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Prologue


The Ninth of Av

Jerusalem, in the second year of the siege, AD 70

The smoke reached the Chamber of the Hearth before the shouting did.

Natan ben Elisha woke on the stone ledge where the night-watch priests slept, and for a moment he believed he was back in his father’s house in Ophel, with his mother burning bread. Then he breathed in again. Cedar. Gold leaf going black. Somewhere above the vaulted roof, a sound like rain moved across the courts, and it was not rain, because there had been no rain since the month of Sivan, and because rain did not scream.

He was nineteen. He had served in the Sanctuary for two years, long enough to know every step of the morning offering and not long enough to have been chosen by lot for the incense. He weighed less now than he had at Passover. All of them did. In the last month he had watched a Levite boil the leather of his own sandals and drink the broth, and he had said nothing, because he had been thinking about the sandals.

Old Hanan was already standing.

His grandfather should not have been in the Chamber at all. He was past seventy and had not served at the altar in nine years, but when the Romans took the Antonia, he had come up the Court steps with his staff and blanket and lain down among the young men, and no one had sent him away. Now he stood in the doorway, the red light of the courts on his face, his beard singed short on one side, and he looked at Natan the way he had looked at him once, when Natan was six and had been caught with his hand in the offering bowl.

“Get up,” Hanan said. “Bring the lamp.”

“The Court—”

“The Court is gone. Bring the lamp.”

Natan brought it. His hands shook, and the oil slopped against the clay; the flame bent low, then stood up again. Through the doorway, he could see the long colonnade of the Court of the Priests, and beyond it, the face of the Sanctuary itself: the great gold-plated porch that had blinded him every morning for two years when the sun came over the Mount of Olives. Fire was coming out of the side chambers’ windows. Not in tongues. In sheets, folding upward, like water over a weir.

A soldier on the cloister roof was laughing. Natan could see his mouth open.

On the wall to their left, along the inner-court parapet, priests tore up the gold spikes set there to keep birds from fouling the roof, prying them from their lead sockets with bare hands and flinging them down at the soldiers in the court below. One man stood with an armful of them like kindling. Natan knew him. Meir, son of Belgas, who stammered and sang the morning psalm without one. Meir threw a spike; it turned over twice in the air, and the fire took the rest of the wall behind him. Natan did not see him again.

“Do not look,” said Hanan. “There is nothing to see. Come.”

He went not toward the gate but back into the Chamber, past the sleeping ledges, to the far corner where the floor dropped away into the stair. Natan knew the stair. Every priest knew it. It wound down under the Sanctuary to the place of immersion, so a man who had become unclean in the night could go down, wash, and come back without crossing the courts. There were lamps set in niches all the way down, kept burning by the watch. Tonight most of them were out.

Hanan went down the first turn with one hand on the wall.

“Saba. The gate is the other way.”

“The gate is full of Romans.”

“Where are we going?”

“Down.”

The stair was cooler. That was the first strange thing. Above them, the whole mountain was burning, and here the stone sweated under his hand, as it did in Tevet. Natan counted the turns because he could not help it. Seven. Eight. At the ninth, his grandfather stopped beside a niche that had no lamp in it and had never had one, as far as Natan knew, a square hole in the wall a little above the height of a man’s shoulder.

Hanan reached in, up to his shoulder, and felt along the back, his cheek pressed against the wall. He grunted. He pulled. Something grated.

“Hold the light closer.”

Natan held it closer.

His grandfather drew out a bundle of linen, brown with age and tied with a priest’s girdle; the four colors had faded to one. He held it like a man holds a sleeping child, the weight against his chest. He did not unwrap it.

“Your father knew where this was,” Hanan said. “Your father is dead. Now you know.”

“What is it?”

“Sit.”

“Saba, they are coming down—”

“They do not know the stair. Sit.”

Natan sat on the step with the lamp between his knees. Above them, something heavy fell, a beam or a whole roof, and the stair shuddered; grit sifted down through the light. His grandfather did not look up. He lowered himself onto the step below Natan’s, slowly, his knees cracking, and laid the bundle across them.

“You remember what I told you about the Day of Atonement,” Hanan said. “When I was a young man.”

Natan remembered. Every boy in the family remembered. Hanan told the story at every feast after the third cup, until their mother rolled her eyes and their father said, “Abba, enough.” Hanan stood in the Court of the Priests on the Day of Atonement at twenty, one of hundreds packed shoulder to shoulder in white linen, as the High Priest laid both hands on the head of the goat for Azazel and made the confession over it. And when he came to the Name, the Name as it is written, he spoke it aloud. The priests and the people who heard it come out of his mouth fell on their faces and said, “Blessed be the name of the glory of His kingdom forever and ever.”

“You told us you did not hear it,” Natan said. “You said the singing covered it.”

“I said that.”

“Was it true?”

His grandfather was so quiet that Natan thought he hadn’t heard. The lamp hissed. Far above, a woman called a name over and over, a child’s name: Shimon, Shimon, then she stopped.

“The Levites were singing,” Hanan said. “They sang so that the Name would be covered. That was the custom, so that only those near enough would hear, and the rest of us would hear the singing. I was not near enough. That was true.” He laid one hand flat on the linen. “The year I was twenty-two, one of the Levites lost his breath. A boy. Fourteen. He coughed all winter. He was standing in front of me on the steps, and the cough took him in the middle of the psalm, and he stopped. For as long as it takes to stop.”

He looked at the bundle.

“I heard it,” he said. “Once. One time in my life. I fell down with the others, but I was already down before they fell, because my knees went out of me. When I stood up, I could not say it back. I tried. That night, alone, I tried, because I was twenty-two and a fool. My tongue would not do it. I could feel the shape of it in my mouth like a stone too big to swallow, and nothing came.”

“Saba—”

“I am telling you so you know. This”—he pressed the linen—”was given to our house before my grandfather’s grandfather. Before the Hasmoneans. Before the Greeks. The story is that it came out of the first House, the House of Solomon, when the Babylonians burned it, and that it was old even then. I do not know if that is true. I know it is old. I know what is cut on it. And I know what my father told me, and what his father told him, and what I am telling you now.”

He took Natan’s wrist. His fingers were dry as reeds.

“It is to be kept,” Hanan said. “Not spoken. Not ever. Not by you, not by your sons. Not to save your life. Not to save the House. Do you understand me?”

“Why?”

“Because it is not ours.”

“Then whose is it?”

His grandfather opened his mouth and closed it.

Above them, close now, iron rang on stone. Voices. Latin, and something else, the Syrian Greek the auxiliaries spoke. A torch flared at the top of the stair, eight turns up, and went past, and came back.

Hanan untied the girdle.

He did it quickly now, his fingers finding the knot without looking, and he folded back the linen in three turns, and there in the lamplight lay a stone no taller than Natan’s hand from wrist to fingertip. White. Not the white of limestone or marble, but a white with depth, the way milk has depth, so the lamplight went a little way inside before coming back out. It had been worked into a pyramid of three faces on a three-sided base, every edge true. A single letter had been cut into the middle of each face, a different letter on each, so no one could read all three without turning the stone in his hands. They were cut in the old script, the one on the shekels of the revolt, which Natan had learned to read at eight years old and never seen cut into anything older than a coin.

He turned it a third of the way and a third again, and read them.

He did not say them. His mouth stayed shut on its own, like a hand pulling back from a hot pot before the mind knows the pot is hot.

“Good,” his grandfather said, watching his face.

The torch came down another turn. Seven up now. Natan could see the soldier’s shadow first, stretched long down the curve of the wall, a helmet and the point of a spear.

Hanan folded the linen back over the stone in three turns, tied the girdle, and put the bundle into Natan’s arms.

“At the bottom,” he said, “past the place of immersion, there is a channel where the water from the pool runs out under the wall. The Rabbis do not talk about it. Your father went through it once as a boy and came out in the valley of Kidron beside the old tombs. It is narrow. You are thin enough now.” He almost smiled. “The siege has done you that much good.”

“You are coming.”

“I am seventy-three years old. I will sit here on the stair and pray the evening prayer, which I have not prayed yet, and when the Roman comes down he will find an old priest praying, and he will do what he does, and by then you will be in the channel. Go.”

“Saba.”

“Natan. Go.”

He did not move. He would remember that for the rest of his life, how long he did not move, crouched on the step with the bundle against his ribs and his grandfather’s face below him in the lamplight, the singed half of the beard and the whole half. The soldier’s shadow came another turn down. Six up. Five.

His grandfather reached up and pinched out the lamp.

In the dark Natan heard him settle himself on the stone. Heard him draw a breath, the long breath of a man about to sing.

“Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who at His word brings on the evening—”

Natan went down.

He went down by touch, one hand on the sweating wall and the other arm locked over the bundle, the turns of the stair coming at him out of the black, ten, eleven, and behind and above him his grandfather’s voice going steadily on through the evening prayer, unhurried and a little off the note, as it had always been a little off the note, and then the voice stopped in the middle of a word.

Natan did not stop.

The stair ended in water. He went in to his knees, then to his waist, and the cold was enough to stop his heart. He held the bundle above his head and ran his free hand along the wall until he found the lip of the channel his grandfather had said would be there. He had to turn on his side to go in. The stone scraped the skin off one shoulder. The water came up to his chin and then over it, and he went under with the linen clutched against his face and pulled himself along the roof of the channel with his fingers, through the dark and the cold, counting, until his lungs began to burn and there was no more counting, only the next handhold and the next.

His head came up into air that stank of rot and smoke.

He was in some kind of cistern, or a cave: a low rock room with the channel running out through a crack in one wall into gray light. Not daylight. Firelight, from the city above, reflected off the far slope of the valley. He crawled out of the water and lay on his side on the rock with the bundle against his chest, unable to stop shaking.

Feet on the slope outside. Many feet. Hobnails on stone.

He pushed himself back into the cave’s deepest corner, where the rock pinched down so low he had to lie flat, and pressed his back to the wall. Through the crack in the opposite wall, he could see legs passing by. Bare, brown, the legs of auxiliaries, the edges of their tunics dark with something. One of them stopped. Natan could hear him breathing. He was close enough that Natan could smell him, sweat and wine and the sweet smell from inside the courts that Natan would not let himself name.

The soldier said something in Greek and laughed. Another voice answered from farther up the slope.

Natan was going to cry out.

He felt it coming up from somewhere under his ribs, the way the cough had come up in the Levite boy, the sound of his grandfather’s voice stopping in the middle of a word, and it was going to come out of him whether he wanted it or not, a noise, any noise, and the soldier would turn his head and look into the crack.

He took his hand off the bundle, put it over his mouth, and pressed. He pressed until his teeth bit into his lip. He pressed until his jaw ached and the taste of blood was all through his mouth, and he lay there in the wet and the dark with the stone against his heart and his hand over his mouth, and he did not make a sound.

The legs moved on.

He lay there until the light in the crack went from red to gray to the plain gray of morning. Somewhere above him in the city, the Ninth of Av was ending, and the Tenth beginning, and the House of God was a field of white ash on a mountain, and he had not seen it fall.

When he finally pulled his hand from his mouth, his fingers had left marks on his cheek that he would see for three days in the water of every stream between Jerusalem and the sea.

He unwrapped the linen in the gray light. He did not know why. To see that it was there.

He turned it in his hands, face by face, and the three letters looked up at him one at a time, plain and old, and he read them again, and his mouth stayed shut.

“It is not ours,” he said aloud, to no one, in a voice he did not recognize.

Then he wrapped it again in three turns, tied the girdle, got up, and walked west.





The Watch

Time had left the cave silent for a hundred and sixty years. The water still found its way down through the limestone, a drop at a time, the way it had before there was a Missouri or a man to name it, and in the ninth room the white stone stood on its shelf of rock in a dark so complete it had no edges. No one had touched it since the night a preacher set it there with both hands. It did not need to be seen to be what it was.

Uriel stood beside it in the dark; “stood” was the word, and “beside.”

He had been given this watch the way he had been given every watch: with the task and without the reason. Keep the place. Watch the man. Do not interfere. He had guided Enoch once, in the long years before the water, and he had stood at the garden gate with the others while the sword turned, and he had carried word to Noah of how many days remained. In none of those had he been told why. He had been told enough. Lately, though, the whole host moved like men who hear a door open somewhere far off in a great house and know the master has come home. The bride was being made ready. The scattered ones were going back to the land they had been promised. Uriel was not told how near. He did not need to be told it was near.

A familiar presence brushed his back.

“How is he doing?” Enoch asked.

“He is about to be shown.”

“Shown the place?”

“Shown what is in it.” Uriel did not turn. “Whether he finds the place is his to do.”

Enoch came around to look at the stone. He always looked at it for a long time. Uriel had stopped asking why. It was Enoch’s handwriting, or so the story said. Uriel had never pressed him on how much of the story was true.

“He will not be able to say it,” Enoch said.

“No.”

“Will he understand why?”

“Not at first.”

“And when he finds it, when he brings it up into the light, if he does, do you think they will understand what he has found?”

Uriel was quiet a while. Above them, two hundred feet of rock and soil and the roots of a burr oak, a coyote went along the bluff in the dark, stopped, lifted its head at nothing, and went on.

“A small number will know what it is at once,” Uriel said. “The rest will need time to decide whether the small number is right.”

Enoch nodded the way he did when the answer wasn’t what he wanted, but it was what he expected.

“And the other one,” he said. “The one who wants it.”

“He is reading.”

“He is going to come here.”

“Yes.”

“And we—”

“Keep the place,” said Uriel. “Watch the man.”

Enoch went. Uriel felt him go the way a man feels a door close in another room. Then he turned from the stone and went to the place he went to be still, which was not a place, and was quiet before his Master, and waited to be told what he was not going to be told.




Part One: The Descent




Chapter 1


The Thirteenth Degree

The proscenium was forty-two feet wide, give or take, and somebody in 1920-something had gotten the arch wrong.

John Harlan had noticed it the first time he sat in this auditorium, thirty-one years ago, a junior draftsman with a new apron in a box on his lap, and he noticed it again now from row M, seat 11, with his reading glasses folded in his shirt pocket and his program rolled into a tube in his fist. The keystone sat a hair left of center. Not much. Three-quarters of an inch, maybe. Enough that once you saw it, you couldn’t stop seeing it: the whole great plaster sweep of the arch leaning a little toward stage right, like a man favoring a bad knee.

Ellen used to say that was why he never relaxed in church. He was always checking the joists.

“You’re doing it,” Alex said beside him.

“Doing what?”

“Measuring.” Alex Brandt did not turn his head. He sat the way he had for thirty-four years of patrol and court dates and lodge meetings: square to the front, hands on his knees, a big man with a gray crew cut and a tie he had clearly tied without a mirror. “Your lips move.”

“They do not.”

“Forty, forty-two. I can read lips, John. I was a deputy.”

John unrolled the program and rolled it again the other way.

The house was two-thirds full, which was good for the second day of a fall reunion. Men in dark suits, men in sport coats, and two or three in bib overalls under their jackets, because this was St. Joseph and they had to get beans out of the ground in two weeks. The candidates sat in a block down front, nineteen of them, their necks pink and fresh from the barber. The air smelled like it had in 1993: dust burning off the stage lights, old velvet, floor wax, and, beneath that, the faint, sweet rot of the fly loft, where a hundred years of painted canvas hung in the dark above the stage on ropes as thick as John’s wrist.

He had come back for that. He could admit that much. Not for the degrees, which he had seen before, and not for the fellowship, which was fine, and not for anything a man would put on a petition. For the drops. For the painted canvas skies and colonnades and desert tents that came down out of the dark one after another, each one somebody’s careful work with a four-inch brush on a scaffold in Chicago or Minneapolis before the First World War. Ellen had found the reunion notice in the Orient on the kitchen table in the spring and slid it across to him without a word, the way she used to slide the classifieds across when the gutters needed doing. Except Ellen hadn’t slid anything across any table since February, three years ago, and the magazine had come in the mail with his name alone on the label, and it was John who had slid it across the table to nobody and then sat looking at it.

So here he was. Doing his duty by the drops.

Three rows up and across the aisle, a young man in a gray suit held his phone low between his knees, the screen dimmed. Nate something. Ferris. He had been raised in the spring, a sharp kid with a quick laugh who worked at the hospital in some kind of billing job and asked a great many questions at dinner. John had sat across from him at the Friday banquet and answered four or five of them about the building’s steel and then, without knowing how, ended up explaining Ellen’s illness to a stranger over peach cobbler. The boy had listened well. John had driven home feeling as if he had been interviewed.

The house lights went down.

The talking went down with them, the way it always did, in a long wave from front to back. A cough. The creak of a hundred and fifty seats. Then the orchestra pit gave up its one live musician, an organist named Phyllis who had been playing these reunions since before John’s first one, and the low first chord of the prelude came up through the floor and into the soles of his shoes.

He knew the degree. He had seen it twice. He knew roughly what came: a king, a vault, a discovery. The candidates would be told a story about what lay beneath the temple of Solomon, about Enoch, who walked with God and was not, and about what Enoch had hidden, and how it was found again. It was a good story. John had always liked it the way he liked a well-proportioned building, for its bones.

The curtain went up on the throne room drop. Gold columns, purple hangings, a sky beyond the windows painted the impossible blue of an Italian ceiling. A brother John knew from Maryville came out in a crown and a velvet robe and began to speak, and his voice was fine, and his lines were fine, and John sat in row M with his program rolled into a tube and could not, for the life of him, make himself care.

The trouble was in row M.

He had been noticing it for a while. Since before the reunion. Since before the funeral, if he was honest, which he mostly was not. A kind of numbness at the center of things, like a hand gone to sleep. He still went to church in Savannah every Sunday and sat in the fourth pew on the left where he and Ellen had sat for twenty-six years, and he sang the hymns and knew the words without the book, and he bowed his head when Pastor Dale prayed, and nothing happened. No voice. No warmth. He talked to the Lord still. He talked to Him the way he talked to the man at the feed store, pleasantly, about the weather.

He would not have told anyone. There was nobody to tell.

On the stage, the king was explaining the vault.

John unrolled the program and rolled it again. He looked at the arch. The keystone was three-quarters of an inch off. Maybe seven-eighths.

The organ dropped into a minor chord and held it, and the stage lights dimmed to blue, and a stagehand somewhere above in the dark began to let down the next drop. John heard the rope run on the pulley. He looked up for it out of habit, the way a man looks up when he hears a bird.

The canvas did not come down.

The blue light kept dimming. It went past blue, past the dark blue of a stage at night, into a dark with no color at all. John waited for the drop to fall into place and the lights to come back up on it. They did not. The organ chord went on, and on, longer than any organist could hold a chord, until it stopped being a sound and became a pressure in his ears, the way the air changes in an elevator.

The smell changed.

That was the first thing that frightened him. Not the dark. The smell. The dust and the velvet and the floor wax went away, all at once, as if someone had opened a door, and in their place came cold stone and wet clay and the green, mineral smell of water that has been underground a long time. He knew that smell. He had walked enough foundation excavations in March to know it.

He reached for the armrest on the right, and Alex’s sleeve.

There was no armrest.

There was rock. Rough, cold, and wet under his palm, at the height of his shoulder. And he was on his feet. His knees had not unbent. He had not stood up. He stood on an uneven floor that sloped downward under his feet, in a dark so complete he could not tell whether his eyes were open.

“Alex,” he said.

The word left him and came back off the near walls, close on both sides, flattened and small.

Somewhere ahead and below, a light moved.

Too warm for a flashlight, and too steady, the color of a lamp flame behind horn. It moved away from him around a bend in the rock, and for a second he could see the shape of a passage in its glow: a low, ragged corridor of gray stone, sweating, the ceiling so near he could have touched it. Then the light went on around the bend and the dark came back.

John Harlan stood in the dark, his heart pounding, his hand on the wall, his program, he would realize later, still rolled into a tube in his other fist.

Then he went after the light.





Chapter 2


The Last Chamber

He lost count of the turns and then started counting again, because counting was something to do.

The passage went down, never steeply but always down. It bent left and right with no pattern he could find, like a creek, as if water had cut it and men had only widened it later. He cracked his head on the ceiling twice, and the second time he tasted copper. The light stayed ahead of him. It never got closer or farther away. When he stopped, it stopped, somewhere around the next bend, and waited; he could see its glow on the wet rock. When he went on, it went on.

He called out to it once. “Who’s there?” No one answered, and he didn’t call again.

The passage opened into a room.

He could tell by the air before he could see anything. The walls fell back on both sides, and the sound of his own breathing changed. Then light came from the far side of the room, through an opening in the opposite wall, and he could see where he was: a chamber about the size of a one-car garage, twelve by twenty, with a ceiling high enough now that he could straighten up. The rock was gray limestone in thick beds, with darker shale bands between them, and water had stained the walls in long, rust-colored streaks from ceiling to floor.

Something was cut into the wall to his right.

He went to it because he could not help going to it. A figure was chiseled into the stone at about chest height. A square and a pair of compasses, nothing else, and the lines were not crude. Whoever had cut them had used a straightedge and had known how to hold a point chisel, and the arms of the square met at a corner John would have bet his license was ninety degrees on the nose.

The light was waiting in the far doorway.

The second room had a level. The third had a plumb line, a weight hanging on a cut cord, so finely done he could see the twist in the strands. In the fourth, only a single upright stone sat in the floor, rough on three sides and dressed smooth on the fourth, and he stood before it a long time without knowing why, and his hand went out on its own and touched the smooth face. It was warm. The rest of the room was cold enough that his breath showed, and the stone was as warm as a hand.

He did not count the fifth, sixth, seventh rooms. He went through them. He saw things on the walls and could not later tell anyone what they were, only that each was cut by the same hand, patient and certain, and that each room was smaller than the last, with a lower ceiling, and that he was going down.

By the eighth room he was crawling.

The floor was clay there, slick red-brown clay that took the print of his palms and squeezed up between his fingers, and his good trousers soaked through at the knees in the first few feet. It got into his shoes. His hands went cold and stupid. The light was ahead of him and below, through an opening in the rock so low that he had to lie down on his belly in the clay and pull himself through by his forearms, and for one long moment, with the roof of the passage pressing on his shoulder blades and the clay cold against his cheek, he could not go forward or back, and something in him that had been holding still since the auditorium began, quietly, to come apart.

He thought about Ellen.

Not her face. Her hand. The weight of it on the bed in the last week, light as a folded towel, and how he had sat beside her in the chair from the dining room because the hospice chair hurt his back, and held the hand and prayed. He had prayed the way he had been taught to pray, with confidence and belief. He had quoted the verses. He had claimed them. He had stood on them as a man stands on a joist, and the joist had gone, and she had died at 4:10 on a Tuesday morning with the furnace running, and the Lord had said nothing to him then and had said nothing since.

He pushed with his toes. The rock let him through.

He came out into the ninth room on his hands and knees.

It was small. Smaller than the others, round, not much wider than a bathroom, with a rough dome arching over it. It was full of light. There was no lamp. The light he had followed all the way down was gone, or it was here, and it came from the middle of the room, where a pillar of rock rose out of the floor to the height of his waist as if it had been left there on purpose when the rest was cut away. A stone stood atop the pillar.

He stayed on his knees. He did not decide to.

The stone was white. Not white like chalk or like paint. White like the center of a candle flame, so you look into it rather than at it. It was the height of his hand, wrist to fingertip, and it had been made into a pyramid with three faces on a base of three sides, and every edge of it was so true that he knew, without measuring, that he could not have drawn it better on the best day of his life. It gave off the light. Or the light was in it. He could not tell.

There were letters on it.

Three letters. One cut in the middle of each face, in a script he did not know, plain, almost blunt, the strokes angular and spare. From where he knelt he could see two faces. Then the stone turned on its pillar. He did not see it move. But the third face came around to him, slow as the hand of a clock, with its one letter, and he could see each of them perfectly. He could have drawn them with his eyes shut.

Two figures stood in the room.

He had not seen them come. They stood one on either side of the pillar, a little behind it, and he could not make out their faces. His eyes would not stay on them. They slid off, the way your eyes slide off the sun. He had an impression of height. Of age. Of a stillness so complete it made the room around them seem to tremble.

The one on the left lifted a hand and laid it, lightly, against the near face of the stone, beside its letter, as a man lays a hand on the shoulder of a friend he is introducing.

Then he spoke the word.

John could never afterward say what it sounded like. That was the plain truth, and he tried for weeks to get around it, but he failed. It was a word. It had sounds in it, a beginning, a middle, and an end. It was not loud. And when it went into him, it went in the way the cold had gone into his hands, not through the ears but through everything, and his knees, which were already on the floor, went out from under him a second time, and he was on his face in the clay with his forehead on the stone of the floor and his whole body shaking like a struck wire.

The figure said it again.

John lifted his head. He opened his mouth to say it back. He did not decide to do that either; it rose in him like a sneeze, and he opened his mouth for it, but his mouth would not move.

His jaw would not open past a certain point. His tongue lay in his mouth like a stone. He could breathe. He could swallow. He could feel the shape of the word sitting in the back of his throat, whole and heavy and enormous, a shape he could have traced with his finger, and he could not get one sound of it past his teeth. He strained. The muscles of his neck stood out. A sound came out of him, a sort of choked hum, and it was nothing; it was a man trying to talk with a hand over his mouth.

The figure said it a third time.

John put his face down on the floor and wept, and could not have said why, except that he had heard it, and it had been meant for him, and it was not his.

Far above him, so far off it might have been inside his own skull, something knocked.

One rap. Faint. Wood on wood.

The light in the room flickered.

A second rap, nearer.

The two figures did not move. The white stone burned on its pillar. John lifted his head from the clay to look at it one more time, to fix it, the letters, the angles, the impossible edges, and the third rap came, loud and close, right beside his ear, the sound of a gavel on a wooden block.

He was sitting in row M, seat 11.

The stage lights were coming up. Blue, then white. The painted drop was in place: a dark, arched vault of painted stone with a shaft of light coming down through it. The organ held the last chord of the interlude, and on the stage, the brother from Maryville, in his crown, lowered his gavel. Alex was beside him, square to the front, hands on his knees. Nobody was looking at John. Nobody had noticed anything. The whole thing, the passage, the nine rooms, and the stone, had taken no more time than it takes a stagehand to lower a canvas.

John looked down at his hands.

They were wet. His palms were red-brown to the wrists, and clay packed under every fingernail, and his good navy trousers were dark and soaked from the knees to the cuffs. His shoes were caked. When he moved his foot, a little crescent of clay fell off the welt and lay on the carpet of the Scottish Rite Temple between his feet, as plain and real as a coin.

He did not move.

His program was still in his fist, rolled into a tube. It was soft with damp. Along one edge, where he had gripped it, four red-brown fingerprints remained.





Chapter 3


The Correction

He could not get his hands clean.

He sat with them flat on his thighs, palms down, as if that would hide anything, and the clay dried on his skin in the warm auditorium air and began to crack along the lines of his knuckles. He wanted to get up. He wanted to walk up the aisle, out the lobby doors, into the parking lot, sit in his truck with the engine running, the air on high, and think. He did not move. A man does not walk out in the middle of a degree. A man in muddy trousers does not walk up the aisle in front of a hundred and fifty brothers and their candidates and explain nothing.

So he sat. He breathed through his nose. On the stage the scene went on.

Later, he could not say what had happened. Men came and went. Somebody was given a task, and somebody else went down into the painted vault on a rope ladder, and the organ came and went under it all like a tide, and John looked at the stage and saw the white stone. It was printed on the inside of his eyes, like a window printed there after you stare at it too long on a bright day. Three faces. A letter on each. He could have drawn it. His right hand, under the program, was drawing it on his thigh with one finger, over and over.

Alex shifted his weight beside him.

John did not look over. He could feel the big man’s attention shift to him, like a patrol car appearing in the rearview mirror. Alex looked at him. Then down. Then at the carpet between John’s shoes.

Alex said nothing. That was Alex. He looked back at the stage.

The scene came to the discovery.

John knew it from the two other times. The candidates had been brought along to this point, and now the word was given, the word the whole degree had been building toward, and an officer stood in the light at center stage to give it. Ward Tillman, tonight. Ward had directed the work in this Valley for nineteen years and played this part for eleven of them, a retired seed dealer from Mound City with a voice like a church bell and the patience of a mule. He stood in the shaft of painted light in his robe and lifted his hand, and the house was so quiet John could hear the stage lights tick.

Ward said the word.

He said it well. He said it the way John had heard it said the other two times, the way it was printed, the way, John supposed, it had been said on that stage since Harding was president.

And it was wrong.

John knew it was wrong the way you know a stair is missing in the dark, in the soles of his feet, a quarter-second before the mind catches up. It was wrong the way the keystone was wrong. A hair off center. A vowel too short, a stress in the wrong place, a sound flattened that should have been open. He knew how it should go. He had heard how it should go, not ten minutes ago, three times, on his face in the clay.

He was standing.

He did not remember getting up. His program fell off his lap and rolled under the seat in front of him. Alex’s hand came up and stopped an inch from his sleeve.

“No,” John said.

His voice was not loud. It did not need to be. In that silence it went through the house like a dropped plate.

On the stage, Ward Tillman turned his head. He could not have seen past the footlights. He looked into the dark of the house with his hand still lifted, the way an old man looks at the sky when he thinks he has felt a drop of rain.

John said the word.

He said it the way he had heard it in the cave, or the way the cave word was underneath this one, if that made sense, and he would spend a good many nights in the weeks ahead trying to make it make sense. It came out of him easily. Too easily. One breath. The vowel opened where it should open and the stress fell where it should fall, and he heard it go out over the heads of the brothers in the rows below him, plain, like a man correcting a child’s pronunciation of a hymn, and for one bad second he thought the roof would come down.

Nothing came down.

Ward Tillman lowered his hand.

Down front, one of the candidates turned all the way around in his seat to look. Then three or four of them. Somebody in the back said, “What in the world,” not quite under his breath. John stood in row M in his ruined trousers with his clay-red hands at his sides and his face going hot from the collar up, and understood that he had just interrupted the Thirteenth Degree in front of the whole Valley of St. Joseph to correct the director of the work on the one word in it that mattered.

He sat down.

Alex did not look at him. Alex reached under the seat in front of them, picked up the program, and put it back in John’s lap.

On stage Ward stood a moment longer. Then he finished the scene. He finished it the way it was written, word for word, without a hitch, and the organ came up under him, and the drop came down, and the house lights rose for the intermission, and a hundred and fifty men stood up and stretched and began to talk all at once, and every one of them, John was sure, was talking about him.

* * *

He made it to the men’s room off the lower lobby before anyone stopped him and ran the hot water over his hands until they went pink. The clay came off in a red swirl around the drain and kept coming. He scrubbed at his nails with the end of a paper towel. He looked at himself in the mirror. A sixty-one-year-old man with a widow’s peak and a good haircut and the beginning of jowls. Nothing in his face would tell you.

The door opened behind him. Alex came in, looked under the two stall doors, and let the door swing shut.

He had a styrofoam coffee cup in one hand and its plastic lid in the other.

“Prop your foot up,” Alex said.

“What?”

“On the sink. Your shoe.”

“Alex—”

“Humor me.”

John put his foot up on the edge of the sink like a man getting his shoe shined. Alex took a plastic stirrer out of his shirt pocket and, with the same care John had once seen him use lifting a shell casing out of a ditch, scraped a curl of red-brown clay off the welt of John’s shoe and tapped it into the upturned lid. Then another from the cuff of the trousers. He fit the cup down over the lid, upside down, snapped it shut, and held it up to the light. A thimbleful of mud, sealed.

“What are you doing,” John said.

“Keeping it.”

“Why?”

Alex put the cup in the side pocket of his sport coat.

“Because I sat next to you for an hour,” he said, “and you didn’t go anywhere. And you came back with this on you.” He tore off a paper towel and handed it over. “So I’m keeping it.”

“You saw?”

“I saw your shoes. Before the lights, they were clean. After the lights, they weren’t.” Alex looked at him in the mirror. The deputy looked. Flat, patient, reading him. “You want to tell me?”

John opened his mouth.

He felt it then. The shape of it, the real one, the cave word, sitting heavy at the back of his throat, under the one he had said out loud in the auditorium. He had not lost it. It was right there, whole. He could feel the outline of it with his tongue the way you feel a chipped tooth. And his jaw would not open for it.

“Not here,” he said.

Alex nodded as if that were an answer.

* * *

Ward Tillman was waiting at the bottom of the stairs in the lobby with his robe off and his reading glasses on and a slim brown book open in his hands. He did not look angry. He looked like a man who had found a strange insect on his porch.

“John.”

“Ward. I’m sorry. I don’t know what—”

“Where’d you learn it like that?”

“I didn’t learn it.”

Ward looked at him over the glasses. Then he turned the book around. It was old, the cloth worn white at the corners, and the page he held open was set in a dense, cramped typeface with a word printed by itself in the middle of the line and a row of tiny accent marks above it.

“Eighteen eighty-something,” Ward said. “Came out of a box in the basement when they cleaned out the old library. I looked it up on the way down the stairs because it was nagging me.” He tapped the marks. “That’s how you said it. Stress and all. Nobody’s said it that way in this Valley in a hundred years. I never heard a living man say it like that.” He closed the book on his thumb. “So where’d you learn it?”

John looked at the closed book.

“I’m not sure I did,” he said.

Ward studied him another moment. Then he patted John on the arm twice, the way you pat a horse you don’t trust yet, and went back up the stairs.

* * *

It was nearly ten when the last degree let out. In the parking lot, the air had the first edge of fall on it and smelled of somebody’s leaf fire a few blocks over. Alex walked John to the truck and stood there while he unlocked it, the coffee cup still riding in his pocket.

“Breakfast,” Alex said. “Tuesday. The Hen House. Seven.”

“Alex.”

“Seven.” He went off across the lot toward his Silverado.

John got into the cab, shut the door, and sat. He did not turn on the engine. He looked at his hands on the wheel. Clean now, mostly. A red-brown line still ran under the nail of his right thumb, untouched by the paper towel.

A car door shut somewhere to his left. He looked up.

Two rows over, under the sodium light at the end of the lot, Nate Ferris stood beside a little gray Honda, phone held up in front of his face. His eyes were over the top of it, on John. When their eyes met through the windshield, he didn’t look away, wave, or lower the phone. He only stood there a moment longer, holding it up, as if he were finishing something.

Then he got into the Honda and drove away.





Chapter 4


The Visitor

A man who quarried his own limestone built the house on Plum Street in 1911, and it held the day’s heat in its walls the way a loaf holds heat after it comes out of the oven. John let himself in through the kitchen at 10:40 and did not turn on the light. He did not need it. Twenty-six years in a house and your feet know it. Four steps to the counter. Keys in the blue bowl. Two steps left and a half turn to the sink, where he ran the tap, held his right thumb under it, and worked at the red line under the nail with the corner of a dish brush until it stung.

The line would not come out. It had gone into the skin.

He dried his hands on the towel hanging from the oven door, the green one with the faded rooster, and stood in the dark kitchen, listening to the refrigerator run. Then he went through to the front room and turned on the floor lamp by his chair.

Ellen’s chair was across from his. A blue wingback with a hassock, a quilted throw folded over the arm the way she had left it, because he had never been able to think of a reason to move it. Her reading glasses were still on the side table in the tray with the coasters. He dusted around them on Saturdays.

He sat in his chair, his ruined trousers, elbows on his knees, face in his hands.

He had not told Alex. He had told no one, and the not-telling sat in his chest like a swallowed bite of something too hot. He could feel the word down under that. Whole. The shape of it. He tried, sitting there, alone, with no one to hear. He opened his mouth and made his tongue go where it had wanted to go in the cave, and nothing happened, and he closed his mouth and tried again with his eyes shut, and his jaw locked at the same place it had locked on the floor of the ninth room, as if someone had set a hand under his chin.

The clock on the mantel struck the three-quarter hour.

Something else rang under it.

At first, he thought it was the clock, some echo in the case. It was not. The clock’s chime was a brassy, slightly sour sound, and that was clear. One long tone, high and steady, without any attack, like a wet finger on the rim of a crystal glass. It came from nowhere he could point to. It filled the front room evenly, corner to corner, like light.

“Hello?” John said.

The tone went on.

He stood up. The lamp beside his chair dimmed. Not flickered. It dimmed slowly, as if a hand was turning it down on a rheostat, and at the same rate a different light came up in the corner of the room between Ellen’s chair and the front window, where the old Philco radio cabinet stood with the African violet on it.

A man stood in the corner.

John tried for a long time afterward to describe him, but he got no further than he had with the figures in the cave. He was tall. John thought he was taller than the doorframe, yet his head was not bent. He stood in a light that had no source and threw no shadow, and the light was white at the center of him and went out from there into something like color, the way oil on a puddle goes into color, rose and green and a deep blue, and at the edges of it, behind his shoulders, there was a movement that might have been wings folding or might have been only the light turning over on itself. His face was a face. John could look at it. It was grave, neither young nor old, and it looked at John with no expression he had a name for.

“John Harlan,” the man said.

His voice was low, a little rough at the bottom, the voice of a man who did not talk much.

John’s legs gave out, and he sat down in his chair. Not in Ellen’s. He would remember that later and be obscurely glad of it.

“I am Uriel,” the man said.

John opened his mouth. “There’s no Uriel in my Bible.”

“No,” said Uriel.

If he was offended, nothing showed. He stood in the corner by the radio cabinet, the African violet at his elbow, and waited, like a man at a counter for someone to finish counting change.

“You were there,” John said. “Tonight. In the—”

“I was not in the room.”

“Then who was?”

Uriel did not answer.

“Then how do you know about it?”

“I keep the place.”

John put his hands on his knees. They shook, and he pressed them flat against the wet cloth of his trousers to still them, feeling the grit of dried clay under his palms.

“Was it real?” he said.

Uriel looked at him a long moment.

“Your shoes are on your feet,” he said.

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It is the one you have.”

John laughed. It came out of him like a cough, high and ugly, and he stopped it. “All right,” he said. “All right. Then tell me what it was. The word. What they said to me. What was it?”

“It was spoken to you.”

“I know it was spoken to me. I was there. I was on the floor. I can’t say it. I can feel it. It’s right here.” He touched his own throat. “I can’t get it out. What is it? What does it mean? Why can’t I—”

“What is shown,” said Uriel, “is not always given.”

The room had gone quiet. The kitchen refrigerator had stopped running. John realized the tone that had come with him had stopped too, some time ago, and he had not noticed it go.

“Then why show me?”

Uriel did not answer that either. He turned his head a little, toward Ellen’s chair, toward the folded throw over its arm, and looked at it with the same nameless look, and something in John that had been standing up inside him since the auditorium sat down.

“Did she—” John said, unable to finish.

“I do not know where she is,” said Uriel. “I know who she is with.”

John put his face in his hands.

When he lifted it, Uriel had not moved. The light around him was a little dimmer, or John’s eyes had grown used to it. The violet on the radio cabinet had its leaves turned toward him, like a plant toward a window.

“There will be others,” Uriel said, “who want what you were given.”

“I wasn’t given anything. You just said.”

“They will not believe that.”

“Who?”

“Watch what you do with it.”

“With what? I don’t have anything.” John was on his feet again. He did not remember standing. “I have mud on my shoes and a word I can’t say. That’s all. That’s what I have. You come into my house, into my wife’s.” He stopped. He made himself breathe. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter and worse. “I haven’t heard one thing from God in three years. Not one. I prayed for her. I did everything I was taught. I stood on every promise in the book. Nothing. And now you. Now this. A cave and a word and an angel I don’t believe in, telling me to watch what I do with something I don’t have.” He was close enough to the light now to feel it on his face, and it was neither warm nor cold. “Why now? Why not then?”

Uriel looked at him.

For the first time John saw something move in that face. Small. A man watching another man pick up a load he cannot lift, and not being permitted to help.

“I am not told why,” Uriel said. “I am told what.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“No,” said Uriel. “It is not.”

The light began to go.

It went the way it had come, slowly, from the edges in. The colors went first, the rose and the green and the blue, and then the white at the center thinned to the gray of a window at dawn, and through it John could see the radio cabinet behind him and the violet and the curtain. The floor lamp by his chair came back up at the same rate. When the corner was only a corner again, John stood in the middle of his front room, one hand stretched toward nothing, like a man reaching for a railing in the dark.

He lowered his hand.

The clock on the mantel read 10:46. One minute had passed since the three-quarter hour. He went and looked at it closely, at the brass hands and the painted face, as if it might be lying.

Then he went to the corner and stood where Uriel had stood. The carpet there was the same carpet. The violet was the same violet, with the same brown edge on one leaf that he kept meaning to pinch off. He touched the radio cabinet. Walnut veneer, a little dusty. Cool.

On the arm of Ellen’s chair the quilted throw had come unfolded. One corner hung down to the floor, as if someone had brushed it by.

John looked at it for a long time. Then he went to bed in his clothes, which he had not done since he was a young man, and lay on top of the covers with the light on and his shoes still on his feet, and did not sleep until the mourning doves started up in the hackberry outside the window, a little after five.
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