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This book is dedicated to the loving memory of M.A.
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This work of fiction is based on true events, extensively researched.  Every effort was made to keep the narrative within the proper cultural context.  Any of the author’s omissions, mistakes, historical or cultural inaccuracies or errors are in no way a reflection on the professionals whose work inspired the story.

The situations referred to herein dramatize timeless human truths that cross social, racial, cultural, and historical lines.  The fears, concerns, injustices, and patterns of human behavior that we acted out over a quarter of a millennium ago carry the same immediacy and consequences today.
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Avá-Katú-Eté  — the true men, what the Guarani call themselves

Avá-Tapé  — man who is the messenger bird of Tupá

Avá-Nembiará  — man who plays or jokes, Avá-Tapé’s father – paí of the people

Kuñá-Mainó  — woman who is the sacred hummingbird, messenger of the sun  

Kuñá-Ywy Verá — woman of the shining earth, Avá-Tapé’s mother

Pindé   — Avá-Tapé’s little sister

Avá-Guiracambí — Kuñá-Mainó’s father

Avá-Canindé  — big man saved by Avá-Nembiará who becomes chief

Santo   — Avá-Canindé’s oldest son

Rico   — Avá-Canindé’s youngest son

Avá-Karaí  — man who is a master, Avá-Tapé’s best friend

Avá-Takuá  — man who is bamboo, - the weakest in character
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Bishop Cristobal — Jesuit bishop

Father Antonio — head priest

Father Lorenzo — priest
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añag   — jaguar, mythical and otherwise, usually malign

ará-kañí  — the fleeing of the light

chichi   — ceremonial drink

kandire  — when a man is becoming kandire, flames spring from his chest as         evidence that his heart is illuminated by divine wisdom

kuruzú   — feathered cross

mbaraká  — dance rattles

nanderú  — our father

paí   — the solitary one who lives on the threshold between the world         above and the world below, midway between man and the gods

paí guazú  — great shamans – Christ was identified with this.

Takuapú  — rhythm sticks

tekó achy  — the base passions and evil appetites of humans, imperfections, 

(animal soul)

yasaa   — a sacred feathered sash presented at a shaman’s initiation

ywy mará ey  — land without evil

Throughout the world there is certainly no people or tribe to whom the biblical phrase: “My kingdom is not of this world” is more applicable.  The entire mental universe of the Guarani revolves round the concept of the beyond. –- Egon Schaden
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Your Holiness,

I am writing to you with great urgency, in this year of Our Lord, seventeen hundred and fifty-eight, from the southern continent of the Americas, somewhere in the province of La Plata, two weeks’ march from the great Mission of San Miguel.  I fear that matters here at the far reaches of your light on earth are in danger of slipping out of control.

It was from the San Miguel Mission that we set forth with open hearts to carry God’s Word to these savages.  But as Your Holiness has doubtless heard, we encountered resistance to the teachings of Our Lord from a shaman by the name of Avá-Nembiará, whom I fear is possessed by minions of Satan.

Most of the Indians here are content to participate in ritual dances while listening to the exhortations of this man who abandons himself to fits of demonic possession.  He is the only one who has not, and will not, come to the mission to learn and witness the Word of God.  He is the only one who has rejected the Word of Our Lord Jesus outright.

His resistance to the Word carries the force of his conviction that the fate of his people is bound to the promise of their old gods; that they will receive signs pointing the way to an eternal land beyond the terror of the sea, a place that they call the Land Without Evil.

My only hope for their salvation lies in saving the soul of the possessed man’s only son, Avá-Tapé.  Though he is only sixteen, his people look to him out of respect for his father’s position.  He has a quick mind that questions everything, and he learns faster than any man I have ever seen in the seminary.  Such a thirst for knowledge!

If I can gather him into the fold of the priesthood, I may ensure the safety of his people.  If I cannot, I fear for the loss of his pagan soul, and his degeneracy back to the animal and demonic ways from which I have worked so hard to rescue him.  If I win his heart, I am confident I will also win the hearts of his people, and in winning their hearts, I will save their souls.

To date, the missions have provided a refuge for the Indians against the worst depredations of the Spanish and Portuguese settlers, but I fear that the settlers may enslaved the Guarani.  For weeks I have heard rumors of hostile tribes in this part of your dominion and have great fear that they may be led by mercenaries working in the interests of the settlers.  Many lives and souls will be lost if the Guarani are not under the protection of the Church and the mission.

Please advise me, Your Holiness.  I fear I am losing my grasp on their wild and untamed souls.

Your humble servant,

Father Antonio Rodriguez Escobar
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Avá-Tapé gazed up at the crescent moon looming high above.  He felt the weight of the humid rain forest air hanging thick and still, and the presence of the trees pressing in on him.  Firelight flickered at the edge of the clearing, darkened from time to time by the formless shadows of the dancers, led by his father.

Rattles shook and a new round of chants rose into the starlit sky as each syllable took wing and fluttered through the darkness like the cry of night birds.

Like Avá-Tapé, most of the tribe huddled around the fire watching the men dressed in feathered headdresses, armbands, and anklets dance as one.  Their movements kept a rhythm that gave meaning to the unseen forces between the beats of time.

Avá-Tapé's round face made him look younger than his sixteen harvests, but his dark, almond-shaped eyes missed nothing.  He sat straight and alert, his long arms and legs coiled, ready to spring into the dance with the others.  While he watched the pageantry unfold, Avá-Tapé pondered what his father had taught him.  Chaos.  Order.  Destruction.  Thoughts that held fear for the white people, but were everyday parts of his father's world.  He sighed remembering how important he had felt helping the Christian priests with their sacraments.  His chest grew tight as the two realities fought for possession of his heart.

His father, Avá-Nembiará, had become the most powerful holy man of their people by the force of his visions.  Most of the people now called him Nandérú, “our father.”  In front of whites they called him paí, the solitary one who lives between man and the gods.  Some whispered that Tupá, the son of gods, spoke through Avá-Nembiará.

Two men tossed another log on the fire, showering the night in a flurry of shimmering sparks.  The tempo of the chants increased and the dancers quickened their pace.  Flames 

jumped higher.

Avá-Nembiará's voice rose above the rest, its tone full of yearning.  Avá-Tapé shivered and watched his father's dance become erratic, his movements larger and wider, until Avá-Nembiará threw his whole being open like the wings of a butterfly embracing the sky.  A moment later, his steps grew fitful and jerky until he dance-staggered out of step with the others, keeping a rhythm only he could hear.

The chants and dances of the others faded until Avá-Nembiará remained alone clutching a feathered rattle, swaying before the fire, his handsome angular face impassive, short black hair flattened against his sweaty forehead.

Fire glow highlighted the brilliant colored feathers of his headband, reminding Avá-Tapé of the lights above the heads of the Christian saints in the pictures the whites had shown him.  Light from the orange flames caressed the sweaty sheen of his father's muscled form as if infusing it with new life.  Swirling patterns washed over Avá-Nembiará’s dark features, illuminating his glazed eyes and changing expression.

Avá-Nembiará sank to the ground and tilted sideways, then straightened as though pulled upright by the head.  His normally sharp eyes became unreadable hollows that glinted in the flickering light.  Other than the fire’s crackle, the clearing remained silent and still.  No wind.  No bird or animal cries.  No sound from the awestruck tribe.

Avá-Tapé held his breath, expecting flames to burst from his father's chest... until Avá-Nembiará spoke.  His words and voice were those of another.  

"The time of destruction has returned.  The Earth is old.  Your tribe is no longer growing.  Your world is bloated with death and decay.  I have heard the Earth cry out to our Creator-Father.  'Father,' it says,  'I have devoured too many bodies; I am stuffed and tired; put an end to my suffering.'"

"Tupá," someone whispered.

"The weight of your faults has made your souls heavy and holds you from magic flight.  You eat the food of the whites and live their ways, not the ways of your ancestors.  The growing weight of your faults has brought you to the end of the world through the fleeing of the light.  The bulk of your errors will soon block it.  The sun will disappear and there will be nothing for you to do on this Earth.  This will be the moment of the ará-kañí.  This will be your last day.  The last time that you shall see this world."

Spiraling patterns from the fire accented his features as he spoke.  Sometimes the calm face of Tupá and the sweep of his grand language dominated; other times the tenseness of an all too human expression came back amidst strange words. Avá-Tapé looked around at the faces of the people.  Some showed the same intensity, some fear, others concern.  The older men’s expressions revealed acceptance.

"You do not have to fall to the crushing weight of techó-achy," he continued.  "You can free yourself from the weight of your faults, lighten your bodies, and reach perfection by abandoning the food and the ways of the whites.  You must journey to where you can dance until your bodies rise above the earth and fly across the great primeval sea to the Land Without Evil."

A murmur rose from the crowd.

"Ywy Mará Ey, a paradise of abundance and wealth.  True immortality awaits you there.  You do not have to die to enter.  It is a real world that lies in the place where the sun rises.  Only dancing believers dwell there.  To find paradise you must..." 

The clearing came alive with the soft rustling of robes fluttering like the wings of bats as Father Antonio rushed forward brandishing a cross, followed by a mob of black-robed Jesuits.  "I exorcise you, Most Unclean Spirit!" he bellowed, dark eyes blazing.  "Invading enemy!  In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ."

He made the sign of the cross, causing the people to scatter into the forest.  Avá-Nembiará looked up at the priests, his expression dazed and unfocused.

"Be uprooted and expelled from this creature of God."  Father Antonio's hands moved deftly as he made the sign of the cross again.  "He who commands you is He who ordered you to be thrown down from the highest Heaven into the depths of Hell.  He who commands you is He who dominated the sea, the wind, and the storms.  Hear, therefore, and fear, Satan!  Enemy of faith!  Enemy of the human race!  Source of death!  Robber of life! Root of evil and seducer of men!"

Satan?  Confusion swept through Avá-Tapé.  Tupá spoke through his father.  Not Satan!

Avá-Nembiará shook his head and glared at the Jesuits.  His features hardened.  He rose, standing tall in the firelight, his headdress backlit by flames.  His shiny skin glowed orange as if it held a life of its own, in stark contrast to the dark formless robes of the priests that seemed to swallow light.  His father looked every part the Holy Man.  Avá-Tapé felt a surge of pride swell in his chest.

One of the priests looked over, his glare pinning Avá-Tapé.  "Begone!" the man shouted.

Avá-Tapé didn’t move.  Father Antonio started speaking Latin and making elaborate movements around Avá-Nembiará while Father Lorenzo sprinkled him with holy water.  Avá-Tapé stood on trembling legs, wanting to run, but willing himself to stay.

When the priest started toward him, Avá-Tapé ran to his father's side.  Father Antonio continued his rituals and Latin chants while thrusting the cross at Avá-Tapé and his father.  Avá-Nembiará put his arm around his son, grunted, and pushed his way through the black robes.  The priests let out astonished gasps, and Father Antonio stopped his invocations. 

Avá-Tapé walked into the darkened forest at his father's side, leaving the muttering priests alone in the clearing.
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Avá-Tapé lay on his jaguar skin in the darkness of the adobe house, envious of the soft breathing of his mother and sister that spoke of deep sleep.  Unable to still his thoughts, he closed his eyes and let them drift back to the day he had first seen Father Antonio eight harvests ago.

After many days of rain, this one had dawned warm and lazy.  The moist air smelled fresh.  Most of the men had gone hunting, leaving behind the old men, women not busy with gardening, children, and Avá-Takuá - a man as fit and strong as their best hunter, but who often complained of sickness before a hunt.  The only reason the men allowed this was because Avá-Takuá was a poor hunter whose loud mouth and foul temper scared off more game than the roar of a jaguar.  His health always improved when the men came back with fresh game.

After sleeping half the day, Avá-Takuá would come from his house and order the women to bring him food and drink while yelling at the children to get out of a warrior's way; or he would show them how a deer felt when a jaguar brought it down.  Avá-Tapé always kept far away, never giving Avá-Takuá an opportunity to yell at him.

Today, some of the older boys decided they wouldn’t let Avá-Takuá sleep the morning away.  Not wanting to miss the fun, Avá-Tapé hid in the bushes with his best friend, Avá-Karaí, who was a few harvests older.  Neither of them took part in the mischief, but they couldn’t keep themselves from watching the fun from a hiding place.

The older boys had gone on a hunt of their own, catching two spider monkeys and four macaws.  Holding mouths and beaks shut, they crept up to Avá-Takuá's maloca and tossed the animals through the door.  A flurry of beating wings, cries, and screeches filled the house as the boys scattered into the jungle.

After a cacophony of screams, both human and animal, the monkeys scampered out the door, followed by fluttering birds and a scowling Avá-Takuá, who stumbled out the door, blinking in the daylight.  He stood short and wiry, hair sticking up in tufts, a bewildered expression on his face.  His too-close eyes narrowed and scanned the clearing.

Avá-Takuá rubbed his eyes with the balls of his fists and frowned, blinking like a monkey.  No sounds came from the trees except the calling of birds.  He half-turned back toward his house when a voice called out.

"His eyes are too close together."

Avá-Takuá whirled, rage tightening his already angry features.  "Who's there?"

"He looks like a monkey's face on a man's head," another said from behind the maloca.  Avá-Takuá turned again.

"Monkey face," the first voice said.

Avá-Takuá's shoulders hunched as he paced back and forth in front of his house like an angry cat.  "I know who you are," he bellowed, shaking his fist.  "If I get my hands on you, I'll whip your bottom with a wet hide."

"Monkey face!" a third voice called, then the others joined in the chorus.  "Monkey face!  Monkey face!"

Avá-Takuá stormed toward the maloca until a giggle slipped from Avá-Karaí.  Avá-Tapé held his breath when Avá-Takuá's head swiveled and his glare came to rest on their hiding spot.

"Run!" Avá-Tapé screamed, stumbling from the bush and sprinting for the trees.  He heard what sounded like a growl, but didn’t look back.  Something crashed in the bushes behind him, followed by his friend Avá-Karaí's terrified yelp.

Looking back, he saw Avá-Takuá drag his best friend from the brush, kicking and screaming.  Turning forward, Avá-Tapé ran into something soft and black that sent him sprawling to the ground.

"Whoa, slow down there, little one," a voice with a strange 

accent said. Avá-Tapé recognized the language as Guarani, but it sounded different from any speaker he had ever heard.  He looked down at strange foot coverings, then at black cloth that went up to a face so white, his heart jumped.  A spirit!  He scrambled backward, almost bumping into Avá-Takuá.

"I won't hurt you," the black cloth said, his voice soothing, then deeper as he stood taller and squared his wide shoulders.  "And I won't see anyone else harmed, either."

Avá-Takuá dropped Avá-Karaí and stepped back, mouth open, eyes wide.  Avá-Karaí scrambled into the jungle, taking safety behind a tree.

"I am Father Antonio and I come in peace," the man in the black cloth said, bowing his head and holding his palms out.  "I am a priest and a humble servant of Our Lord Jesus."

Avá-Tapé sat up, breathing deeply while trying to slow his racing heart.  The white man had soft brown eyes, short dark curly hair, and a flat nose.  The warmth in his eyes and the softness of his voice diminished the shock of his white face, but still...

"Who are you and what do you want?" Avá-Takuá growled.  "How do you know our tongue?"

"There are many of your people all over this part of the world," Father Antonio said.  "Most speak as you do."  He held up what looked like a thick animal hide.  "I have come to share the Good Book with you and the Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, with the hope that you will accept Him into your heart."

Avá-Tapé inched backward.  He remembered watching hunters take out a deer's heart and eat it.  He had never heard of a book, a Gospel, or a Jesus Christ, but the thought of a man getting inside his heart made him squeamish.  Maybe the white man was a spirit.  He put his hand over his chest.  He wasn't letting any man get inside his heart.

Avá-Takuá backed away.  "These words have no meaning to me."

"I understand that," Father Antonio said.  "It will take time.  For now, know that I bring only good will."  He reached into a bag at his side and pulled out a handful of shiny colored beads.  "Take these."  He held them out.

Avá-Takuá stopped his retreat.  His eyes narrowed to slits.  "I have nothing to trade," he said quickly.

"They are a gift."

"You want nothing?"

"Only that you listen to what I have to say."

A gamut of expressions passed over Avá-Takuá's face before he tentatively stepped forward to accept the proffered beads.  "I only have to listen and you will give me this gift?"  He asked as if not believing what he had heard.

Father Antonio winked at Avá-Tapé.  "And a promise that you will leave the little ones alone."

Avá-Takuá smiled sheepishly.  "It was only a game."  He took the beads.

Only a game, Avá-Tapé thought, opening his eyes to the darkness of the adobe house.  His mother and sister still slept soundly.  No sound came from outside.  He rolled onto his back, remembering Father Antonio's big brown eyes and the kindness he had shown that day.  So different from the harsh voices and angry glares of this past night.  How could so many things have changed?

He closed his eyes again.  From those first frightening moments when he heard those terrifying words, Avá-Tapé never thought he would open his heart to Jesus, but Father Antonio's soft-spoken patience and the conviction behind his soft brown eyes had been reassuring.

The far - off cry of a monkey brought him back to the darkness of the adobe house.  He wanted to sleep, but his mind would not slow down.  How had things come to this?  His thoughts went to a long - ago day when he had been sitting with Avá-Karaí and the other children in a circle in Father Antonio's house, learning to read from the New Testament.

"How will I know I have accepted Him in my heart?" Avá-Tapé asked.  "Will He speak to me?  Show me?"

"Know the truth and it will set you free," Avá-Karaí said.

Father Antonio smiled.  "Very good, Avá-Karaí!"

Avá-Tapé scowled at his friend when the priest turned away.

"You are a special child in the eyes of the Lord," Father Antonio said, patting Avá-Tapé on the head.  "If you study the Good Book the way Avá-Karaí has, you will know soon and you will know without a doubt."

"The words in the book will bring Jesus to me?"

"That is correct," Father Antonio said.  "That is why you must all study the Bible.  It is the Word of God."

Avá-Tapé spent every spare moment trying to read and understand chapter and verse, all the while watching, hoping, and waiting for Jesus to come into his heart.  More than anything he wanted to be the first of his people to accept Jesus as his Lord and Savior.

The few times he tried to share this new knowledge with his father, Avá-Nembiará held his hand up and shook his head.  "I have heard this all before.  And still I do not believe.  Jesus is a foreign god.  Not a god of my fathers."

Now, after all his studying, Avá-Tapé felt more confused than ever.  He had lived half his life learning the ways of his grandfathers and half learning the ways of the white man.  Before the Jesuits came, the village had been small.  The people hadn’t gardened as much.  The forest gave them everything they needed.  The men hunted and fished while the women gathered fruits, nuts, berries, and roots.  Life had been simple.  The people had lived and worked together, all sharing the same beliefs.

Now they believed one way, then another.  The only one who never changed was his father.  At first Avá-Nembiará had listened in silence to the stories of Jesus that Father Antonio told.  While most of the tribe embraced Father Antonio's teachings, Avá-Nembiará returned after much time alone in the forest, saying that he didn’t believe what the Jesuits taught.  He would continue living the old ways, worshipping the old gods, the ones his father and his father's father had known.  By this time the people had left the village, built the earth houses, and had begun work on the huge house of God in which they sang.  He remembered his father's scorn at the undertaking.

"Fools," Avá-Nembiará said.  "So quick to throw away the only world we have ever known for a handful of beads.  Now they break their backs to build a house for a god who does not speak.  They only have to go to the forest to hear the voice of the Creator in the cries of the animals, the wind in the trees, and the song of the water.  They only have to open their eyes to see His power in the flight of a bird and the strength and swiftness of a jaguar.  The Creator does not live in houses built by man, He is in all things that live."

From the beginning, Avá-Nembiará never stayed among the Jesuits.  He lived in the forest the way he had before the whites changed the world.  He allowed his family to live at the mission only because the rest of the tribe had moved there.  For now it was safe for them, but more and more he spoke of the day when the people would return to their rightful place in the forest, while Father Antonio spoke more and more of the dangers of doing so.

"Father," Avá-Tapé said when he was alone with Avá-Nembiará one day.  "Are you angry that I live with my mother in the mission?"

“I am angry with no one, my little man.  We cannot be told what to believe.  Each of us has to make our own choice and believe what is right for us.  One day when you are becoming a man you will choose for yourself."  Avá-Nembiará smiled and stroked his son's head.  “I long for the time when your mother and I can pass the nights together again."  He sighed.  “Kuñá-Ywy Verá, my woman of the shining earth.”

Avá-Tapé opened his eyes again to the darkness of the adobe house.  He didn’t want to think of these things anymore.  He closed his eyes for the last time, letting his father's words follow him down into sleep.

He thought he had chosen when he accepted Father Antonio's teachings, but this past night had shown him differently.  He had not yet made a choice, but the time to make one would be coming soon.
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Avá-Tapé awoke blinking at the brightness.  The shaft of sunlight coming through the tiny window in the adobe wall hurt his eyes.  He rubbed them, sat up, and stared at the softer patch of yellow that shone on a small square of the hard dirt floor.  Even that hurt.  He closed his eyes and felt a trickle of sweat run down his bare back, soaking into his loincloth at his waist.  His headband was wet and his hair hung damp over his ears.  His skin felt warm.

Propping himself up on one hand, he looked around and saw that his mother and sister had let him sleep.  Without them the house looked vacant.  A few skins on the floor, two pots by the hearth, a couple of scooped-out pumpkins they used for mugs, and a small chest for clothes.  Nothing more.

Reduction.  Another name for the mission.  That’s what had happened to his life and his world.  The Jesuits taught him the meaning of the word.  He remembered the way the voice of Tupá boomed through his father, adding to its meaning to it.  "The Earth is old; our tribe is no longer growing.  Our world is bloated with death and weary with decay."

Since the white men appeared, his people had been reduced by half.  His father said that death had come to so many because of the spirits of sicknesses that the white men had brought to them.

Avá-Tapé rose from his jaguar skin and looked out the front door to see more proof that Tupá's words were true.  A line of low, white-washed houses with sagging walls lined the dusty street with roofs supported by wooden posts forming a continuous veranda.  Some houses had small windows shut with wooden grates.  The rest had a single opening for a door.  Their insides were as sparsely furnished as the one he shared with his mother and sister.

The air felt thick and hard to breathe.  Though his skin felt hot, Avá-Tapé could feel the moisture.  A wave of dizziness washed over him.  He widened his stance, closed his eyes, and waited for the spell to pass.

After last night's spectacle he didn't know what to do.  His mother and sister had already gone to work in the fields.  He had lived through sixteen harvests and was too old to work with the women and children.  He had to decide how best to benefit his people.

His father, Avá-Nembiará, stayed in the forest where he could purify himself through fasting and dancing.  Away from the white men.  He only came to the mission to heal the sick and visit his family. Avá-Tapé’s mother, Kuñá-Ywy Verá, didn’t like being apart from her husband, but she had resigned herself for now.

The rest of the people clung to life in the mission, torn between their devotion to their Lord Jesus and the mystical ways of the paí.  None had believed that the end of the world was upon them until hearing the spirit of Tupá speak through his father.  Avá-Tapé suspected that more of them, particularly the older ones, would soon abandon the mission and move back to the forest, closer to Avá-Nembiará.

He stepped out into the hot sun and headed toward the forest on the other side of the mission.  Except for a few small children and older women, the streets looked empty.  More of the now familiar anthills had appeared.  Another house tottered on the edge of collapse from the water-filled burrows left by ants. Avá-Nembiará said that the nature spirits had come to take back the land stolen from the forest.

Passing rows of houses, Avá-Tapé peered in at their darkened interiors.  He saw different versions of the same scant furnishings and various degrees of dilapidation.

He turned a corner, stumbled, and wiped sweat from his brow.  His skin felt hot, his throat dry.  He needed water.  He looked up at the sun.  Well past morning.  Why had he slept so late?  He waved away a large flying black ant that buzzed by his ear, then heard the familiar voices of the people rising up in song.  He recognized the words.

Ave Maria.

He stopped and listened, picking out the sopranos of the younger children.  Their voices never failed to move him.  It seemed odd that they'd be singing on this day.  A Mass?  Were the Jesuits performing their rituals because they didn't want the people to stray from Jesus?

He tried to fathom the actions of Father Antonio and the other priests.  Did they fear Tupá?  The stories he'd been taught about Jesus the Son of God told of a kind man.  The priests often asked for His help in the mission church that the people had built.  They said the building helped them get closer to their God.  Inside, they performed ritual after complex ritual, but their God remained silent. 

When his father, Avá-Nembiará, fasted and danced to be nearer to his Creator, the spirit of Tupá, the son of gods answered, speaking through him, but the priests drove Tupá away, calling him Satan, an unclean spirit and invading enemy.  Why did these men of God, spiritual men, fear the world of spirits?

He thought of the Bible story that told of the Chosen Ones who allowed their Savior to be nailed to a cross.  Were they afraid that the spirit of Jesus would seek its revenge on the living?

He made his way along another row of houses, turned a corner, and saw the church in the square at the center of the mission.  The singing drifted toward him on the thick midday air.  From the sound of the voices, most of the people were there.

Sweat rolled down his forehead and burned his eyes as he drew closer.  The rain-filled holes that the ants had made around the foundation had grown deeper.  More ants swarmed by the corner, and the walls had new cracks that made them slant outward as if a strong wind had tried to blow them down.  Both sides were propped up with rough - hewn cedar logs.

Avá-Tapé's breath came hard, feeling heavy in his chest.  He stopped at the front of the church and gazed up at its facade.  His people had sculpted Jesus and His disciples on the front and sides, but they also had concealed small details and symbols from the spirit world of their own ancestors.  He smiled when he spotted the images of Nanderú Guazú and Nandé Cy peering out of the sky above Jesus.

Even here the two worlds collided.

The singing stopped and the voice of Father Antonio began droning in the strange tongue he called Latin.  Avá-Tapé went to the massive wood doors, pulled one open, and stepped into the shade of the interior.  Most of the tribe crowded the pews.  A life-sized wooden carving of the Lord Jesus hung at the back of the church, His hands and feet impaled on a cross.

Below it, Father Antonio stood behind the altar holding a gold chalice aloft in the air.  Flickering candles behind him and to his sides glinted off the sacred gold utensils on the altar.  The priest's dark curly hair had been cut close to his head.  His broad face and wide shoulders stood a head above most of the people.  He looked even more imposing in the glow of the candles, his purple and gold robes flashing silk and gold filigree.

Out of habit, Avá-Tapé made the sign of the cross.  He didn't want to risk offending any gods.  Father Antonio's fiery eyes glared at him, then went back to the chalice.  Avá-Tapé felt lightheaded again.  His vision grew hazy.  He thought of his father alone in the forest and felt a sudden urge to run, but something made him stay.

"In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost."  

Father Antonio's voice boomed, jolting Avá-Tapé back to the moment.  He heard a faint buzzing that grew louder.  He looked behind him, then glanced up and saw ants swarming through the doors, windows, and cracks in the floor and walls.  A low murmur passed among the people as flying ants filled the church.  

Father Antonio raised his voice higher.  "Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners..."

The ants seemed attracted to candles and the altar in the same way that moths sacrificed themselves to fire.  Father Antonio waved his arms as the swarm fell upon him, the sacred utensils, and the altar.  He brushed at his face and beat at his arms and the altar.  His robes flapped like some huge demented bird.  The ants kept landing on his face, hair, and robes.

Screams cut through the air and the people ran for the doors.  Father Antonio continued to flail, knocking the gold chalice from the altar, spilling red wine onto the floor.  Avá-Tapé saw ants crawling on his own arms.  He brushed them off as people rushed past him, out into the square.  Watching Father Antonio thrash around at the altar brought sadness to his heart.  He turned and let the flood of people carry him out of the church.

He made it to the street before his knees started to wobble.  His legs felt as if they no longer connected to his body.  He stumbled and fell.  In his mind he heard the voices of the 

people buzzing like thousands of ants.  He clamped his hands to his head and the sound rose in pitch until the words of the Ave Maria thundered through his mind.

Pulling himself up, Avá-Tapé staggered a few steps more and slowed.  Dizziness rushed through him like a powerful wind, its vortex swallowing him in a haze of gray.  His stomach writhed.  He closed his eyes as his thoughts took flight, then leaned forward and lowered himself to the ground, listening to the final strains of the Ave Maria.
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The sound of his heartbeat pulsed through Avá-Tapé as he floated.  Snatches of Ave Maria flitted through his mind, mixed with cries both human and animal.  He tried to focus on one sound, one thing, but his thoughts would not remain still.  Instead they danced.  Father Antonio.  Tupá speaking through his father.  Ants swarming in the church.  His father dancing in the fire light, shaking his rattle...

The sound of the rattle rasped, first to the beat of his heart, then slower, languishing on each moment like the flight of a bee from flower to flower.  The rhythm became a non-rhythm that splintered off on its own dissonant pulse, drawn out in longer echoes, blurring the pause between the beats until the sound became a oneness that held both unity and chaos.

No heat.

No cold.

No sensation.

Being and not being.

His heart swelled and his essence blossomed, rushing into the expanse like a flurry of sparks rising up to the heavens.  He embraced blackness for an eternal moment outside of time, then had an awareness of his feet growing into the earth.  His arms turned into branches, his fingers leaves, and the top of his head sprouted into a tree - top in full leaf.  The voice of Tupá rose from the place where the sun sank below the edge of the earth.

"You are the chosen one among chosen people.  These visions are the sign of the paí.  You must abandon the evil land that you live in."

Images of the sickness and decay that came with the whites played across his mind.  A horde of rats feasted on an infant's corpse.  A man vomited worms.  Maggots sprouted from the glazed eyes of a dead woman.  Cries and anguished moans filled darkened nights as Avá-Tapé saw the deaths of many.  Tupá's voice continued.

"Abandon this darkened land so your people can inherit the Land Without Evil and live in happiness.  The old ways tremble at the roots of their beginnings and balance on the edge of destruction.  The world must change.  You must change worlds.  Leave the imperfect world of men for that of the gods."

Tupá began to chant using words Avá-Tapé had never heard, yet their tone and content felt familiar.  As the chant filled his mind, Avá-Tapé's visions changed from death to life.

Healthy children played in fields of maize and manioc.  Brightly feathered men and women sang and danced amidst a great feast of beans, sweet potatoes, peppers, pineapples, game, and fish.

The wondrous scene brought joy to Avá-Tapé until his vision faded and the roar of jaguars rose from the place of the rising sun.  The añag.  Dread rushed through him like water over falls. 

As if in answer to the challenge, Tupá's voice came to him from the place of the falling sun.  A pack of jaguars charged from the horizon to his left.  Tupá appeared from the right, tall and majestic, eyes clear like those of Jesus.  A magnificent glowing headdress adorned his head. He held a bow in one hand and a spear in the other.  Fierce yet wise.  Warrior and hunter.  

"Tupá," Avá-Tapé whispered.

The opposing forces hurtled toward each other, colliding in a shower of light, leaving the image of a feathered cross - the meeting place of time and space.  The cross shook and danced to the rhythm of a chant which Avá-Tapé thought belonged to Tupá until he recognized the voice of his father.  He stared at the moving cross and his father's face came into focus, full and shining like the moon.  "You spoke the name of Tupá," his father said quietly.  "When you return you must speak of your visions."

Avá-Nembiará wore a cotton sash plaited with feather ornaments, a bracelet made of the same materials, and a tiara of multicolored feathers on his head.  Holding the feathered cross in one hand and his rattle in the other, he gazed upward with outstretched arms and uttered something unintelligible, then he knelt next to Avá-Tapé and blew on his head, singing a gentle chant.

A chill rippled through Avá-Tapé and he became aware of his hot, sweat-soaked body.  His stomach felt hollow, his joints ached, and his throat hurt.  He licked dry lips, wanting something cool to drink.  His words came in a scratchy whisper.  "Water."

Avá-Nembiará propped his son's head in the crook of his arm and brought a gourd of cool water to his mouth.  Avá-Tapé drank, letting the wetness trickle down his throat.

"Rest, my son, the spirits of darkness have crept into your body and tried to steal your soul.  Stay with me and hear my voice.  I will travel with you to the places near the land of the dead and guide you back to your body."

Where had he been?  How long had he gone?  How had he come here?

His eyes burned and his father's face blurred.  Too much to think about.  He closed his eyes, letting darkness swallow him.

He drifted like a leaf on the breeze, finally settling on the dark, dusty streets of the mission.  A pair of glowing amber orbs blinked back at him from the darkness of a blackened doorway followed by a low growl.  A jaguar trotted out carrying the limp form of a bloody infant in its massive jaws.  A woman screamed and the jaguar ran through him, loping down the street where it met with dozens of other glowing orbs.  Avá-Tapé heard hisses, growls, and a series of thumps followed by the sound of tearing flesh and crunching bone.

He turned to run and heard voices, and then the sun climbed from behind the forest.  Looking back, he saw that the jaguars had vanished.  He walked slowly toward the voices and the sunlight turned brighter, then smoke poured from the forest, washing out his sight.

He awoke to the smell of tobacco smoke.  His heart fluttered like a hummingbird.  His father leaned over him, blowing smoke across his body from a big cigar, moving from head to foot.  Shaking his rattle, he chanted, blowing more smoke.  Avá-Tapé felt stronger.  Not so much pain.  He tried to sit up and tell his father of the añag, but Avá-Nembiará silenced him with a gesture.

"Not yet, my son."  He gently pushed Avá-Tapé down.  "Wait until your strength is full before giving me your visions."  He continued blowing smoke up and down the length of his son's body, then blew on the top of his head.  Avá-Tapé drifted...

He saw the people gathered in the light of day at the fire circle where his father had danced.  Women held babies in slings.  Children ran freely.  Men carried bows, spears, and blowguns.  Pottery, digging sticks, tools, food, and other implements were piled high on top of a square of branches lashed together with long poles.  Excitement filled the air.

"Paí guazú," someone whispered.  "The great Holy Man."

A tall man appeared before the people wearing dazzling feathered bands on his head and arms.  He held a huge feathered cross high above his head.  The backs of his hands had scars.  Avá-Tapé recognized his eyes from the pictures in the Christian Bible.  Jesus now stood at the head of the people in the form of Paí guazú, making an expansive gesture with the cross before turning and walking into the forest.  An excited murmur passed among the crowd, then they followed Paí guazú.

A cool breeze blew and the people disappeared.  Avá-Tapé floated up out of the clearing until he found himself at his father's house lying in a hammock.  Avá-Nembiará leaned over him making sucking noises near his chest and throat, then turned away and spit something onto the ground.

He faced his son again and smiled.  "I have sucked out the evil.  Be still and let your spirit become one with your body.  After you have eaten and are stronger, you can tell me of your visions."  His father went to the other end of the house and knelt by a fireplace.

Avá-Tapé gazed around in wonder, recognizing the house his father had built.  So different from the dreary earth houses of the mission.  This roof had sloping sides held up by wood supports.  The roof was made of straw, the frame of reeds.

He rubbed his hands on his chest and arms.  His body no longer felt hot.  The chills and sweats had passed.  He felt hungry.  Easing himself out of the hammock, Avá-Tapé stood on trembling legs.  Fearing he might fall, he took a few steps and sat by the fireplace.  Avá-Nembiará gave him some cassava bread, a gourd full of juice and a tiny bowl of maize mush mixed with herbs.

Avá-Tapé could only eat a little, but what he did eat made him feel stronger.  He felt his father's gaze upon him, looked up and saw a sparkle in his eyes, but Avá-Nembiará didn't speak until his son finished eating and started asking questions.

"How long have I wandered through the land of spirits?"

"Since your spirit went away the moon has gone and come again.  Another one of the white man's spirits of sickness has fallen on the people." Avá-Nembiará's eyes darkened.  His voice sounded tired.  "Many are sick and many have died.  It tried to take you from this world, but I flew to the other world and brought your soul back.  I heard you call the name of Tupá.  Tell me what you saw."

Avá-Tapé closed his eyes and let his thoughts travel back, telling his father how he had scattered into the wind like ashes.  Avá-Nembiará's eyes widened at the description, but he said nothing.  Avá-Tapé told of becoming a tree and of how the voice of Tupá came to him from where the sun sank below the edge of the earth.

"What did Tupá say?" his father said.  A faraway look filled his eyes.

"That my visions were a sign of the paí and that I was the chosen one among the chosen.  He showed me the darkness that has come to our people and told me to leave this place and travel to the Land Without Evil.  When he chanted I saw happy visions."

"Tupá chanted?"

Avá-Tapé tried to recall the song, remembering its tone and familiarity, but its content hovered just beyond his thoughts.  "I'm sorry, Father, but I can’t remember."

Disappointment showed on Avá-Nembiará's face.

"Then the añag came and battled with Tupá," Avá-Tapé continued, "leaving behind a vision of you and the cross.  I flew again and saw the jaguars in the mission stealing and eating a baby.  I came back and flew to the place where Tupá spoke through you and saw the people gathered.  Paí guazú was there wearing a beautiful headband.  He held a huge cross high above his head and led the people into the forest.  His eyes reminded me of Jesus in the Christian Bible.”

Avá-Nembiará’s eyes went out of focus.  His features never changed, but a succession of emotions passed behind his eyes before his gaze came back into focus, clear and piercing.  A slow smile filled his usually serious features.  Avá-Tapé had never seen his father act so strange.

"What is it, paí?  What makes you act this way?"

Avá-Nembiará's face became serious again.  "Did you not hear the words of Tupá?" 

“The words of Tupá?”

He smiled again.  "It has been many seasons since I have heard of such powerful visions.  I never would have thought that my son—many would die to see what you have seen.  You are a chosen one among a chosen people.  The visions he has given you are the sign of a paí."

"A paí?"

"With visions as powerful as these, you might be the one spoken of who is to become the Paí guazú of the people.  The great Holy Man."
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Outside the forest had turned black.  The cheep of crickets and the sporadic bellows of howler monkeys filled the night air.  Avá-Nembiará crouched in front of the fireplace adding herbs and vegetables to a pot.  After putting more wood on the fire, he sat cross-legged in front of it.  Avá-Tapé sat beside him gazing into the flames.

His father stared straight ahead, the light from the fire illuminating his face.  "In the time of inypyrú, the beginning," he said, sounding far away.  “The Creator Nánderuvusú lived alone in the middle of darkness where he kept vigil.  Bats fought in the blackness.  The creator bore a light in his breast."

Avá-Tapé smiled.  He had heard this story countless times, but never tired of it.  His father never tired of telling it.

Avá-Nembiará picked up his cross and held it up.  "He set in place a beam of wood running from where the sun climbs into the sky to the place where it falls when darkness comes."  He ran his finger along the width of the cross, then down its length.  “He placed another beam across the first, pointing toward the bright star of the night and made the eternal cross that supports the world."  He waved his hand in circles.  "Standing at its center, he made the Earth on top of it.

"The Creator had a companion named Nanderú Mbaekuaá; ‘our great father who knows all things.’  He suggested that they find a woman, so the Creator fashioned a clay pot and sealed it, then sent our Father to fetch the woman from the pot.  The Creator made his home in the center of the cross.  Both he and Nanderú Mbaekuaá brought children into the world.  One child each.  In the womb of the woman.  This transformed her into our Mother, Nandé Cy.

"Nandé Cy took her basket and went to the garden of maize that had been newly made by the Creator.  He grew angry because she wouldn’t believe that He made food grow so quickly.  In the heat of His anger He abandoned her, taking our Father with him."  Avá-Nembiará made a sweeping gesture.  "They left the earth and flew beyond the sky, climbing along the trail of the Eternal Jaguar."

A howler monkey bellowed in the night, making Avá-Tapé think of how Nandé Cy must have cried at being left alone.  He remembered the white man's cross and the story of how they nailed Jesus to it.  Could it be the same cross?  He wanted to ask, but didn't dare.  Avá-Nembiará would scoff at the Christian Savior.  He believed that the myths of the whites polluted the beliefs of his people.

Avá-Tapé couldn't understand how the white men could crucify the son of a god, just as he puzzled over their reaction to the presence of Tupá in his father.  If Tupá walked among the people, would the whites nail him to a cross?  He shuddered.  It was unimaginable that any of the Guarani could treat the son of the gods that way.  Strange how the whites said one thing and did another.  “Love each man as your brother,” they preached, yet they crucified the son of their god.  No wonder they came to the land of the people bringing spirits of death.

"I must sleep," Avá-Nembiará said, breaking his reverie.  "And travel to the world of spirits.  Too many souls wander there.  I cannot find them all, but I have to save as many as I can."

"Are mother and Pindé safe?"

"The spirits of death have not come for them.  They have been safe in their house of mud at the mission."  He gestured around himself.  "My house is ready.  The time is coming to bring them out of the white man's world to live with me again here in mine.  I can build another house.  A dance house to teach my young paí the ways of the great ones."  He rose and ruffled Avá-Tapé's hair.  "Sleep well and have great visions.  We will speak more when the light comes back to the world."

His father went to his hammock, leaving Avá-Tapé to ponder his words.  Avá-Nembiará wanted to take his family from the mission, and build a dance house.  If he did this, many of the older men would join him.  Father Antonio would be unhappy.

"My father speaks of taking us away from the mission," Avá-Tapé remembered telling Father Antonio two harvests ago.  He looked from Avá-Karaí to Father Antonio and back again.  The three sat in an awkward silence where they had been doing extra study after the other children left Bible class.  Avá-Karaí had grown taller since the day Father Antonio came.  His face had gone from round to long and his square jaw worked from side to side whenever he was deep in thought, like now.  His eyes had a way of looking at people that made them uncomfortable if they didn't know him, as if he saw too much.

Father Antonio's thick eyebrows knitted together.  He set down his Bible and looked first to Avá-Karaí, then to Avá-Tapé.

"It’s not safe to live outside the protection of the mission," he finally said.

"But my father has been doing it all this time and we lived safely before the mission was built."

Father Antonio nodded.  "Your father has been lucky.  Before the mission was built the jaguars did not run in packs..."

"My father says the mission made them do this," Avá-Karaí said.

Father Antonio waved his hand.  "You don’t understand, my sons.  The dangers of the world outside here are too great to count and they are changing every day.  We have come to you bringing the gift of love from Our Lord Jesus Christ."  He made the sign of the cross, then lowered his voice.  "Other men come from different parts of the world, but they do not bring gifts and love.  Only greed and hunger."

"How do you know?"  Avá-Karaí asked.

"I have lived in many places among many different people before I came to this part of the world.  I have seen the best and the worst of men.  Some would think nothing of taking all you have and making slaves of you."

The idea of strange men taking what little they had both angered and frightened Avá-Tapé.  He opened his mouth to speak, but once more it was Avá-Karaí.

"I wouldn’t fear these men.  Jesus will protect me."

"That’s right," Avá-Tapé said nodding.  "We could leave the mission.  Jesus would protect us."

A slow smile spread across Father Antonio's face.  "That’s why the mission was built.  To protect you."

And who protects my father? Avá-Tapé thought.  The gods of the forest?  Tupá?  Now his father said he was chosen to be a paí.  Would the Christian God be angered?  If he didn’t become a paí, would he anger the gods of his people?  Which gods were right, or were they all wrong?  What would happen if they left the mission?  They were dying now by staying.  What could be worse?  He stared into the flames, trying to reconcile the world of the whites and the world of his people.

Nothing fit.

He stayed in his father's house drinking herb mixtures and eating more with each passing day.  His strength returned slowly.  Avá-Nembiará spent most of his time at the mission healing those stricken by the white man's sickness.  The Jesuits, busy with their own healings, didn't interfere.  Father Antonio even accepted some of Avá-Nembiará’s concoctions which helped overcome the disease.  Still, many people died, including one of the priests.

Avá-Tapé wanted to go with his father to take care of the people, but Avá-Nembiará made him stay at the house in the forest, away from the mission and its rampant sickness.  Each night after the sun left the sky, Avá-Nembiará returned to ask his son about his visions, then he would tell another story about his ancestors and their beginnings.

"You called to Tupá in your visions," his father said one night.  "You said he chanted.  Can you remember his chant?"

Avá-Tapé closed his eyes and tried to recall the moment in his dream.  He remembered the joy he felt when he saw the children playing in the fields and the singing and dancing of the people.  He could almost hear Tupá's chant, but it stayed beyond the reach of his thoughts, flitting in and out of the light like the beautiful butterfly he had tried so hard to catch as a child.  The harder he tried, the more elusive it became until he gave up, shaking his head in frustration.

His father sighed.  "Maybe Tupá will return and sing again.  If he does, you must grasp his chant and hold it to your heart.  It
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