and demanded service for free, some money, or an arrest. She gave the man money,
fearing a disease, and as he was leaving, he told her that she should take herself to a place in the city
and buy a room. He gave her a name and told her grimly that she was to set up a kind of business, and
pay him a certain amount each week. If she didn’t, he would punish her painfully and evict her from
the city.
Fei Wu did as she was told. She found a building, made an arrangement with the old woman who
owned it, rented a room, and went into business as a prostitute. The old woman took a percentage from
her business and watched the customers like a predator. Fei Wu was vaguely aware of shadowy
criminals always in the background.
The life was harsh, and she had no value except for the use of men, but the three part family wasn’t
starving, and Fei Wu suppressed her humiliation and agony and provided for her sons. She went to
healers for the infections she got regularly, paid a part of her income to protect her business, and
existed.
The two sons watched the goings-on, and as First Son got older, Ruth sent him to work for a
merchant, where his simple, dutiful nature outweighed the profession of his mother. Second Son,
however, took to hovering around the curtain of Fei Wu’s chamber, shrilly begging small coins from
the departing men, not budging from his place even when Fei Wu beat him.
Then White missionaries came.

There were two of them, a man and a woman. They came with a fervor for their god in their hearts,
and were dedicated to the salvation of Celestial souls. Young and energetic, the couple took to the
streets immediately, proselytizing and preaching to the people on the street, and using the labor of the
homeless and destitute to build a church in the city.
The church was a completely foreign building which broke every rule of Confucian order, with odd
measurements and no feng shui; in fact, the first battle of the missionaries was an argument with the
local seers over the nearness of their house of worship to ancestral graves, a placement which violated
the sanctity of the Celestial patterns.
The second battle occurred when, after some of the sick men the missionaries employed died, instead
of placing the bodies in the proper places in the Celestial way, the missionaries simply fenced in an
area directly next to the church and buried them in the ground. The townspeople were outraged at the
flouting of known facts of burial siting, but to no effect. Their protests, and even the efforts of the local
magistrate, were of no use against the power of the missionaries’ backers, the representatives of the
White man’s governments.
It was an issue of great concern to the established Celestial authorities that the missionaries took in
and sheltered the obvious lowest of the low, the beggars, peasants, thieves and cripples. Such people
had obviously done wrong in a previous existence and to interfere with lives was wrong. To make
things worse, no sooner had the White people finished their church than they started construction of
another building, which they rudely informed the populace was to be a school, to teach the townspeople
and converts to their religion about a White god named ‘Jesus'.
The next act was the invasion of brothels and prostitutes’ rooms by the White woman, who strode
into the dens and whores’ quarters, pushing past thugs and mobsters, angrily waving a thick book and
loudly demanding the release of the women, most of whom were in deep debt to men who were more
or less their owners.
The White woman came to the house where Fei Wu worked and interrupted a sexual encounter with
no shame at all. She stomped past Second Son, who was crouched outside the door picking his nose,
and burst in on a trouserless man thrusting on top of Fei Wu. The White woman shouted in fury at the
man, who ran out the door, penis waggling, while Second Son shrieked with mocking laughter.
The woman sat down heavily on Fei Wu’s bed and place of work. She clutched a thick book and
earnestly spoke in terrible dialect, talking of a savior and messiah, and of sin and redemption. She
talked of death and poverty, of holiness and godliness, of a single god who seemed to be both
someone's father and son, and waved her hands frighteningly at the kitchen gods and protectors of Fei
Wu’s room. She insistently grabbed the naked Celestial woman, thrust clothing at her and dressed her
sloppily, and as a confused Fei Wu passively followed in utter bewilderment, the White Christian
woman dragged her from the room. At the last moment the White woman caught Second Son by his ear
and brought him along.
On the way out, the house proprietress shouted threats and objections, but the White woman roared
like a lion and pounced toward the old criminal. The crone leaped backward in shock and terror as the
White woman denounced her in an awful dialect directly in the street, dressing her down like a truant
child before her elders, the righteous anger of her god filling her mouth with eloquent words of fury.
When the old woman had run away, the White woman took Fei Wu by the hand and led her to the
church. Second Son sullenly wandered behind, watching the faces of the townspeople and sticking out
his tongue. On entering the church the White woman dragged Fei Wu to a weird box placed at the front
of a large room. Second Son walked over and sat in a corner, set his head against the wall, and went to
sleep clutching his crotch and sucking his thumb.
The White woman placed Fei Wu’s hands in hers, folded their fingers together, and began to chant in
a strange and dissonant language. She rocked back and forth, swayed, and made noises that may have
been singing. It was all very frightening, and Fei Wu found herself getting light-headed and dizzy.

After what could have been an hour the White woman's chants changed to a whisper, and Fei Wu
heard something different, a voice similar to the spells healers would chant over people when they were
sick. Then she felt nauseous, as if something awful was trying to come out of her body. She had a
sudden, uncontrollable fear that the White woman was a witch putting a curse on her. She tried to
wrench away, but the White woman held her close with an unexpected strength and took them to their
knees.
Fei Wu desperately tried to get up and run away, but she couldn't escape; the White woman was too
powerful. The strength of the foreigner frightened Fei Wu, and she started to panic. She scratched and
clawed at the White woman, and tried to crawl away, but the foreigner took her wrists and brought her
back again.
The White woman stared Fei Wu directly in her eyes, chanting in a whisper. The chant went into Fei
Wu's brain and heart, and she felt herself change and relax. She felt a sudden, powerful, lightning-like
charge fire from the White woman, through her wrists and into her heart, and the pain and suffering,
the fear and weight shot out of her chest. She wailed in agony and fear from the terrible rending of her
heart, the emptying of her soul; and for a brief moment she was no-one and nothing, gone, without
presence or personality. She was an empty vessel, like a pot with no water, a vacuum and a void. Fei
Wu cried in abject fear and clamped her eyes shut.
Then, like a huge wave, a vast, unstoppable power flowed into the cavity, a searing heat that made her
sweat and shake with a sudden fever, then subsided to a great warmth that radiated through her entire
body to the tips of her hair. Fei Wu clamped her eyes tightly shut while the White woman prayed in
fervent, rapid tones to a new God and his son, and then insisted Fei Wu open her eyes.
Fei Wu looked around in the church, and the first thing she saw was a ghostly White man dressed in
shining white robes, with bloody holes in his palms and feet, reaching his mangled hands to her in a
gesture of embrace. Fei Wu screamed in fear, but the White woman hugged her closely and demanded
she keep her eyes open, and after a while the terrifying man faded away, leaving Fei Wu and the White
woman locked in tight embrace.
The White woman whispered in her ear that she was now the member of a great, powerful and
immortal family, and that her name was no longer Fei Wu, but RUTH.

Joseph

The White missionaries meant well.
In their work in the small and dusty villages, they won a number of souls to Christ. They worked to
change the customs of the people, to stop witchcraft, superstitions, and what they saw as the Devil's
works. They built a church, and when that was finished, they built a small school, where they taught the
Bible, writing, and reading. They took in the poor and miserable, and gave them shelter. They fed
orphans and poor children.
The White missionary couple arrived in the village with no children of their own; but they were soon
blessed with a boy, which pleased their church members; the small core of original converts kept to the
belief that boys were good fortune. The arrival of a daughter two years later was less auspicious, and
the people approached quietly and expressed their disappointment, and left baffled by the insistence of
the parents in declaring their children equal in the eyes of God. Everyone knew this was wrong: women
were inferior. It was an established fact.
The Christians fought against this idea. They also fought against the infanticide and abandonment of
girls, the drowning of girls and selling them to pimps, the arranged child marriages. The villagers
protested: “It's always been like this!” They were shocked and surprised at the vehemence of the
White Christian arrivals. How could the White people argue against traditions?
The elders and land owners plotted against the Christians, telling the people of their evil intentions.
But the Christians had a powerful weapon: giving their converts access to European money and power.
To be a Christian put people beyond the old law, the Confucian structure of knowing your place and
family obligations. It gave people access to the law of the White Man. And at that time, the White Man
was all-powerful. A slight mention of danger, or scandal, and the terrorizing forces of the White Man’s
guns came to bear.
When the old woman, who went to the White man's church, was hauled in, convicted of witchcraft
and sentenced to death, the Christians came and interceded. They took the woman directly out of the
court, dishonored the elders, and proclaimed their verdict wrong and void. They said, “Release this
woman, for she is a Christian of our Church and a Sister; you will not harm her, as God protects His
sheep.”
They took her to their heathen Church and prayed to their Jesus, who they insisted walked the earth
invisible, like a hungry ghost. When the elders protested, and the old prefect hit the White man and
knocked him down, people thought the White man’s power was broken; but the very next day White
soldiers appeared with rifles and took the prefect away. He didn't come back, and the villagers heard
later he had died, or been killed, while awaiting trial. The holder of power was clear: the White man
and his unseen, ghostly gods, and his soldiers armed with frightening European rifles.
The White man stood on the steps of his Church and shouted, “Never again shall the forces of Evil
triumph in this town. The Law of the Lord Jesus Christ is in place, and the old ways are over. You are
Free!”
To emphasize their power, the White couple took into their house a poor widow, a prostitute with two
children, the lowest of the low. They took her into the Church and poured water on her head, took her
name from her, and called her ‘Ruth.'
The woman became a believer in the White religion, and took her two sons into the church along with
her. She had them baptized, sent them to the school, and made them learn White things. Ruth flung
herself into the work of the Lord with a fiery resolve, publicly renouncing not only her past life but her
heritage as well. She stood in the Church, the beaming face of the White woman turned to her, and
recited a speech she had memorized:
Ruth would recite, “No longer will I debase my body, the Temple of the Lord, for money; no longer
will I accept the fate as thrown to me by the work of The Devil. I renounce Satan and all his works, and
dedicate my earthly life to Christ and his Father the Lord God. I charge the place of my former
existence with the debasement of The Lord’s children; I will not hold the foul superstitions and the
worship of idols any further. I renounce and condemn the wickedness and foolishness of the ignorant

who place themselves at the direction of Satan. I am freed, freed in the hands of the Lord.”
Ruth the Christian became the housekeeper and cook to the White couple, living in a small room at
the church with her sons, and learned to process the strange and unappetizing White food. When the
White man began the school in the city, she made her boys go to it, and learn to read and write English.
The boys' life in the home of the White man opened vistas of knowledge and expansion to them.
They learned arithmetic and science, geography and literature. They learned about the White man's
world and left their old life behind. First Son, renamed by the White man David, became a keeper to
the White man's young son, even more so than to his own brother. David became an unquestioning
Christian in his usual way, accepting life as it was given to him. He worshiped and prayed without
giving any real thought to his beliefs; it was simply what was expected of him.
Second Son, renamed Joseph, was quieter and more circumspect. He watched the other White men,
the so-called Christians, and their belief that Celestials were an inferior race; on several occasions the
White man took the boys along on trips to the river cities to get supplies, to shop, and to greet and
welcome new converts and arrivals. On those trips Joseph kept his watching eyes wide open, and he
saw the contempt for the Chinese in the White soldiers, and the dishonesty, immorality, and arrogance
of the White men.
He saw an evil in all men, an evil the missionary insisted could be tamed or broken by some ghostly
god and a dead man pried off a cross. They thought man had fallen from God at some point in the past,
and somehow had to be returned to his place with this god.
Joseph saw this belief as stupid. How could anyone believe that? Man wasn't the product of some
remote Fall, because it was obvious he'd always been bad. Man couldn't be raised up against his nature.
Joseph began to believe other things than what he was taught in the Mission School.
Joseph also questioned the beliefs of the White people after their son died. The boy had been weak
since he was born, and during an unusually hot summer, he came down with a fever, went into a deep
sleep, and didn't wake up. The outpouring of wild grief by the White couple, out of proportion to their
loss, showed Joseph they didn't know where the boy's supposed soul had gone at all. If they were so
sure about their God, why weren't they happy their boy had gone to see Him?
Instead of accepting it, like they told everyone else to do about everything, they went into a pathetic
valley of grief, ignoring their daughter. Joseph could see from their treatment of their surviving child
that the girl was actually inferior to the White males, just like the Chinese. They'd lied when she was
born.
Joseph was also disgusted by the woman's demented insistence on saving her son's body, placing it in
an expensive, metal-lined coffin, and shipping it away to be buried in their real homeland across the
sea. He saw they had no real attachment to this place, and no matter what they said, they were either
lying to the people around them or to themselves.
While the woman was more or less incapacitated by grief, the White man slowly adopted Joseph's
brother David as a surrogate son. The White man talked with him and took him on journeys, and used
David as a replacement for his dead boy. David accepted his new role without question or comment,
like he did with everything. Over the course of the following years the White man taught David to
preach, and insisted on putting him front of groups when they traveled to other towns and villages. He
made David into a Christian pastor.
When Joseph was fourteen years old the missionaries planned a return to their homeland, a home
they called Dominion. It was at the insistence of the woman. The White man gave in to his wife's
misery. He was getting tired; his faith was still strong, but his body was weak. He said it was time to
turn over the Mission to a younger, stronger man. In his search for a replacement he sent letters to the
Mission Society, offering up the spearhead of The Word to a new leader, and as replies came in he

deliberated over them in his study with an expression of desperation and concern.
On a hot and murky evening, as the White man sat over his letters, David came into the study.
He nodded his head politely and said, “Sir, I would like to take over your Work from you. I would
like the leadership of The Mission and School. Sir, I approach you in the spirit of Jesus, our Lord, and
of his father. I ask for your blessing to be the shepherd to your flock.”
The White man’s mouth dropped open in shock, and, too late, he realized what he'd done. He'd
created a being with no knowledge of what it was. He was horrified.
David's proposal put the White man in an impossible situation.
How could he preach the equality of all men, then refuse David on the grounds of race? He'd raised
David, converted his mother, educated the family in the beliefs of Jesus and His Father. Now he was
faced with the the fruit of his labors, or rather, his pigeons flying home to roost. After he got over his
initial shock, he replied very carefully. He said, “David, I believe you are young, and while I feel your
zeal and fire, I question your maturity in judgment. Give me time to pray on this matter.”
David agreed, and left the White man's study. The White man prayed all night, and the next morning,
he had his answer ready. He called David to his study.
He talked to David for several hours, quietly but forcefully, and David sat and listened. The White
man told him that while all men were equal in spirit before God, the races weren't equal in intellect and
insight, and changing the heirarchy was an abomination. He couldn't allow it. He explained, he insisted
in a failed human way, the nature of the world, and of God’s design.
“David,” he said, “we must live in God as we must, and work with the raw materials we have been
given.”
As for David's being a preacher, he could not agree. A new White man would be coming to take over
the Mission, and David would study and assist. David passively agreed with the White man.
After the conversation was over, the White man sat down and drafted a letter to his Society selecting
a first choice of pastor, and a couple of others should the first one not appear. He sent the letter the
same day, and instructed his wife to start arranging to leave their church.
A young man and his wife appeared a month later to take over the church. The members of the
Mission packed the White family’s things in large wooden crates and heaved them onto carts and
wagons; then a hired Western-style carriage came and took the Whites away.
Included in the party, riding with the baggage, were Ruth and Joseph. Ruth wanted to stay with her
White 'Family'. She said goodbye to her First Son, took Joseph, and left.
The overland part of the journey was uneventful, more tedious than anything else, and filled with
prayer gatherings along the way. In the port of Shanghai, there was an endless schedule of meetings
with other Missionaries.
The White man also asked his Society about a potential mate for David, and a girl, with a pleasant
enough face and a fervent belief in Jesus, was selected and shipped to the Mission, in an attempt at
facilitating a suitable match. Joseph remembered the fulmination of the White man against the arranged
marriages of the Heathens, and smiled cynically at the display of hypocrisy.
Eventually they were ready to leave, and they embarked on a steamer to the White man's land.
The ship’s voyage was unusually long, marred by one terrific storm after another; during one of them
Ruth became so sick she pleaded for God to take her.
When the ship got to the White man's land, Joseph went up onto the deck to get his first look at it. He
was shocked at the crudity of the scene.
From the frantic, crowded port of Shanghai, which looked like an anthill with boats and ships, this
White man's home looked like a jumbled series of muddy flats and bleached piles of shattered lumber.
Giant stacks of logs protruded from shallow water. It was all very gray and undistinguished. There was
very little movement of any kind. A few people milled and wandered around on jumbled piers. The
place looked tawdry and poor, more a slightly overgrown fishing village than any kind of magnificent

port of the powerful White man.
Joseph had to wonder how people from such a place had conquered the world. He thought, after a
while, that maybe they'd taken over the Earth precisely because of the awfulness of their homeland.
The ship dropped anchors, and a small, straggling collection of boats appeared from the shore and
made for them. Men stood in the fronts of them, waving their arms and shouting things.
The place was littered with so many logs they looked like huge piles of matchsticks. Innumerable
fires burned in the distance, and the location looked like a bizarre, messy Hell. It was wet, and terribly
cold. On the deck, the White man took Ruth and Joseph's hands, said a short prayer and an expression
of thanks to God, and quoted from his precious book.
“Then she fell on her face, bowing to the ground and said to him, "Why have I found favor in your
sight that you should take notice of me, since I am a foreigner?" And Boaz answered and said to her,
"All that you have done for your mother-in-law after the death of your husband has been fully reported
to me, and how you left your father and your mother and the land of your birth, and came to a people
that you did not previously know.”
After yet more time, the ship was approached by three small boats spouting black smoke, and those
little boats shoved, pushed, and pulled the ship to a long, rickety wharf. When everything had come to a
complete stop, men on the ship shoved a long board down to the creaking, wooden pier, and there was
a call for everyone to get off the ship.
Waiting with the group to walk down the board, Joseph looked out over a scene of wood shacks, a
few painted buildings, and a couple of large brick box structures, which looked like the kind of
fireproof storage buildings common in Shanghai. One building was evidently a train station; and that
was all.
He had a terrible realization that, perhaps, the White man he had followed across the sea had
originally gone so as to be someone important. The White woman, the crazy one who sailed after the
body of her dead son, had had servants, had a big property, and was important. Here, in their own land,
these people were trivial and unremarkable.
Joseph had a stabbing feeling of having been transported into slavery to small people in love with
themselves.
Then it was the party's turn to walk down the ramp and into the White man's land.
When the group reached the end of the ramp, they were stopped by a White official in a white suit
armed with a large pistol. He rudely shoved Ruth and Joseph aside and had a rough conversation with
the White man. Joseph and his mother stood on the dock, confused about what was happening.
After some arm waving and shouting on the part of the White man, the man in white with the pistol
grabbed Ruth and Joseph, took their arms, and hauled them off. He dragged them to a small wooden
building set off away from the water, shoved them inside, and put them on a bench. There was another
White man inside the building sitting behind a desk. He had a red face and wore a black suit.
He asked, in English, “What are they doing here?”
Joseph tried to explain they had come with the pastor. As soon as Joseph spoke the White man in the
black suit jumped as if he'd sat on a tack. The man squinted at Joseph, as if he were examining a twoheaded cow. Then he waved his hand and said, “Be quiet.”
The policeman, or whatever he was, talked for a while, saying things about 'chinks' and 'missionaries',
then walked out of the room.
Joseph and Ruth sat quietly. After a long time Ruth started praying under her breath. The two sat for
hours, until the sun started to go down. Joseph felt his bladder filling and asked if he could find some
way to relieve himself. The White man glanced up at him with an expression that may have been
contempt, or hatred, and didn't say anything. The White man shuffled papers on his desk and scratched
with a pen. Ruth prayed and Joseph fidgeted.

The sun was all the way below the horizon when the White pastor appeared. He walked into the
building and up to the desk. He pulled a brown envelope from his pocket and counted out paper money,
a type Joseph had never seen before.
The two White men talked for a little while. There was more shuffling of papers, and the White pastor
picked up two sets of papers and waved at the door. Ruth and Joseph got up, tired and stiff.
The White official said, “Take your servants and get out.”
The pastor turned, thought for a second or two, then quoted his precious book.
“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and
members of God's household.”
The official said, “Whatever you say.” He sniffed and spit on the floor. Joseph felt a flare of anger he
could barely control. He was helpless.
The White pastor opened the door and went through it first, indicating for Joseph to hold the door for
his mother. He did it, reluctantly, and the three walked out into Dominion.
The White man walked them, Ruth and Second Son, through the city, where they attracted some level
of attention from Whites. Joseph thought it might have to do with their clothing, which was Western in
style. He caught sight of a few Asian looking people, and they were dressed in traditional style.
They walked for an hour or more through dirty, muddy streets. It was depressing. Joseph thought the
White people were no more skilled at bettering their surroundings than anyone else. The entire city
appeared to be made of vast amounts of wood. Wood shingles, wood cladding, wood windows, wood
sidewalks. He'd never in his life seen so much wood. It was used for everything. Finally, they arrived at
a small, wooden house, very unlike anything Joseph had ever seen before.
The White pastor herded them into the small house, where they were met by the White woman. She
showed them both to a small, back room with two beds. Ruth laid down and instantly fell asleep.
Joseph sat down on the other bed, looked at his mother, trying to decide or figure out what, if
anything, he should feel, and then, eventually, laid down himself and stared at the wall. It was covered
in a hideous paper covering, incredibly in a false Chinese design, printed with completely inaccurate
images of Chinese peasants and unrealistic animals. It was appalling, and made him angry. Then he
found himself getting more and more angry, uncontrollably so. He shook and vibrated with fury and
hate, so badly affected he felt he'd never sleep in this pathetic, half-built White man's land.
He finally went into a sort of trance, not sleeping, but simply lying still, images and emotions
pounding over his mind and body like giant waves. Then his mind went completely blank.
The following months and years were taken up with the goings-on of the Church. The White Man
went on speaking engagements, talking about the Mission Society and acting as kind of traveling
salesman, asking for donations and money, and taking offerings for the maintenance of the far-flung
Missions in that vast, faraway nation. Sometimes the journeys to other places took him away from the
seaside city for weeks at a time.
Joseph stayed home and studied, working on his schooling and religious education in the Word of
God; Ruth did housekeeping and laundry duties for the house, and occasionally appeared at local
gatherings of Christians to describe her conversion and Salvation. She sometimes presented her son
Joseph as well, and Joseph learned to be a persausive speaker, plain and soft spoken, but forceful and
convincing. He learned to like manipulating an audience to feel what he wanted them to feel; it gave
him a rare sense of power.
By the time Joseph was 18 years of age his physical appearance was well set. He was nondescript and
plain, of slim build; medium height, an inch shorter than the average White Man, with a roundish face
and eyes that were barely Asian, being more round than usual.
He dressed in workman’s clothes and in dark colors as the White Man did, being told not to become
inflated with pride in his appearance. He was quiet, and some of the Whites considered him below

average in intelligence. He read secular books when he could get them, mostly on subjects he knew the
White Man would condemn. Sometimes he stole them from stores. Crude, poorly-illustrated tales of
Indians among the White Men appealed to him, and between the lines of pontificating self-superiority
he found the undercurrent of pain and rage. He enjoyed as well tales of science, finding one,
concerning a fake man that ran on steam, especially gripping. Some of the others, bloody and horrible,
frightened and fascinated him. He read some of the splashy tales about Indian scalpings and torture
with a visceral interest.
The seaside city, too, got much, much bigger. It grew at a rate that defied description. It became busy
and huge, with brick buildings erected constantly, and many, many people arriving all the time. The
White man was thrilled to see so many 'souls' to save, but for Joseph, the number of people created a
pool of desire for previously forbidden things. On errands in the city he began to see loose women and
bad men, and from a few isolated people like him he began to see larger numbers of people like
himself.
Joseph began to volunteer to take over some aspects of the daily chores, dealing with merchants and
others in the city for the Church, and in this way he learned of the Worldly Temptations so readily
available to most White males; temptations mostly denied to him because of his race.
He learned this for sure when, once, he steeled his nerve his nerve and, armed with the proper stolen
funds, approached a prostitute in her place of business. The woman shrieked and flailed at him,
braying, “Get out, you damn Heathen!” and he was forced to run, with the woman’s pimp on his heels,
hitting him with rocks and screaming curses. That humiliation stayed with him, making him shake with
fury for days afterwards.
He began to watch for signs of corruption in everything, and slowly became convinced that while
he'd believed that people were mostly stupid and misled, he'd been wrong. He started to truly believe
that everyone on Earth was a hypocrite and a liar, out for themselves. He watched the White church
preach things they obviously didn't believe themselves. He watched White people do dirty, cruel things
to their children and each other, and he stopped believing the Whites had anything to offer him.
After a while, he stopped believing in the White man's God, and in the pathetic, deluded man Jesus.
Ruth, in her turn, became weakened by the climate and her infections, the legacy of her former life as
a prostitute, and after a few years in the cold, unwelcoming Dominion, she died. She was buried away
from the White cemetary, in a separate place from them. Joseph snarled inside himself at the hypocrisy.
Nobody knew about Joseph. No-one did. No-one knew of his secret life, his own life, deep inside the
shell of a Christian he outwardly was: that of a disbelieving Man, not a Chinaman, as he was so often
called. He knew the White World was not the world of the Mission, and the Mission had lied, lied to
him, and his fury built. He prayed, still, but by now he prayed not for Salvation, but for escape,
retrubution, and revenge for having been fooled, lied to, and exploited.
Joseph had been aware of growing numbers of Chinese in the town and area for some time. There had
been Chinese in the city for many years; shopkeepers, laundrys, and the occasional apothecary. But the
new arrivals were different. They were tent-dwelling workers for lumber companies and railroads, and
at first while he had been hopeful of meeting other Chinese for friendship, this unrealistic notion was
soon discarded.
The White man, seizing on the presence of a Chinese Christian in his congregation, leaped at the
chance to proselytize and sent Joseph to preach to the camps. On his arrival, Joseph found the workers
totally unresponsive and uninterested. They were not educated, many of them had come from the land
to the south, a place they called Gold Mountain. They did not care at all for adopting a new religion
over their established beliefs, which to them were fine and perfectly sufficient.
In fact, Joseph’s experience with the Chinese had quite the opposite effect, as he learned some of the

ancient beliefs and the proper worship of gods, ancestors, and idols. He found none of it objectionable,
and while going through the motions of proclaiming the Word he did not truly care if a single one chose
to be Saved; in fact, if any had so he would have found them stupid. There was no advantage to be
gained from conversion in the White World.
Then, on a Winter morning, on his way to a shop on an errand, he found himself surrounded by White
men.
One of them shouted, “All Chinamen must go!”
The group grabbed him by his clothes and dragged him down the street, kicking and punching him.
He was terrified and tried to fight back, but found himself kicked and punched, to the point he got
afraid the men would kill him. His head and face poured blood down his crisp white shirt.
He was hauled to the dock, the same place where he'd arrived years earlier, and thrown to other White
men, who took hold of him like a sack of trash and tossed him into the deck of a ferry. When he landed
he found himself among Chinese. The entire craft was filled with them. They clutched sacks and bags,
bundles tied on the ends of poles; some held chickens or piglets. He recognized merchants and others,
Chinese who had lived in the town for years. They were being evicted from their homes; and so was
Joseph. When the White men threw off the lines and the ferry cast off, he went with the Chinese.
The ferry bounced and bobbed, while pain in his head and body tormented Joseph. A pair of the
refugees bound his head and sat him on a sack. He felt for the money he had placed in his pocket for
his shopping expedition. It was gone. He was penniless and unknown, on his own personal Exodus. He
looked over the people around him, and they regarded him curiously for the most part. Most took no
notice, rather sitting on their haunches in small groups, smoking or talking quietly, keeping their own
company. He was alone, isolated, assaulted as a Chinese yet apart from the race to which he supposedly
belonged.
He was in a form of limbo, purgatory. He was a sideshow freak, a creation of a deluded White man
and his misguided ideas of his Lord, neither one thing, nor another. He involuntarily spoke aloud, in
English, “I am a talking dog.”
No-one took any notice of his outburst.
On their arrival in a city named for a faraway queen, the human contents of the ferry emptied out
onto the wharf. Joseph recognized the name of the city, and knew of a Church somewhere in it; but he'd
never been to the place, and didn't know where it was.
He approached a Chinese merchant, asking, “Do you know the Mission here?” As soon as he asked
the question he knew how foolish it was to inquire of a Chinese the location of a White Man’s Church.
The man stared at him for a second or two, made a noise like “Aaah!” and turned on his heel, walking
away in disgust.
A White man in a suit stood on the wharf, at the edge of the disintegrating crowd. Joseph approached
him and asked again about the church.
The man jumped back as if stabbed and took on an expression of astonishment. “Why do you want to
know, Chink?”
Joseph asked again, and explained he was a Mission member. After a long period of obvious
hesitation, the man gave him rough directions. Locating the Mission took several hours of searching
and many fruitless inquiries of passers-by. The young man saw no other Chinese, only Whites and
some Blacks. He learned from his efforts to ask the Black men for assistance, as the others didn't help
at all, merely started in hostility at this freak of a Chinaman who spoke like a White man.
At nightfall he found the Mission at last, and was admitted with protestations of surprise, and alarm at
his bedraggled and bloodied appearance. One of the members hurriedly set out a scribbled letter in
pencil and ran to the docks, catching a mail packet to the Northerly city, advising the White man at his
Mission as to the location of his Chinese Child of Christ.

The process of returning to the White family took several days. During that time Joseph was
subjected to pleas by parishioners to leave the premises on grounds of deadly danger, the Christians
fearing violence from the less enlightened residents. The city was alive with hysteria and loathing of
the Celestials, as they were called in the Queen’s City.
Finally, passage was bought for the journey back, and the Mission was forced to choose an escort for
their unwanted Chinese 'brother.'
In the end, an elderly White woman accompanied Joseph on his return ferry ride, she in her Sunday
best, and he dressed in a smock and pantaloons. She was instructed to address him as a servant, for his
safety. For some reason the old woman seemed to find this all great sport.
She spent the day trip stomping the deck and half-singing, “Boy! Oh Chinee boy! Oh, it’s a wonder
what the Lord doth provide for us!” then rolling back in spasms of laughter.
Joseph was enraged, but smiled and nodded, as he had seen the other, natural Chinese do. He masked
his fury and nodded until he thought his head would fall off.
On that journey he resolved to leave the residences of the White Man, by any means he could
manage, any means whatever.
The Christian congregation was waiting on the wharf for them. When the old lady hauled over the
side to alight rather brightly on the wood of the port, he made an effort to help her, only to find the very
person of a Mission parishioner slap his hand away. Most of the parishioners of the Northern Mission
had not been advised of the ruse, he knew, and he realized with horror that in his clothing the Whites
didn't recognize him! Joseph resolved not to speak, as a test to see who among the Children of Christ
truly recognized him as a 'brother.'
The crowd gathered about the old White woman, who reveled in her celebrity, until one of the women
inquired, “And where is our Brother, Joseph?”
At this the old woman hopped over to Joseph and snatched his shirt, screaming, “Why your Brother is
right here!” and doubled over in hysterical laughing.
The parishioners then crowded around him, praying and shouting thanks to the Lord, and Joseph
smiled, a false smile, hating them all.
He dedicated his life to finding his escape, and he resolved, after months of thought, was to return to
his racial home. He remembered the Chinese Christians and their privileged position; he was aware of
abuses by that group, of their taking liberties with Confucian Law to better their own position,
hoodwinking their White protectors to build their own personal fortunes. He knew, too, of the
lamentations of the White Christians at the downfalls of their Celestial Children, their crying and
bewailing when one of their Flock strayed to the service of Mammon. Joseph remembered, too, that a
man who spoke both languages could make his fortune in his ancestral home, but not on the bloodied
and bigoted White man’s land.
To this end, he set his resolve to arrange a passage with a Mission society, ostensibly to see his
brother (of which little had been heard in the intervening years), but also for the opportunity to
accompany a shipping of Funds for the Missions.
He entered into prayer with the White Man and talked and pleaded (all in falsehood) with The Lord,
and finally came to the White man in his study and announced he had found his calling: to return, at
least on one journey, to determine whether his future path lay in the land of the Dominion, or in the old
and corrupt, and so needing of salvation, Nation.
To his outwardly somber acceptance, and to his secret delight, the White man agreed with this
assessment; and gave his blessing to his effort. The path to escape was clear.
The Mission spent some months, months that were for Joseph an intolerable torment, collecting
donations to send, and Joseph embarked for the land of the Celestials carrying the total of many
subscriptions from White Christians. He was almost delirious with excitement the day of his departure.
The ship, The Munificence, was interminably slow, and he chafed at the delay in escaping the land of

the White man. The money was burning a hole in his trunk, and it was doubly torturing as the Church
had sent others with him to proselytize in the hinterlands, a young White couple who shared the cabin
purchased for Joseph and his satchel of funds.
They were newly married, in that fashion so popular in the communities, and Joseph was infuriated,
on returning from stretching his legs, to continually find the cabin door blocked from the inside while
the couple exercised their marital contract with noisy groans and shouts.
After weeks of torment, the group arrived in Shanghai, finding a hastily-gathered gaggle from the
congregation rushing to greet them at the dock. This group Joseph found impossibly grasping.
One of the Whites attempted to snatch his satchel from him, exclaiming, “Have me that!” Joseph
protested with such vigor the matter was dropped, but not until he had been forced to claim kinship
with the pastor in the Dominion. He found this humiliating beyond description, but smiled and nodded,
certain of his coming freedom.
The greeting party repaired with their guests to a small building in the canton, immediately trying to
separate, again, Joseph from his cache of money, and telling him all Chinese stayed in a separate
dormitory. Joseph, thinking as well and as rapidly as he could, begged a short stay in a room in the
White quarters during the hours of daylight, pleading nausea and exhaustion. He knew he had no skills
of survival and success of escape without the money; and if he stayed among the Whites, it was
obvious his stake of funds would be confiscated, regardless of the desires of the benefactors in the
Dominion.
His dilemma was intense, and made him so worried he actually did feel sick. He felt such
nervousness and stress he honestly considered dropping his criminal scheme entirely, but dwelling on
injustices past fired him with renewed energy, fueled by venomous hatred.
He was able to seclude himself in a room in the White congregation's building, a bare place with a
rope bed and a single trunk. He sat on the bed, shaking with anticipation and confusion, so excited he
was almost insane. He suddenly realized he had no actual plans other than his journey and theft. His
thoughts had gotten him as far as the cell-like room he was in, and no further. The rest was a mystery
and an unknown, as terrifying as jumping off a cliff into a void. He didn't know what to do and tried
desperately to make his final decision.
Finally, he elected to take a page, as it were, from the Book of his hosts, and decided to risk all to
Fate, or God, or Whomever, and simply walk out of the building into the streets, and final escape. He
had a penetrating fear that if he walked out the door a White would catch him. Instead, listening
carefully, he opened the single window in the room, poked his head out, and looked around. Seeing noone, he took the satchel and jumped out into a grassy yard. He walked quickly across the greenscape to
a low wall. He used boyish skills and jumped over it, scrambling slightly, and landed on a deserted
walkway next to an equally deserted street.
All he knew was that he was somewhere in the city of Shanghai. He looked up at the sun, trying to
gauge North or South, was unable to, then simply made a more or less random choice of direction and
walked away with the Mission's money.

THE HELLS

One

The dragon was moving.
On the floor of a darkened room a man lay propped on pillows, one hand limply holding a longstemmed pipe. The only indication of his being alive were small puffs of lightly swirling smoke coming
from the corner of his mouth. The room, an opium den, was in the cellar of a narrow building. Around
the perimeter of the room were stacked bunks, three-high, of a crude design seen in ships and prisons; a
narrow stairway led up to a rickety door. On one wall was painted the portrait of a large, undulating
dragon.
The man knew it was alive. Each time his glassed eyes wandered from it, it moved, ever so slightly;
yet stopped when his gaze returned. Its eyes followed him when he was not looking. He knew it. He
hoped to catch it, its clever take on freeze, die, come to life, just out of his vision.
The game had gone on for some time.
He closed his eyes, hoping when he opened them the dragon would be caught, careless, smug,
mocking. His eyelids became heavy, so heavy; he was nodding off. This would not do. With a surge of
will he forced his eyes open, feeling sure the animal would be exercising its snakelike body. But that
wasn't the case. It was now obviously a lifeless, two-dimensional work, inept and coarse, something
that would be executed by an untrained yet enthusiastic peasant.
In front of the motionless and now-dim painting a man stood, shining dazzling white. The door had
been opened, and the angle of the sun flooded the stairwell and lit up the figure like a god, a prophet,
or…
The opium smoker asked, he felt politely, “Are you Saint George?”
“What?” The apparition swiveled and looked about its surroundings. “What?” It turned to face the
image of the dragon.
“Oh,” it said, and then, “I see.”
It laughed. “Saint George, the dragon slayer, hey?” It turned it's shining skull up the stairway, the
sunshine lighting it's white face like fire, or an electric light bulb, and shouted. More white figures of
shimmering brightness rattled down the stairs: one, two, three. They had spikes emerging from their
backs and jabbered in an ape-like talk, flat and grunting, with no inflections to the words. The first, and
by far the brightest, form, the one the man had called Saint George, turned to the prone opium smoker
again and shouted, “Are you Heng?”
This time the voice came through as if shouted down a tunnel, bouncing and echoing like a hail of
thrown stones, again in the monkey talk. And Heng recognized it as the language of the Englishman.
He replied, politely, “I am Heng.”
After hearing this answer, the white human-like thing pointed an arm at Heng's body, and grunted, in
his language, “Get him up.”
The white group advanced on the prone man, who initially rolled back in fear, but then recognized the
glowing simians as soldiers, or military of some kind; and the spikes on their backs as slung rifles,
muzzles up. This he found immensely reassuring: they weren't monsters, at least not of a supernatural
variety. Not like the dragon. He snuck a look at the dragon again: he was sure it had moved. The
painted parody of the real dragon stared back at him, laughing behind the flaking wall.
The soldiers grabbed him carefully, almost gingerly, but once secured, simply dragged him out of his
comfortable bunk, across the floor, and up the stairs, feet dragging carelessly with toes extended.
Outside, the light was dazzling, and Heng was blinded.
He heard, “Can you stand?” and then, “Let him go.” His legs failed and he fell in a heap. With a
muttering of the monkey chat the soldiers picked him up again and hauled him off, making two sinuous
trails in the dust of the lane with his shoe tips. The soldiers dragged Heng’s limp body through the
streets. His opium-addled perception was that of being lifted through a sea of clouds and dirt, floated
by moustachioed angels with guns. He raised his head once to see Saint George striding ahead,
swinging his arms broadly to and fro and chanting numbers.
The air swirled with stink and noise. Heng desperately wished to be back in the dark cocoon of the

den, safe and warm, with the poppy resin coating his lungs. Instead, he was dazzled in the sunlight,
thrust into a bright world of quaking sound and too much motion. He didn’t like it at all. Due to his
concentration on his own perceptions, he didn’t realize they’d reached a river wharf until the soldiers
dropped him on it. He rolled slightly and moved his head, and saw another Chinese man, sitting silently
on an adjacent boat and smoking a clay pipe.
The man nodded, and in Heng’s mind the man's head rose in the air some six feet over his body. The
delusion frightened him terribly: if it could happen to the other man it could happen to him as well. He
put his hands on the top of his skull to hold his head in place. The man’s body crawled or walked or
emanated towards him, the head reattaching to the body as he approached. The man, or the apparition
of the man, spoke.
He said, “They are taking our boat.”
Heng processed this bit of information for a while, mostly as he didn't recall having a boat at all, and
after floating above the river out of his body and watching the boat sprout wings and fly, surrounded by
rifle-toting angels, he closed his eyes.
“Let them,” he mumbled. How could it matter? His mind produced a picture of the man shrugging
and wandering into a boxlike housing on the boat.
He heard more monkey chat, the White men jabbering, and he was picked up by his wrists and ankles
and thrown through the air to land on a hard wood surface. Still keeping his eyes shut, Heng flowed his
body into the wood, and shortly recognized it as the deck of a boat. He willed the boat to move.
He was rewarded shortly by a whirring vibration shivering through the hull and deck, shaking his
brain. The boat was underway, and he smiled to himself at his success at moving the inanimate object
with his mind. Then he let his senses wander and fly.
Heng laid on the deck, dreaming the dreams of an opium haze.
After an eternity, he looked around with one eye closed. His perceptions seemed very acute, and he
was able to examine the craft he was on without moving. The boat was maybe thirty feet long and ten
feet wide. There was a box in the middle of it, and near the back another, lower box with a tall, small
diameter tube sticking out of it. Smoke was streaming out of the very tip, like a huge, cartoonish cigar.
He smiled at it, wondering where a boat would get the money to buy cigars.
White-clad men moved around in their monkey way, jabbering and gesturing. They were throwing
large bags on the boat's deck and patting them down with their hands. They appeared to be playing a
children's game. The box in the middle had a window in it, and through it he could see the other
Chinese man, staring out at him.
Heng looked around with his mind, and tried to feel which way the boat was moving, but couldn't
figure it out. It seemed to be moving both forward and backward at once. He was struck with a fear the
boat would stretch and break from the strain, and reached out his hands to grab at the deck, trying to
hold the two halves together. He knew he could do it: his strength had become superhuman, monstrous,
and his body swelled to at least a hundred times its normal size, and he was a giant, toying with the
boat like an overgrown boy.
He looked the toy boat over, turning it around in his gigantic hand, and saw a small, huddled man in
the the boat, trying to hold it together with puny hands. He burst out laughing at the ridiculous effort of
the antlike creature.
Then his mind went blank and he plummeted into the center of the earth, to wait for the End of Time.
The boat hovered above him, perched on the body of a giant, green-skinned dragon.
An eternity passed.
Heng came out of the earth, and Time hadn't ended at all; he could see the world as it usually
appeared. He found this deeply disappointing, and he sat up and looked around. He quickly felt the top
of his head, then let go; as his skull stayed put he decided it was safe again, and stood up to move
around the boat. He felt tiny.

In his previous, altered state he'd had no capacity to figure out anything around him, so the scene that
greeted him on the boat was certainly new. The craft was overrun with white-clad soldiers, and the boat
was in the huge, flowing river far from the town; at least no real signs of civilization were visible. Heng
wobbled on deck, and tried to count these strange additions to the usual crew of two, himself and the
other Chinese man. He was able to count six soldiers and the sergeant; and they were stationed in
various places, crouched in the gunwales, in the bow and stern, and in the center of the front deck
someone had built a horseshoe-shaped fort of filled hemp bags. In this two of the soldiers rested, rifles
extending from the ‘walls’. Bayonets poked off the muzzles of the guns, and as he walked past Heng
wondered how they thought those would be of use on a boat.
As he rounded a housing he bumped squarely into a white-clad chest. A booming, familiar voice
bellowed, “Our dissolute Chinaman!” The figure indulged in a huge intake of breath, and continued,
“All over with the opium pipe for today, eh?”
Heng mumbled and tried to pass the man, but was blocked.
The voice shouted, “You, boy, get in the wheelhouse and do your work as the captain, eh? Chopchop!” The white chest bashed him aside and stormed away. Heng remembered his name; it was Saint
George, the Slayer of Dragons.
Heng thought, very hard, trying to figure out where he was and what he was doing. After a time he
had a strong sense of having been in the exact duplicate of the situation before, sometime in the longdistant past. He blinked, and then his mind expanded and he knew everything. He was on his own
medium-sized steamboat, on the big river, and he was supposed to be piloting the boat himself. The
other Chinese man was his business partner.
Instead of going into the box, the wheelhouse, Heng crouched down, rested on his heels against it,
and looked out over the slowly passing earth.
Hills coated in dark green erupted from the river and towered over them. It was midday and the sun
was hot, making steam rise from the water, obscuring the lower edges of the hills and making them
appear as though they had risen from smoke. He realized he should find it beautiful in a sense, but all
he could think about was staying clear of the land, and in the middle of the river for safety.
He realized he had a question: why had the soldiers taken his boat? This wasn’t as bizarre as it might
seem. These things sometimes happened: Europeans were prone to simply taking what they wanted
when they wanted it; but why the the guns and sandbags? Heng didn't like it.
The presence of the soldiers disturbed Heng immensely.
He decided to talk to his partner, whose name he'd forgotten. This wasn't anything strange: it
happened every time he smoked opium. Too, the Chinese man who worked the boat with him had at
least four different names he used at different times, depending on the circumstances. Heng did too. He
stood up and walked into the pilot house.
In the housing he didn't say anything, just waited for the other man to turn around. When he did Heng
raised his eyebrows.
The other man whose name he'd forgotten shrugged his shoulders. “Go ask the White man,” he said,
in his heavy Northern accent. He turned back to look out over the river.
Heng turned, thinking, or trying to, and decided to not bother talking to the Whites. Instead he went
to the rectangular box that housed the engine and ducked inside to inspect that machine.
The boat whirred, vibrated, and sliced through the water.
From long experience Heng could feel every nail, bolt, and wooden board on the craft through his
feet and hands. It was like a wooden and metal shell around him, a shell that served as a larger body.
Combined with the hearing regarding the same craft he'd developed at the same time, he didn't have to
see anything on the boat to know how it was running. From these senses he knew the engine was
functioning perfectly; he was going in the housing to avoid the Whites and think.
The first thing he needed to do was remember the other man's name.
Inside the housing, among the rotating, reciprocating parts, watching the governor balls whirr in a

blur of motion, Heng allowed himself to be slightly hypnotized. It helped him to clear his mind and
allow his new location to filter in and occupy his reality. After a few minutes, he picked up a tin can
oiler off the floor and dripped a few squirts of dark, viscous liquid on various things, then put it back,
motioning at it to make it stay. He'd remembered the other man's name, and that was enough for now.
Then Heng sat and watched the engine run.
The connecting rods pumped up and down, reciprocating and making a familiar swooshing noise as
the finely turned and machined shapes disturbed the air. He visually inspected the device brought from
faraway, packaged and floated across oceans to power the boat he piloted. Small letters and words were
engraved on parts of it, and an oval brass plate on a support declared the provenance of its maker.
He watched the flywheel spin, and carefully fingered the lever for the reversing mechanism, thinking.
Elegant lengths of tubing flew in tangles around the forward end of the engine, feeding water, steam
and condensation from one place to another. The heat from the barrel-shaped boiler on the outside of
the housing baked the side of Heng's face, and he mentally glanced at the firebox. He knew he should
shovel coal into the box beneath the boiler and keep it properly fired.
Instead he inspected gauges positioned on the tubing, more as a pastime than anything else. He didn't
really need the gauges to know what his engine was doing. It had become a part of him, practically an
appendage, or maybe a completely separate body that he sometimes inhabited. The machine had a soul,
he knew; it lived. He knew so because when he was in his opium hazes the machine revealed its real
identity and became alive. It couldn't speak, but it didn't have to: it could think, after a fashion, and it
was a simple matter to communicate back and forth.
Heng knew if anything went wrong with the engine it would tell him.
The engine, the living thing, was about four feet long and two feet wide; it rose to a height of perhaps
three feet. It was deceptively simple in appearance. The bottom part of it had a large, long, crankshaft
from which rods rose up, ending in cylindrical pistons that moved in and out of several can-shaped
bores. Inserted into each can were copper pipes connected with brass fittings. These were the conduits
for the steam. On them were a collection of round gauges and levers, various shutoffs, constrictors, and
measuring devices. He knew the function of all of them and didn't much more than glance, although
reflexively he tapped each gauge in an established pattern, making sure none were stuck.
Heng watched in his mind the steam flowing through the piping; he mentally tracked it back, along
the tangle of pipes and fittings, to the boiler outside the housing. Closing his eyes, he pictured the
boiler: it looked like a simple barrel perched on a round burner. The burner was the firebox that heated
the barrel of water. The barrel was surrounded as well with piping and brass fittings, many of which
had been repaired and sealed with questionable skill by provincial blacksmiths. Heng's mind traveled
along each line and pipe, inspecting and fondling.
Then he opened his eyes and watched the engine whir. The crankshaft extended out the back of the
engine, pointing towards the back of the boat; off the very end of the crankshaft was a large, thick disk.
It looked like a small millstone, but it was the flywheel, the solid, simple, yet impeccably machined
piece that kept the engine always in motion. The crankshaft was eventually connected to a propeller
shaft: this he couldn't see, in fact rarely did, but he knew it was there. In between the two shafts, the
crank- and propeller-, there was an odd-looking device, a series of confusing gears and levers that
allowed Heng to reverse the rotation of the propeller and make the boat go backwards.
He looked at the reversing device, invented by a Scotsman from across several seas. He reached over
and fingered a lever on it, and considered reversing the boat. He could lie to the White men that his
boat was broken. He considered carefully. Finally he decided to forget it and let the Whites do what
they wanted: they didn't value Chinese life, and he knew if they found him lying they would beat, stab,
or kill him.
He sat and listened, and finally decided to toss some more coal into the firebox. He nodded to the
machine and left the engine housing, bowing slightly in a gesture of respect and retreating backwards.
He half-crawled out the hatch and stood on the deck, swiveling his head to look out over the landscape.

On the deck the high-set sun hit him; it was hot. When he looked up at the sky, he worked on melding
the previous reality of the opium world with the present. After a while he felt satisfied, or reasonably
so.
On both sides the river swept out, into the diminishing bands of dense fog, a strip of solid white that
hid the banks of land on either side. Above that dark green hills thrust upward, mounding like lush,
vegetation-covered breasts of Earth. Ripples swooned around them in the water, and weirdly there was
no other traffic, nothing. The emptiness was unsettling. They were quite alone, whirring slowly
upstream in the liquid highway of the Big River.
Heng went to the boiler and after opening a small door in the base of the firebox, shoveled a few
scoopfuls of coal in. It seemed enough. He looked over the gauges attached to the boiler, checking, and
tapped a few things with the heel of his hand. He was by himself at the back of the boat; all the Whites
were at the front, watching the river ahead. He decided to avoid the White soldiers as long as possible.
He wondered what they wanted with his boat; he assumed they simply wanted a free ride upriver. But
for what? There were no forts or anything upriver.
“What do these barbarians want?” Heng said, accidentally out loud. He looked around in a stab of
anxiety. No-one was there.
Heng hovered around at the back of the boat, vaguely watching the water and trying to catch
evidence of movement or human existence out his peripheral vision. There was nothing, and that
disturbed him even more than the presence of the White men. If the world had anything, it was mobs of
people; it was impossible to go more than a few minutes without seeing another human, and here they
were, steaming on the river, completely alone. It was unusual to the point of being eerie.
He had remembered the other man's name, his mate, his business partner. That man, being Northern,
didn't talk much; he was raised to be far more introverted than Heng. The man communicated mostly in
shrugs, smiles, and eyebrow twitches.
Heng looked over the engine housing past the pilot house, and could see the White leader, Saint
George, standing in the very prow of the boat, arms clasped behind his back, watching and immobile.
The other Whites sat or crouched on the deck, rifles held out or up, bayonets fixed, making the boat
resemble a porcupine suffering from some form of baldness.
An hour or so went by, until finally Heng saw something emerge from the water, a fair distance away
near the facing bank, in a shallow part of the big River. It stood upright, and he knew it was a man. As
Heng looked, the man gave the impression of walking on the water. He moved on the surface, and
raised and lowered a long, slender stick, seemingly waving it rhythmically, like waving a flag.
Squinting to get a better look, Heng saw the man was actually standing on a long, narrow raft, which
was nearly submerged below the river’s surface. The man balanced with expert skill, and the flagwaving motion was him digging the pole into the riverbed and pushing himself along.
Heng’s eyes adjusted to the distance, and within a few moments he could see the man looking straight
back at him. The man stopped his efforts and stared at Heng, meeting him with his eyes. The raftsman
was clothed in nothing more than swatch of fabric wound around his crotch and hips, and his body
shined with sweat. Heng broke away and glanced down at himself and at his vaguely Western clothing,
the shirt and trousers he wore out of habit of dealing with Europeans and Whites, struck for some
reason by the contrast between himself and this total, unknown stranger. When Heng looked back up,
the man had disappeared.
Straining, Heng hunted visually for a sign of the lost raftsman, growing alarmed for no real reason he
could have articulated to anyone. As he carefully scanned the bank a voice startled him.
“What are you looking at?”
When Heng turned he found one of the White soldiers at his left elbow; the man was gazing intently
in the direction of the bank and clutching his rifle. Heng said, “Nothing. I thought I saw something, but
it’s nothing.”

He returned to watching the surface of the river, the image of the now-vanished raftsman sticking in
his mind, and he found the disappearance far more disturbing than he would have under other
circumstances.
The boat whirred through the landscape, thrusting, green-clad and sharp-tipped hills hundreds of feet
high. At the base of the hills, fist-like bursts of stone, broken and cracked in irregular checkerboard
patterns, tumbled into the water. Small, rounded shrubs clutched to the rocks, their dark color
contrasting with the slightly brighter green of the river.
Slicing up from the river, white slashes of foot trails cut across the hills, and on certain points of these
tiny huts could just be made out. Usually these trails would be crammed with people; men and women
bearing yokes across their shoulders, enormous baskets dangling in balance on the ends; wheelbarrows
of varying and sometimes elaborate design, heaped high with livestock, bags, and burdens; sedan chairs
carried by brightly-clothed servants.
Now the trails were completely empty.
Far above the paths, on a green peak, Heng could see an pillar, or a post, on the very summit, looking
for all the world like a partly-driven nail.
He closed his eyes and daydreamed.
Around mid-day Heng elected to confront Saint George.
He knew they had a limited amount of coal to fire the boiler for the steam engine, coal the Whites
were quickly using up in driving upstream against the current. Watching the river flow, Heng knew they
had the rest of the day to burn up their fuel, and that was it; after that they would be done. The boat
simply wouldn't carry enough fuel for more than a day. He inhaled and exhaled, thinking and figuring.
He and his partner never, ever went anywhere without business to engage; fuel was simply too
expensive. He was certain the Whites had no idea how much of his money they were pushing out in
clouds from the stack. He was just as certain they didn't care. That would have to be addressed.
Heng looked out over the boat, watching, examining Saint George from a safe distance, planning his
approach. Saint George was tall, red-faced and, by Chinese standards, very fat. White people would
call him muscular, or husky, but to a Chinese he was fat. A wide, sweeping mustache smeared across
his upper lip. He looked smug, superior, dictatorial. He looked the very picture of an arrogant White
man. Heng considered his options, which were to either pretend to be ignorant and groveling, or to try
to assert what he knew to be his better knowledge of the boat, the river, and their situation. The first he
found too humiliating, and he'd already thrown it away by speaking good English while under the
influence of opium; the second wouldn't work because he wasn't White. Neither option appealed to
him.
Heng hated White men.
Finally, he walked up along the deck to Saint George and said, “Hey!”
Saint George swiveled his head to regard Heng. “What do you want, boy?”
Heng felt himself flare in anger at the term, but as all Chinese did with Whites, he kept his face
totally impassive. He said, in his perfect English, “This boat doesn't run on air. It will need more coal at
the end of the day. You'll have to stop and buy some.”
Saint George flinched at the English, and Heng secretly exulted in his ability to confuse and disturb
the Whites. He found perverse pleasure in his hidden power over them through their language. He
waited for the inevitable question of why he spoke perfect English, but it didn't come. He suppressed
his disappointment.
The White leader turned away, stiff and straight; he said, “Stop wherever you need and take on
whatever you need.”
Heng stood behind the man for a while; he eventually realized he'd been summarily dismissed. He
wanted to ask who was going to pay for coal, but decided to let that issue lie for the time being.
Shrugging, he walked past the horseshoe of sandbags. A lounging, White-clad soldier stared at him, and

as he passed the soldier poked his razor sharp bayonet at him and laughed. Heng flinched, then laughed
back, seething inside himself with pulsating fury at the insult.
In the pilot house he exchanged expressions with the other Chinese man, whose name, he knew, was
Ye.
Ye shrugged, indifferent. Nothing ever bothered Ye.
Heng walked to the aft deck and felt the air; he kicked against a canvas pile, turning his back to the
body of the boat. While they were steaming upriver, the wind was at their stern, and he could rig up a
sail to save fuel. He busied himself for a little while inserting bamboo sticks in various places to make a
frame, then roped canvas pieces to them, making a billowing shape. The end result pleased him; it
seemed artistic. After a few minutes he realized the wind was stronger than he'd thought, and pushing
them along nicely. He wandered over and released steam from the boiler, which quieted even the
whirring of the engine. The result was surprising quiet; the only noises were the sound of the waving
sail, and the murmur of water behind the boat.
Heng crouched down and gazed over the stern of the boat. On this stretch of river the banks were
different in character. He looked to his right, which was, he thought idly, the 'port' side and therefore
left. The right, 'starboard', had become left, the left, right; the small conundrum made him grin in wry
appreciation.
On Heng’s right, the bank burst from the river in great, squat globs of light-colored stone that looked
like bread dough before kneading. With no transition, the bank then shot straight up in an imposing,
unbroken barrier of grey, striped stone. The natural wall was stark and intimidating, without even a hint
of vegetation to soften its appearance.
On the other side, in lush contrast to the inhuman fortress across from it, the bank flowed softly from
the edge of the river in a gentle, reluctant emergence, glowing green and red in a profusion of plant life.
Small flowers topped long stems of green, tiny in themselves but massed like an army of dancers,
rippling in the breeze and undulating exultantly. Past the gathering of living flowers the land rose in
lush carpets of crops, flowing, rising and descending as far as a man could see.
On the land small fruit trees and little bushes popped up from the luxurious carpet of growth, and
square blocks of blackish-brown oxen wandered through water-filled fields. Here and there the white
walls of houses sat delicately in the landscape. There were no people in view at all.
Heng watched the bucolic scene until it passed from view around a new bend in the river, until the
only evidence of its existence was the smell, the odor of flowers, lavender, and a touch of earthy
manure. After a while even the smell was gone, and when it vanished completely, Heng stood up and
walked to the wheelhouse.
The sun was going down. Heng tried to gauge where they were, and he had to make decisions about
when to take down the sail, where to get more coal, and how to broach the subject of money with Saint
George.
Ye slouched against the wheel, lounging. Along with never having any visible extremes of emotion,
or having any episodes of frantic energy, he never seemed to get tired. Heng stood, watching out the
housing at the soldiers and Saint George. A few of the soldiers were playing cards; the others were
holding their rifles and watching the front and sides of the river. Saint George was, of course, standing
motionless in the prow, hands behind his back. Heng noticed for the first time he carried a pistol in a
shiny black holster.
It occurred to him the Whites might not realize that he and Ye also had weapons on the boat; he
thought for a while, then decided to save that knowledge for future use. There was no use at all in
showing the Whites anything they didn't find for themselves.
Heng walked back and spent some time removing the sail arrangement. The breeze was dying down,
and it was useless. He threw a shovelful of coal into the firebox, fiddled with the gauges, and went to
adjust the engine. While in the housing he checked an oblong oil-cloth package set in a shelf. It held the
guns they carried for defense against pirates and bandits. He patted it, bowed to the engine, and went

out onto the deck.
The setting sun was a glowing ball and very pretty, like a fine Christmas ornament. Heng admired it.
He knew Ye sometimes bowed to and worshiped the sun, among other weird religious practices from
his distant Northern home. Sometimes Heng could see the point of it; he felt somewhat the same way
about the steam engine, the living thing that he knew wasn't truly alive in any organic sense.
The air turned grey with dusk, and Heng knew they'd have to stop soon, and anchor somewhere. He
figured, carefully, and decided to tell the Whites to not try reaching the next town, for safety. It was
never wise to travel on the river in the dark. He walked forward, to Saint George, this time watching for
the soldier who had poked at him earlier. He couldn't make out which one it was: Whites looked alike.
The sun was nearly all the way down; beaming sideways at a low angle. Because of that the sky
above them was light, but they were in near darkness on the river itself. The contrast made it difficult to
see.
They were still steaming ahead, but more slowly than earlier, when a soldier called out an
unintelligible warning. There was something in the water, moving downstream towards them. It was
flickering, a floating lantern.
Heng immediately thought of explosives or an incendiary, sent by pirates or some other form of water
robber; these kinds of things were common on the river in the more desolate places, set out as mines
and ambushes. Some gangs even had old cannons mounted on their boats, and would come out to blast
travelers, to kill and steal. Heng walked, crouching, past the pilot house, thinking of warning the
Whites about the possibility of a trap.
The soldiers quickly lined the sides of the boat, bayonets sticking out, and he heard the clatter of
rifles.
Saint George murmured some sort of order, and two of the soldiers crab-walked to the port side of the
boat; as they did Heng could see what the object was: a small, circular shape, floating high on the water
towards them. There was a stick or something sticking out of it, like a small flag-pole, and on the top of
the stick was some sort of lantern and a cross-brace. It didn't look like a bomb or incendiary.
Saint George walked to the pilot house and said, “Stop,” to Ye.
Ye nodded and waved at Heng.
Heng ducked into the engine housing, into a darkness that forced him to feel and hear his way and
swung the lever for the reversing gear, the Scottish instrument from a world away. He reversed, felt the
boat slow, then slightly go backwards; he disengaged the drive completely, letting the crankshaft spin
alone. Heng came back out onto the deck, and Ye brought the boat around, slowly whirling the wheel,
changing course. The soldiers positioned themselves for grabbing the round thing.
When the boat got closer the thing was more visible; it was a kind of bowl-shaped coracle, spinning
slowly, and it gleamed white inside, like a bowl of bread covered with a napkin. A soldier reached out
with his bayonet, and as the boat got next to it he snagged the coracle with the blade.
The stick had a crude crosspiece and a paper lantern dangling from it. The lantern had markings on it,
Chinese characters. Heng couldn't make them out: his ability to read Chinese was limited. He looked at
Le: Le was squinting at the lantern. After a moment Le shrugged his shoulders and made a mild
snarling sound. He turned away.
A soldier pulled the coracle to the side of the boat, yanking and tugging, and as the coracle almost
tipped, it looked like he’d hooked not the edge of the craft, but the contents inside it. Another soldier
reached out, grabbed the rim with his own bayonet, and drew it closer; when he did it, the blade shot
up, ripping the white smear out of the coracle and revealing a dark lump. The white smear had been a
sheet.
Heng squinted, and realized what was in the coracle. He thought about telling the White man to shove
the coracle back into the river, but decided against it. They should see.
One of the soldiers set his rifle down and pawed at the lump, then grunted and jumped back.

He said, loudly, “Jesus Christ!”
The other soldiers rushed over, and Heng mentally noted their brief indiscipline without their leader.
One of the soldiers whispered, “It’s a- what the hell is it?”
Heng could see clearly now. The coracle held the jumbled remains of a butchered and disemboweled
human, the limbs and appendages severed, guts and internals in a pile, dumped in the coracle. It was a
bowl of body parts floating down the Big River in the dark.
A soldier said, “For God’s sake!”
Saint George spoke. He said, “Quit your crying, molly, you never seen a dead man before? Shut up
and find the poor bastard’s head. See if he's a White man.”
Heng wondered at the comment about White men; it was unexpected and made him apprehensive.
The soldiers hesitated, then commenced to poking and prodding the contents of the basket with their
bayonets, and they looked startlingly like someone cooking a stew. Heng laughed to himself: the
Whites looked like cartoon cannibals. A motion startled him, and he turned to see Ye walking to the
scene.
Ye bent over the short rail and reached at the pile. He retrieved a shapeless blob, and Heng recognized
it as a wild-haired head.
Ye turned the head, glanced up and down, commented, “Chinese,” and tossed it back into the stewpot coracle. Then he rummaged a little in the coracle, seemingly interested in something; he brought his
hand out and rinsed it off in the river water. He straightened on the deck and said, in his Northern
language, “Shove it away. We don’t need that kind of bad luck.”
Saint George walked with his usual purposeful motion to Ye. He pointed at the coracle of stew pot
body, and asked, “What is that all about?”
Ye shrugged and walked away from him, back to the wheelhouse. He stopped and said to Heng, “It’s
a Christian.” He opened his hand and displayed a necklace, a cheaply made crucifix. He put the piece
of jewelry in his pocket. He said, “They cut him up and cursed him.”
Saint George demanded, “What did he say?”
Heng said, “It's the body of a Christian. He's been chopped up.” He looked out over the darkened sky.
He said, “Get rid of it. It's bad luck. Shove it away.”
Saint George hesitated. Then he raised his voice, to Heng's alarm: sound traveled far on the river, and
as quiet as it was he could likely be heard for miles. If there were pirates or bandits out they'd hear him
with no problem at all.
Saint George said, extremely loudly, “Men, let's allow this man a water burial; we simply haven't any
way to bury him properly.” He walked to the two soldiers holding the coracle against the wooden
boards of Heng's boat. He rested a hand on one of the men's shoulders and said, again, frighteningly
loudly, “Let the poor soul go.” He muttered, under his breath, “He was probably a Popish idolator
anyway.”
The soldiers threw the white sheet back over the body parts, then pushed the coracle off. The round
bowl floated away, bobbing into the darkness with the mortal remains of the Christian. The lantern
stayed burning, a dot bobbing on the surface of the river, until it shrank to a pinpoint; then it vanished.
Heng was unsettled and uncertain about what, exactly, the body meant. It wasn't uncommon to see or
find bodies in and around the river; that was nothing special. But murderers hid their bodies; if the
Christian hadn't been killed by bandits or pirates he would probably have been killed for his religion.
Riots and disorders against the Whites and their Christian followers were common in China, touched
off usually by ignorant Christians desecrating cemeteries, baptizing criminals, and generally
obstructing the usual course of law and belief. The episodes were usually limited to individual towns,
and always resulted in violent White retribution. Because of that, people participating in them tried to
hide what they'd done afterward. That whoever killed the Christian floated the body downriver to be
seen and found, was very, very unusual. Heng didn't like it at all.
The sun went completely down.

Heng knew they should anchor and wait for daylight. The river was extremely dangerous in the dark.
He also knew if he allowed the steam to go down in the boiler, they would burn too much coal getting
the boiler fired again; he would have to stoke the boiler all night.
He said, “Throw out anchors.” Ye shrugged, the infuriating shrug again, and didn't move. Heng
waited, then recognized he would have to throw them out himself. He swore under his breath at Ye, and
walked to the white figure of Saint George.
He said, “We're anchoring,” then walked away to keep an eye on the firebox and the boiler. He waited
for Saint George to say something, but he didn't. Heng tossed three carved stone anchors out and stood,
thinking and figuring.
The boat was empty of any real cargo, and they sat high in the water. With the steam engine, rather
than sails or rowers, they had no need of wind or other people, only coal and clean water for the boiler.
But now they had to wait for the next day, and Heng was unsure now about what that was going to
bring. He stood motionless in sudden confusion. Heng felt Ye looking at him, carefully and
deliberately. Darkness enveloped the river.
Heng watched the firebox for a while, then told Ye to take over so he could get some sleep. Heng
moved to the back of the boat, to lay down under a stretch of canvas. The days were getting hotter and
hotter, but the nights were still chilly. Heng felt the boat bob in the darkness, watching with anxiety for
lights and lanterns, sights which would usually be normal and expected but now were completely
absent. Except for the passengers on the boat, the only people he'd seen since leaving the town were the
mysterious man on the raft, and the dead body.
Mentally he gauged when the boiler would need refilling with water, thinking about an elaborate
mechanical hand pump mounted on the deck, and a canvas hose wrapped in a roll in a tin box. The
thoughts occupied him, and as the night wore on other thoughts, memories and visions, warped and
wandered through his mind, until he finally fell asleep.

Two

He was on the edge of the small stream in the Dominion, sneaking through the bushes and tall grass,
creeping up to the bank, slowly moving on his elbows and knees, trying desperately to not make
movement or noise. Many people here had an irrational fear of animals, and there was constant talk of
wolves and other almost mythical beasts. His shirt was too loose, and twice he had to disengage threads
from short thorns and other grasping impediments. His trouser knees got soiled, and he stopped,
thinking, trying to construct a viable lie as to how he came to dirty himself. He decided on a wild tale
of being overwhelmed by the beauty of God's creation and dropping to his knees to pray. He knew
they'd believe him. They thought he was stupid and devout. A thin boil of rage erupted into his chest,
and he was forced to wait for it to subside so as to clear his thoughts and vision. A trilling sound
reached him, and in the remembering of his goal he found purpose, and his resolve returned.
The light laughter and splashing wafted on the still, hot, baking-oven air, and the sun's heat on the
cloth of his trouser seat compelled him to move. Sliding, lifting, and dragging his slight body through
the greenery he approached the stream, following the sound. He hoped it didn't move along and foil his
plan.
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he reached the very edge of the bank; as he did a small, greenstriped snake whirled and whipped across his path, and he almost panicked, but forced himself to a
state of relative calm, and then his ultimate end was in his sight.
The girls were naked. He knew it; they'd paid no attention when he listened to their talk, thinking him
simple, and now he had turned their dismissive rambles to his advantage.
There were four of them, splashing and gamboling in the water, clear, white skin shining like sword
blades in the light. They looked like angels, dazzling and beautiful. He froze solid and watched,
keeping his eyes fixed on a spot slightly to the side of the tableau, fearing the sixth sense possessed by
humans of knowing when they are watched, but clearly seeing everything. Two of the girls, a daughter
and niece of the visiting preacher, had brilliant blonde hair, long and glistening like gold, flowing in the
sunlight and caressing air; and he broke his concentration on the sidelong focal point long enough to
note the tufts of hair at the juncture of their legs and the swell of breasts that shook and moved in
graceful motion. The other two were darker-complected, but still very stark, and one had hair almost
black, a dark slashing mark that drained down the small of her back to round buttocks and well-set
legs; when she turned a perfect triangle signified the promise of male ecstasy. He looked too long at the
thrusting, rose-colored nipples at the very tips of her goblet-shaped breasts, and had to force himself to
turn away for a moment, overwhelmed.
They were so unearthly beautiful it pained him, knowing the promise they held would never, ever
come to him, and as the disappointment and longing flowed into him it hardened into anger and
resentment, the familiar companion he lived with always, and a devilish hate writhed inside him. The
fury had an unexpected physical effect: as he watched the angelic nudes frolic a new and coarse sexual
force made him harden, and he made the decision to transgress and abuse himself. He pulled his penis
from his trousers and rubbed with his hand, watching the girls the entire time, and within a minute a
new and vulgar emission popped like pus from a boil into his boyish hand.
He immediately felt dazed and defeated, a sensation he didn't at all care for, almost a depression, and
for a brief second he wondered if this was the feeling of alienation from God as the preachers
described. He decided that was nonsense and foolishness of the White Man and steeled his heart.
In agonizing slowness, to escape detection, he crawled backwards away from the bank of the stream,
returning to his life and his outrageous falsehood.
Heng woke up under a canvas sheet and looked out. It was getting light.
The morning crept up from the surface of the river, climbing to manifest itself in a glowing blanket
that covered the dark water. The light seemed to rise from the river, from below, rather than in the usual
way of appearing from the sky, which itself was unseen and invisible. The boat floated in a boundless
and directionless fog, suspended in a substance neither solid, not liquid, or even air, but a mixture of all

three.
The atmosphere was so humid it was difficult to breathe properly, and the feeling upon inhaling was
that of drinking in frothed, tasteless milk. Heng’s chest heaved and sucked with the effort of staying
alive in the soup.
As the boat continued to drift, Heng rummaged around him in a pile of rope and canvas, produced a
thick cutoff stick wrapped with coarse cord, and walked to the stern soundlessly in bare feet. He
unwrapped the cord carefully, revealing a portion of the stick to be a heavy weight, and dangled it into
the water, testing for depth. The range of visibility was so short it was impossible to watch for
disturbances in the water, the usual indications of submerged dangers.
A low, dark shape appeared on the port side of the steamboat, with small indications of movement in
the center of the blob; it was a junk, drifting, like them, noiselessly and randomly. The boats moved
closer to each other; it was impossible to tell if one boat or the other was approaching, the other
retreating, or if the viscous world in which they floated was contracting, and pressing them together.
Heng watched the movements carefully, focusing his vision on a point away from the movement,
trying to catch the intent in his peripheral sight. As they floated closer still he saw what the movement
was: a plainly dressed woman, with a round, blank face, was dangling a small child over the edge of the
boat. The child was naked from the waist down, and as Heng watched, it defecated into the water with
an audible splashing sound.
The boats began drifting past each other, and as they did the atmosphere suddenly became brighter, as
if the world had turned up a lamp wick. Heng looked up without thinking; he knew what had happened:
the sun had crested the hills surrounding them and was burning off the morning fog. It was about to
become full daylight.
The woman brought the child inboard her draft and, never once looking up at the neighboring craft,
pulled a set of trousers on the boy and disappeared into the cabin.
Heng dropped the weight into the water, feeding out line; the water was deep and they were safe.
Then the fog dissipated with no warning, rushing into the air and disappearing so rapidly it seemed as
though it should make a roaring sound; but there was no noise, and as the murk disappeared, tall, stark
cliffs of grey and brown stepped into view on the banks, towering over the river, making their daily,
reluctant way for the dominance of the sun. The other craft had disappeared completely.
There was a clattering at the prow of the boat; the soldiers were raising themselves. It was the second
day on the Big River.
Heng padded along the boat decking, noting soldiers scattered around. As he approached the pilot
house, one of the soldiers appeared from under a piece of canvas, and stared at him. The White man’s
eyes bored through him, and Heng turned away.
He recognized where they were; he knew this stretch of the river. Ahead was a quiet village. It always
had a few skinny animals to purchase, a flimsy-looking (yet strong) extension of wharf, built of
bamboo, fingering out, to which a boat could be tied; and other boats tied and anchored about the area,
festooned with branches, strings of fish, birds, and the occasional watching dog. They needed coal, and
he would have to put on his sandals and go to the merchant house he knew. Saint George appeared
beside him, softly combing his mustache with a small tool.
Le was sleeping in the pilot house, slouched in a corner. He had one hand stuffed down his pants
and the other resting behind his neck. Heng knew not to touch him: the man would sometimes explode
into thrashing violence when woken up unexpectedly. Heng kicked the wall, keeping a safe distance.
Le twitched, then opened his eyes fully and stood up, putting his hands down at his sides. He looked
out over the river, and said the name of the nearby village.
Le tapped the wheel, indicating for Heng to take control, and walked out onto the deck.
Within a few minutes the anchors were up and the boiler was fully fired again; the pressure had
stayed up overnight.

Saint George placed himself at the prow of the boat again, gleaming in the new sun like some
luminous figurehead, bowl-shaped helmet shining. The soldiers occupied themselves with dark,
unpleasant-looking biscuits and a bottle of something that had to be alcoholic; they shaved their faces.
When they were almost done, Saint George called out an order, and to Heng's shock Saint George did
an inspection of the men's uniforms and weapons. It was if they were on a parade ground instead of a
rocking boat on the Big River.
Le appeared at the pilot house doorway and smiled broadly. He was amused. He handed Heng a
steaming ball of rice, packed like a toy ball, then returned aft.
The boat smoothly moved ahead, pushing through the water, making a vee behind them.
It didn't take long for the landscape to shift and change.
They approached a wide bend in the river, and the main concern became one of depth; the turns and
twists always concealed submerged dangers.
On the port side of the boat appeared an extensive gravel bar of river rock, and on the surface, which
provided a natural version of a cobblestone plaza, several boats were rolled on their sides for
maintenance, with small fires next to them and short work tables littered with tools. Men stripped to
loincloths in the heat scraped, hammered, and applied materials to the all-important hulls of their
livelihoods, so intent on their work not a single one acknowledged the passing boat or even glanced up.
The boats, some placed in scrapwood cradles on their sides, some turned completely turtle, variously
gleamed, smoked, and appeared bright in yellow, ochre, and other colors as the men completed the
steps of repairs. A trail of bearers carrying large, fluted baskets outfitted with shoulder straps moved
steadily from the boats to an unseen point in the uninhabited, overgrown banks.
One man stood out in his unhurried industry: a short, sweating soul laboring over a crossbuck
cradling a center beam, ripping the beam lengthwise, swinging a tool made of a tensioned length of
bamboo outfitted with a saw blade in the nature of a musical bow. His concentrated, deliberate efforts
threw strange vibrating sounds echoing off the surrounding banks, reverberating, not loud but audible.
The sound followed the boat as the graveled bar vanished at the bow of the boat, until the only
evidence of the workplace were small, barely visible wisps of smoke from the fires.
Heng was reassured to see human beings; but was honestly unnerved by the fact they'd steamed by
with no acknowledgment from the grouping; it was as if they were invisible. The steamboat often
brought inquisitive behavior from people, especially Chinese. This time it was is if they were shrouded,
or watching through a window from an unseen house.
He felt voyeuristic, a hidden man watching a world from another existence. He felt a sudden stab of
uncontrollable anger. It came from nowhere, and he didn't know how to cope with it; he was suddenly
shaking with rage, and for no reason at all.
Heng had the sudden thought he needed a woman.
He remembered, years ago, when they stopped on the river, nothing around, not even a wharf, and Le
shouted out to the banks; in a few minutes a very young and pretty girl swam out to the boat, stark
naked, holding a small bundle on her head. On the crude deck boards she presented herself on all fours,
like a goat or other animal, and Heng used her. Le sat on the deck, watching with mild interest,
smoking a hand-rolled cigar, tobacco mixed with opium. When Heng was done the girl stood up, took a
small fistful of coins from Le, packaged the money on the bundle on her head, jumped over the side,
and swam back to the shore. Heng watched her pale, shiny body emerge from the water at the shoreline
like a nymph, her rear and back flashing against the dark of the riverbank, until her clothes went on and
she disappeared.
“I like women,” he told Le, who shrugged and inhaled on his smoke. Heng remembered Le had told
him, “For children, a woman; for pleasure, a boy; for the best, the very best of all, a she-goat.”
They ran the Big River and its tributaries together, carrying cargoes. Le did most of the bargaining,

and Heng knew at least half of the bulk was contraband of guns, drugs, and sometimes people, usually
women from the country.
Once they looked in a single heavy bundle, about six feet long and 3 feet square, and found brandnew German rifles. Those kinds of cargoes were commonly picked up by collections of hard-eyed men
with expressionless faces, who handed over money without speaking at all.
Once, in a gather of young girls with hopeless faces, there had been one of astounding beauty and
figure, with bound feet of delicate proportions. It had been all Heng could to keep himself off of her.
The men who picked the group up took her to the bow of the boat and all took her, one after another,
until she lay in a heap on the deck. They hauled her off like a bundle of rags, tiny feet dragging in the
dirt, the other girls despondently following, some weeping, some stone-faced.
The day passed slowly, and time seemed to dawdle, as if Time Itself had laid under a tree, folded it's
hands, and taken a nap. Each moment slouched towards the next, lurching into the future with no sense
of urgency or even interest. Heng felt the men on the boat were stuck, trapped by an obstruction, a
slow-moving vehicle on a narrow road that just happened to be Time. He wondered what he could do to
frighten or energize Time into moving faster.
There was nothing. All he could do was stand behind it, exasperated with impatience, while the sun
oozed across the sky and the day moved along in the most desultory way imaginable. Le was not
bothered at all: he alternately sat, laid, stood, and crouched on the deck, watching the Big River and
occasionally smoking his pipe.
Le knew what Heng didn't: the worst curse of all was to wish on someone that they live in interesting
times; and a day like that one, an ambling, lazy, glacial day, was the best of all for it's very lack of
excitement or seeming progress. It was what made Le casually clear his mind and smoke his pipe.
A bizarre, pink, tube-shaped creature jumped out of the water and slipped directly back in, chirping
like some demented bird. The soldiers started, and one of them apprehensively leveled his rifle at the
swirl of foam and bubbles. Saint George swiveled his torso to look, then swiveled back, uninterested in
something that didn't fit with his normal view of reality.
Heng heard Le mutter appreciatively, “Dolphin.” It had been a river dolphin, the first Heng had ever
seen. He'd heard about them: they were pink, like newborn babies, and completely blind. They moved
through the water by chirping or some other magic. They were exceedingly rare and mysterious. It
made him uneasy, and he had to wonder why it had chosen to appear. Then he realized there were no
other boats on the river.
They hadn't seen a craft of any kind on the river since the junk in the fog, early in the morning. The
boats at the river bend had been under repair, and not actually sailing.
He looked around: the Big River was empty. There weren't even twists of smoke on the banks. There
was no sign of human life at all. The realization made him deeply uneasy.
Time shuffled, hesitated, and stopped. The sun joined It.
The steamboat perched on the surface of the Big River, moving yet immobile.
The day crawled along, and the boat puffed along the surface of the great river, leaving a slight
wake soon lost in the vastness of the water.
On either side the banks were stone, shattered, grey stone with scabby plasters of harder rock stuck
on soft. They sloped up from the river and molded onto low pillows, rounded and appearing from a
distance as though they could grant an easy rest to a giant’s head. The rock by the river broke apart and
sloughed off in spots, leaving bizarre geometric shapes pasted on the underlying surface, and the effect
was that of the skin of a badly burned man, with the layers of skin peeling off in curling fragments.
Sprinkled in crevices and fissures were small eruptions of dark green plants, shoots of unruly hairs on
the face of the earth, like the eyebrows of an elderly man.
The river touched the stone, observed its presence, then continued on it’s way.

The river flowed, rippling. Occasionally a splash showed as a fish breached the water. The air felt
still, unmoving, and the boat's deck was hot. Some of the soldiers dipped pieces of cloth in the water
and wiped them on their heads. Their white uniforms stained with sweat.
Le removed his shirt and went to the back deck, impassively watching gauges on the boiler.
Saint George stood in the front of the boat, watching, for the entire day. Then the sun began to go
down, and Heng was getting worried about their progress: when Time had stopped, they had lost
distance; but just as he was about to recommend anchoring for the night, lanterns and fires ahead of
them showed a town.
Le released steam, slowing the engine, and they hummed slowly towards the lights. Heng knew what
river town it should be, and was sure he wasn't lost, but in the dark everything was foreign and strange,
unrecognizable. Nothing looked like he remembered at all.
Saint George kept standing in the prow, and Heng suddenly had a flash of rage, wanting the White
pillar to hide, or preferably, vanish. He suddenly had a sense of something coming, something immense
and unknowable, enormous, and Saint George was it's target, bringing it in like a metal rod inviting
lightning.
Heng felt unstable and as if he were floating; he knew he needed a woman to balance himself. Le
suddenly appeared beside him, smoking a blackened clay pipe. They drifted in, and a thin wisp of
bamboo dock slithered out of the darkness into the river, the usual rickety wharf of the river towns.
Le made a sound in the back of his throat, indicating with his head. Heng wondered what it was about,
until he noticed himself: there were no other boats. Nothing was tied to the wharf, and they were alone.
Heng muttered, “This is impossible.”
Le walked away, head down, making strange sounds in the dark. His noises were clearly audible, and
Heng realized it was because the village was completely silent: no dogs, no children, no tinkle of wind
chimes, nothing. Nothing at all, only the lanterns and fires.
The soldiers tied the boat to the dock, and Saint George walked to the pilot house and told Heng,
“Well, get what you need and we'll be on our way.”
Heng was unsure about what to do, how to proceed: the town was apparently empty, but who left a
whole town, old people and all, and left their lanterns and fires burning? He was hesitant, and frozen in
place for a second; and couldn't make a decision. Then a figure appeared on the wharf, walking towards
them from the bank. It was a man in European dress: a black suit and bowler hat, carrying a bamboo
cane. The figure called out, in perfect English, “Hello!”
Heng waited while the form moved in the dim. The stars were out, but oddly there seemed to be no
shadows; most of the time the stars were bright enough to cause shadows, but not this night. It struck
him as very strange.
Saint George approached the form and spoke in English, in low tones, and the form answered. Heng
couldn't understand them. Le came up to him, and they both stood in the pilot house, watching. Heng
felt a poke in his side, and to his surprise when he reached down he found Le had handed him a
revolver.
While he watched the exchange between Saint George and the dark, English-speaking figure, he
carefully arranged the gun into his pants. It was a Colt's revolver, a self-cocking machine with six
shots, and very, very expensive. They kept it wrapped up and safe, only bringing it out when on shore
and needing a concealable weapon. That Le had handed it to him made Heng nervous.
He walked past Le onto the deck and towards the contrasting figures, trying to decide what to do:
they needed coal and something was very wrong.
He approached and said, in English, “What's this about?”
He instantly regretted doing it: the dark form swiveled, flinched, and moved towards him: the man
was Chinese, or Asian. He stared into Heng's face, studying. This was unexpected, and Heng hated,
hated giving away that he spoke English to others of his race. It robbed him of a power he felt to be

special and dangerous.
Saint George smiled, a huge, evil smile, and said, “This...gentleman (he emphasized the word) is
going to show you where to get your coal so we may continue.” His smile widened, shining blue-white
in the gleam of the stars. “That's what this is about.”
Heng stood, rocking from foot to foot, thrown off balance, literally: he was having difficulty staying
properly upright. The gun shifted, and he was forced to fiddle with his pants, a necessary act that
humiliated him. He got angry. Saint George continued smiling his evil smile.
The three men stood, watching each other. The new man was a plain-faced human, medium height,
with a blank face and masked eyes; it would have been impossible to describe him to anyone. He was
completely, utterly, nondescript. Except for his European suit he would never have been noticeable in
any way. He looked like a nonentity poured into clothing. It made Heng more uncomfortable. The gun
shifted again, and Heng had a weird, unintentional flash that the man wasn't a man but some kind of
harbinger or messenger, leading them into some other existence.
He had a startling image in his mind of suddenly pulling the gun and emptying it into the man or
figure or container or whatever this thing actually was, to see if it would reveal itself, transform into it's
actual, other-worldly form.
The man/thing spoke to him.
“What is your name?”
Heng debated for a second, then decided to ignore the question: the White men hadn't bothered
calling him or Le anything. The form leaned forward, as if to continue the exchange, but Heng beat him
to it. “We need coal.”
The form straightened, then said, “Of course. This way.” He turned and walked away without looking
behind him. Heng hesitated, glanced at Saint George, then followed. Heng heard a soft command from
Saint George, and when he turned around two of the soldiers had hopped off the boat and were coming
after them: escorts.
The four men walked into the village on dirt streets, past low, smeared houses. There were lanterns
out, hanging and swinging slightly, but no animals, no children, no people of any kind. When Heng
looked in the windows no-one was watching them at all. He also realized why the emptiness was
strange in another way: usually, when docking at these towns people would rush to the boat and try to
sell them things, anything, and when a steam boat came at least one enterprising seller would run down
to them with shuttles of soft cooking coal. This time, nothing.
Heng noticed the form was making a humming noise; it took him a minute to recognize the man was
singing, and the song was a hymn: 'Onward, Christian Soldiers', in English.
After a few minutes they came to a building with a sort of courtyard, and the form took them inside
the walls to a crude bin filled with coal. Heng kicked at the contents, and judged the coal as better then
the usual bad cooking coal, but still not ideal for the precious steam engine. It would not last them very
long. He thought about complaining, but stopped himself. He remembered the Christian in the coracle,
butchered and set to drift on the river, and fingered his pistol.
The form stepped to a dark area and returned with a small, two-wheeled cart and two wooden
shovels. He handed one to Heng, and took the other himself, immediately beginning loading the cart.
Heng looked at the two White soldiers, who insolently leaned on their rifles and watched in a very
picture of criminal laziness. The contrast between the two Chinese working, and the two White men
lazing, infuriated Heng. He felt trapped, suddenly, between the two values; the Chinese man-form
shoveled coal without speaking, but singing quietly, and Heng felt an obligation to match his effort, but
the White men made him angry. He shut off his mind and finished loading the cart.
With his mind shut off, the next thing Heng knew they were back at the boat, and the White men had
pushed the cart along with them. He felt defused. They rushed the cart directly onto the pier to the boat,
swiveled, and without saying anything, had positioned it properly and dumped the contents on the deck.

despite being soft and weak, was still valuable, and they had simply taken it without compensation. He
decided not to ask why.
Le appeared. He looked at Heng's coal-smeared clothes and grinned, then moved to the ends of the
boat and untied the lines. They were going to spend the night on the river, anchored and floating, away
from the shore.
Heng walked to the stern of the boat and sat down. His mind started working again, he couldn't help
it, and the gun felt heavy in his belt. He wanted to put it back, but decided not to. He was sitting
motionless when the Chinese form-man came to join him.
The form sat down across from Heng.
For some time he stared out over the dark water, breathing and shifting slightly, rocking with the
motion of the boat. Heng watched him out of the corner of his eye, sometimes changing his position to
comfort the pistol stuck in his pants.
The form spoke, facing away from Heng but apparently directing his voice to him. “I’m going up the
river to collect my pastor and his family, and my own family as well. I go to help him, and also to take
my wife and child to the coast.”
So the form really was a man, a Christian Chinese. Heng was suddenly surprised, then irritated and
angry, and then thought of the body in the coracle. Was this what they were doing, going upriver in
some kind of unrest to extract some stupid White man from his own arrogant beliefs? What did this
man think, by talking to him about his family? He didn’t care, the hell with his worthless kin. Heng
snorted out loud, involuntarily, and suddenly caught himself, surprised at having expressed out loud.
The Chinese Christian turned and faced him in the dim. “You speak English. Are you a Christian?
What is your name?”
Heng debated with himself about how to handle this rude, unwanted intrusion, and elected to
respond. “No, I’m not a Christian.” Then he lied: “I learned to speak from merchants.” He felt weirdly
guilty for some reason, making up a story for a stranger. He let the last query sit.
The murky blob of the Christian’s head bobbed up and down a few times; he was nodding his head.
“I understand,” the man said. “That makes sense.” He sat silently for a while, then said, “I am David.
What is your name?”
Heng ignored him.
The two sat on the deck silently for another while, although Heng waited with some anticipation for
the Christian to break the silence. He resolved to shut 'David' up the next time he spoke. He looked
forward to the episode, wanting to put an end to this bramble of a conversation, but the Christian
refused to cooperate, keeping silent. It went on for long enough that Heng’s mind wandered again, and
he slipped into thinking in Chinese. This slippage resulted in his reflection on his need for a woman,
and then the first woman he'd ever had, on the boat outside The Big City.
That had been a perfunctory thing; he had been matter-of-fact about it, seemingly showing the act to
be a routine part of his life despite his excitement at the time. He had never told Le about his late
beginnings; he knew Le would find it bizarre. By now, though, Heng had grown used to having women
regularly. He reflected on this past, and allowed his mind to wander to other encounters.
“Have you done this on your own, or does this boat belong to another?” The Christian had spoken,
surprising Heng.
“What?” He forgot to admonish the Christian to quiet himself. Damn! His English was back, and
with it a past he didn't usually think about. That was what was bothering him about this man: his
presence was bringing back a man long gone, and a human person Heng wished was gone forever, but
from time to time would erupt from the muck of his being. He hated being more than one man in a
body. The duality and conflict tormented him and made him hate.
The Christian form, David, sat across from him like a malevolent lump, and Heng willed himself to
sleep while the boat slowly drifted in the river. The last sound he heard was the soft splash of stone
anchors falling into the water.

Three

Heng woke up; the sun had come up, and mist was burning off the surface of the river.
The Christian was gone. Heng fidgeted, finding the pistol barrel poking his penis. He stood up,
walked to the low engine housing, and put the pistol back where it usually slept. When he backed out,
bowing to the engine, he could see Le pulling the anchors up. It was the third day.
They got underway, and after some time the boat passed a canyon, the mouth of a tributary. A distant
village appeared, set way up the rocky banks so as to be safe from flooding. The houses were low and
simple, without the telltale upcurves at the roof corners indicative of wealth and sophistication. They
were short in stature and square, whitewashed, with rectangular windows set horizontally into the walls
at eye level. The roofs were of mixed grey, greenish, and light red tiles, not curved but flat, and placed
only to effectively shed rain.
The village was laid out in a pattern not quickly recognizable as orderly, but as the boat drifted past it
was apparent the structures were set to avoid water-troughs in the surrounding country, and between the
houses were set wheels and buckets to catch runoff in wet weather. There were no humans visible, but
the distant sound of squealing pigs could be heard.
The last glimpse of the village before the boat passed was a wobbling, woven rope footbridge
crossing the tributary, linking the village with an unseen destination far up the side of the towering
banks. The bridge gleamed in the misty air, graying planks shining like wet driftwood washed up after
a storm, linked together with patient effort to serve its simple purpose. And then the village
disappeared.
Heng turned back to the river and his boat.
Later in the day, the color of the water changed. Le was in the pilot house again, and Heng was
wandering the boat, touching and examining their various tools and things, straightening and placing
items of importance.
He uncoiled a long canvas hose and laid it out on the deck, crumpling it and then flattening it out
again to roll it up. It was something they used to fill the boiler and for possible fires; along with the
hose they had a hand pump, a tedious thing that required a frantic slamming of a lever to push water
through it. Whenever they'd used it, Heng was always put to mind of a man ejaculating: it would spurt,
then stop, spurt, then stop. He disliked the pump intensely, but it was something they had to have. It
was better than buckets.
Heng mulled the difference in concept between a bucket and a hose, and thought again he needed a
woman to balance himself. Le called from the pilot house, and Heng walked to him and took the wheel.
Le went to the side of the boat and looked intently at the water, then called out a number.
The bottom was getting shallower.
The surface of the water bubbled ahead, the distance from the prow of the boat to the disturbance
about that of a strongly loosed arrow. Heng studied the slightly boiling area, located a calm portion and,
whirled the wheel, aiming for a smoothly flowing section. He glanced around at the banks, searching
unconsciously for signs of recently fallen cliffs, or anything that may have dumped into the river to
cause the danger.
The land on one side of the river oozed into narrow strips of muddy flats, and clouds of light-colored
insects puffed and dissipated over the fetid, greenish earth. Away from the mud, clumps of reddish rock
piled up, solidified, and became firm. Green tendrils of plant life dug into the rising tumble of stone,
became a wide, decorative sash of growth and life, then stopped abruptly some twenty feet up.
On the other side, the rock stood almost straight, lifting hundreds of feet in the air and looming like a
rank of menacing, bad-tempered thugs, irregular points at the top looking like pine-colored tufts of
unruly hair.
Heng shouted to the White soldiers, “Hold on!”
They turned to look at him, confused, then started gripping anything they could find. Heng was
amused to see one of them turn his rifle straight up like a pole and grip it desperately, as if the thing

was attached to something and would save him. It was funny and it made him laugh quietly.
On the cliff face Heng spotted a fresh, bright scar of broken rock. He made an experienced
assessment of the surrounding body of rock, determined where the crumble of stone had fallen and it’s
volume, and corrected the prow of the boat. As they approached the still gap in the boiling water, Le
ran forward to look over the danger. He raised his arms and fluttered his hands like a bird, motioning
vital information back to Heng’s eyes.
The boat launched through the gap with a shocking burst of acceleration, bounced and rolled, and
with the barest of scrapes thrust through the line of submerged rock and entered the main current of the
river again.
Le returned to the pilot house and smiled broadly. They both looked at Saint George, who through the
entire maneuver had stood in the prow of the boat, standing immobile.
Later in the day, after a bowl of rice, Heng sat in the sun, watching the empty banks. There were still
no people. He felt nervous. He knew again he needed a woman to balance himself: he needed to spill
his seed and come to an equilibrium. He clenched his hands, thinking about hiding in the engine
housing and abusing himself, but knew Le was contemptuous of that, considering it a spiritual crime.
He'd done it once on the boat, and then never again, at least when other men might know or even
suspect. He stood up and stretched, seeing Le in the wheelhouse, and the White, white-clad soldiers
sitting, crouching, and standing on the deck. He couldn't see the Christian. The knowledge he wouldn't
have to see that man cheered him up, and he felt better.
The boat whirred along the surface of the great river, leaving a wake soon lost in the vastness of the
water; white smoke trailed behind them.
Heng thought of the butchered body in the coracle, and then daydreamed. He wandered in his
memories, then stepped away from himself and remembered stories from other people. He remembered
watching people in villages burning things for the dead, burning fake paper money and tickets, praying
for ancestors in their idea of the Underworld.
He didn't know much about it; Le had shrugged and made a face about it. All Heng knew was they
believed that when people died, they went to a kind of horrible underground world, a place with several
departments, where they were put through tests and tortures to pay for their sins in their lives. Then
they came back in the world as something else, like a bird, an insect, or a human being. He found the
whole thing stupid; people buying fake money with real money to burn the fake money so they could
return as a spider or a fish or a dolphin. He caught himself huffing in disgust at the ignorance.
Then he was back in reality, he could see the river ahead of them, and the Christian had appeared and
was walking towards him, probably to talk. Heng swore in his mind, and looked for something to seem
occupied. When the Christian got close the man spoke to him in perfect English, and Heng hated him
all over again.
He said, “You will probably need to stop later for more coal; I know a place, and you can get what
you need there.”
Heng thought, then decided to ask the obvious: “Where are all the people?” He waved his arm
around.
The Christian paused, then said, “I think many people are hiding from you.” He waited, looked
around, then continued. “They are afraid of the soldiers. They think you are coming for...” he stopped
and thought, searching his mind for an English word. He finished: “...retribution.”
Heng let that sink in. Then, thinking of the body in the coracle, he asked, “How many Christians have
been killed?” It was important.
The Christian waited a long time. Finally he said, “Many. Very many. Hundreds, perhaps thousands.
The entire world here is killing Christians. This is not a small disturbance, it is the whole world.”
Heng froze.
He eventually caught his mouth falling open and shut it. He looked around at the banks, the river, the

huge, empty country; he pictured what was really happening. The people had swept themselves back
away from them, like a wave, or a tide. When they came back, and he knew they would, it would be as
a huge surge of furious humanity. When people found out there were all of ten men on his tiny
steamboat... he stopped thinking about it and shook his head to clear his mind.
The body in the coracle had been a warning to them, to turn back, and instead they'd kept going,
further into the country among an entire nation of hostile people. Heng realized Saint George knew;
he'd known when they'd seen the body was a Christian. At the knowledge he started in fury.
He muttered an blasphemous obscenity; to his corrosive satisfaction the Christian flinched.
Heng threw a vicious look from his eyes at the Christian, and headed for the pilot house, to talk to Le.
The Christian said, behind him, “We have no concern, God will protect us from harm.”
Heng froze in horrified shock, turned, and knew his mouth was falling open again. He forced himself
to turn again and go to Le.
When he got to the pilot house, he slouched in the doorway, shoulder propped against the jamb. Le
looked at him.
Heng said, “Have you... have you talked to that Christian? That fool?”
Le shrugged. “Yes.” He made a noncommittal face, turning down the corners of his mouth and
making a sour expression. Then he laughed and smiled. “We will die.”
Heng stared.
Le repeated himself, with a variation. “Yes, we will most definitely die.” He smiled broadly. “Next
time,” he continued, “Next time I want to be...” he looked upward, thinking. “...a tiger. Yes.” Le tipped
his head from side to side, and Heng could hear his neck crack. “A tiger. I would like that very much.”
Heng looked at him in complete incomprehension. Then he remembered Le didn't think of death the
way he did, and to Le, the only concern was his time in the Underworld and how he was reborn. Le
viewed his death as just a step towards a rebirth as something or someone else. Heng caught himself
shaking in fury at the stupidity, the white men, and Le and his Northern, weird, notions. Heng shook at
the idiocy surrounding him, the crazy Christian thinking he had some kind of immortality, and then Le,
who didn't care if he lived or died.
While he slouched, shaking in rage, Le let go of the wheel.
Le stepped back from the wheel; he watched it rock, then rotate, with an apparent sense of great
satisfaction. He said, very clearly, “A tiger. I will pray for that.” The wheel turned.
Le walked out of the pilot house, leaving the boat to its own devices. Heng panicked, stepped in and
grabbed the wheel. He felt the wood and knew he was in control. He was in control.
Le shuffled out of the housing, tipped his head back, and deliberately faced the high sun. He adjusted
himself, his stance, and his head, to fully catch the heat and light of the glowing ball, his god, or one of
them. Heng watched as Le's face glowed like a lantern. A shining aura built around his hair; and he was
dazzling. Then something happened, a cloud, something, and the moment was over. Le dropped his
head and walked to the stern of the boat, smiling.
Heng shook and then started to sweat. On the forward deck the soldiers were playing cards, and he
suddenly saw one of the men draw a piece of cloth out of his shirt and lay it on the deck, into a pile of
coins and paper money. The men, who were gambling, fingered it in turn; it was a white drapery of
some kind. They each nodded or said something, and the white men wagered for it while Heng watched
them.
Heng sweated.
Then the sun was full out again, and it was genuinely hot, and the world was real, and he had the
wheel and was in control.
At the back of the boat the Christian broke out in a song; Heng thought for a moment, and recognized
it as a Christian hymn: 'Shall We Gather at the River'. His shirt soaked through and he felt his fury
building again. It went away just as fast and then he felt his body relax in a form of exhaustion.
A bird flew across the water, and he forced himself to watch it, willing himself to enter its body and

be free. He managed it, picturing himself fleeing this coming disaster, but then thought of Le and his
lunatic beliefs, and forced the bird away from him: it was stupid and delusional.
He felt the wheel: he was in control.
The day punched through air, kicking; Time malevolently battered its way through life and space, like
a burglar breaking through a wall. Time, the enemy of mankind. Heng watched the water and rubbed
his hands on the wheel, making it his servant. He had control.
Heng pictured the boat, the reality of it, the self-contained world, a thing like the Ark of Noah, and
traveled in his mind to the guns in the engine housing. The guns could save him. The fine German rifle
from another world, the Colt's revolver.. The artifacts of the real world of man, along with the wooden
wheel, the boat, and wooden decks, his knowledge, the engine, it would all save him. He could do this.
He wouldn't die, Le was wrong, he would defeat Time and the endless delusions of the men around
him.
He was back, he was good, and he decided, firmly, that he needed a woman to balance himself.
The sun dribbled light and heat on the deck of the steamboat; the white men and their white clothes
gleamed and gambled while the river allowed the boat to continue.
Eventually, painfully, Time stopped it's assault and theft and the sun began to go down.

Four

Heng woke up from a dream with the sun hitting his face. He swore and sat up: he hated being woken
up by the sun, and always tried to cover his face regardless of where he was or when he fell asleep. He
couldn't remember his dream and it made him angry.
The Christian murmured, from somewhere on the boat, “Gloooory, Jeeeezuz...”
Heng vibrated with a sudden snap of fury he could barely control. His boat was a menagerie of White
men and Christians. He felt humiliated. He knew Chinese would mock the boat and by extension
himself, and the idea made him shake with rage. He looked over at the White men, who were sprawled
around on the deck, like they always were, sitting on their ridiculous bags of sand, which had settled
lower and now resembled a pile of pillows. They chattered in their ridiculous monkey talk.
Saint George was in the bow, hands behind his back, standing straight up. In his hate of everything
currently on his boat Heng hated ridiculous Saint George most of all. He could hear Le whistling a tune
in the pilot house, one of his weird songs from his remote Northern home, where they penetrated goats
and young boys and ate the livers of their enemies. Heng had the sudden and uncontrollable feeling of a
complete loss of control. His life wasn't his own: it had been hijacked, pirated. His rage flipped over
totally into fear, and he had to struggle to control himself.
The sun baked his head and the Christian murmured his 'gloreeez'.
On the deck one of the soldiers, a short, snippy looking man with a crazily large mustache, suddenly
burst out with a strange string of words. The language was musical and keening, unlike anything Heng
had ever heard before. He sang, or whatever it was he was doing, and tore at a chunk of bread, breaking
it into pieces. The other soldiers stopped their various languid activities and watched him. When he
seemed satisfied with whatever it was he was doing with the bread, he walked to the side of the boat
and carefully, delicately, tossed a large piece of the bread onto the water's surface. The White men
watched it intently, with the exception of Saint George, who didn't turn around.
The bread whirled and cut around in the currents, and Heng expected one of the ravenous turtles or
fish who lived in the river to eat it instantly, but nothing did. It simply floated, almost all the way out of
the water, perched on the very surface; it actually looked as if it might somehow rise off the water. It
rode and skipped and twirled, passing behind them and floating away until it disappeared, not under the
water, but out of sight.
The short White man with the enormous mustache sighed heavily. He said, “Well, that's it, then.”
The soldiers resumed their desultory activities.
Heng looked out over the fore deck at the soldiers; away from Chinese for the brief time had allowed
him to distinguish the White men from each other, when previously they had all seemed more or less
identical. Some were taller, some had different color skin shades, some had facial hair or head hair of
different colors. He wondered at whatever mechanism hadn't allowed him to see it before.
Saint George, of course, was standing at the prow, hands behind his back, gazing at the river and
rocking ever so slightly with the boat. His soldiers busied themselves in smoking, chewing tobacco,
fondling their rifles, and talking in harsh tones with each other. Heng was easily able to make out a
litany of profanities.
Some of the White men had odd accents; Welsh, he thought, or maybe Irish, or Scottish. Heng knew
the soldiers of the White men were gathered from the lower classes and were almost always
unschooled, ignorant, and crude. He'd also seen turbaned soldiers from India, from the Northern
reaches of the gigantic mountains up there, near where Le came from.
Heng went into the engine housing. When he got in he waited for his eyes to adjust, then watched the
engine turn and vibrate. He took the oil bottle and squirted the dark liquid on various locations. The
machine hummed.
Thinking, he carefully reached out to the package that held the guns. He unwrapped them without
taking them down from their shelf, and regarded the rifle. It was from Germany, a long, awkward, but
immensely powerful thing. The barrel looked large in diameter, but that was just a tube covering the
actual rifled part: the ball it fired was tiny, not even large enough to fit his pinky finger, and came out at

astonishing speed. He knew the ball would travel a very long way. When they'd first gotten it, they'd
taken it out on the river and fired it at various elevations, and on one straight stretch, they'd been able to
see the ball splash in the water so far away they could barely see it. Up close, the ball would fly directly
through a good-sized tree trunk.
They had plenty of ammunition as well, hundreds of shiny, bottle-shaped objects, packaged in little
metal holders. He touched it with an oily finger, preserving the machine.
There was also a double-barreled shotgun, an inexpensive, utilitarian gun they used for shooting birds
and sometimes for close-up defending. Shells for it were stuck in loops in a canvas belt; that was
wadded up in a tin box set next to the package of weapons.
The other gun was the Colt's revolver, so expensive he'd barely been able to believe it, but also a
lethal thing, firing six shots of fingertip shaped lead balls as fast as a man could pull the trigger. Heng
didn't like the thing: it hurt his hand and made a lot of noise, but anytime they'd fired it at other men it
had done what it needed to do.
He covered the guns and exited the engine housing, bowing slightly as he backed away.
Outside, on the deck, the sun was baking and his head got hot. He stood motionless, glancing at the
White soldiers, then back at the Christian, David, who was kneeling on the wood deck and praying,
hands pressed together.
The land around them was empty of people.
Heng spent part of the day watching carefully for any sign of human life at all, but there was none.
He remembered that many times villagers and peasants would flee into hills and caves at the approach
of armies; it made him wonder what kind of rumors were swirling around them. He knew the habit of
exaggeration in people, and had a vision of local people insisting there was some kind of warship
swarming with White soldiers on it's way up the river, when in fact it was one boat with ten men on it.
Heng laughed, but then had a stab of intense fear: he knew what would happen when the people
around them figured out it was only a single boat. He gripped the nearest piece of wood and controlled
himself.
He needed a woman. He needed a woman very badly; he had to balance himself, balance his energies.
Further up the river there was a larger town, so large there was no way it could be emptied of people
at their approach. They could get coal there, hopefully, and there was also a house where he could go to
have a woman. He reminisced about it, the thought of the warm flesh around his hard penis, and caught
himself getting hard. He shook it off with evil thoughts of disgusting things.
Le appeared beside him and handed him a ball of rice. Heng ate it absently, thinking of completely
different things.
Le said, “A tiger. Yes, a tiger.” He walked away.
From the back of the boat Heng could here the Christian moan out his worships: 'Gloooreee'.
The day was excruciating. It dragged on, laying down like a recalcitrant child, moping and fussing,
refusing to move.
The sun baked the deck and the boat, the sail flapped slightly, and no-one even talked, instead
watching the banks and the river. They saw no people of any description the entire day, nothing,
although they could easily see villages and trails and the signs of human habitation. There were no
people at all on the river, no boats, no rafts, not even anyone fishing from the banks.
Birds flew overhead, but very high in the air, as if even they weren't interested in risking themselves
by approaching the boat. Heng found himself getting extremely frustrated, then angry, then finally
snapped into a shaking fury he could barely control. He had to lean over the side of the boat, and splash
water on his face to calm down; when he took the wheel again he rocked it absently, letting the slight
rotation comfort him.
The soldiers lounged, and he watched them, their weird, angular faces tilting and diverting, their

strange-looking, round eyes darting around. Saint George stood in the bow, hands behind his back.
Finally, agonizingly, the sun began to go down.
Ahead of them, in the dusk, a small raft appeared; it made a weird blapping noise. The soldiers
readied themselves, and Heng peered into the dim, trying to see what it was.
The craft twirled and drifted towards the boat, and Heng walked out, took a long pole with an iron
hook bound to it's end, and waited. The bleating continued; and he recognized the sound. When the
small raft came alongside Heng grabbed the bamboo of the raft and pulled it in. On it was a she-goat of
decent size.
Le appeared next to him, gauging, then reached out and grabbed the goat by the back legs and
dragged it to the side of the boat; at the same time he produced a small knife and cut the goat free. He
yanked it over the side, the thing bleating loudly the whole time, and dropped it. It immediately ran
away from him, tripping and running over the deck. It circled the pilot house and cabin, then jumped up
onto the roof of the pilot house and stood, spattering out bleats and other noises. Le smiled.
Heng didn't like it: it was making far too much noise.
Saint George stomped on the deck to the pilot house, propped his fists on his waist, and regarded the
goat, which looked straight back at him and blabbed several outbursts that sounded suspiciously like
scolding in goat talk. After a while the goat stopped and knelt down, staring at Saint George. The
Britisher turned and resumed his place in the bow of the boat, regarding the river; the goat huffed
slightly and relaxed, watching Saint George and the soldiers.
Le laughed out loud, delightedly, an anticipatory sound, and walked to the pilot house to take the
wheel. Heng felt the Christian next to him.
The Christian said, “What do you think it means?”
Heng thought back, far far in the past, about Christians and such, and their strange beliefs that
everything in the world had to mean something. Heng knew better: it was all random, all nonsense.
None of it meant anything. He walked away from the Christian; behind him he heard the man start his
mumbling again: 'Jesuuuuus', 'Gloooory', and other devotional exclamations, spouting the words as if
they would turn into some invisible armor against the chaos of the physical world. Heng spit over the
side of the boat and muttered a response, in his case a curse.
The sun went completely down. In the dark Heng let his mind wander, while still watching the river.
He could see slight ripples and motions on the water, putting him in mind of the clothing of women.
He remembered for some reason a girl he'd bought some years ago, a young thing, plain and quiet.
She had been very inexpensive, and new, from a crude village from far away. He could barely
understand her dialect. He'd paid for her, given her a bowl of rice, then penetrated her on the deck until
he was satisfied. The girl hadn't made a sound or indicated pleasure, pain or anything at all.
She'd gotten used to it, he supposed, and been complacent when Heng felt his urges coming on. After
a while he'd gotten bored with her and sold her off to another boat, a group of men in need of some
release. The girl had been stoic through the whole process of sale, as the head of the crew had poked
and prodded her, and put his head on her belly to check for pregnancy. That had been all.
He wondered at Le's disinterest in women. That man cared for boys, mostly, and had occupied
himself with one even a few weeks past, dressing the boy in a white robe and laying with him every
night. That boy had, for some reason, drowned himself by jumping over the side in the night. Le had
simply shaken his head and shrugged.
Heng had seen Le penetrate goats and pigs as well, always female. He didn't seem to discern between
humans and animals. Heng realized, why would he? All animals were just fellow travelers in the circle
of reincarnation to Le; it didn't matter to him.
What would Le return as, when he came back from this life after he died? He'd never before said
anything about it, his hopes, ambitions, anything. The tiger statement was new. Also, nothing Le did
seemed to affect his thinking or emotions. He just did things without really thinking about them.

Heng knew Le believed in ghosts, in the spirits of the dead, and questioned to himself how many
ghosts had attached to Le and the boat; there had been a considerable number of deaths around them in
their traveling the river. The boy, an old man Le had simply strangled for his money; Le had removed
the old man's liver from his body, cooked it, and eaten it completely. There were others Heng could
barely remember from a time when he was smoking even more opium than he did at present.
He wished he had a ball of opium now; he'd lay down, smoke, and travel to the other realms he saw
when he smoked. In his mind he saw the glowing ball, rolled up by expert hands, fulminating in the
pipe, making worlds for him. The glowing ball emerged in his mind, and grew bigger, reflecting off the
water in his imagination. Then he realized it wasn't his imagination; there was a light ahead.
It was a light, a glowing ball, just ahead of them, a pistol shot away maybe. It wasn't attached to
anything and was hovering over the water. It looked like a paper lantern filled with hot air to float into
the sky; but it wasn't rising at all. Heng watched as the small orb danced across the river, not an arm's
length above the water, and bounced and bumbled towards them. It pulsated, grew larger, then shrank
back, did it again.
Le grunted from the pilot house.
The White men stirred themselves and some stood up and watched.
The thing stopped a decent stone's throw away from them and jerked up and down slightly; Heng
watched in complete fascination: he'd never seen anything like it. Le muttered and came out of the pilot
house, and Heng remembered the ghosts he'd just been thinking of.
The ball stopped, flared brighter, then rushed towards them at terrifying speed. It looked like a
flaming cannonball. Heng heard Le yell and run back into the pilot house; for himself, he froze and
couldn't move. When it got to the boat the ball leaped in the air and over the boat; the thing looked so
solid Heng expected it to make a splash in the water behind him.
The goat bleated, and the soldiers rushed to the side of the boat to watch. The ball was dangling over
the water next to them.
The Christian said, out of the dark, “It's an angel!” then he murmured, “Gloooory! Glory to Gaahd!”
The ball leaped in the air again and stopped directly over the boat, right on the very tip of the
smokestack. It hovered there, rotating and pulsing, while the inhabitants of the boat watched in
complete fascination, moving their own interpretations of what it was in their minds.
The ball dropped down the smokestack.
Heng panicked: he had the thought it was some kind of magical bomb, there to destroy them. He ran
to the engine housing and flung open the door. When he did there was an enormous flash that lit up the
entire river around them, the kind of flash a traveling photographer would make with his powder for a
portrait; it lit up the sky. The ball was huge: within the engine housing it had expanded to fit the space,
and had grown from something a man could hold in his hand to an enormous, flaming sphere, a private
world to itself. Heng fell backwards, shouting, the light blinding him; he heard the Christian intone his
devotions.
“Jesuuuus! Angels!”
The giant ball soundlessly exploded out of the engine housing, flew over the black river into the
black night, and vanished over the visible horizon.
Heng looked into the engine housing: every metal surface was shining with a blue light. The light
shimmered, pulsed, then disappeared. He looked back out over the river and closed up the housing.
The men stood and sat on the boat, stunned and immobile. After a long time the goat blapped out a
comment and rattled it's hooves on the pilot house roof. Heng exhaled. He'd been holding his breath
and felt faint; he started violently shaking. He was genuinely frightened. He heard a choking sob from
Le in the pilot house; he thought about going to see the man, but decided not to.
The final sound was from one of the White men, a musical word, not in the usual monkey talk for the
White men, a declamation. The man said it and stopped. The engine hummed in the dark.

Heng flinched, coming back to his present reality, and made a quick, animalistic shout he knew Le
would hear. He heard Le respond and a rustling sound, and Le was quickly by his side.
“Reverse the engine and stop us,” Heng said.
Le disappeared, and Heng could feel the boat slow and stop. The propeller shaft was disengaged. He
ran to the prow of the boat, stumbling over a White man on the way. He flipped a stone anchor into the
water, gauging by touch on the rope how deep the water was. Saint George appeared, his white uniform
appearing as a blur in the very faint glow of starlight.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
Heng grunted, trying to dismiss Saint George, but that man grabbed his shoulder and hissed his
inquiry again.
Heng said, “We have to stop; it's too dark to try to tie up to a wharf. We'll go in in the morning.”
He heard Saint George harrumph, but the White leader didn't push the issue.
Saint George said, “Well then all right,” and disappeared into the gloom.
Heng heard a slight splash at the aft of the boat; Le had dropped the rear anchor. The boat stopped
and stayed, rocking slightly.
The Christian intoned, “Glooory!”
The fourth day was over.

Five

Joseph walked quickly away from the Christian home, and continued walking for what had to be
several hours, not bothering to try to find his bearings or anything else; he simply walked, his mind
writhing with excitement until he got to a crowded set of streets, buildings flinging into the streets and
the fronts lined with shops.
Joseph caught himself muttering under his breath, the devotionals the White Man had taught him, and
which he continued from falsehood: 'Jesuuus', 'Gloooory', trying to calm himself, comfort his soul. His
initial excitement was wearing off, and he was becoming afraid.
He stopped and racked his twisting mind, slumped against a wall, trying to figure out how to proceed.
He had no knowledge of anything here, nothing. He recognized his total ignorance. His skills were nil.
His barely controlled fear was made worse by the sheer numbers of people. He could not be alone in
this place, and the lack of privacy, to gather his thoughts and person, and reflect over his options, were
circumscribed by the constant presence of passers-by and witnesses.
The streets were both stunningly busy, and oddly empty. It was if the masses of people solidified into
a single entity, and below a certain figure ceased to exist. Joseph pushed away and wandered through
this huge organism, wondering at the size of it all. He was painfully aware of being provincial: in fact
had never in his life seen so many human beings in one place. The largest city he’d ever been to was
Victoria, and he had spent much of his time there lost after the ferry ride.
Joseph felt the sack in his hand, self-conscious. He knew he was lost again, not lost physically,
exactly. But lost in terms of simply not knowing what to do, how to proceed, where to go. A realization
hit him.
He was alone.
The money in his hand. How far would this amount of silver take him? He had no skills, no ability to
work. His hands were softened from Christianity and prayer; the manual labor of the White Men had,
in fact, largely been accomplished by themselves and their women. The most he’d ever done was dig in
a small garden with a shovel. His life had been easy. Easy! He reflected on the suddenly obvious
largesse shown by the White Man towards him, like a zoo animal that lived ever so much longer in
captivity than in the wild. Joseph realized with terrible shock the privileged position he’d been taken
into, the exotic creature whose purpose was to show the self-possessed righteousness of the White
Christians. He’d repudiated that generosity, the gift of Life, the comfortable world of the captive Bird
of Paradise.
He reflected with growing speed, and suddenly found himself looking at himself! He stepped outside
his own body and looked at the Chinese in Western dress, walking through the streets of a totally
foreign city, lost and alone, trapped between two worlds and unable to belong to either. His world was
gone. He’d been taken from it and placed as a showpiece into another, torn from his homeland and
dumped on the soil of The Dominion, a bizarre fish which had somehow learned to breathe air and
survive. His freakishness was obvious to him, and it had to obvious to everyone else.
He knew everyone was looking at him: they had to be, in his strangeness, his uniqueness, his
crippling oddity. He felt humiliated and contrived, a circus attraction for the amusement of others. He
suddenly shook with rage, which almost instantly dissipated into terror. He tried to think.
Perhaps it wasn't too late, he thought, and his thoughts sped up and whirled around; he could return,
declare the episode an act of confusion, lie about it to the White People, lie like he’d lied for years,
spread falsehood to clear himself and throw himself on the mercy of his supporters and captors and
caretakers. It wasn’t too late to return to the breast of Jesus. The thought impacted his mind. The noncorporeal entity he’d become with such ease descended and slammed back into the body, and the body
shuddered with the blow.
He panicked and ran.
Joseph ran. He ran like Hell until his chest hurt and a terrible stitch in his side nearly collapsed him
into a heap into the muck of the street. He slowed, then stopped; there were shops and stalls on either
side of him, bamboo and wood, with stone-faced occupants and denizens both watching him and not,

glancing in his direction and then continuing on. The sack in his right hand weighed too much and he
was sweating in the dark wool suit the Christians had supplied him. Not seeing anywhere to sit
comfortably, he leaned against a rickety wall and caught his breath.
The money was too much. He thought, ‘I now have a relationship with this sack’. A relationship
similar to that with a living being: He was utterly dependent on a bag full of inanimate objects chinking
together in a cloth enclosure; his reliance on this sack was total. Outside of the Christians he knew noone on this Continent. He was lost.
Thinking furiously he wrestled with his mind, strangling and grappling the trails of his head into
submission and obedience. He had to collect himself and steel his existence to the new environment;
and first of all things he had to escape this place.
The sun shone in his eyes, trying to wake him up. Heng didn't welcome the intrusion of light, and
tried to ignore it as best as possible, but finally the glaring power built up heat on his face, and he had
to roll over and stir himself. He was trying to keep his eyes closed when he heard the goat blabber out a
simple-minded comment from it's perch on top of the pilot house.
Heng stretched and sat up. The boat was already moving upriver, fully fired up and traveling. He
looked out over the world.
The river moved through the landscape, which had now turned to upthrusting, green-clad and sharptipped hills hundreds of feet above the boat. Fistlike bursts of stone met the river’s surface at the base
of the hills, broken and cracked in irregular checkerboard patterns. Small, rounded shrubs clutched to
the hills, their dark color contrasting with the brighter carpet of near-chartreuse ground cover. White
slashes cut across the hills, and on certain points of these tiny figures could just be made out, men and
women bearing yokes across their shoulders, with enormous baskets dangling in balance on the ends.
In some places wheelbarrows of varying and sometimes elaborate design could be made out, heaped
high with livestock, bags, and burdens. Heng realized they were the first groups of people they'd seen
since the men repairing boats on the sand bar.
Maybe it was a village displaced; or possibly a group trying to bypass the cost of paying for a boat
transport to their destination. He looked out over the river: there were no boats. He turned back to look
at the faraway people; usually someone would stop to look at the steamboat, the magical boat that went
upriver with no help, but just like the repairmen at the sandbar, it was if they were invisible. No-one
looked at them at all.
Far above the paths, the highest peak could be seen to be topped with an obelisk or pillar, appearing
for all the world like a partly-driven nail. When he saw it, Heng thought they'd been to this place
before. It was some repeat of another place. He thought, then shook the idea away. It wasn't true.
Heng stood up, walked over and surveyed their stock of coal; it was far too small to continue for
much longer. Then he walked into the pilot house to take over from Le.
Later in the day, they turned a wide corner with a huge sandbar; it split in half, flanking a dirty
tributary flowing brown into the river. As the boat crossed the estuary a town appeared, set just past the
outflow. It struggled up from the inevitable board-littered wharf in a straggle of cut, eroded stone stairs.
A crumbling pavilion topped with a pagoda roof sat like a tree stump on the right side of the main
stairway, a cutout in it containing a largish, unkempt statute of the Buddha with one broken arm that no
longer blessed anything. A spiderweb of vines coated the sides of the pavilion, and birds swept in and
out of small holes in the rock.
Under the niche containing the one-armed Buddha there were cubicles, harboring graven images of
Confucian ancestors and gods of local origin. The steps and walkways were sprinkled with grass and
broken stone; there were no people, and no-one going about on business. The town looked abandoned.
Then a single old man, a yoke across his shoulders, appeared from nowhere and hurried across the
stairs, aiming for some unseen target. His burden was two bundles of white geese, quite alive and

trussed securely except for their beaks. The birds dangled head-down from the ends of the yoke and
honked furiously at high volume, stopping their earsplitting efforts to hiss and lunge at the man's legs.
The man turned and looked at the boat, and Heng could feel him looking directly into his eyes. Heng
broke away and looked over the other men on the boat; nobody was looking, and no-one else seemed to
hear. He was the only one who could see or hear the old man and his squawking geese. Heng looked
back, and the old man grinned at him with mouth empty of teeth except for one, a front tooth, alone and
surprisingly white. The old man tilted his head and the tooth glinted brightly, blinding Heng
momentarily. He blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, the old man with his geese was gone.
Heng tipped his head, shaking off the image, the boat chugged past, and the town disappeared behind
them.
The day struggled and sputtered through the heat. It had gotten very hot. The deck radiated and
distorted the air above it with translucent waves, making everything seem bizarre and unearthly. Heng
piloted the boat, listening to the flapping of the sail at the back; Le had rigged it up again, but had
designed it slightly differently. They had a long-standing disagreement as to the best way to rig the sail,
an argument they had mutually decided to set aside as unimportant, but it did still bother the both of
them and they both knew it. Heng shook his head. Le's sail was inferior to his, and he knew it;
conversely, Le firmly believed Heng's sail to be decidedly ineffective. Heng smiled.
The occupants of the boat occupied themselves in the usual way, the White men lounged, idly played
cards, or cleaned weapons and shined bayonets. Saint George stood in the prow of the boat, hands
behind his back, watching. It occurred to Heng Saint George hadn't seen the old man with the geese; it
made him wonder what, exactly, Saint George was looking at. Perhaps something invisible, or only
visible to White men. Heng had the sudden thought Saint George was looking into his own future.
The Christian moaned at the back of the boat: 'Gloooo-reeee'. Heng thought for a moment, then
realized he hadn't seen the man eat anything at all. He was thinking about that when the Christian
appeared next to him, leaning slightly against the doorway of the pilot house.
The Christian said, for no apparent reason, “I am fasting to prepare myself.”
Heng knew then why he hadn't seen the man eat anything.
The Christian said, “I care for my family very much. My wife and children have been a great blessing
and gift to me from our lord god.”
Heng thought, in English, “Huh. Your lord god, not mine.”
The Christian said, “Tell me again how you know English.”
Heng thought, then answered in Chinese. “From merchants.”
The Christian mused for a long while, then said in English, “I do not believe you. But it doesn't
matter.”
Heng stood, irritated.
The Christian said, “I have great worries about my family, and the pastor's family, but I pray and I
know God would not take them from me, not yet. I am not concerned, He will protect their physical
bodies. I know it in my heart. He will not take them from me.”
The Christian repeated the last sentence: “He will not take them from me.”
Heng shrugged. He asked, in as unpleasant a way as he could, “What's so important about this pastor,
or reverend, or whoever?”
The Christian said, “He is a good man.”
Heng exhaled in disgust. Then he saw a plume of smoke in the distance. The Christian saw it too, and
walked out onto the deck.
The Christian said, “I know this place, it is a town, a large town. You can get coal there.” He stood
silent for a full minute, then said, “Some of the residents are Christians. It should be safe.”
Heng remembered the body in the coracle and felt a shiver in his guts. This town would be the test; if

the Christians of the place were dead that would be the end of it, and maybe he could persuade Saint
George to turn back from this questionable journey. His mind traveled to the package of guns in the
engine housing and mentally unwrapped them.
Le came to the pilot house and said, “We need coal. We have to stop.”
Heng said, knowing the Christian could hear him, “I need a woman.”
Le raised an eyebrow, then smiled broadly. Heng heard the goat clatter on the deck, then jump up
onto the roof of the pilot house. The thing blapped and shifted, laying down on the roof above them.
Le's face split in half horizontally into a huge grin. He turned and walked out to lower the sail.
The Christian ambled off, muttering, “Jeee-zuz...”
A town appeared at the base of the smoke plume.
Saint George called out an order and the White men assembled on the fore deck, rifles ready. The
boat ever so slowly approached the base of the plume of smoke, and the town. The usual stringy
spiderweb of bamboo wharfs appeared, ambling over the water. There were no boats, but even at a
distance, Heng could see people. It was good, maybe, he thought, that the people had neither assembled
to meet them or hidden themselves. Maybe it was good.
Le went to the prow of the boat and readied a rope.
As the boat got closer Heng could see faces of people on the banks and on small porches over the
water; people were staring at them. This was not good.
Then the situation changed for the better: a well-dressed man came running out on one of the wharfs,
waving his arms. He was calling, and Heng made out the local word for fuel and coal and sundries. It
was the agent of a merchant, tearing out of his little business to make some money off the newcomers.
This was a very good sign. They were safe.
Along with the merchant, Heng saw a White-clad man walk slowly along the same wharf, hands
swinging mildly. The man had a sun helmet on, and even from the distance Heng could see his body
was divided horizontally by a wide black belt, which held a pistol. It was a White constable or agent of
some kind. This was very, very good. Everything was fine.
He had been imagining things, the journey wasn't dangerous at all. Whatever was going on was
completely localized, nothing special, some slight bobble in the normal order of things. Heng found
himself relaxing and smiling.
Even the butchered body in the coracle, floating down the river, changed in Heng's perception to a
simple act of banditry. It was nothing. It was all nothing.
He needed a woman.
Heng left the negotiating for coal to Le, and immediately demanded of the merchant's agent where he
could find a woman and balance himself. The man nodded and smiled so widely Heng thought his face
would split; and turned and waved to some person on the bank. Moments later a boy appeared and
motioned Heng to follow him.
Heng was on his way after the boy when Le grabbed his sleeve and carefully slipped the revolver into
his waistband. Le turned away without smiling or saying anything, and Heng went after the boy.
The town was fairly prosperous, as far as Heng could tell. He couldn't remember being in the place
before, which was odd, as he knew they'd been to every town on the river at one time or another, for
one reason or another. Strange. The people seemed to not notice anything about him, despite his
vaguely Western dress of shirt and trousers. The town had the usual desultory activity of wheelbarrows,
women cooking, and children running around. It smelled like the towns usually did, of animals,
humans, fire, smoke, and the slight odor of feces.
Heng thought of the woman he was after, and tried to imagine what she would be like; as he did he
found his penis hardening, making his walking somewhat difficult. The boy kept waving and smiling,

motioning, through streets and stalls and houses, until they reached a two-story square building with
shuttered windows. The boy held out a hand, and Heng flipped a coin to him. The boy took the coin
and his face changed from the smiling guide to something else, something malevolent and threatening;
then he turned and ran.
This unnerved Heng; it seemed strange. Usually the boys would wait, cajoling and whining, not
letting the transaction go until kicked away or threatened sufficiently to stop. This boy had just turned
and ran. Heng opened the door, and as he did, something happened in his heart, and the fear and anger
came back. His sense of safety had vanished without any warning, and he had to stop and finger the
pistol in his waistband.
An old, disgusting crone was sitting at a table fingering some little project, and when he entered,
looked at him with a reaction of sudden apprehension and surprise. It unnerved Heng even more. The
old crone went on a long sales pitch, the entire time watching for Heng's reactions, and with an
expression of hate and anxiety in her eyes. Something was very wrong.
Finally Heng tired of the wretched, stupid game, flung a fistful of coins at the woman, and walked up
the stairs to the rooms where the women lived.
“If you can call it living,” Heng said, out loud and in English.
The sound of his own voice startled him and he patted the revolver. A voice called behind him: it was
the old woman, warning the women of a customer coming. He looked back down the stairs and the old
woman was bolting out the door.
Upstairs there was a hallway with small doors leading off, the cubicles of the women. At one of the
cubicles a small boy was crouched, his hand stuffed down his pants. The boy was picking his nose.
When he saw Heng he stuck out his tongue and grimaced. Heng went to the boy and kicked him, hard,
in the back. The boy didn't react at all, just sat there, his finger never leaving his nostril. Heng dug in
his pocket and flipped the boy a coin of almost no value. The boy ripped his finger out of his nose,
caught the coin expertly, and ran, bare feet slapping on the floor.
Heng flared up inside himself, vibrating with an unexpected fury. He opened the door.
A small woman sat on the bed, fiddling with her hair. She was dressed in some kind of gown. She
smiled at Heng, but with no expression of any kind: she was dead inside.
Her shoe-clad feet were too small for her body: they had been bound. Heng walked into the room and
looked at the woman, and as he looked he started shaking. The woman smiled more broadly,
misinterpreting: she thought he was nervous or frightened.
The whore said, “Don't be afraid, child, I won't hurt you!”
Heng's vision went spotty, blinding with flares like exploding stars, and he lunged forward, grabbed
the woman by the hair, and flung her over the bed. He looked around just once, at the figurines of room
gods on shelves, the cracked bowl, and the incense, and was enraged and disgusted. He looked at the
one filthy window and shoved the woman down and bent her over on her knees.
The woman didn't struggle, and Heng went insane with a sudden, uncontrollable lust.
Heng grabbed the back of the woman’s neck and shoved her forward. As her head hit the bed
surface he slapped his palm into the center of her back. He ripped up the lowest edge of her clothing
and knocked her legs apart.
His penis raged, and Heng ripped the woman's clothes off with loud tearing sounds. He took the gun
out of his waistband and tossed it on the bed, then dropped his trousers Then he tore off the woman's
shoes without looking at her feet.
As he entered the body he thought of this thing in front of him as an animal. She was nothing, a dumb
animal. He looked at the shanks, or legs, of the animal, and the feet on the ends of the legs were
crumpled and warped, turned in on themselves, the bones curled in impossible coils. Her feet had been
broken and bound, and without shoes, they were hideous, repellent objects. It disgusted him.
The rage and tension flowed out of him like poison, all into this creature. The fear and fury took hold

and he visited all he could on it. The thing shouted once, for no apparent reason. After a short while the
thing below him began moaning, and he wrapped a fist in the hair and shoved its face into the
bedclothes. He didn't last much longer; he ejaculated and pulled out.
Finished, he shoved the figure off the bed onto the floor, where it twitched and moved weakly, halfconscious.
He looked down at himself; slick trails ribboned on his penis; smears of semen and fluid were
brushed across his lower belly. Suddenly weak, he sat down on the bed, and the sticky residue made his
legs cling together.
There was a pounding on the door, and a White man’s voice called, in English, “Heng! Come out
right away!”
Heng swayed on the edge of the bed, trying to think. He looked down at the thing, and it had become
a woman again. He stared at the moaning female at his feet, then reached over and fingered the pistol.
He had the thought of shooting the woman, but didn't know why. He lifted his head up and looked at
the ceiling, which was criss-crossed with crude boards. The voice yelled again, and Heng stood up,
yanked on his pants while still holding the revolver, and went to the door. He opened it a crack.
It was the White-clad man from the wharf.
He said, “Get out. We have to go, now. Now.” The man was firm and looked angry.
Heng carefully stuck the revolver in his pants, then went out without allowing the White man to see
inside the room.
The white-clad White man grabbed his arm and said, “We have to go, now. Come.”
Heng wondered what had happened; something else must have gone on while he was in the room.
Then he heard shouting; it rapidly turned into a roar. There was a crowd outside the building. He patted
the revolver and followed after the White man.
There were no other people in the building: everyone was gone. They went down the stairs and into
the short hallway to the huge door. The White man pushed it open with some difficulty: there were
people pressing against it. Heng stopped for a second, then looked out.
There was a mob of hundreds of people, and importantly, they appeared to be mostly men. He
tentatively stepped forward, and the mob howled. He couldn't make out any words, just a roar and a
howl, and he knew they were trapped. The town had been surprised by their appearance, for some
reason, and they had made it into the very center of the place, and they were stuck, surrounded by
hundreds of hostile people.
A man emerged from the shouting crowd and waved his arms in some kind of announcement. The
mob went suddenly quiet, waiting for something. The man flung open his shirt, and shrilly announced,
“We do not fear you, Devil! We do not fear your bullets!”
Heng froze and watched. He'd never seen anything like this before. The crowd went quiet and the air
was still. There was an endless silence.
The white-clad constable blinked and calmly responded, “Nonsense.”
He reached into his holster, drew a large pistol, and fired it point-blank into the man’s chest.
The impact of the heavy bullet flung the man backwards and he sprawled bluntly on his back in the
dirt, arms outstretched. His right hand lifted once, and then he was dead. Heng looked around, gauging
the collection of townspeople making up the mob. The constable opened his mouth to speak, to
announce another order, and the mob screamed and rushed forward; it looked as though the people in
the back, clamoring to get a better look at the goings-on, shoved the front ranks forward.
With nowhere to go but towards the door, the people were on them almost instantly. The constable
fired twice more, randomly into the crowd, and Heng saw a man’s head explode before his body was
swallowed up by the rest of the humans. Heng punched a man in the face, kicked another, and
frantically yanked the door open. A man gripped his hair. Heng reeled, pulled the revolver from his

waistband, and fired two shots randomly. The hand let go and Heng jumped behind the door and
slammed it, seconds before the constable was pinned against it and crushed. The man was doomed, and
he knew it. There were no further shots.
Heng raced up the uneven steps and kicked through the door to the cubicle he'd been in before. The
woman he’d been with was gone, the bed was made, and the room was immaculate; it looked like noone had been there at all. Heng stopped suddenly, looking around, completely confused. He knew it
was the same room, but it was clear no-one had been in it. He shook his head, trying to figure out what
may have happened, then gave up. He had to get out and get to the boat. Picking up the cracked wash
basin, he threw it through the window, expecting a shower of glass.
The window was greased animal hide, and instead of glass shattering, the entire frame fell out. He
leaped on the bed and sitting quickly, thrust his legs through the opening, folded his head down, and
looked out. The street behind the building was deserted, and he jumped out, hit the ground, and ran. He
ran like hell.
If the crowd caught him they’d tear him to pieces. He reached the end of the street and the flat pop of
shots reached him, and disregarding any attempt at making sense of the streets, he ran full out towards
the sounds. It was the soldiers, likely shooting at Chinese attackers.
The dirt was unexpectedly slick on the street, and it slowed him down. He slipped and fell, and
shouted an obscenity. Heng realized he was panicking; he was afraid. He got back up and ran, and he
had the image of the boy from the hallway running.
Heng ran, gasping and panting, through the filthy streets. People stared at him in astonishment as he
passed, tearing through the town. He reached the first district of buildings, and he knew he was
approaching the river. Gunshots whipped through the air, and he aimed himself for them.
He also heard a roar, the unmistakable sound of a mob.
Heng stopped and stood momentarily, thinking, clutching the revolver. Deciding, he made for a piece
away from the main wharf, going for the river away from the boat. He could reach the boat, but not
through the mob.
He broke suddenly into a small clearing, chickens and pigs wandering in it, with small children
tottering about and women sitting under canopies. He slowed, held the gun against his leg, and walked
methodically across the area, not looking at anything. He walked between two shack-like buildings and
he was on the river. He turned around and lowered himself down the bank, settling into the water. It
was warm and welcoming. Peering downriver, he saw black smoke raising in the air and heard more
gunshots. Sticking the gun in his pants, he walked as far out as he could, then pushed off and swam
towards the smoke.
In the water he felt suddenly vulnerable and obvious; he felt his bladder failing him and he urinated.
Directly ahead of him was a bamboo house on stilts, over the river; past that was the smoke from the
boat. He carefully went underneath the structure, listening for activity, and hearing nothing continued
on his way, slowly paddling.
It occurred to him he was Chinese in appearance, and swimming to a boat filled with trigger-happy
soldiers. Floating in place for a minute, he removed his shirt, ready to wave it at the boat for Le.
Swimming on, he emerged from under the river house and was nearly to the end of the wharf.
The boat was pulled away from the spit, engine whirring but not moving further into the river. A mob
of people stood on the shore at the land end of the spit, screaming. The spit was littered with bodies and
wounded men crawling away, some to land in the water, splashing. Heng glanced across the boat, and
spotted Le at the stern, looking landward, at the crowd and beyond. Saint George was behind him,
waving his arms and shouting.
Le was delaying departure, and was looking for him. Heng shouted and waved his shirt, screaming in
English. Le whipped around, scanned the water intently, and saw Heng. He immediately darted for the
wheelhouse, shouting and waving, pointing to Heng. Saint George hustled after him, looking around.
The soldiers suddenly raised their rifles and knelt down in unison. They fired into the mob.

Heng swam as fast as he could, and he saw between gulps of air that Le was bringing the boat
around. They met quickly, and Heng found himself hauled out of the water and dumped on the deck.
He pulled the revolver from his pants and rolled on his side, heaving and gasping, suddenly shaking
and out of breath.
The boat paralleled the shore, and the mob parted and scattered. The soldiers exclaimed among
themselves. The constable was being dragged by the crowd, stripped naked and bleeding, and fully
alive. Heng saw someone with a knife slice off the White man's penis and fling it into the river, where it
sank instantly. The White man screamed, a piercing shriek that drilled into Heng's skull. As the boat
drew further away, Saint George shouted in fury.
“Animals! Pigs! Bastards! Turn this boat around at once!”
Heng raised himself on an elbow and shouted back in English, “No! He’s dead and there is nothing
we can do for him.”
Saint George paced violently, roaring in rage. It was the first time Heng had seen the man express any
kind of emotion at all. It was strangely terrible.
The crowd grew smaller in the distance, and the last thing they could see was the constable stretched
bodily among several members of the mob, and the flash of a toothed blade.
One of the soldiers said, “Jesus God, they’re going to saw him in pieces.”
Saint George shouted out one more profanity and stopped. He composed himself, and put his hands
behind his back.
Heng laid on the deck, worn out, holding the revolver in a limp hand. He looked out over the banks
and realized they were heading further up the river, and further into the void. He looked up.
The sky above the boat seemed a gigantic, inverted bowl, and Heng surveyed the very top, then
lowered his eyes to the horizons he could see; he imagined the bowl above them continuing beneath
them, and comprehended the idea he could only see half of the true picture, it wasn't a bowl at all, but a
globe.
They were inside an enormous globe, like the White people gave each other on their pagan holidays,
like Christmas and Easter.
Suddenly he stepped outside himself again and saw them, floating on a tiny, delicate river inside a
bauble, the scene complete with clouds, mountains, water, and teeny, tiny people.
Heng laughed a little at the sight of it all, the weird and huge ornament, a gift to some family member
at the White peoples' Christmastime. He peered inside and saw continents, oceans, clouds.
The bauble imagined an owner, and Heng saw the recipient: a child-goliath, an unimaginably large
child, barely three years old if that, but so huge that Heng couldn't grasp it. The child was just a toddler,
clumsy and uncoordinated, bumping and bumbling, holding his new toy with delight and too immature
to recognize the delicacy of the object.
Inside the globe a microscopic man, trapped on a boat on a tiny river, gasped in fear at the knowledge
of his vulnerability: the child couldn't have this fragile glass thing, he would drop it, shatter it, and the
contents would perish while the child wailed in disappointment.
The child played with the globe, shaking it and watching the roiling inside, giggling and burbling.
Then he dropped it.
As the globe fell Heng looked up at the inside of it, and saw the child's face in the very center of the
sun, and then the apparition disappeared, they were back on the river, and everything was as it was.
Le was whistling in the pilot house, the Christian was groaning his ridiculous devotions again, and the
soldiers were quietly grumbling and muttering amongst themselves about White man things.
Heng shook his head and clasped his hands, then released them.
The day continued on its way.
The occupants of the boat moved silently. No-one spoke, and there was no noise except for the
occasional bleat from the goat and the whirring of the engine. Heng could see a new pile of coal in the

bin at the back of the boat, and knew that for whatever reason the merchant had supplied them.
He also knew there was no way to return down the river, and no way to safely purchase coal at any
point. The boat was surely known and marked, and they couldn't expect anything but violent attack for
the rest of their pointless voyage up the river.
Le was right, they were all going to die.
He thought of Le's desire to be reborn as a tiger, and had the odd wish he could believe in such a
thing. He caught himself thinking about the White man's Hell, the place of heat and torment, and
recognized he believed in it despite himself. The Chinese didn't, they simply went to a kind of
purgatory and were reborn later, as something else. Nothing was permanent for them. For Heng, it was
all very permanent, and he knew, deep down, he was going to White man's Hell. He cursed himself for
knowing White man's things, and cursed his life for betraying him. He found himself shaking again
with rage at the White man, at the world, and everything in it.
Eventually the rage subsided and he remembered he'd fired the revolver; it would have to be cleaned.
Heng walked to the edge of the boat, removed the unfired cases from the revolver cylinder, and then
immersed the pistol in the river water. He swished it around, then brought it up and blew through the
barrel, tasting the black powder. He performed the ritual several more times, and was finally satisfied.
He laid the revolver next to him on the deck to dry in the sun. He laid on the deck, drying, until the
light faded.
Painfully, the sun went down, and finally Heng rolled over on the deck and slept.

Six

Heng woke up.
Something felt strange, and then he realized he hadn't dreamed at all. He couldn't remember the last
time he'd had a dreamless night. He sat up and looked out over the river.
The banks around them looked like multi-colored melting wax. The landscape ran into the river, and
where it met the water odd bursts of oily color flared in eddies and pools in small inlets in the earth.
Trees sat on small outcroppings protruding into the river; they were all devoid of leaves or growth, and
the trunks were misshapen and hollowed out. Their branches staggered straight up, and they looked like
the blobs of spent candles, poured out of the wick's crater, dripped into bizarre shapes to roll into the
filmy water.
The boat passed the scene, and across the water the smell of acid, or chemical, passed and wafted.
High above birds circled, and Heng was able to make out vultures floating in air currents far above the
desolate shore.
The land didn’t look burned, and none of the area was blackened or scorched; it just looked melted.
The soldiers positioned around on the deck, rifles ready and silent, watching the country pass in their
gaze, the lot of them impassive and uncaring. Heng thought, for them the entire country was unknown
and strange, so what seemed unusual to him had no effect on the White men: it was all equally exotic.
The banks changed composition and turned to dark-colored rock, set in jumbled triangles. The shapes
rose randomly and tumbled into high piles of pointed shapes. In the river ahead, two huge triangles had
sliced into the river crossways, like two gigantic knife blades set blunt edge down, points set towards
each other in the water. They almost met, or so it looked from a distance, and Heng occupied his
thoughts with the coming navigation through the gap between the sharp points.
They approached the two knife points, and Heng took the wheel while Le moved to the bow to watch
and call out warnings and instructions. The soldiers sat down at Saint George's order, waiting for the
maneuvering they would have to do. The goat bleated loudly and laid down on the pilot house roof.
The water around them turned suddenly from greenish and clean to deep brown and dirty. They were
running through a churning spot and a smell of decay and rot rose up. The river smelled like dead flesh
and putrefecation. Heng felt nauseous and gagged. He had to bend over, his eyes watering from the
stench.
He looked over the boat, and was confused by the other men: they didn't seem to notice the smell at
all, and were unaffected, completely. He shook his head and tried to concentrate.
They came up to the points, and as they aimed for the center a movement on the shore caught Heng's
eye. He glanced over, very quickly, and saw a boy crawling on the right bank
The boy was dressed in torn rags and was crawling towards the water on a jumble of sharp rocks. His
limbs were bleeding, so much blood it was flowing over the stones. His mouth was open, gasping for
air, or water. Heng saw it in the instant he looked, and then he had to concentrate on the river. They got
directly up to the points and were about to go through, and Heng risked a look back. The boy was
draped into the water, and even from a distance Heng could see the water was brown and filthy with
slime and disease. The boy was slurping it up, drinking it in and retching it back out, over and over, his
blood stringing into the river and his vomit foaming over. Heng watched in fascination as the boy drank
the filthy water and his own bodily fluids, over and over.
Then they were on the points and Heng had to roll the wheel to work through the convergence. There
was a flurry of reaction and bouncing, and then they were through and on the other side.
The smell was gone and Heng tried to relax, looking over the sky and shaking his head to clear the
image of the boy from his memory. He couldn't.
The goat clattered up and jumped off the roof above him, braying and blabbering.
Past the knives the banks in front of them emerged from the river in a gentle grade, and terraced plots
of growing plants zigzagged up to a village of farmhouses set on low hills.
Rocky steps made from river stones led here and there to spots in the cultivations, and ultimately up

to and past the houses. The homes were typical of the area, with whitewashed walls and variegated tile
roofs. At one of the houses, set next to the front door, a large rectangular box stood on end, the coffin of
an elderly family member, purchased ahead of its need. There were no people in evidence, no animals,
no smoke, no sign of life. They passed the village and steamed ahead.
Far ahead, a sign of some disturbance in the air whirled; it looked like a waterspout, or some other
phenomenon; it created something unusual: a rainbow. Heng watched it appear, form an arch, then
dissipate. The disturbance vanished and the far disance cleared; it became very hot. The sun burned.
The river continued on, and the banks loomed up around them, either dominating and threatening, or
protecting them from outside harm, likely a combination of both.
Far ahead of them, Heng saw moving objects, and Le shouted to him, waving his arms. Heng knew
Le had far better eyesight than himself, could see things he couldn't; and Le was alarmed and shouting.
It didn't take long for the objects to become boats, two junks with large ribbed sails. Heng watched as
the sails came down and the boats spread apart. One stopped and Heng could see drag anchors splash
into the water, large, flat stones. The junk was very big and blocked their way.
The smaller of the boats coasted towards them, then whirled around to cross their 'T', presenting one
side to their prow. Heng whipped the wheel to parallel the boat, which was still some way ahead of
them, and called to Saint George.
“They're coming. They're looking for a fight. Get ready.”
Saint George looked at him, then made a series of shouts. The soldiers spread into their positions, and
for the first time Heng could see the reasoning behind the sandbags and the way Saint George had
arranged his men. Le rushed past him and ducked into the engine housing. He came out with the rifle
and a wooden box of its ammunition. He handed the revolver to Heng, then returned to the engine
house and came out with the shotgun and the belt filled with shiny brass shells.
Heng stuffed the revolver in his waistband and took the rifle. Le took the wheel; up close, Le was a
superior, savage fighter, but Heng knew himself to be the better rifle shot. He stood just outside the
pilot house door, the rifle at port arms, waiting. He felt something, and he looked around; Saint George
was staring at him with glowing eyes. He hadn't known about the rifle. Heng looked straight back at
him and shrugged defiantly. Saint George looked away.
Le pointed out the pilot house window and said, “The middle. Shoot him.”
Heng had to squint, peering through the air to the junk, now not so far away and coming closer to
them at a very rapid pace. He was able to make out a man moving around in the center of the junk, and
after that a shiny tube protruding from the deck.
Le called out again, “Shoot him!”
Heng walked to the side of the boat and Le heeled over, clearing Heng's sight line away from the
soldiers. Heng sat down, fixed his feet in place, and hefted the rifle. He guessed the distance and
flipped up a ladder-looking bracket on the barrel of the rifle, and as he concentrated on the distant boat,
his eyesight became clearer. He could see the shiny tube was a cannon, and the man moving was
readying it to fire. He waited, set his thumb carefully on the top of his right hand, and breathed slowly.
He slowly pressed the trigger of the weird machine from another world, and as his mind cleared the
rifle discharged with a sharp cracking noise.
Heng blinked from the blast and in that moment could see the round-nosed bullet traveling over the
water, a violent traveler on it's way to a destination of meat and bone and flesh. He heard the bullet hit,
a sharp rap on wood, and knew he'd missed. He ripped his hand off the rifle stock and slapped the bolt
up, back, returned it, and got ready again.
He could see the man crouching down behind the cannon; this time when the rifle discharged and the
bullet traveled to follow its sibling, he didn't miss.
After the blink Heng watched, and the metal patched object ran into the man with a spectacular
impact, directly into his face. The bullet caught just over the bridge of the nose, scattered the back of
his head over the decking, then curved down into the back of the body to groove along the spine. The

man dropped without a twitch.
Heng felt a thrill, a deep sense of excitement. He found himself shaking, but not from fear, from a
giddy delight. It was an excellent shot, a brilliant achievement. He felt an exultation and an inflating
feeling of great pride.
Le popped out a sound: “Ha!” He was very pleased.
Heng settled back in with the rifle, getting ready for another test of his skill. He had just cleared his
mind, having settled on another man trying to conceal himself behind a wood embrasure on the stern of
the boat, when he was startled by a thunderous roar.
He hadn't been paying attention: Saint George had been calling out orders to his men, and had just
completed the final order: 'Fire'. All the soldiers had fired at once, sending six bullets over the water at
once. The impact was shocking: the soldiers concentrated their bullets on a single point at Saint
George's order, and Heng watched a large hole blast through the rear embrasure. He saw the man
behind it fly backwards, arms flailing, to fall on the deck.
Saint George gave an order again, the soldiers loaded another cartridge, leaving their loaded
magazines in reserve, and this time the blast hit the center of what Heng knew was the pilot house.
Wood flew and splintered, and even across the water Heng could hear a high-pitched scream. Heng
watched and waited while the soldiers followed the 'fire' order ten more times, and when they were
done, the upper part of the boat was riddled wreckage. The soldiers mechanically reloaded their rifles,
sliding gleaming cartridges into open actions.
They had drifted close, very close, and they could easily see the bodies and blood. Heng saw the
cannon clearly: it was a gaudy thing, decorated with carvings and special, magical markings. He
wished they had time to stop and loot the boat: there had to be saleable items on it. He glanced around;
the small boat hadn't even gotten a single shot of their own off at them.
Heng was abstractly thinking when a hurricane of air looped over the boat, and right after that he
heard the enormous 'boom' of a very large cannon. He had forgotten about the larger junk in his
excitement, and the rush of turbulent air was a cannonball flying over them.
Then they were close, far too close, and Heng suddenly felt vulnerable and naked. Le popped out of
the pilot house and fired two rounds of pellets at the giant junk; Heng laughed nervously at the futility
of it.
He could see men swarming over the boat, and animals tied in various places; goats, pigs, birds. They
were making noise and writhing in their cages and on the ends of their ropes. Heng felt oddly
empathetic with them, their dumb fear: it was unfair to involve these creatures in the insanity of men.
Heng pushed a cartridge clip in the magazine of his machine, shaking and trembling with excitement.
The big junk heeled sideways, and a shirtless, tattooed man holding a smoldering match-stick waved
dramatically. He swept the smoking stick down and touched the top of a bronze cannon. The cannon
was formed in the shape of a dragon, with the muzzle its mouth. The gun looked weirdly alive. As
Heng raised the rifle, Le stepped forward again, pressed the shotgun to his shoulder, and fired twice,
emptying the barrels. The balls from the loads skipped on the water and hit the side of the junk, one
ball swiping up and tearing a small spike of bamboo from the cabin.
The dragon-cannon fired.
The load was scrap iron and gravel, combined with what looked like a jagged lump of rock. The
small stuff skipped and pinwheeled over the water, but the big rock or slug slammed into the stern of
the steam boat, raising a shower of debris, coal, and wood, most of which flew up and out of the way.
The cloud of smoke from the discharge immediately concealed the junk, just as Heng was beginning
to sight. As he was deciding what to do about this, he realized he was pressing on the trigger, and the
rifle went off with a piercing crack. Momentarily stunned by his carelessness, he recovered quickly,
slapping the straight bolt handle with the palm of his hand and working the action to feed in another
cartridge.

The brass casing, empty, bounced off the deck and made a light ringing sound, like a small bell. Heng
wondered idly if the hollow casing could be transformed into something more saleable for the local
market, a devotional instrument maybe. He should gather up the empty cases after the fight. He
realized he had a naïve expectation of his own survival.
The smoke cleared slightly, and Le blasted two more smoothbore shells at the boat, one of the loads
connecting with the box housing structure with four or five balls, making soot and splinters fly.
Heng, feeling inadequate, sighted and fired. He saw the bullet strike one of the men in the shoe, the
impact making a flash of dark and light, as if someone was waving a flag, and he saw the shot had
amputated the man’s foot at the ankle. The man shrieked and fell, flopping horribly and waving his
hands. Heng aimed and fired again; this bullet struck the shining tube of the dragon-cannon and
bounced at an angle, splattering wildly into the side of a tied-up piglet.
The animal commenced squealing in pain, adding to the noise of shouted orders and screaming. The
junk erupted in smoke, a collective of small arms, and bullets, balls, and projectiles hit all around them.
Heng heard a rushing, huffing shout, and saw one of the White men fold over and fall, crumpling like a
thrown piece of cloth. Blood sprayed out of his back in a shower.
Saint George shouted, “Stay calm, these things happen, you all know it, MAGAZINE!”
The men flipped some lever on their rifles, and in rapid succession, at Saint George's orders, fired
nine volleys, this time of five bullets each. Saint George didn't pick up the dead man's rifle, or even
draw his pistol.
The effect on the junk was significant but not on the scale of the smaller one, and Heng could see
men moving in a flurry on the deck, and small puffs of smoke from the sides. Bullets and balls flew
around them and splashed in the water. He emptied the packet of cartridges and pushed in another,
gasping in personal turmoil and agitation. He emptied that and reloaded, trying to think. Le fired with
the shotgun again, making a puff on a wooden wall on the deck. Heng knew the shotgun was useless
against hard surfaces, and wondered why Le was wasting both his time and their ammunition.
Le darted back into the pilot house and brought the boat around, trying to move them past the big
junk: once they were past the big junk couldn't come back upriver after them at any real speed, and
they would be more or less safe for a time.
It didn't work: the big junk heeled over and blocked them, and the cannon pushed out again. Heng
saw it, knew what was coming, and felt real fear for the first time in this fight.
The thing went off.
This time they were too close, the junk couldn't miss, and the impact of the large ball shook the whole
boat. It hit just at the water line, the worst possible place, and Heng shouted in frustration and fury: if
their boat sank, his precious steam boat, his only possession in the world, they would all be floating in
the water and easy prey. He fired the German rifle from another world five more times in quick
succession, screaming to dissipate the fear, and was rewarded with another hit, one bullet penetrating a
wood wall to kill the man behind it. Heng laughed with glee and reloaded.
Now they were too close, far too close, and he could see individual faces on the junk, and knew they
were in real trouble. Two men ran out to reload the dragon cannon.
This time Le had planned properly: as the men scurried out he walked calmly to the edge of the boat
and fired both barrels almost at once. The balls spattered everywhere, a cloud of deadly little insects
biting and destroying everything they touched, and both men fell, contracting, becoming small, empty,
and dead.
Le shouted out a clear obscenity and giggled.
There was a momentary silence, and in the silence the Christian sang out, “JEE-ZUS!”
The goat bleated and Heng started laughing, uncontrollably, the incongruity of it was altogether too
much and he couldn't help it. Then he felt the boat tilting and remembered the dangerous hole in the
boat. He stopped, thinking, and decided to keep firing at the junk. Something had changed; he could
feel it, the junk wasn't as dangerous as it had been. He continued firing but somehow he had the

knowledge they had won, or at least bought their temporary freedom.
The White men continued with their rapid volleys and within a short time, at the close range, their
disciplined fire had apparently cleared the deck of the junk. Bodies littered the craft and blood ran out
scupper holes to drip into the river.
Heng saw men crawling around on places on the deck, hiding, trying to find safe places to fire at
them or plan another attack, but now he knew the big junk was really defending itself: the disciplined
fire of the White men had won the fight. They were within a stone's throw of the junk, and again Heng
wished they could stop to loot the craft: it was big and loaded with possessions.
Heng was looking over the junk in a sudden stab of envy and jealousy of greed when Le shouted
something, and pointed with the muzzle of the shotgun, stuffing shells into the action, preparing for
another go. He shouted warning words: the attackers hadn't counted on such well-armed and game
victims, and were trying to turn the junk to break away, but the current would have none of it. They
were stuck together for the moment and couldn't get away from each other. The direction was taken,
and the two crafts were trapped, circling each other.
Puffs of white smoke appeared on the surfaces of the junk, and Heng heard shouts from the White
soldiers: one or more of them had been hit.
Realizing they'd have to keep fighting until the river pulled them apart, Heng knelt down, secured the
butt of the rifle to his shoulder, aimed at a likely spot, and fired three times in rapid succession at the
junk. The effect was frightful. Heng watched in fascination as the first ball hit a wooden wall; a man
leaped from behind it, and Heng fired again. The ball eviscerated him and flung parts scattering across
the deck. The last ball pounded into the man and dropped him in a heap, a large cone of blood and bone
flying in the air. Heng looked away from the man and fired once more, and hit an already downed man
in the side of the head, making a lazy, swirling puff like a pipe smoker would exhale.
The sights of the rifle rested momentarily on a form in the window screen of the box housing. The
rifle fired as Heng reflexively twitched off his last cartridge in response to the image. A sudden animal
scream cut through the thickened atmosphere, starting almost like a whistling, but increasing in
volume. Then it stopped.
The crafts finally pulled away from each other, and some of the men from the junk began coming out
onto the deck; Heng saw the man he'd shot, the missing foot man, who sat on the wood deck groaning.
After a few seconds an old man, perhaps a cook or skinner, stood up, looking forlorn, totally exposed
on the deck. The boat drifted past and around them, and the old man’s eyes locked with Heng’s. As they
gazed slowly at each other Le fired two shots from the shotgun, and the old man fell down dead.
The two boats drifted away, rolling and spinning across the tensioned surface of the water, with no
sound but the whirring of the steam engine and the sharp yelping of meat animals on the junk.
Heng felt the fight to be over, and lowered the rifle; there was no point in using any more
ammunition. He felt something on his leg, and patting himself, found the revolver had dropped down
his pant leg. He had to stuff his hand down his trousers to fish it out.
Le whistled: there was something wrong.
Heng glanced at the back of their boat, and saw smoke. He knew they'd been holed, perhaps badly,
but hadn't thought about fire. He ran onto the rear deck and saw their coal pile smoldering. He set the
rifle down on top of the engine housing and grabbed a shovel, stuffing the scoop into the smoking pile
to fling coal over the side of the boat. He knew it wasn't good: the coal could burn for days and burn
them right down to the waterline. As he frantically shoveled, he felt a presence, and when he looked
around the Christian was helping him. He didn't know what to think of that.
Then Heng knew they were really in trouble: the boat was holed and their fuel supply was burning up
in front of their eyes. He stuffed the shovel into the pile, yanked, and a fire flared up. He jumped back:
this was bad, very bad.
Le shouted and Heng saw him rush out of the pilot house. He unrolled the hose they carried and

threw an end into the river; he flung the horrible pump on the deck and shouted an order: the Christian
dropped his shovel and went to work the hand pump. Le came to the edge of the coal pile and readied
himself to spray it with water.
One of the soldiers shouted out, “Look out! They're not finished!”
Heng looked around wildly, trying to find what the man was talking about, and saw it: the junk had
somehow tacked around and come back. He could see a shirtless man waving a match-stick over the
dragon cannon. He froze: there was nothing he could do. His rifle was sitting on the engine housing,
the soldiers were at the front of the deck and not in position to fire, and they had to sit and accept it.
Heng shook with anticipation. He knew it couldn't be more than a second or two, but time slowed and it
felt like a full day as the match came down and the cannon exploded in flame and smoke.
The gun was loaded with small chunks of who knew what, a giant shotgun and far too close to them.
Fragments impacted around him into the bales and bags, puffing in the air. He could hear short whining
sounds as objects torpedoed and pinwheeled in the dusk.
A piece hit Le in the chest, spinning him around, and as he whirled, another two or three ripped open
his belly. His guts sprayed out in a flush of blood and slime, and the canvas hose wrapped around the
body and mixed with his intestines. The split-second image gave the impression of tens of yards of
viscera spilling from the man’s gaping body. Le staggered, flopping the hose and the ropes of his own
gore helplessly.
Heng locked eyes with him, briefly, and a final slug hammered into his head, removing a saucer-sized
piece of skull. The piece flew away, fluttering.
The flesh that had been Le dropped to the deck with a vivid 'thump'.
Heng jumped up and ran past the pile, shouting without words, grabbed the rifle, and fired back at the
junk; to his wild fury the junk turned suddenly and all but flew down the river, leaving an enormous
cloud of smoke to hover over the water in its place.
Heng looked down at the remains of Le, frozen, unable to move his feet.
The boat was tilting and Le was dead. Heng stared down at Le.
The Christian walked up, filthy and black from coal dust, and made a sign over Le's body. Blood
pumped and flowed over the deck.
Heng heard one of the White soldiers shout from the front deck, and glanced up: he could see a man
standing, his arm a deep crimson instead of white. Another man had blood pouring down his leg to
puddle on the boards of the boat. Heng turned: the coal pile was still burning.
He grabbed the Christian and went to shovel out the burning rocks. He cleared his mind, keeping his
back to Le's body, and carefully separated the parts he could see burning from stuff that seemed to be
safe. The Christian helped, muttering things under his breathing.
More water was needed, and Heng had to go to the pump. He had to struggle with the hose, which
was wrapped around the remains of Le; blood and viscera flopped over the deck, nauseating him, and
Heng had to close his eyes and make a decision: he exerted himself and flung the main part of Le over
the edge into the river.
Guts and intestines, still attached to the various parts of the body, dragged slowly over the edge,
draping and sliming like gigantic worms until it was gone except for an irregular slab of darkish meat
setting on the wood deck. Heng stared at it, trying to make sense of it, then recognized it as Le's liver: it
had been blown from the body.
In a trance, or a fit, Heng reached in his blood-soaked pocket and pulled out his small folding knife,
not knowing why, and picked up the piece of human flesh. He deliberately sliced off a small piece,
brought it to his mouth, and ate it, chewing carefully. He swallowed it and felt instantly stronger.
He looked up and saw the Christian. That man was watching him in fascination. Heng felt suddenly
jealous of his precious possession, his liver from a tiger; he sliced off another piece, swallowed it
whole, and flung the rest overboard. He went to the hand pump and commenced slamming the lever
back and forth. The Christian reached down, moving slowly, picked up the end of the hose and directed

it to the coal pile. After a few minutes the fire was out.
Heng took off his clothes completely until he was naked, then went into the bowels of the boat to
examine the hole in the hull.
In the next few hours, after throwing out anchors, Heng directed the making of a patch to cover the
cannon damage. It was nothing artistic, canvas, boards, and pitch, but it seemed adequate; he had the
thought it was enough to get them to a real place of repair, but then recognized that was unlikely to
happen. The Christian helped him, passing materials down to him; when they were done the Christian
pumped while Heng hosed off the deck, forcing the blood and flecks of human skin away into the river.
Two of the White men seemed hurt, but not terribly, more blood than damage. One of the wounded
men was clearly angry and resentful; apparently the affront of being shot by a Celestial offended him
immensely. He strode the deck muttering and cursing, testing his arm and gripping his rifle and waving
the bayonet at the banks. He took out a pipe and lit it, and Heng had the thought again of his glorious
opium balls.
The soldier swaggered across the deck, rifle slung, bayonet poking into the sky. His shirt was stained
with gunpowder and blood, the pipe sticking out of his mouth. He swung his arm and grunted.
On the deck the goat clacked over, gently butted the soldier, and made a characteristic noise; then it
turned slightly and urinated on the deck, splashing the soldier's boots. The White man didn't notice at
first, but when he looked down he swore, shouted, and kicked the goat away; the animal took it as a
challenge and put its head down.
When it charged the soldier screamed an obscenity, unslung his rifle and caught the animal alongside
the head and into the body with his bayonet. The goat shrieked and kicked, but the soldier kept it
pinned, grunting; then he swung his rifle over, sweeping the goat across the deck, splattering blood
across the boards.
“God damn animal!”
Another soldier laughed out loud and shouted, “Stick it again, Jude!”
Instead the soldier flipped it overboard, then turned, huffing and puffing and cursing under his breath.
In the water the goat bleated and struggled in a welter of pink foam: the blade had punctured a lung.
The boat continued, leaving the creature to drown in the water and its own blood.
Heng watched the goat die while the sun drooped to the horizon. He watched while the sun lowered
itself with infinite, fastidious care into the horizon, seeming as though it was either reluctant to be done
for the day or trying not to set the world on fire. As it settled into the darkening sawblade profile of the
hills, shadows of extreme length flowed across graded terraces ahead of the boat.
Ahead of them the land was still in light, and farmland stretched on the banks ahead of the boat,
elaborately contoured steps leading away from the river. Vast shadows extended from the low retaining
walls, leaving only narrow, irregular horizontal slivers drawn in light across the rising earth. Blocky
houses, white with grayish roofs, squatted among the terraces, placed in locations related to family
plots, the boundaries indiscernible to any outsider.
The sun went down, leaving the river in darkness; but above the tiny mortals lost in darkness the hills
and mountains, reluctant to give up the heat of the solar globe, glowed in dazzling pride. The rays of
the sun rapidly crept up the hills, retreating upwards, and within anther few minutes the sun was gone.
Fires and lamps could be seen around them; the country was alive. Heng sat on the deck and waited
while the engine whirred slowly: they had enough coal to go one more day.
The boat bobbed in the blackness, the only sign of their presence a few unruly sparks spilling in the
air above the water, falling to extinguish in the murky river. Heng went in the pilot house and sat down.
He leaned his head against the rough wood boards and slept.

Seven

The sun rose and woke Heng up. He stood up, feeling filthy, and walked to the engine housing. He
looked down into the small enclosure, nodded to the machine from another planet, oiled where he
usually did, and patted the guns, wrapped again in oilcloth. He bowed and backed out onto the deck,
then pulled up the anchors and got underway.
The soldiers laid and sat on the deck silently; Saint George stood in the prow, hands folded behind his
back, looking out over the river. No-one spoke, and there was no noise.
Heng saw a motion on the water, well off to the left bank. An old man in a small boat bobbed on the
surface of the river, placidly watching the flow of current. He held a long staff in a horizontal fashion,
like a high-wire walker, balancing as the boat popped and rolled. On one end of the staff perched a
long, slender bird. The bird dipped its head and shoulders, expertly gazing into the water. Heng idly
watched with low interest as the bird rolled off the staff and slipped into the river. The old man shifted
the staff with little apparent effort, remaining upright.
After a few seconds the bird burst from the water, shooting into the air, and with loose grace perched
again on the end of the staff. It had a fish in its beak. The bird tried to swallow and couldn’t; a cord tied
around it's throat, blocked it just enough to keep the fish from its craw. The cord dripped in a long loop.
The old man reached for the bird, wrestled with quiet skill, extricated the struggling fish from the bird’s
mouth, and dumped it in a basket.
The man looked up at them and smiled. His avian slave rotated its graceful, slender head to look at
the boat. The cormorant eyed the steamboat with angry resentment. The two vessels passed, and Time
speeded up.
The day rushed forward, racing and sprinting, sped up beyond any reason. When Heng got into the
pilot house and took the wheel, the day popped off its feet, jumped, and ran flat out, fleeing and
scrambling, anxious to be over. The heat was frightful, and it was all Heng and the Christian could do
to keep their mouths wet. They barely had time to drink. The boat could barely keep up with the day,
whirring and puttering; Heng and the Christian frantically shoveled coal and watched the crude hull
patch, flailing and rushing, desperately trying to maintain the pace of the day.
Then it slowed, slowed more, stumbled, and crumbled to a limping crawl.
Heng leaned over the wheel, exhausted from the effort.
At the back of the boat the Christian bent over his shovel, breathing hard, and finally let out one of
his devotional groans, this time sounding like an epithet: “Jesus.”
Heng looked up: the sun was going down. It had fueled the day's excitement, but now it was going
away, and the day was itself worn out.
Ahead of them, a stringy bamboo wharf fingered into the river. Heng squinted at it: he couldn't
remember much about the day and had no idea how far they may have traveled.
The filthy Christian came to the door of the pilot house and said, “We're there.”
Heng glanced out sidelong at the water, and noted a pale, floating lump, which as it came closer
became what he suspected it might be: a body drifting in the river. He was mildly surprised by his own
lack of shock at the sight. The thing wandered and rolled near the boat, and he idly tried to see if it was
a Chinese or White, not that it would really matter, but either from bloating or damage it was
impossible to tell. I was equally impossible to tell if it was male or female. Dark splotches wriggled and
swam around the lump, and he focused his sight into the water. The splotches became the outlines of
turtles, lunging and snapping off beak-sized chunks of flesh. Tiny shreds of whitish flecks burst in the
water, and quick black marks swarmed among them: tiny fish eating. One of the Britishers lounged on
the deck, cradling his rifle in his lap; he turned his head, blank-faced, tracking the dead as it shed bits
and pieces, burbling along.
They were to the dock.
The bamboo assembly teetered out to the boat as they approached, and one of the soldiers laid down

his rifle and reached out from the gunwales to grasp an upright of bamboo. Another joined him when
he could, and together they pulled the boat along the length of the squeaking, jumbled structure. Heng
went to the engine house, turned a few valves, then disengaged the engine and reached for his guns.
He went out on the deck carrying the two long guns, the revolver stuck in his trousers. He draped the
belts of shotgun shells and rifle clips on his shoulders, then looked up. The moon was out and the sky
was dim enough to make out stars.
The only sound under the moon was the whirring of the steam engine and a slight creaking as the
boat grazed bamboo lengths along the dock. Heng looked up at the sky, and the covering above them
glittered with stars and planets, watching. He searched for and noted the Plieades, thinking
momentarily how he had been taught such things by White Christians, then lowered his head and
watched his own shadow move around the boat's deck, his body swaying on the boards.
He called the Christian over, realizing that he had already started viewing the man as Le's
replacement.
He handed the shotgun and it's belt of shells to the Christian and said, “Carry these.” The Christian
had obviously never held a gun, and gripped the shotgun by it's very tip, like a cane or a walking stick.
He didn't know one end from the other.
Heng shook his head and flung the belt of shells over the man's head.
Thinking, and remembering the pistol falling down his pant leg, Heng rummaged around in the pilot
house, selected a cord, and tied the revolver to a cord. He looped it around his neck, like a heavy
necklace.
Saint George assembled his men, and Heng had the sudden thought he had no idea where the dead
White man had gone. He had no memory of a service or anything else: it was if the man had simply
vanished from the boat without any comment at all. He had to shake his head again. The world was
crumbling around him.
Saint George said, “We'll leave a man with the boat, and go to get this reverend. You,” he pointed at
Heng, “...come with us.”
Heng looked at the men on the deck, around into the darkness, and made a decision. It was the only
one he could make. He knew there wasn't enough coal to keep the engine going, but now they were
upriver; they could float back downstream, if it came to that. He blinked and followed through.
Heng went to the engine housing and felt around for the Stephenson lever, making sure it was neutral,
bringing the engine to a gentle, graceful halt. The whirring of the engine went on as he disengaged all
power, and reached around for the tactile clues to the venting valves. He turned a few knobs and levers,
resulting in a slight hissing noise, no louder than the swish of water outside. He waited. His eyes got
accustomed to the light, and to pass the time he watched the flywheel turn. Discolorations and stains on
the body of it made it into a whirling circle, like a potter's wheel, making concentric circles, spirals,
swastikas, and pulsating dots. Every so often he played with the valves and vents, moved this or that if
things got too noisy or too rushed, and finally, the sound stopped completely; the pistons ceased
moving up and down, the flywheel mandala stopped spinning, and the boat was still.
He looked at the now-quiet machine, the incongruous mechanical being from the other side of the
Earth, so foreign to this place as to be from a world of magic and witchcraft. He looked at it and it
became a dead thing, and in that instant he wondered it he'd ever see the engine, the Scotsman's
invention with its carefully named control lever, ever again. He regretted not sealing the boiler vents
and blowing it up, then shook his head and walked back onto the deck.
The soldiers were filling packs with items and supplies, and draping cartridge belts over their chests
and shoulders. Their uniformed bodies were white in the glow of the stars.
The Christian led the way, walking onto the bamboo dock. Ahead and above them, small flickering
lights dotted the night. The village on the river was set high up, a stiff walk up a hill, probably to a
plateau. The surrounding countryside was invisible in the dark.

As he walked along the shaky wharf, Heng passed one soldier standing still, rifle slung. Saint George
was leaving a guard behind. Heng had a flare of fury when he realized the white-clad sergeant had
insisted on his going with them not out of a need for manpower, but from mistrust: he was really the
only one who knew how to pilot the boat, and very likely Saint George thought he might try to run
away.
The anger spiked in him as he walked, and he caught himself muttering curses as he followed along
behind the white men, suddenly feeling like some horrid pet, or dog, following humans in hopes of
food scraps. He fingered the rifle, flicking the bolt with his thumb and pressing the trigger on an empty
chamber, that contoured lever springing back and forth. He felt savage hate, his familiar friend.
He realized at this stage in his life it was the closest thing to feeling 'normal' as he ever managed.
Short clatters resonated as the Britishers trudged up the usual stone steps leading up from the river;
this time, in this place, there were no idols or adornments of any kind; nothing but a shaky bamboo
pier, and the set of narrow, crumbling stairs, slick with moisture. He looked back, just for a moment,
and saw the white form of the soldier, standing motionless on the pier. He remembered another of the
white man's tall tales, of someone transforming into a pillar of salt for leaving a city; or maybe going
into one, he couldn't strictly recall the exact details. The soldier looked just like a simple white post,
gleaming in the starlight. Heng turned away and scrambled after the White men, struck for no reason
with a pointless and nameless fear that mixed with his hate and forced him into jerking action.
It was silent and still except for the unavoidable noises of armed men on the move. As they ascended
the stairs from the coolness of the river the air got soaking wet, hot, and suffocating. Heng found
himself gasping for air, sucking in what felt like foul soup. He was dripping in sweat within seconds,
and the effort, for some reason, made him frustrated and angry. The rifle slipped around in his hands
and became impossibly heavy.
He was lost enough in his internal hatreds and angers to fail to notice when the line of soldiers, with
himself tagging along, entered the inevitable ramshackle village at the top of the stairway. Saint George
whispered, “Halt!” and the short column did so; the place was completely quiet, immobile, and dead.
There weren't even any dogs. Nothing. There were lights or lanterns, no fires, no movement of any
kind.
“So where is this church?” Saint George asked, and the Christian materialized from the front of the
group.
He said, “Through the village and close that way.”
Heng assumed he was gesturing, although he couldn't see anything but a vague flailing in the
darkness and starlight glimmer. Saint George, and the soldiers with him, looked around in hesitant
confusion. The Christian walked away and the soldiers followed, jostling and clinking quietly. The
entire village was evidently deserted.
The only sound Heng could make out was the chirping of crickets, and that was all. There was,
however, a weird odor, unusual and somewhat sweet. It became almost less of a smell as they
continued, and became much closer to a taste, sticking in his mouth and feeling as though it fixed
between his teeth, making an unpleasant gritty feel. He continued walking, sweating and miserable,
moving along in silent hatred.
Then they were through the village, and the landscape opened out into a sort of grassy path
surrounded by small, separated fields. The original smell, or taste, got stronger, and then was mixed
with the overpowering smell of burned wood and ash. The Christian gasped and took off running, far
ahead of the soldiers.
Saint George stage-whispered, “Hey there! Hey!” before waving his men along in a double-time
march.
Heng was forced to hustle after them like some wretched assistant. He swore violently and cursed the
race of the White man, and the Christian along with them.
The burned smell became staggering and stung Heng's nose, and he could suddenly see why: they had

run into the midst of a scattered area of dusty ash and debris, kicking up small puffs of white and gray
flakes with each step.
The Christian cried out in the twisting light, shuffling his feet and almost disappearing in a whirling
cloud of spinning, tiny, shining fragments. He stopped. The field of ash was the remains of the church.
The Christian was standing motionless in the ashy circle when a man appeared, shuffling towards
them from the surrounding dark. Saint George spoke an order, and the soldiers mounted their rifles on
their shoulders. The man came into the circle, and called out.
He said, “David!”
The Christian rushed to the form, calling out a name. He dropped the shotgun and threw off the belt
of shells. The new form waved his head strangely and stopped, holding out his arms. The Christian,
David, grasped the man's hands and cried out.
Heng sidled up closer and looked at the old man's face: in place of eyes there were two gaping holes.
Tears of blood and fluid streaked down his face.
The old man swayed back and forth, white hair gleaming in the moonlight. He looked like a ghost,
swaying and shuddering. “It is good to hear your voice, David.”
David asked, “Where is everyone? Where is the reverend, the congregation?”
The old man leaned back, displaying empty eye sockets. He said, “Would you know the fate of your
family, David?”
David let go of the old man and wrapped his arms on his shoulders. He looked like a knobby stick.
His body had been transformed into craggy, bent sprig.
Heng took note of David's pain.
David finally nodded, “Yes, I would know.”
The old man lowered his head and began mumbling.
“They came in a mob. The reverend and his family had gone into their home, the parishioners in the
church.” He stopped, breathing quietly. “They took the people over that way and made me watch.” He
gestured.
The old man went on. “David, your wife prayed to God through her martyrdom, and held your
children close to her.” He paused. “She was strong, and found her strength in God and in Our Saviour,
Jesus Christ. Some of the other women lost their strength, but your wife, David, kept her strength in
Jesus through the torments of the Devil. Would you know how they were martyred, David?”
Heng watched the shape of David’s face shift. It looked like a shadow roiling. He said, “Yes.”
The old man kept going.“They took the congregation to the field, and killed them all there, burning
some, spearing others. Some they beat until they dropped dead. The children they took by the legs and
smashed against the stones, pounding their skulls until they all died.”
David moaned and asked, “How did my wife die? How did God take her from me?”
Heng was struck by the direction of his questioning, referring to ‘his’ wife, as though she were
possibly a possession, or part of himself, not as another human being he may not have owned.
The old man answered him. “They skinned her alive.”
David folded over, and a weird noise corrupted the night, and Heng realized the man was crying.
The old man was speaking again. “They came back for the White preacher man and his family.”
Heng picked up the narrative of death from David, and asked, “What happened to them?”
The old man said, “They beat the reverend, but grew afraid when he began bleeding too much. Some
protested that if they killed him in the village the ghosts would haunt them, so they threw him in a cart,
and the woman and their children in another, and took them to the river. They killed them there and
threw their mortal remains into the river.”
The old man said, spoke, matter-of-factly, as if describing a trip to a dry goods merchant. “They
forced me to witness the deaths of our brethren, then pulled out my eyes”.
The group stood silently before the blinded old man, son of both god and heaven, the only sound a
weird keening sound from David.

The soldiers kicked around the smoldering wreckage for a bit, stirring up dust and filth. An
occasional turnover flared into a small fire, and the smoke hung low in the air. Saint George strode
through the ashes, hands held to his sides, muttering to himself.
“They stole what they could and then smashed and burned everything else,” the old man said. “They
took it over there and destroyed everything”. He indicated with both his hands. “They started the fires
with pages torn from bibles.”
The old man went on, apparently unable to stop himself from sharing the last visions of his eyes. “All
our baptisms and conversions were contained within those pages. Those were the records of the Lord,
of his children. They defecated and wiped themselves with them.”
David groaned.
Heng spit into the ashes.
“Here now, I’ve got something!” A soldier was shouting. “I’ve got a hatch or some damn thing, and
it’s cold, for chrissakes!”
Saint George instantly bellowed, “There will be no blaspheming in the house of God!”
Heng almost burst out laughing at the referral of ‘house’ to this smoking mess.
The soldier said, “No, I got a cellar or something!”
David gasped, then shouted, and bolted for the spot, panting. “It’s the ice cellar! The reverend kept
ice there!” He raced to the wooden planks, which now became a door. “Open it, open it!”
The soldier and David raked at the coals with their bare hands, grunting and exclaiming wordlessly.
David yelled, “It’s opening!” They flung it up and open, heaving the heavy door off it’s hinges and
throwing it away.
Heng wandered over, dangling his rifle in his left hand.
Soldiers gathered around the hole, still and silent, looking into the rectangular opening. A soldier
finally whispered, “Holy God!”
Heng walked to the cyst in the earth and looked down. The hole was at least ten feet deep, and packed
with solid ice surrounded by straw, and two forms were in the very bottom of the pit. It was two small
children surrounded by large blocks of ice. Their skin was blue and encrusted with crystals, gleaming
in a shaft of moonlight. The effect was to make them appear as angels, or cherubim, huddled together,
locked in embrace.
Heng was affected despite himself. He said, “In the center of a bonfire, they freeze to death.” He
turned and walked to the shotgun. He picked it up. The freakishness of it genuinely shocked him. As he
reached the very edge of the ashes, he turned and looked back; David and the soldiers were placing the
cover back over the hole.
The old man, who had been standing still in the ashes, said, “David.”
David turned his head to look, and the old man fell.
A soldier walked to the crumpled form, handled him, and said, “He's dead.”
David exclaimed with a clipped shout.
Saint George said, “Well, there is the other place, this field. Take us there.” He walked over and
touched David's arm. David straightened and walked out of the circle of ashes, arms dangling limply.
He simply walked, and the soldiers and Heng followed him. In a short time they were in a small
clearing.
In the open area, under the moonlight and stars, bodies lay in heaps, tangled and overlaid. Some
Christians had tried to escape the killing, and trails of matted grass and darkened patches of dried blood
led away from the ditch, only to show how they had been dragged back to die.
Saint George walked into a small burst of vegetation and swore loudly: he’d stepped on the body of a
small child, nearly hidden by a large, chipped grindstone laying on the upper part of the torso, the
vehicle of dispatchment. The soldiers gathered in a semi-circle at the edge of tangled corpses, looking
at the butchered bodies, silent. David lowered himself to his haunches carefully, looking at the bodies,

looking for something or other, sometimes letting out a soft wail.
A couple of soldiers wandered over and poked through a pile of cloth and blankets with their
bayonets.
David rested down on his haunches, looking at the remains of his church.
Heng realized he was the only living member: all the rest were dead. He rested the rifle across his
shoulders and placed his feet together, relaxing. David looked at him. His face was a staring mask. As
he looked at Heng his face changed, crumpling, then making a concentrated face, flesh on the forehead
furrowing. He was both grieving and thinking.
A soldier jumped away from the blanket pile, flinging the cloth away. He shouted out an obscenity.
Heng wandered over, swinging the rifle down to his side, and looked at a pale sheet draped on the
ground.
The soldier pointed, shaking. “Look at that!” The soldiers gathered around, and one of them poked at
it with his fixed bayonet, then raiseded it up.
It was a full body of flayed human skin, and the soldier lifted it up with the point of his blade. It
stretched out, and two baglike flaps folded on what had been the chest. It was the skin of a young
woman, perfectly removed, and missing the head. The soldiers made a gagging sound, then rotated it
away from the pile and flung the floppy flesh into far weeds. Heng turned away to look at David: it was
without doubt the remains of his wife.
David was staring at him with an intense gaze, showing no reaction to the sight. Heng shook his
head: the man had probably lost his mind.
Heng looked away, down a narrow lane leading away from the bodies, and saw a small figure on the
path. It moved sideways, almost dancing, then grew in size. Heng took his rifle in the proper manner
and rotated the bolt, stood firm, and waited. He alerted the soldiers with a low whistle, and when they
looked up, tilted his head to the form.
The figure was short, and pale-colored. Heng remembered that first woman he’d ever had,
clambering up the river bank, and knew the figure was naked. As it grew closer, he could plainly see it
was a young boy, walking erratically towards them, arms outstretched.
David appeared at his side; as the boy approached the group, he went to him and took his hands.
Saint George stomped over and bent over the child. “Here now, boy, what’s your name?”
The child stared at him.
David crouched down, looking into the boy’s face, and asked him his name. The boy did not respond.
David repeated the question, and the child suddenly opened his mouth as wide as he could.
David stood up over him and said, “Let’s not ask him questions, he cannot answer.”
Saint George blustered, “Well, why not?”
David spoke to the boy and motioned to Saint George. The boy walked to Saint George and again
opened his mouth for view.
Saint George peered inside, huffed in disgust, and walked away muttering. A soldier next to Heng
asked, in a question directed at no-one in particular, “What’s that all about?”
David answered him. “They cut his tongue out.”
Saint George said, “That’s enough of this, there is no-one here to save.” He stepped away. “Let’s get
out of here.” He walked through the grouping, kicking at the ground briefly before turning and
announcing, “Come along!”
The soldiers slung their rifles and followed in single file. Heng gabbed the muzzle of his rifle, flung it
over his right shoulder, and walked into the darkness. Behind him, David bent, hands on his knees,
standing with the tongueless boy. After a bit David straightened up, took the boy's hand, and shuffled
along.
Heng could hear him muttering, in a cadence recognizable as prayer. He was praying to his God, and
to Jesus; for what, Heng couldn’t make out.

They had nearly reached the dead church, walking through wet grass, when a gunshot from the
direction of the river floated and slapped through the still air.
The sound, cracking into sections of almost physical form, like an auditory snake, flew over the heads
of the group, landing with a final crackle in the fields surrounding. Then another, and another, and then,
with the stentorian blast of a trained bass tenor, a low explosion: Heng recognized the roar of a small
cannon. Then it stopped, vibrating into silence. It put him to mind of the desultory trailing off of an
indifferently directed church choir singing a poorly memorized hymn. There was silence, the silence of
a church on a still, hot Sunday, and in the shuffling of the White soldiers Heng thought of the fidgeting
and buttock-shifting of a congregation waiting for a pastor's sermon; In his mind he saw the image of a
bearded man in a black suit, pausing for dramatic effect before unleashing a tirade on the torments of
Christian Hell. Heng shook his head, trying to throw the strange image off.
After an interval which he couldn't have timed accurately, there was the blast of a trumpet, a
shrieking, multi-toned and piercing shock that stabbed his spine with needles and made his hair stand
up; then a final, deep baritone utterance before another long interval of total silence.
One of the soldiers swore, breaking the quiet, twisting a booted foot in the grass. They were probably
no more than a half-mile from the river and the boat.
Saint George spoke: “Fall in, we're going back. Double.”
David turned to the boy and reached out an arm, but to his obvious surprise, and everyone else's, the
boy turned and ran away at great speed, making a high-pitched moaning as he went. He was gone in an
instant, vanishing in the theatrical starlight.
Saint George said, quite loudly, “What the-!”
Heng took the rifle off his shoulder and worked the bolt, placing a cartridge from another world into
the chamber of the foreign gun. He said, out loud without meaning to, “Three hundred sixty-six.” He
couldn't say why.
The soldiers lined up and took off, train-like, Heng jogging alongside and, this time, David following
along as the dog of the group, holding the shotgun awkwardly. They reached the village quickly,
chugging through it, sweating miserably in the muggy thickness. They were approaching the river end
of the place when a bright glow flared, shining on insects in the air. Heng stopped suddenly, thinking
the village was on fire, then had a horrible realization. When it hit him fully he put his rifle at military
port arms and ran as fast as he could, outrunning the soldiers easily.
He lowered the rifle as he reached the top of the crude stone stairs, running bent over and waving the
muzzle end at unseen enemies, and saw what he already knew in his mind: the boat was burning. Heng
started down the uneven stairs until his foot slipped, then stopped and froze, remembering the other
gunfire. He retreated back up to the top, feeling his way backwards, meeting the soldiers just as they
reached the edge themselves. The glow of the fire turned the white uniforms a devilish orange: 'foreign
devils', Heng thought, then turned to watch as his craft was consumed.
“Where's Kitchen?” one of the white men said, referring to the man left behind; but there was no sign
of the lone sentry at all. He was gone, disappeared into the murk of the Celestial Realm.
David finally caught up with the group and dropped to his knees, panting heavily and shaking his
head.
The group stood motionless, watching, until Saint George announced, “This won't do.” He ordered
his men to line up again; they did it with automatic discipline. “We must look for Kitchen,” he loudly
stated.
Heng flared to himself in anger and turned, unable to hide his incredulity: running around in the
village in the dark, surrounded by a killing country, was total insanity.
He said so: “You're crazy.”
Saint George whirled on him furiously, teeth flashing in the flickering light. He looked like some
unearthly demon. He said, “No man left behind, absolutely not, not at all,” and stepped forward to
continue when the unseen trumpet shrieked again, tearing the air.

The screaming of the instrument reverberated across the river's surface, echoing and turning back to
visit again in diminishing power. It had died away completely, leaving quiet, when the cannon erupted
again, from somewhere down along the bank; the flash of the huge charge of powder flashed all the
way across the river, and Heng had an instant thought of a shotgun effect, whether they had loaded it as
usual, with chunks of rocks and old pieces of sharpened iron. Instead, an enormous projectile howled
like a dog, rushing towards them, very wide and not even close, but unnerving anyway, to slam with a
shower of sparks into a stone wall dozens of paces away. The entire group, with the exception of David,
ducked in reaction.
“Your man's dead,” Heng stated bluntly, verbally daring any of the group to argue.
David was still on his knees, mouthing soundless prayers as usual, but suddenly stood up and
declared, “We must go to the road.”
Saint George regarded David: “What road?”
David leaped to his feet with surprising grace and responded, “On the other side of the church and
school, the road to the railroad head.” He stopped and said quietly, “It's a day away, walking.”
Saint George was just opening his mouth to respond when the fire went out, changing the light to
dark. The boat had sunk. Heng cursed, and mentally mourned it.
The sudden disappearance of light made everyone blind, and Saint George ordered, “Stand still, men,
stand still until your eyes come back again.” This took several seconds, almost a minute perhaps, and
while they waited motionless there were audible snatches of conversation along the banks, and the
unmistakeable clanking of weapons. Saint George inhaled deeply.
“Men, we're all sorry about poor Kitchen, but now is not the time to pick a battle, here in the dark,
along some God forsaken river. This is not the place.” He paused. “A prayer for Kitchen, men!”
Standing on the top of the bank over a filthy river in the heart of a hostile place, exposed to gunfire
and who knew what all, boat lost and burned, Saint George commenced a loud, deep-voiced prayer for
the soul of a nearly nameless Englishman. The White men bowed their heads; David joined them, and
Heng stared in dumb astonishment.
When the sergeant had finished his prayer, the soldiers and David shouted, “Ay-MEN!”
“Let's be on our way, men!” Saint George said, and the soldiers turned and marched back into the
village. Heng followed, rifle leveled at waist height, finger on the trigger. The soldiers marched with
rifles slung, in lined formation.
David rushed ahead of them and said, “This way! This way! Not like the way before!” The clinging
smell came back again, and the atmosphere, if anything, got even thicker and choking, more liquid than
air. The collection of misplaced White men rapidly strode through the village, making one turn to
follow David, and was soon on another path leading away.
They walked through the night.
No-one spoke; under the moon and stars the soldiers' uniforms gleamed white, and sparkles of light
bounced off the metal shapes of rifles and bayonets. Heng simply walked behind the group, watching
them, debating his chances of sneaking off; he shook it away soon into the walk, knowing his chances
were very low. He was too obviously 'foreign'. Without Le he had no choice but to follow the White
men and David. He followed along until his tiredness turned to exhaustion and he found himself getting
more and more agitated and enraged with his circumstance. He wanted to abandon this life and start
another and not only didn't know how, he couldn't. He was trapped.
They walked until streaks of light appeared in the sky.

Eight

The sun rose behind them, turning the sky glorious colors.
The line of men trotted in slow order on a dirty path, moving without speaking. David led the way,
head lowered. The soldiers followed, Saint George at the very back, and Heng straggled behind them
all, dangling his rifle in varying poses. The thing weighed a ton and he cursed the sun for coming up: it
would shortly get very hot.
He was exhausted and angry but not sleepy. He tried to think when he'd last really slept, but couldn't
remember: the last true time was in the opium den, and how long ago had that been? Now he didn't
know.
As the sun crept into the multi-colored sky, shadows stretched out like strings, flitting and wavering;
there was no wind, and the air was totally still. The men continued walking, wordlessly and quiet. The
landscape around them was empty, although it couldn't be: there was nowhere in the land without
people. Millions and millions of crowded people. Heng wondered why it was so desolate, or apparently
so: it didn't seem possible. They'd trudged all night, so they had to have covered fifteen or more miles,
and in that time they hadn't run across so much as a dog, and hadn't passed or gone through one village.
There weren't even any houses or shacks, or the traveling beggars and pathetic women that swarmed
the countryside in usual times.
The ground contoured ahead of them, and they descended into a very shallow seeming bowl, where
the sun didn't reach yet, and they moved in shadow. It took several minutes to cross the bowl and come
back into the oblique sunlight, and in that time the sun had grown hotter: when they emerged from the
darkness Heng started from the change of temperature. They walked over the lip of the bowl and then
all of them stopped.
Spread in front of them was a vast field filled with tombs and blocks of stone. The path led directly
between two towering pillars, heavily carved, with animals topping them, lions maybe, and then into
the burial ground. The site was huge, covering most of the immediate horizon. It was an enormous and
ancient complex. Saint George strode up, bumping men aside as he went, and cursed.
“Well, it's shade at any rate,” he stated, and waved an arm. He walked into the graveyard.
Hesitating at first, then giving in to the inevitable, the soldiers followed him. Then David went, and
finally, Heng.
As soon as they passed through the primitive gate, between the squared-off pillars, it was apparent the
tombs and mausoleums were larger than they'd looked from the rise, and they soon found themselves
walking in a forest of monstrous stone blocks. It felt like a huge, dead city; and Heng realized in
himself that's exactly what it was. A city of the dead. There was a word for that, he thought; a white
man's word.
“Necropolis,” he said out loud, his voice splitting the still air and causing one of the white men to
turn and stare at him.
The path went in a winding trail among the tombs, and the men studied them as they walked along.
They walked for a long time, winding among the tombs, until Heng began to think they were lost.
David went to the front and guided them. He seemed to have been to the place before. He returned to
his habit of vocal devotionals, and as they walked the air resonated with loud exclamations of 'Jesus'
and 'Glor-eee'.
It was very hot and Heng cursed the sky, the air, the sun, the ground. He cursed the White men, the
Christian, the world and everything in it. He cursed the White god that lied and the Celestial pantheon.
He walked and cursed and sweated.
The necropolis cleared, straggled. The tombs became less grand, smaller, until they became crude and
badly built. In contrast to the grand gates where they'd entered, this side just trailed away. The ground
cleared in front of them. They were exiting the dead city.
Saint George declared, “Well. It's about time.”
The group walked out of the city into an open area. Heng looked up and around them.
They were faced with an enormous army of men.

Heng looked again: he had to be hallucinating. He wasn't. Ranked in front of them was an army. He
swung his head from side to side, examining the array. Brightly-clad men stood with muskets, other
costumed men stood with caged birds on poles; sabers and swords and pole-axes shined in the brilliant
sunlight. Spaced among the huge mass were men on shaggy little horses, spears pointing skyward.
Heng looked and looked: there were thousands of them, thousands. They took up the entire horizon.
The two groupings stood silently for several minutes, looking at each other.
Heng racked his brain to figure out how the army had appeared without them seeing it: not even a
dust cloud or the ground shaking in front of them. It was impossible.
He said it out loud, in English. “Impossible.”
Saint George said a quiet command, and, incredibly, the remaining soldiers arrayed themselves in a
row and unslung their rifles, holding them across their chests like they were at a parade ground. Saint
George clasped his hands behind his back and stood straight up, chin held high.
Heng goggled and crouched down, clasping his own rifle. They were doomed.
David muttered, “Glory to Gaahd...”
The army stood motionless. The horses didn't even whinny, until Heng wondered if they were really
statues, placed by some demented despot to guard his tomb.
Saint George said a quiet inquiry or demand, and the men answered him in numbers: '43'; '51'; and so
on. Heng thought what they were doing, but then realized they were counting out their ammunition.
Heng examined his remaining cartridges, and when the soldiers were finished, joined in with his own
number, “131.”
Saint George swiveled his eyes and stared at him, and then, to Heng's amazement, made the most
imperceptible inclination of his chin: a gesture of approval.
Heng had a sudden stab of pride. It confused him; he'd never felt anything like it in his life. But he
was proud. He suddenly felt better and stood up straight, holding his rifle exactly like the White
soldiers, who, weirdly, had in his mind ceased to be White but merely soldiers. His mind raced around
inside his skull. One of the soldiers turned slightly and narrowed his eyes in an expression of dismissal
and contempt; Heng's sense of belonging vanished, replaced again by the familiar feeling of anger and
hate. He shook his head and sneered back at the White man.
Saint George said, so quietly it was almost a whisper, “Let's make them count, shall we, men? Now
then.” He turned to the mass of Celestial soldiers and shouted out, “You there, come here at once!”
A single pony separated from the mass and trotted towards them. There was no dust, no sound of
hooves. The ground was soaking up the physical effects of everything and everyone on the plain. The
army seemed very close, but the pony, despite moving quickly, took a long time to reach them. When it
did it stopped perhaps a pebbles' throw away from Saint George. A brightly-clad man sat on the pony,
holding a silk parasol over his bald head. He smiled broadly and bowed over his mount's neck.
The man said, “Accept your punishment.” He smiled and smiled until Heng thought his face would
split.
Saint George said, “No.”
The horseman kept smiling, standing motionless. Then he said, “It is your choice.” He turned and
rode back to the army.
The soldiers, Saint George, David, and Heng watched him go, waiting. Saint George said, facing out
and speaking from the side of his mouth, “When they come, go into the larger tombs, pair up, and pick
each shot.”
When the horseman reached the army he turned and stopped, facing them again.
Heng waited for a bugle, an order, a blast of horns, a shout. There was nothing. They waited, and
waited, sweating, until there was a sudden gigantic, incomprehensibly loud 'THUMP!' that shook the
whole earth, and the army thundered forward in a single, organic mass.
Saint George shouted, “Fall back!”

The men ran, into the tombs and the dead city. Heng ran past the first tombs to the larger ones,
knowing the vast army would overrun the smaller examples immediately. Once in the tombs he felt
slightly safer, but knew the army would break like a giant wave, losing most of its momentum at the
first impact on the stone cubes at the very front, but would then filter through to flood the whole
complex. He looked behind him, and the army was rolling towards them rapidly, making a roiling
motion. There was no noise except the thundering of feet and hooves. David was following him, the
shotgun waving and the belt slapping on his chest.
Heng heard a sudden shout from Saint George and looked to the voice: Saint George was motioning
to him, and had the soldiers with him. Heng ran over, David trailing, feeling the ground shake under his
feet.
Saint George had found a building.
Heng wondered how he hadn't seen it on their way through the complex: it was larger than any other
of the structures. It was a simple box, about thirty feet square and twenty feet high, with deliberately
spaced horizontal apertures set about six feet above the earth, and a single, huge door directly in front
of them. It looked for all the world like a custom-built fort, designed for a small group to defend
against a siege. Heng shook his head; it couldn't be possible.
David ran forward and opened the door. The men rushed in and found themselves in a dim entryway.
It was brutally hot inside, like an enormous oven. They slammed the door back in place, and as Heng
helped he realized the door itself was stone. Heng put his hand on the wall, then recoiled in pain: it had
burned his hand. The box was like a giant kiln, and they would roast inside it.
David reached around on the wall, gasping in pain from the contact, found a large rectangle, and
shoved it sideways: it was a huge bar that fell down into a notch. The door was barred. Heng felt the
bar: it was thick, heavy wood. They'd be safe until the wood was broken, or burned. As he watched the
bar began smoking.
Heng looked around; a set of stone steps led up to another level, and he ran up them to an empty
stone room; a couple of the soldiers followed him. The heat in the upper section was even worse, and it
was hard to breath. The air burned Heng's lungs.
The men fanned out in the room, each positioning at an aperture, rifle poking out, trying not to touch
the scorching stone. The building shook with the pounding of the coming army and dust filtered down
from the ceiling. Heng moved to an aperture, rifle poking out, sweating from the intense heat. He had
to wipe sweat and dirt out of his eyes, and he was almost blinded by it.
The army came to the first tombs, and then they made noise.
There was a cracking, deafening roar. The army was shouting; it was so loud it sounded like nothing,
it was so intense. Heng hunched his shoulders with pain from it; it drilled through his head and made
his chest ache. When he bent down he lost his balance, and had to touch the floor; he shouted in pain: it
was too hot to touch.
The soldiers fired through the apertures, deliberately, and Heng picked out a spot for himself. He
poked the rifle barrel out and fired at a brightly-clad attacker; he was gratified to see the man fall. Then
the army was on the tomb or structure or whatever it was, and it was impossible to push rifles out the
apertures. Thinking ahead, knowing they couldn't stay in the stone oven, Heng backed away and looked
around. He surveyed the room: flashing blades poked through the firing slits, and the room quickly
filled with smoke from discharging arms. He could see the attackers firing into the room through the
apertures, and the White soldiers stabbing energetically with their bayonets.
Heng saw David crouched in the very center of the room, praying. He could see the man's mouth
moving, but the noise was so intense it was impossible to hear him. Heng ran and yanked the shotgun
away from him, and took the belt of shells. He realized he was well loaded down: more than a hundred
rifle cartridges, the belt of shotgun shells, and the revolver tied around his neck. He was a walking
arsenal.
Heng swiveled his head, looking: there might be a way out. He was both shocked and unsurprised to

see Saint George slowly pacing the room with his hands behind his back. As he looked, he heard a
cracking sound that cut through the incredible racket of screams and shouts. The barricade at the door
was breaking. Smoke and flame filled the burning stone box.
He ran around the room, guns slapping and flapping, frantically searching. He found it: a small
cubicle in a corner, covered by a wood door. He bashed the door with the butt of the rifle; it splintered
away, revealing a passageway. A rush of cool air hit him. Heng ran to Saint George and grabbed his
shoulder, shouting and pointing. Saint George slowly turned and looked, then calmly walked to each
soldier, shouted in their ear, and pointed to the corner. As he did each man peeled away from their
individual fight and ran to stand by the hatch, forming a protective half-circle. Most of the men were
bleeding from their arms and hands from the stabbing and slashing; blood spattered over their white
uniforms.
Heng punched David, pointing. He ran to the opening and rushed in.
The passageway was just large enough to walk bent over; it was cool in the tunnel, and the change in
temerature made Heng shake violently from what seemed in comparison like freezing cold. Heng had
to awkwardly cradle the guns and crab walk. As he struggled through he could sense things around
him; in a glint of light he saw centipedes and spiders rushing around on the walls and floors, and could
feel tiny, pricking legs racing over his feet and hands. He closed his eyes and tried to hurry.
The passage went on forever: he felt the creatures crawling on him, invading his clothing; he felt one
try to invade his ear and he slapped violently at himself, shaking his head and flailing his arms. He
wanted to scream but didn't dare open his mouth. Behind him he could hear gasping and whining
sounds, the White men coping in their own way. The passageway seemed to rise up, he could feel it: it
was coming up and the stones under his feet got slippery with cold, slimy mold and the crushed bodies
of creatures. Heng kept his mouth clamped shut and tried to keep his eyes barely slit while he struggled
and slipped up the incline.
Heng's skin was crawling when he burst through a rotted panel and out into another room. He ran
violently around, thrashing and smacking at himself, picking away the vermin and finally gasping and
shuddering with fear and disgust.
When he was almost satisfied with his condition he stopped and examined the new space: it was tall,
the height of three men standing on each other's shoulders, but the floor was too small, barely four long
paces square. High up on the walls a few round holes allowed light in. When all the men came through,
bloody and groaning with misery, they packed the room. Heng located another, man-sized, hole in a
wall: it was too far to jump for, and without a ladder or ropes they would have to try to stand on each
other to reach it. He jumped wildly, but it was hopeless. He shouted in frustration. Behind them, in the
passageway, he could hear voices and screaming: the army was coming.
Then men were at the exit of the hole. The White soldiers flanked the opening with their rifles, and as
Heng watched in fascination, commenced to stabbing the men trying to come into the room.
The White soldiers didn't put any finesse into it, there were no flourishes or fencing, they simply
stuck the exiting men as if they were pigs or meat animals, and the blood spurted out and spread over
the floor. Impossibly, the men kept coming, the crush through the passage pushing the bodies into the
room to make way, and there grew a mound of dead men piling into the room. It was like the outlet of a
huge meat grinder, pushing dead men into the room. Heng unslung the shotgun and rushed to the very
face of the hole.
In the narrow space there was no room to run, or back away; as the front of the mob hit into the room,
and tried to retreat, the mass at the back shoved them forward again. The soldiers stabbed into the
crawling organism. Then, throwing knives and clubs, attackers stunned two of the White men, and
succeeded in dragging another down. Heng walked over the piled bodies, aimed vaguely, and fired
madly into the pack, indiscriminately, blasting and reloading, until the barrel burned his hand.
Standing behind the White men he slipped and slithered on the rising pile of bodies, and then noted
the floor had raised so far they could reach the small aperture in the stone. He smacked a soldier on the

head and shouted, “Up! Up!” He pointed out their escape.
He tossed his guns into the hole, then jumped. Scratching at the stone he hauled himself through it,
resting on a small sill. He reached down and took the arm of the first White man and hauled him up,
falling backward, taking the two of them tumbling into a small, dim room. As he collected himself
David came through, then Saint George and another soldier. Heng raced back to the window to grab
another man, and as he poked his upper body through, he saw the remaining two soldiers. They were
on top of the pile of bodies and back to back, the one slashing insanely with his bayonet, the other
shoving him towards the crowd.
Heng shouted, and the man facing him leaped to the window, missed once, then took the distance and
jumped, nearly flying through. The last soldier swung his bayonet one last time, shouting an epithet,
and turned to run.
He fell.
Slipping on the mountain of bodies, he fell face down, and landed in a corner on scattered knives and
hatchets, cutting his legs and hands. Taking no notice, he crawled swiftly through the blades and
bodies, stood up, and took Heng’s hands. He was slashed to ribbons, strips of skin hanging off him, and
covered in blood. As he came through into the room he swore loudly and kicked himself into the
chamber. Blood sprayed.
Heng dug for extra shells and stuffed them into the shotgun. He returned to the window, and fired
blindly into the smoke. He heard screaming, and found himself spattered with pieces of gore. He had
blasted men so close the muzzle of the gun was touching them, and the frightful effect created a cloud
of fragmented skin and bone.
The last man, streaming blood down his body, spasmed to the window and reached through. He
screamed. “Come here, devils! You demons!” The man shouted and cursed.
Heng backed away and looked around the chamber for an exit. He saw it, the escape. He shouted,
“Over here! This way!”
There was a richly carved door inset into one wall, and rushed to it. There was a large wooden latch,
and he yanked on it. It popped up. One of the soldiers ran over and pushed on the door, opening it, and
jumped through into brilliant sunshine.
The second man leaped out as well, shouting behind him, “Come on, Percy, Come on!” Heng turned
to alert the last, injured man to the escape.
The last soldier, 'Percy', had a man down on the floor, his foot against the man’s chest, pulling on his
arm. The man was kicking his legs and emitting a high-pitched screaming, like a dying animal. The
White soldier was shouting and swearing, and with the strength of the crazed, ripped the man’s arm
from his body and flung it away. Heng froze, stunned, and the White soldier took hold of the man’s
other arm and tore it free. The armless man screamed and thrashed, gushing blood, a creature in
unspeakable agony. The soldier fell. More men came crawling through the window, like so many ants
from a hill, and Heng turned and ran.
The last man to depart the room was Saint George, who walked deliberately after them, shaking his
head, hands clasped behind his back. As he walked out he turned and very carefully shut the door,
lowering another latch mounted on the door frame over it. He turned, and the light was so intense his
uniform shined brightly; the stains and blood couldn't be seen.
They were in a bare clearing, surrounded by low tombs. Their exit was a simple cube, but intricately
carved on the surface with aged reliefs of contorted figures and forms. Heng could see scenes of
tortures and punishments. He turned away, into the open space. He picked out a tomb and ran towards
it; David followed him.
There were four White men left, Saint George and three soldiers, David, and Heng.
Saint George walked deliberately across the clearing, hands clasped behind his back, the three
soldiers following after him in single file. He stopped and waved; two of the soldiers ran to a tomb, and

the other trailed Saint George into another.
Heng went into his selected shelter; here, the tombs were set partly in the ground and partly above,
with a window set facing the clearing. Steps led down into the tomb, and there was no door to latch. He
shook his head; there was nowhere to go, and running was pointless. He started shaking in the sudden
quiet. To keep busy he unloaded himself of all his guns and set them against the walls. He looked out,
back at the cube they'd come from, waiting for the army to emerge.
Nothing happened.
The air was completely still; there was no wind and there was no sound.
David went to a corner and knelt down, praying.
Heng looked out over the clearing; directly opposite his tomb there were two massive posts with
large metal hooks set on them at head-height. Through the posts he could see a stone road. He tried to
guess where they were in relation to the others, and knew the two regular soldiers were to his left and
Saint George was to his right. They had a good field of fire, but Heng knew it wouldn't last more than a
few seconds in a real attack.
He was mulling things over when a column of dust appeared over the road. It started small but
became immense, then rolled out over the clearing, obscuring the sun and turning the air into a
brownish, translucent substance. In the swirling mass Heng could see men moving. The army had come
down the road and was attacking them again.
David sang out, “Glor-ee!”
The dust obscured almost everything, but through it Heng saw a single man emerge, large blouse
flapping. He waved a large sword and his long pigtail flew out behind him. He ran into the clearing,
totally alone. It was bizarre. He shrieked, possible a challenge.
The two White soldiers on Heng's left popped out of their tomb and rushed the man with bayonets.
One, a large man, dodged a sword swipe and stuck the man in the leg; the man screamed and dropped
the sword. The second, smaller soldier smashed the man in the head with the butt of his rifle. The two
soldiers grabbed the weakly struggling man and flung him down, shouting themselves.
The larger of the soldiers beat the man with his closed fist and the heel of his hand, shouting in rage.
The other held an arm and dragged the man outside, to the plain. The beaten man screamed in pain and
fear, a high-pitched shrieking, stuttering in short blasting noises.
Heng watched the group flail around in agitation, until the larger of the soldiers, the shouting
swearing one, took ahold of the struggling man and pulled him past Heng’s tomb. Striding strongly,
cursing and shouting, the soldier took his human burden to the entrance posts. Almost disappearing in
the dusty light, the group thrashed wildly, and then Heng heard an agonized scream that spread and
continued, rising and modulating.
The soldiers returned to the tombs, and Heng could see the form of the man, held off the ground,
struggling on a tall post. Heng suddenly remembered the hooks at the gate.
The screaming kept up, undercut by a lungish burbling as the man’s chest filled with blood and he
choked.
Scattered firing from muskets popped, stirring up some dust and pocking the wall across from Heng,
but didn’t hit the soldiers. They returned to their tomb, and the burbling finally stopped.
Then firing started in earnest; dust and smoke mixed, making an impenetrable murk. The swirling
miasma was so thick Heng didn’t notice anything until the smell of burning reached him; then he
realized what was happening: the attackers had somehow set fires. He muttered to himself, peering out
the slit, trying to see something, anything.
David stirred in the corner, shifted, and stood up, wrapping his arms around himself as he did so.
“What's happening?”
His voice irritated Heng, and he said, “Shut up”.
Thinking that the visibility made things much more dangerous, Heng set the rifle aside and reached

for the shotgun. Just as he did it, a form appeared in the fog. It swirled and leaped, bouncing, and grew
larger, and it became the figure of a man. Heng frantically shoved the muzzle of the shotgun out of the
slit, trying to aim, and as the shape flew at the tomb it metamorphosed into some weird thing with a
flickering light on its bulbous head. He thought it may be a hat, but it was attached to the body
somehow. He tracked it with the gun until it got closer.
Then he knew the man had gotten too close. He’d misjudged the distance, and he frantically fired into
the form, which could not have been more than twenty feet distant; and then he realized how the fire
had been set. The man was carrying a jug of oil and a smoldering match.
The jug shattered all over the man from the impact of the balls, and the match ignited the liquid,
setting up the running figure as a flaming comet. The man was far too close. Heng shot him again at
point-blank range, and the man stumbled into the dirt. The oil soaked into the ground and flared with a
low light, and as it did, other fires appeared as dull glows along the ground.
The attackers had set the ground on fire.
Another form flitted across the inner court, and Heng fired; he could just make out a flickering light
at the top of the running shape, and recognized another oil-bearing attacker. He knew he’d missed. The
fire-bearer bore down on the tomb to Heng’s left, and he shouted to the White men inside it to open
fire; he couldn’t tell if they heard him or not; the next sight in the gloom was a burst of flame. The firebearer had made it to the doorway and flung himself inside the stone tomb.
Heng dumped the shotgun on the floor and took the rifle up, trying to find a target. As a figure
crossed his field of vision, he fired, twice, and was rewarded with a stumble and shout. This was
quickly drowned out by shouting and screaming from the other tomb, and a man-shaped design of
flame leaped from the box and raced into the smoke-filled air, glowing, a piercing, animal screech
coming from the infernal thing. It was one of the soldiers.
Heng watched, holding his fire, as the White man screamed and thrashed, then fell and burned.
The ground flared wildly and smoked, and then Heng could see more men rushing through the
clearing. He fired rapidly, reloading the rifle as quickly as he could, the metal clips pinging off the floor
like small bells. He dropped the rifle and fired all the shotgun shells, then paused.
On his left he saw a White form rush from the ground and run to them; it was the White soldier from
the burned tomb. He ran down the steps, clutching his rifle; his clothes were torn and scorched, and his
arm was horribly scaled with burns. Right behind the man several attackers appeared and came,
tumbling down the stairs.
Heng let the soldier pass and fired the rifle to and fro, shooting into the dust and smoke.
The attackers had come around from the back and were rushing into the tomb. Heng swiveled and
fired into the men. A fine red mist powdered into the corrupt air of the tomb; an arm tore loose and
flung in the corner. The White soldier charged with bayonet into the men, stabbing frantically. A
sword-waving man jumped from the group and out of the smoke. A huge blade whirled, a large
beheading sword, and chopped into the White soldier’s shoulder, running deep and into his chest. The
man shouted shrilly and fell. Heng's rifle went empty and he twirled the gun and flailed with the butt
and barrel, hitting men in front of him. He flung the rifle into the men and drew his pistol. He shot the
first man to move towards him, then the second, and the third. The last turned and ran, screaming. They
were gone out of the tomb.
Smoke swirled in the dead air, churning with sunlight beams. The floor was lined with bodies. The
British soldier, still living, clawed at the floor and shook violently. Heng approached the man and took
pity; he aimed carefully and shot him through the back of the head.
He was nearly deaf, sharp tones ringing in his ears and penetrating his brain. A short movement
against the wall caught his attention, and he turned with the pistol; it was David, praying again. The
man held his hands outstretched, palms up, and muttered appeals to his God.
Infuriated, suddenly and unexpectedly, Heng shouted, “Shut your mouth!” The words had no effect.

He walked over and kicked David in the chest, breaking his concentration.
“What is it, brother?” David asked, placing his hands on his knees. Heng didn’t answer, and turned
away silently. Walking across the floor to the doorway he stepped over a body into a thick puddle of
bloody mud.
The air went quiet again, the dust settled, and some time later the sun began to go down.
The heat was oppressive.
Heng counted his remaining ammunition; he was almost out. The shotgun was empty, so was the
revolver, and he had only two cartridges in the rifle. He sat in the tomb with David, sweating, choking
on the foul air. The whole of the air was thick with filth. There were too many bodies to move, and he
was exhausted. David kept praying, muttering and kneeling, rocking back and forth.
David closed his eyes and raised his hands, intoning “Jesus,” drawing the word out, prolonging the
syllables in a singsong chant.
Heng turned away, pointing the rifle out the slit into the festering atmosphere. Flies appeared and
buzzed everywhere, whirling around inside the tomb, landing on sweaty skin and trying to bite. Outside
clouds of the insects whirled over crumpled bodies, rising and shifting in the still soup of a depleted
world. Heng closed his eyes, mentally counting the cartridges remaining in the rifle. While he stood,
scanning the ground of the cemetery, a figure unmoored itself from the earth and knelt, head drooping
and arms hanging down. One of the attackers was moving, trying to escape. Flies vibrated around the
man like smoke, and as he stood fully erect, Heng saw small pellets, like grains of rice, fall from his
shirt sleeves. He recognized them as maggots. They had gone to work on the human while he was still
alive.
Heng sighted on the man, and began taking up the trigger, but reminded himself of his dwindling
ammunition supply and let him stagger away into the murk.
The ground, soaked with the flammable oils, smoldered in patches, and smoke, flies, and dust
combined in a miasmatic poison. Heng caught himself thinking it all wasn’t real, and began feeling
himself in a palatial house, eating cool fruits; he started to allow his mind to wander. Jerking violently,
he forcibly yanked himself back into the reality before his eyes, shaking off insanity; the effort it took
to do it scared him badly.
The sun went down and he lost consciousness.

Nine

Heng woke up to the intonations of David. It was bright, and he could tell the sun was directly
overhead; he had slept well into the day. He got up and looked out the window of the tomb. While he
watched, the last White soldier appeared and walked across the dusty, body-littered clearing; he was
weaponless and stumbling. He walked directly across Heng's vision and vanished into the limitless
field of tombs.
After the soldier had disappeared a richly-appointed horseman appeared between the pillars,
accompanied by a footman; the horseman stopped briefly to regard the body hung on the hook, then the
pair continued into the clearing. Heng waited and watched.
The footman called out.
Saint George appeared, walking slowly across the open space, hands behind his back.
The horseman preened on his stubby mount. He said loudly and firmly to Saint George, “Accept your
punishment.”
Saint George stood firm in the heat, his white uniform filthy. He’d become rumpled, but Heng noted
his bearing. The White sergeant held himself well, and stood immobile, contemptuous. The horseman
yanked on the rope reins of his steed, forcing it to stamp in a pathetically dramatic way: the animal was
shaggy and small, and the result was to make it look like a children’s pony ride.
The horseman said, “Accept your punishment.”
Saint George smoothly drew his revolver, aimed carefully, and emptied it into the horseman. The man
dropped heavily; his horse ran away, kicking up dust.
The shots were almost lost in the expanse of the plain, but the short ‘pops’ echoed once around the
stone slabs, and into the tombs. As the sixth shot reverberated around the area Heng aimed for the
footman and fired. The man ran away, although the bullet obviously hit him, dust smoking over his
chest.
Saint George turned on his heel and presented his back to the posts and the road, deliberately
breaking open his revolver and carefully reloading the cylinder with cartridges from his jacket pocket.
Sweat coursed down his face. As he finished his task he returned the revolver to the holster on his belt,
placed his hands behind his back, and walked towards his tomb.
A projectile, and it had to be enormous, perhaps from a cannon, hit Saint George in the lower back
and tore his body in two. Blood and viscera shot out from his middle, splattering through the air. Heng
knew the shot had killed the man instantly.
The two halves of Saint George fell on the ground.
The air erupted in sound. Shocking numbers of guns discharged, and Heng figured the attackers had
sneaked in close. Smoke from powder filled the dead air. Balls slammed into the tomb walls around
him and he flinched and shook, unprepared for the amount of fire. The gunfire was so furious and thick
he gave up and knelt down in the tomb, hiding. The noise was deafening and his ears rang.
In the corner the David knelt with his hands clasped, praying.
After a while the firing stopped and the light suddenly faded. Heng looked out the window of the
tomb.
The sky turned dark as coal, and the sun was extinguished completely. Clouds rushed into the sky
from every direction and roiled and swam viciously, rolling over themselves and billowing down to the
ground. Black boils pulsed with electrical lights, bursting and glowing in split-second snatches. It
happened in minutes; a huge, vast, incomprehensibly violent storm.
The sky became a dripping inverted field of plague buboes, malevolent and poisoned. Heng felt the
pressure of the atmosphere, and felt the entire world had turned over, inside out. He was in the reverse
of the Earth.
The storm continued to spread, tearing across the sky. Heng caught himself shaking, and thought he
might be cold, but realized he was frightened. As the first strikes of lightning hits appeared in the
distance, he trembled and retreated into the tomb. Clutching the rifle for comfort, he remembered the

rifle contained only two more cartridges. He was out of ammunition, and there was no more. He had
seen the last of the White men killed, and he and David were the last of the party. It was the end.
Heng considered, for the first time in his life, shooting himself. It would be an easier death than one
at the hands of their attackers. ‘But’, he thought unexpectedly, ‘it would be a sin’. He started with
surprise and shock: a sin! Where had that come from? What use did he have for ideas of sinfulness? He
didn’t recognize the White god, or any other deity. He simply lived on the surface of the planet,
existing and surviving. There was no ‘sin’, only human evil and self-interest. He couldn't cure his fear
and he shook.
He continued thinking, mind running away, frightened nearly out of his wits. The violence of the last
nine days hadn’t had any great effect on him; things had happened altogether too quickly. Now, though,
he was threatened with destruction by the powers of existence: he had never seen a budding storm like
this one.
In the background David continued praying, intoning his ‘Jesus’ chants.
An enormous explosion rocked the ground. The storm began with a sound of thunder so loud it
temporarily deafened Heng, his ears ringing, his guts quivering from the wave of sound on his body.
Dust and filth swirled through the air, and the clouds of flies redoubled their millings, making rounded
blobs and sudden cone-like shapes as they flowed into the tombs. The flies were fleeing the wrath of
the impending cataclysm.
A second blast shook the foundations of the grave buildings and, Heng suspected, the supports of the
world. He peered out the slit to look at the sky, and he couldn’t tell where the sky began and the
blackened earth started. He was trapped in a contiguous, deadly world, an unholy admixture of ground,
water, and air, combined with fire; the oil-soaked dirt continued to smoke and burn.
“Where am I?” His own voice sounded weak and buzzing in the stillness after the thunder; he
continued, “Where am I?”
David stopped his praying and stood up. He stayed silent while the storm built. Finally he spoke.
He said, “Brother, I now know my purpose here.”
He lifted his face and turned towards Heng, his eyes gleaming. He looked possessed. He spread his
hands and gestured.
He said, quoted, “‘Greater life hath no man, than he give up his life for his brother'.”
David opened his arms and stood up in the dark of the tomb. He repeated the words. “Greater love
hath no man than he give up his life for his brother.” Then words spilled from the man, almost vomiting
out as he talked in a flow.
“I am your brother, Joseph, your brother!”
Heng turned and looked at David in horror. He knew. He'd probably always known.
David rushed on. “I am your brother, and my purpose is to show God’s love to you, to open your
heart.”
He approached Heng, and Heng retreated from him as from a leper.
“You must see love, and I have to show you! You can be saved, and I can join my family in the ranks
of martyrs, and be bathed in the blood, and be reunited in Heaven.” He spun on his heel and shouted
out loud.
“Thank you Jesus, the holy son of god, for opening my eyes to the true path, which lay before me the
entire time!” He lowered his head and shouted, “Forgive me, lord, my blindness, and show me the way
of your will!”
David walked to Heng, his brother Joseph, and stretched his hands out. “Give me the rifle.”
Heng stared, incredulous. “What?”
“The gun will do you no good, now. It will mark you as a White man, and they will kill you.” He
reached closer to the heavy rifle “Give it to me.”
Compelled by some unknown impulse, Heng handed over the rifle.

David said, “When the storm breaks, in the very height of the wrath of god, run and escape. It’s god’s
will you live, and teach others.” He tilted the rifle down, towards the floor. “I will shoot, to show them
you are still here; and you escape to live again.”
Heng stood frozen in the house of death, staring at David.
David said, “I take your place, Joseph, as Christ took all our places on the cross. It’s the only way you
can feel love, to be given something you cannot repay, and that which cannot be stolen, but only freely
given.” He paused, then closed his eyes and spoke again.
David said, “Your way isn't my way; you have a different path, I can see that now, but it is equally
righteous and you must follow it. You are not me, and I am not you; but we have come together for a
reason, and this is happening for a purpose. All are equal in the eyes of god. God, Fate, it's all the same,
Joseph, he goes by many names. I see him as god, you see him as something, someone else. You have
your path and your fate, and I have mine; accept it, Joseph. Please accept it. It's my god's gift to you,
through me. You are to continue.”
David stood motionless for a long time, then said, “You should have been me, and I should have been
you. Now, I am going home; you are going on.”
The two men stood, facing each other, for long moments, until David broke away and pointed the
rifle out the window slit. He turned his face away, pointed the muzzle upwards, and pulled the trigger.
The shot cracked across the clearing, turned up dust before the tomb, and echoed, the sound skipping
away like a rock flipped on a pond.
The shot released the storm.
The storm had been waiting, lying dormant, threatening but not pouncing; as the shot gave it final
permission to rise and lay waste, it unleashed apocalypse. David turned and shouted over the shattering
orchestra of violence, “Run!”
He ran and slapped Joseph on the shoulder. “RUN!”
Joseph ran. He rushed to the doorway and looked out into impenetrable fury. Turning back a final
time, he saw David standing at the slit, clutching the rifle, his mouth opening and closing in shouted
prayers to his god.
Joseph sucked in a huge breath and pushed into whirling storm.
Circular winds blew the dust, grime, and insects into translucent bowls that rose to the sky; the blast
of unseen force knocked Joseph back, nearly flattening him on the stone of the tomb. The black pulsing
tumors of the sky fell, exploding, falling to earth with an inconceivable violence; when they hit it
seemed the air turned black with marauding disease.
The storm went far beyond physical reality and became a spiritual force, separated from nature, a
ghostlike being shattering the wall between this World and the Other, unseen realm, the home of
demons and death. The Laws of this Other Realm were not those of the natural world of man, and as
Joseph watched, the full power of maddened phantasms manifested itself, and roared across the land.
Rain came from the black boils, and didn't fall, like earthly rain, but whirled and touched, raised
again, slashing, showing itself as the swords of rampaging spirits on horses of mayhem. When the rain
did strike the ground, it didn’t wet anything, but stirred up more dust, and it impacted as the hooves of
invisible war-horses.
A vast vacuum of air sucked upwards, and fragments of cloth, dirt, and pieces of stone were flung in
the air. The bodies on the ground fluttered as if straining to rise, and gave the appearance of soon rising
again, to find themselves to the home of the ghostly dead. Joseph tried to suck in as deep a breath as he
could, tightened his arms around his body, and launched himself away from the tomb and into the
chaos.
The air was choking, filled with flies, dirt, offal, and stench. Shards of stone and shreds of fabric
joined with pummeling bursts of air that impacted like giant, slapping hands. Joseph bounced through
the gauntlet, battered and knocked almost down, running bent over and head down, almost blind. The

rain was so hard it didn’t seem to wet him at all, rather slamming into him like shotgun pellets, stinging
and making him cringe as he rushed. He ran past the White soldiers' tomb, the stone box still smoking
from the burning oil of previous.
“Had that been a morning, or a night?” he asked himself. He didn’t recall. He tucked his head down
and tried to move faster.
There was no sign of other life. He ran past bodies, cloth flapping. After that, he stumbled forward
and tripped over the naked body of a child, splayed on its back, mouth agape and tongueless. Joseph
tried to stop his flight and look around: how could that mutilated boy have gotten here? Staggering to
his right and back into the circular field of the tombs, he saw the severed torso of Saint George.
He tried to look up; when he did a naked woman was looking at him, condemnation and accusation
firing from her eyes. Joseph clamped his eyes shut and tried to run.
The wind increased, pounding him, and he realized he was being herded into the central point of the
field.
Horrible clouds of flies and grime, stinking of sulfur and death, boiled around him. He looked up
again and found the faceless body of a man, spread out, guts and intestines laid out in strips. Another
look revealed a pile of severed limbs and a White man with terribly slashed knees and arms.
Joseph tried to run out of the circle, but was buffeted back inside. He started to shout and scream,
rushing the invisible barrier and bouncing off what felt like an impenetrable wall, unseen but
nonetheless frightfully effective. Looking up, the sky was black and throbbing with growths, firing
electrical bolts out of bulbous tumors.
Joseph began to sink to his knees, but flinched in fear as his arm was taken by an unseen ghoul. He
clamped his eyes tightly shut and tried to wrench away. As he did, he felt rather than heard a man
shouting, 'Joseph, come with me!' and found himself dragged along the ground by this unseen horror.
He allowed himself to be guided, half dragged and half carried, buffeted by wind and battered by
airborne missiles. Through it he kept his eyes closed tightly for fear of seeing more death and
mutilation. Suddenly the wind died slightly, almost imperceptibly, and the projectiles’ velocity
lessened. The hand released him.
Daring to open his eyes and look, finally, Joseph rolled onto the ground outside the ring of tombs, and
turned just in time to see a dark figure. It was carrying a rifle and moving quickly, returning to the
graveyard and into a black whirlwind.
Joseph quickly roused himself, and crouching over, ran as fast as he could away from the cemetery
and the tortured field. As he ran, the unearthly rain became earthly rain again, and he found himself
soaked to the skin.
He ran until he couldn't run any more. Then he fell down to the ground.

Ten

Joseph woke up in a small copse of woods and brush. He was curled up into a ball. He felt hungry,
but mostly he was terribly thirsty. He sucked on his shirt sleeve. Rolling on his back, he could see the
sun through the branches and leaves above him. There were no sounds except a slight breeze rustling
the vegetation.
He got up feeling beaten and exhausted, walked to the edge of the wooded protection, and looked
around for possible dangers. The only thing to be seen were rolling fields and, far in the distance,
brown hills leading to purplish mountains. There were no people at all.
Stepping out of the little woods, Joseph found himself on a dirt path. It led either back, or towards the
mountains. He chose the mountains and started on his way. He was thirsty. He walked for a while.
The sun rose higher in the sky, and despite picking small sprigs of grass to chew, his need for water
grew and grew. He walked on the way for hours as the sun grew more intense.
The path sprinted and hopped through the landscape, gamboling its way on the surface of the earth.
Joseph followed it, respectfully keeping his pace slow, afraid the joyful trail he was on would suddenly,
unexpectedly turn its personality to a death-filled battlefield; but as he wandered along, nothing of the
sort happened, and he tried to relax. This didn't keep him from moving his eyes from side to side, and
glancing around.
He was frightened by the absence of human beings; no place was without population, ever, except
desolate areas of the desert and mountains, neither of which could support any human life. A thought
sprang into his mind: What if this wasn’t the Earth? What if he was dead?
He remembered a story from his childhood, of a man who slept for decades, and awoke to a world he
didn’t understand or belong to. Maybe he’d been asleep. Or, perhaps he was simply dead and
wandering in an afterlife.
Joseph kept walking.
The ground moved in low rises, humps and rolling hills, covered in luscious, ebullient green
explosions, bushes and waving stalks of vermillion brushes of beautiful, natural painted color. Slight
breezes ruffled the tops of the fields, causing sensuous ripples strokes, painting the surface of the earth
with elegant strokes. Soon, bunches of trees appeared, leaping from the magical garden like feeding
fishes, bursting in stunning puffs of diamond leaves, which bounced and fought in friendly greetings.
Among the graceful contours of dazzling green and the outbursts of vertically shooting trees, Joseph
began feeling lost. He glanced down at his filthy, blackened and blood-spattered clothing, his torn
shoes, his cut and battered hands, so recently occupied in violent pursuits. He felt horribly out of place,
vulnerable and in danger.
He had felt this way before; he tried to think when. After some reverie he remembered: in the White
Man’s Church. He stopped instantly and looked around him; and in his mind, twisting and turning, was
the thought that he may very well be in Hell, a special Hell of his own, final making, doomed to be an
ostracized, filthy outsider in a palace of supernatural perfection.
Without apparent cause, Joseph felt the fear, fury, and hate flowing out of him, emanating from his
skin, clouding his body with a poisonous fog, bringing a thick, distorting lens over his eyes. He began
to tremble with anger and fear, and became horribly afraid and almost crippled with bodily tremors. He
found himself compelled to crouch down to mitigate the sudden appearance of his symptoms. He
crawled forward, shaking violently and struggling with terrible emotions of nearly uncontrollable
hatred, of what, precisely, he could not have explained to anyone.
Joseph shuddered and shook, vibrating within himself as if he were on a dangerous bridge, bucking
with the impacts of a thousand horses. His blood thundered in his ears, and he felt dizzy and
disoriented, almost crying out from the powerful forces at work in his soul. He glanced up, terrified of
what he might see, and saw only the brilliant greenery and beauty of his new surroundings, and he felt
afraid.
Along with the fear flowed out guilt and shame; shame convulsed Joseph, forcing him to fold over in

agony, stabbing at his heart and kneading his insides. He saw his existence in its entirety, the
experiences forced on him all at once, and the images and feelings were too much: he couldn't stand it.
The surroundings, the lush acceptance, was a torment and a torture, forcing him to flow outwards,
making him feel, and the result was unbearable pain. He screamed with it, his eyes flickering and his
vision spotting. He fell down and tried to bury his face in the earth, but it was fragrant and comforting,
and he had to lurch his head up and into the air. When he did an enveloping caress took ahold of him.
He tried to escape, but it was everywhere.
Joseph crawled on his hands and knees, not looking up further, trying to flee from the exquisite
horror of the stunningly lovely landscape, the very evidence of the hand of god or gods. He focused on
the grass, tearing at it, grasping with his clawed hands, pulling himself along to where he would not
have been able to explain. He was trying to escape, desperate to flee the strange and terrible country.
He cried, screamed, shouted, and with terrible effort dragged his body along in the warming sunshine.
After hours of torment Joseph was parched and horribly thirsty. His knees and hands bled, his
trousers torn and pulled in wraps around his bruised and oozing legs. He hunched down and continued
crawling on his elbows like a worm. He was beyond his wit’s end, weeping with rage, fear, guilt and
shame, until his emotions exhausted themselves and he heaved in breathless effort. His throat rasped
with each breath and he needed water.
The green grass below him transformed to dust.
In his struggles he had left the paradise, the Hell of his fears. He was in dirt and dust, his blood
mixing with the filth to crust on his bleeding knees and elbows and hands, making a thick paste of
cooling relief. Joseph looked up.
He was in a clearing, a dirty area of brownish blackish surface, isolated in the lush land. In the
clearing, not more than fifty feet in diameter, was a small, walled circle of stone with an assembly of
sticks and rope set next to it. A large lever pivoted on a post, dangling a hide bucket from the tip in the
manner of a fishing rod. Next to the lever was a young boy with tousled black hair and wearing nothing
but a pair of torn breeches. The boy turned to look at him with expressionless face, gazing at the
wreckage of Joseph.
Struck, Joseph made the Herculean effort and stood fully up.
The boy stood motionless as the ragged creature, the remnants of Joseph, tottered towards him.
Opening his mouth, but finding himself unable to speak or completely raise his arms, Joseph gestured
to the stone circle with his body and shoulders, wordlessly begging.
Joseph drew closer, and the boy turned away and slowly lowered the lever into the stone well. Joseph
tried to lick his lips in anticipation, but found himself so dried out he hurt his flesh, pulling flecks of lip
with his dry tongue. He swayed in the burning sunshine, mindlessly waiting for sweet relief.
The bucket emerged from the well dripping streams of precious liquid. The boy swung the lever
around, dipped the bucket low, and secured the machine with a leather strap extending from an unseen
mooring in the earth. He walked forward to the bucket and waved Joseph to come to him.
Joseph stumbled with great effort to the boy, entreating with trembling arms, barely able to raise
hands, but with a final, superhuman effort reached a single claw out, his left hand. He knelt down and
reached into the bucket before the expressionless eyes of the boy. He found a ladle, and agonizingly
lifted the tool out and to his lips.
The boy stared at him, not afraid, but with interest and amusement.
Joseph drank, and the cool, cool liquid flowed into his body with ecstatic glory, filling his humours
with transforming energy, changing the chemistry of his being. Joseph drank his fill and lowered the
ladle. The boy stared at him, and then smiled broadly.
In the edges of the boy’s shape a red glow flared, then a yellow burst, and the boy was a shape, then a
man, then an enormous king, brilliantly garbed in shining clothing embroidered with gold designs,
translucent in the blazing sun, huge and glowing with final glory and grinning with delight at his

domain and his role, laughing in fiery nature at the pathetic creature in front of him, dazzling the earth
and air and laughing, laughing, laughing.
Joseph stared in astonishment as the King of the Tenth Hell threw his head back, roared with laughter,
and vanished into thin air.

Epilogue

The man looked around him, rising in the embracing warmth of the welcoming sun. He lifted his
head up, not feeling injuries that, as he stood, healed and ceased to cause pain. He glanced down. He
saw human footprints leading into the circle of brown earth, and turning, saw another set of imprints of
feet exiting the bare space. They began small, child-sized, and grew larger, until they became
inhumanly enormous and left the circle. He shook his head, removed clouded memories, and regarded
the surrounding land.
He drank in the beauty of the brilliant green country in which he found himself. He reveled in the
glory of the azure sky. Spectacular, purple paintings of shimmering mountains towered in the distance,
touching the rounded blue hemisphere; they rose over and protected the exquisite landscape.
The man released himself from the circle of earth, and walked out into the rich carpet of land; the
glowing sun cradled him in familial care,
The newly born soul did not look back, but walked purposefully to the indigo mountains.

