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The bringing of light

is no simple matter.

The offering of flowers

is a work of generations.

URSULA K. LE GUIN
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Glossary
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The world before the subsidence of Atlantis and Mu.





Gentle Reader: The astral narrator of the greater part of this book sometimes has recourse to terminology proper to other ages, other lands, and other worlds. For your convenience, a glossary is provided at the back of the volume. Words defined in the glossary are marked with an asterisk when they first appear in the text.




Prologue
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When the violet shroud of night fell over Tus, Firdausi again succumbed to bitter thoughts. A guttering lamp was the room’s sole furniture. The poet’s shadow shivered on the cracked plaster of the wall. Outside, a bulbul* moaned.

Memories welled up in waves. The early years given over to wine, women, and song . . . his truculent son, dearer now in death than he had ever been in life . . . the nights his pen had flown and the days it had stumbled . . . above all, the enduring tutelage of the daimon.

Where are you, Sorush?

A tuft of rue-smoke singed the air. Firdausi drew a sharp breath, squinted. The daimon appeared in a burst of flame. “At your service, Mir Abu’l-Qasim.”

The poet paused to find words. “Sir, your kindness is the only balm I know in this world. But I fear my affliction is beyond cure. The Sultan has no time for our Book of Kings. The vipers of the court have poisoned his ear. There will be no dowry for Afsaneh. A little purse of dinars was thought sufficient to convey His Majesty’s munificence. I gave the dismal sack to a bath attendant and quit Balkh before dawn. My hope has died.”

The daimon’s voice was an amiable rumble. “Then let it resurrect. Your daughter will prosper. In a month’s time your body will be carried through the Razan gate to the graveyard just beyond the city walls. At the same moment, forty camels heaped with indigo will pass through the Rudbar gate seeking your door. Such are life’s ironies. Art is honored in posterity. Why seek honor? Seek truth.”

“Sir, I submit to your judgment in this and every matter. But isn’t our epic a peerless piece of truth?”

“Rest assured, you have written an immortal book. But consider this. History consists of more than the deeds of kings. Indeed, kings, when they enter a city, ruin it. The real civilizers are the sages.”

Firdausi reflected for a moment, then spoke. “My days of versifying are over and my life is near its end. For years you filled my mind with palaces and battlefields. If you find me worthy, unveil for me the caves and eyries of the adepts. Before I die, show me the true shahanshahs* of the world.”

“So be it,” answered Sorush. “Leave your pen aside and listen.”

In the Name of God, the Most Merciful and Compassionate

Egypt was in many ways the parent of Persia. For their sustenance, the people of that storied land have long depended on the fertility given to the soil by the yearly flooding of the Nile. In brief, the Nile guarantees the prosperity of the Egyptians.

But let me come to the point. There is a Nile of Niles that cannot be surveyed with eyes. When it overflows its banks, every field grows fecund. That hidden river is the Word pulsing through creation.


A river pours down from above,

 Cascading from a dizzy height.

Its plashings sing of hallowed love

 And never-ending life and light.





To speak of Egypt is to speak of Osiris. I will tell you in due course how he was betrayed by his brother. At present, suffice it to say that Osiris was murdered and Isis, his wife, wept copiously. Her tears streamed down from Sirius, the star of her soul. Sirius was known in those days as the Mother of the Sun. Falling to Earth, the tears of Isis caused the Nile to surge. In this way greenness came to Egypt.

These circumstances have an inner meaning. Heaven deplores the brutishness in the world. The pearlescent tears the angelic* legislators send down in the name of the Deity are sagely souls. It’s the presence of the sages, century after century, that keeps the Earth verdant and fruitful.


The Deity
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Once there was no day or night, no here or there. The One was, and nothing else. Or rather, everything was hidden in the One. And so the One was hidden.

A desire arose. It was the beginning of all desire. Doesn’t beauty always wish to see itself in a mirror? The One wished to see Its own Face. That was the beginning of history.


Unless You choose to show Your Face,

 Nothing can ever come to light.

Your Countenance, diffused through space,

 Is all that ever reaches sight.
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The One wished to see Its own Face. That was the beginning of history.



The One sighed. The sigh became a voice and the voice became a radiance.


You sigh, and from Your sigh flows soul;

 You utter “Be,” and there is breath.

Elixir pours into a bowl,

 The goblet known as life and death.






In the Beginning
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The sigh of the One is the soul of the universe and the mirror of the August Face. Soul became mind, mind became body, and so the world was made.


The One exhaled a sweeping sigh

 Of such enormous amplitude

That from it came the starry sky

 And all the planets’ plenitude.





It must always be borne in mind that the cosmos is a person. Everything is a particle of that colossal personality. Its atoms are the stars. You and I are motes inside its motes.


This sky and light, these seas, this earth

 Are breath and heat and blood and skin.

Behold the being of massive girth

 Whose flesh and soul we live within.
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When they meet, they glide through each other.



The Hosts of Heaven
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The angels were the first creatures. The foremost angels are called “the near ones.”* They have never ventured far from the old fountainhead. It’s difficult to distinguish them from the background against which they move; they hardly know themselves. They murmur “Holy, Holy, Holy,” and then fall into a silence that lasts eons.

The later angels roamed farther. In those days there was space but no land, ocean, atmosphere, or stars. And so the angels flew in the emptiness of the void. They still fly there. When they meet, they glide through each other. The frisson of their touch is something exceedingly strange. Think of a hand lighter than air touching another.


Unlike yourselves we wear no mask,

 Hence from us comes the perfect kiss.

If anyone should ever ask,

 Then tell them that our touch is this.
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They took on ethereal bodies and reveled in the gusts and gales of the nascent planet.




Marij
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After the angels came the jinns,* my people. If angels are light, jinns are fire. But our fire is not the fire you know; ours is cool and smokeless. We call it Marij.* It’s the proverbial garden in the midst of flames.

The realm of the angels is called Jabarut.* Jinndom is called Malakut.* Malakut has as many climates as your material Earth. At its center, Mount Qaf rises up from the dense world below and ascends to Jabarut above, culminating in a resplendent peak known as the Emerald Rock.

Among the angels, strife is unknown. With jinndom it begins. We take the view that, for all their jarring dissonances, our elaborate polyphonies outshine the naive monophonies of the angels. Granted, the point is debatable. In any case, it’s in our world that problems begin. And with them, novel prospects.


In Heaven’s lanes pure peace prevails,

 While lower down, discord appears,

Since wanderers on jinnic trails

 Are prone to ardent hopes and fears.





Your Earth is an annex of the jinnic world, just as our world is a purlieu of the angelic realm. For many of our folk, your territory repels more than it allures. The sheer weight of matter poses a predicament for us. Be that as it may, there are those who are fascinated by the grit of it all. Venturesome jinns migrated to the Earth before humans appeared. They took on diaphanes*—ethereal bodies—and reveled in the gusts and gales of the nascent planet. They are known as elementals.*


Among the rocks, gnomes* play their games

 While undines* swim in azure lakes,

And salamanders* crawl through flames

 As sylphs* ride breezes through the brakes.






Of Angels and Elementals
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For a long time the Earth was only sea and storm. Then land reared up and verdure spread. The weather calmed and animals found homes in every nook and crevice of the globe. The elementals likewise swelled. As their numbers surged, alas, a faction became obstreperous and noxious. They bludgeoned their prophets, Amir and Saiq. A delegation of angels was dispatched to quell them, and was met with outrageous violence. Thus began the war of the angels and the elementals.


An angel finer than thin air

 Is still a consequential foe;

Angelic light, a thing so fair,

 Can fast become a blinding snow.





In the end, the wayward elementals were subdued and treaties were signed. The war was over. But let me not omit a significant detail. During the conflict, a precocious elemental boy lost his parents and came under the protection of the angels. Raised in the heavens, he came to be known as Iblis. So faithfully did he serve Heaven that he was awarded a diadem encrusted with a hundred-angled fragment of the Emerald Rock.


Through a Glass Darkly
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There was peace again, but still the world was not free of confusion. The thoughts of jinns are “scintillas,”* a kind of psychic bacteria. The Face of the One constantly emanates flashes. Scintillas cluster around these rays, interpreting them in swirling patterns of phosphorescent dust. The resulting images outlast the bursts they answer. Often they are gleaming tributes. But sometimes they are grotesque distortions. A “figment”* is an effigy of the Deity that has taken on an ersatz life and motive force. Some who zealously quote God are in reality under the spell of a disingenuous simulacrum.
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The thoughts of jinns are scintillas, a kind of psychic bacteria.



Such, alas, was the fate of the brilliant but troubled Iblis. He became a magnet for figments of dubious intent.


The One is not a thing of thought,

 To know the One is not to know.

So put aside what you were taught

 And separate the real and faux.






The Messenger
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A council was convened to watch over the purity of the epiphanic rays. The Diwan,* it was called. An overwhelmingly luminous figure presided at the center of the convocation: the Messenger. Here was a personage who seemed to express in every gesture the radiance from which the tricosm* was made.

With light, however, comes shadow. Observing developments from a distance, Iblis found himself ineluctably drawn to the calling of Adversary.


Within this vale of mortal life

 Nothing exists without a foil,

And so it is that love and strife

 Compete as water does with oil.
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As Azrael took our clay from the Earth, so he will return it one day.




The Clayling
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The Diwan discussed a newly arrived directive. A lush garden had sprung up in Jinnistan, an oasis of unrivaled elegance. It was to serve as the place of inception for a new kind of being. The archangels were instructed to bring a portion of clay from the Earth.

Alert to what was afoot, Iblis preceded them. He approached the Spirit of the Earth and planted in her mind a seed of fear.

When Gabriel arrived, Earth refused to cede him a piece of her substance. Michael, coming afterward, fared no better. Then Azrael came. He soothed Earth’s trepidation and obtained the needed clay. Azrael’s light touch won him the assignment, henceforth, of taker of souls. Just as Azrael took our clay from the Earth, so he will return it one day.


This clay we wear is not our own,

 Its owner is the spinning globe.

Our flesh and bones are but a loan,

 A transitory borrowed robe.





In the Garden, the clay brought by Azrael was molded into a form. The likes of that form had never been seen. Still, all who inspected it found it oddly familiar. The hallowed breath of the One poured into the lungs of the effigy and it arose with a start. Thus was born the Clayling, the first human being.


The Price of Pride
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The angels were summoned to pay their respects. One by one they bowed on the ground in front of the marvel. When the turn of Iblis came, he remained stiffly erect. And so he gained the title “the Accursed.”


Stay humble in the path of God

 And love will ever guide your way.

To posture as a demigod

 Is to announce you’ve gone astray.





When Iblis next appeared in the empyrean, Michael confronted him. A scuffle ensued, and Iblis’s crown toppled from his head. The central emerald became dislodged, tumbled to Earth, and clove in two. Try as he might, Iblis was never able to find either of the shards.


[image: image]


Where there had been one individual now stood a contrastingly gendered pair.




Paradise
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The Garden was a place of almost unimaginable loveliness. Four crystalline streams meandered between perpetually blossoming stands of frangipani, mimosa, and champak. Each morning, birds of incandescent plumage warbled exhilarating hymns to the dawn. When the sun reached its zenith, zephyrs wafted through the bowered groves, perfuming the air with heart-ravishing balsam. At night, shimmering rays streaming down from Sirius, Canopus, and Arcturus intermingled in traceries of breathtaking intricacy. If paradise was anywhere, it was here.

For all that, the Clayling was lonely.


A rosy plum is nectarous,

 But sweeter is your dimpled face.

These flowering vines are decorous,

 But I prefer your arms’ embrace.





Seeing the need, the Deity split the Clayling in half. Where there had been one epicene individual, there now stood a contrastingly gendered pair. Adam and Eve, they were named. At the same moment, the Garden quietly transplanted itself from the soil of Jinnistan to the ether-sediment of the Earth.
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Two strange trees grew in the Garden.




A Fateful Choice
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Two strange trees grew in the Garden. The first, the Tree of Life, bore an ivory-colored fruit. The second, the Tree of Knowledge, produced a fruit red as blood. Eve and Adam were duly warned not to eat the vermilion fruit. Somehow, however, it was destined for them.

Iblis sent a serpent to tempt them. In truth, little persuasion was needed.

Had they eaten the fruit of the Tree of Life, they would have slept and awoken in the heaven of Illiyin.* As it was, with fingers and lips stained red, they opened their eyes in the mundane world, the valley of toil. The idyll of the Garden had run its course.


Your eye may wander to a fruit,

 But pause before you take a bite.

Straight down from glory runs a chute;

 Reflect upon the exile’s plight.





To be sent out of the Garden was a shock and a blow. Earth’s stark horizons and gaping chasms suggested intimations of menace. Huddled in a makeshift shanty, Adam and Eve brooded long over what had been given to them formerly, and what they had done.
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A house of worship with the Black Stone as its hallowed centerpiece.



The tears the pair shed became puddles, then pools. Animals came to drink at these watering holes. Whenever they met the weeping couple, they offered their sympathy and encouragement. In deference to the animals’ reassurance, Eve and Adam ceased their lamentations.

Day by day, a peculiar flame grew within their hearts. It was a flame of contrition, but also of enduring hope. Most of all, it was the shining sign of a devotion to the Deity that was now unquestionably earnest and sincere.

One day Gabriel and Michael arrived with the news that all was forgiven.


Do not forever live in shame;

 Repair the breach, ablute, and pray.

Believe in the Forgiver’s name;

 Tomorrow is another day.





A great vision was then given to the pair. On a vast plain they saw an almost limitless assembly of people, displaying every imaginable cast of face, tone of skin, and length of limb. At the center of the throng was the indescribable presence of the Deity. A question now rang out: “Am I not your Liege?” Intense light suffused the atmosphere. Without exception, every voice in the multitude responded, “Yes.”

Angels inscribed the covenant on an olive leaf and sealed it inside a black meteor. To memorialize the momentous event, Eve and Adam built a house of worship with the Black Stone as its hallowed centerpiece.
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