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Hail Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us whwort to Thee for help. Amen.
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And a certain ruler asked him, saying, 'Good Mastbat shall | do to inherit eternal
life?" And Jesus said unto him, 'Why callest thaigood? None is good, save one, that
IS
God.'

Luke 18: 18-19



Author's note

The first story about division comes from ancieatdfa: the god of time, having created
the universe, sees harmony all around him, bus fibxgt there is still something very
important missing - a companion with whom to shadt¢his beauty.

For a thousand years, he prays for a son. The dtwy not say to whom he prays, given
that he is omnipotent, the sole, supreme lord; riegkess, he prays and, finally, he
becomes pregnant.

When he realises he has achieved his heart's digsrgod of time is filled with remorse,
suddenly conscious of how fragile the balance wighis. But it is too late and the child
is already on its way. All he achieves by his latagans is to cause the son he is
carrying in his belly to divide into two.

The legend recounts that just as Good (Ormuzdris but of the god of time's prayers,
so Evil (Ahriman) is

born out of his remorse - twin brothers.



Author's note

confusion. However, Evil - being very intelligemtcaresourceful - manages to push
Ormuzd aside at the moment of their birth, and thuke first to see the light of the stars.
Distraught, the god of time resolves to forge alties on Ormuzd's behalf: he brings into
being the human race so that they can fight alaleg®rmuzd and stop Ahriman taking
control of everything.

In the Persian legend, the human race is born tbhéally of Good, and, according to
tradition, Good will triumph in the end. Howeverany centuries later, another story
about division emerges, this time presenting thgosjte

view: man as the instrument of Evil.

| imagine that most people will know which storsnean. A man and a woman are in the
Garden of Eden, enjoying every imaginable delighit. one thing is forbidden: the
couple can never know the meaning of Good and Eig Lord God says (Genesis 2: 17:
'‘But of the tree of the knowledge of Good and BEhigu shalt not eat of it...".

And one fine day the serpent appears, swearinghtsaknowledge is more important
than paradise itself and that they should pos$edkhowledge. The woman refuses,
saying that God has threatened her with deaththieigerpent assures her that nothing of
the kind will happen but quite the contrary, fortbe day when they learn what



paradise is destroyed, and the pair are driveparadise and cursed. Yet there remain
some enigmatic words spoken by God and which aonifthat the serpent said: 'Behold,
the man is become as one of us, to know Good and.Eklere, too (as with the god of
time who prays for something even though he himsdlie lord of the universe), the
Bible fails to explain to whom the one God is spegkand

- assuming he is unigue - why he should use theesgmn ‘'owe of US'.

Whatever the answer, it is clear that from its viepgption

the human race has been condemned to exist withiater-

nal division, always moving between those two oppppoles. So here we are, afflicted
by the same doubts as our ancestors. The aimsbtuk is to tackle this theme,
occasionally interpolating into the plot other lags on the subject drawn from the four
corners of the earth.

The Devil and Miss Prym concludes the trilogy Amdtbe Seventh Day. The first two
books were: By the River Piedra | Sat Down and W&994 and Veronika Decides to
Die (1998. Each of the three books is concerneld aviveek in the life of ordinary
people, all of who find themselves suddenly conkedrby love, death and power. |
have always believed that in the lives of individyugust as in society at



1
such a moment, there is no point in pretendingrib#ting has happened or in saying

that we are not yet ready.
The challenge will not wait. Life does not look kaé week is more than enough time

for us to decide whether or not to accept our desti
Buenos Aires, August 2000



For almost fifteen years, old Berta had spent edasysitting outside her front door. The
people of Viscos knew that this was normal behavésoongst old people: they sit
dreaming of the past and of their youth; they loakat a world in which they no longer
play a part and try to find something to talk te tieighbours about.

Berta, however, had a reason for being there. Aatimorning her waiting came to an
end when she saw the stranger climbing the stédleyphio the village, heading for its
one hotel. He did not look as she had so often imealghe would: his clothes were
shabby, he wore his hair unfashionably long, he uveshaven.

And he was accompanied by the Devil.

'My husband's right,’ she said to herself. 'If dinbeen here, no one would have
noticed.’

She was hopeless at telling people's ages anth@uman's somewhere between forty and
fifty. 'A youngster,' she thought, using a scaleaties that only old people under-
stand. She wondered how lone he would be stayirte. b



just stay one night before moving on to a fate alduch she knew nothing and cared
even less.

Even so, all the years she had spent sitting byrbet door waiting for his arrival had

not been in vain, because they had taught herahetp of the mountains, something she
had never really noticed before, simply becausehslebeen born in that place and had
always tended to take the landscape for granted.

As expected, the stranger went into the hotel.8Bedndered if she should go and warn
the priest about this undesirable visitor, butlshew he wouldn't listen to her, dismissing
the matter as the kind of thing old people likevimrry about.

So now she just had to wait and see what happétngoksn't take a devil much time to
bring about destruction; they are like storms, icarnes or avalanches, which, in a few
short hours, can destroy trees planted two hunglrads before. Suddenly, Berta realised
that the mere fact that Evil had just arrived is&ds did not change anything: devils
come and go all the time without necessarily afifigcanything by their presence. They
are constantly abroad in the world, some times lsitqpfind out what's going on, at
others to put some soul or other to the test. Bey are fickle creatures, and there is no
logic in their choice of target, being drawn mereythe pleasure of a battle worth



anyone for more than a day, let alone someone jasrtant and busy as a messenger
from the dark.

She tried to turn her mind to something else, hatuldn't get the image of the
stranger out of her head. The sky, which had b&sar and bright up until then, suddenly
clouded over.

‘That's normal, it always happens at this timeeary she thought. It was simply a
coincidence and had nothing to do with the straagerival.

Then, in the distance, she heard a clap of thuoléwywed by another three. On the one
hand, this simply meant that rain was on the waythe other, if the old superstitions of
the village were to be believed, the sound coulthtepreted as the voice of an angry
God, protesting that mankind had grown indifferenitis presence.

'Perhaps | should do something. After all, whaabwvaiting for has finally happened.’
She sat for a few minutes, paying close attentogverything going on around her; the
clouds had continued to gather above the villagesbe heard no other sounds. As a
good ex-Catholic, she put no store by traditiorns superstitions, especially those of
Viscos, which had their roots in the ancient Cedtiglisation that once existed in the
place.

‘A thunderclap is an entirely natural phenomenb@dd wanted to talk to man, he
wouldn't use such roundabout methods.'



this time. Berta got to her feet, picked up herrcaad went into her house before the
rain started; but this time she felt

her heart contract with an indefinable fear.

'What should | do?’

Again she wished that the stranger would simplydea once; she was too old to help
herself or her village, far less assist Almightydwho, if He needed any help, would
surely have chosen someone younger. This wassalsgme insane dream; her husband
clearly had nothing better to do than to invent svalyhelping her pass the time.

But of one thing she was sure, she had seen thié Dev

In the flesh and dressed as a pilgrim.



The hotel was, at one and the same time, a shlpgskeical products, a restaurant
serving food typical of the region, and a bar wheeepeople of Viscos could gather to
talk about what they always talked about: how tleativer was doing, or how young
people had no interest in the village. 'Nine momthwinter, three months of hell,’ they
used to say, referring to the fact that each yeay had only ninety days to carry out all
the work in the fields, fertilising, sowing, waignthen harvesting the crops, storing the
hay and shearing the sheep.

Everyone who lived there knew they were clingingtwworld whose days were
numbered; even so, it was not easy for them topadhat they would be the last
generation of the farmers and shepherds who had livthose mountains for centuries.
Sooner or later the machines would arrive, thestivek would be reared far from there
on special food, the village itself might well b@dsto a big multinational that

would turn it into a ski resort.

That is what had happened to other villages inrélgén, but Viscos had resisted -
because it owed a debt to the past,



The stranger carefully read the form he was giediltin at the hotel, deciding what he
was going to put. From his accent, they would kin@xcame from some South American
country, and he decided it should be Argentinaabse he really liked their football team.
In the space left for his address, he wrote Colangtieet, knowing that South
Americans are in the habit of paying homage to edlsar by naming important places
after neighbouring countries. As his name, he cliogeof a famous terrorist from

the previous century.

In less than two hours, all the 281 inhabitant¥istos knew that a stranger named
Carlos had arrived in the village, that he had ds@mn in Argentina and now lived in a
pleasant street in Buenos Aires. That is the adgmnof very small villages: without
making the slightest effort, you can learn all ¢hierto know about a person's life.

Which was precisely what the newcomer wanted.

He went up to his room and unpacked his rucksadaritained a few clothes, a shaving
kit, an extra pair of shoes, vitamins to ward affds, a thick notebook to write in, and
eleven bars of gold, each weighing two kilos. Wouh by tension, by the climb and by
the weight he had been carrying, the strangeafddep almost at once, though not before
placing a chair under the door handle, even thdnegknew he

could count on each and every one of Viscos' 2Babiants.



The next morning he ate breakfast, left his difbthes at reception to be laundered, put
the gold bars back in his rucksack, and set offfiermountain to the east of the village.
On his way, he saw only one villager, an old worsiétmg in front of her house, who
was looking at him with great interest.

He plunged into the forest, where he waited umgiliearing had become used to the
noises made by the insects and birds, and by the raitling the leafless branches; he
knew that in a place like this someone could edmlybserving him without his being
aware of it, so he stood there for almost an hatirout doing anything.

When he felt sure that any possible observer wbalgk lost interest and moved on
without anything to report, he dug a hole closa tocky outcrop in the shape of a 'Y and
hid one of the bars there. Then he climbed a ltidgner, spent another hour as if in rapt
contemplation of nature, spotted another rockyragte this time in the form of an eagle
- and dug another hole, in which he placed the neimgten gold bars.

The first person he saw as he walked back to thegeiwas a young woman sitting
beside one of the many temporary rivers that formieen the ice melted high up in the
mountains. She looked up from her book, acknowlddge presence, and resumed her
reading; doubtless her mother had



know, and so he went over to her.

'Hello," he said. 'Very hot for the time of year.’

She nodded in agreement.

The stranger went on: 'I'd like you to come anklabsomething.’

She politely put down her book, held out her haamai

introduced herself.

'My name's Chantal. | work in the evenings at thedj the hotel where you're staying,
and | was surprised when you didn't come downnoet, because a hotel doesn't make
its money just from renting rooms, you know, buainfreverything the guests consume.
You are Carlos from Argentina and you live in ColmenStreet; everyone in the village
knows that already, because a man arriving herdrubf the hunting season is always
an object of curiosity. A man in his fifties, wigneying hair,

and the look of someone whom has been around a bit.

'‘And thank you for your invitation, but I've alrgageen the landscape around Viscos
from every possible and imaginable angle; perhtwsuld be better if | showed you
places you haven't seen, but | suppose you mugtryebusy.’

'I'm 52, my name isn't Carlos, and everything | t&ron

the form at the hotel is false.’

Chantal didn't know what to say. The stranger voent

'It's not Viscos | want to show you. It's somethyogi've

never seen before.'



without trace. For a moment she was afraid, bufdearwas quickly replaced by a desire
for adventure: after all, this man wouldn't dareathgthing to her when she had just told
him that everyone in the village knew all about Rieven if none of the details were
actually true.

'Who are you?' she asked. 'lIf what you say is sueely you realise | could turn you in to
the police for passing yourself off with a falserndity?"

'l promise to answer all your questions, but fysti have to come with me, because |
really do want to show you something. It's abowé fninutes’ walk from here.'

Chantal closed her book, took a deep breath amdeaffup a silent prayer, while her
heart beat in fear and excitement. Then she gandgfollowed the stranger, convinced
that this would prove to be yet another disappogéncounter, one which started out
full of promise and turned into yet another drednmgpossible love.

The man went over to the Y-shaped rock, indicatedécently dug earth, and suggested
she uncover what lay buried there.

'I'll get my hands dirty," protested Chantal. 48t my dress dirty too.’

The man grabbed a branch, broke it and handed#nto use as a spade. She found
such behaviour distinctly odd, but decided to db@agasked.



She did as she was told. The man led her to thie nex

hiding place. Again she began digging, and thigtmas astonished at the quantity of
gold she saw before her.

‘That's gold too. And it's also mine,’ said tharsger.

Chantal was beginning to cover the gold over agatin soil, when he asked her to leave
the hole as it was. He sat down on one of the rditks cigarette, and stared at the
horizon.

'Why did you want to show me this?' she asked.

He didn't respond.

'Who are you exactly? And what are you doing h&véy did you show me this,
knowing | could go and tell everyone what's hiddene on the mountain?"

'So many questions all at once,’ the strangere@pkeeping his eyes fixed on the
mountains, as if oblivious to her presence. 'Agdtiing the others, that's precisely what
| want you to do.'

"You promised me that, if | came with you, you wibahswer any questions | asked you.'
'In the first place, you shouldn't believe in prees. The world is full of them: promises
of riches, of eternal salvation, of infinite lov@me people think they can promise
anything, others accept whatever seems to guarbaettesr days ahead, as, | suspect, is
your case. Those who make promises they don't &keémup powerless and frustrated,
and exactly the same fate awaits those who betfexse promises.’



destiny, about the lies he had been obliged t@belbecause he could not accept reality.
He needed, rather, to use the kind of languaggdbheg woman would understand.
Chantal, however, had understood just about eviexytlike all older men, he was
obsessed with the idea of sex with a younger wori@e.all human beings, he thought
money could buy whatever he wanted. Like all steaaghe was sure that young women
from remote villages were naive enough to acceptpaoposal, real or imaginary,
provided it offered a faint chance of escape.

He was not the first and would not, alas, be teetatry and seduce her in that vulgar
way. What confused her was the amount of gold heaoffering: she had never imagined
she could be worth that much, and the thought plethsed her and filled her with a
sense of panic.

'I'm too old to believe in promises,’ she saidnigyto gain time.

'Even though you've always believed in them aribldsif"

"You're wrong. | know I live in paradise and I'ead the Bible and I'm not going to make
the same mistake as Eve, who wasn't contentedneittot.’

This was not, of course, true, and she had alrbagyn to worry that the stranger might
lose interest and leave. The truth was that sheshad the web, setting up their meeting



which to dream of a possible new love and a one-wégt out of the valley where she
was born. Her heart had already been broken mamgstover, and yet she still believed
she was destined to meet the man of her life.rat,fshe had let many chances slip by,
thinking that the right person had not yet arrivieat, now she had a sense that time was
passing more quickly than she had thought, andvsiseprepared to leave Viscos with
the first man willing to take her, even if she fedtthing for him. Doubtless, she would
learn to love him

- love, too, was just a question of time.

‘That's precisely what | want to find out: are wenlg in paradise or in hell?' the man said,
interrupting her thoughts.

Good, he was falling into her trap.

'In paradise. But if you live somewhere perfectddong time, you get bored with it in
the end.’

She had thrown out the first bait. She had samdgh not in so many words: 'I'm free,
I'm available.' His next question would be: 'Likaup"

'Like you?' the stranger asked.

She had to be careful, she mustn't seem too eagéeanight scare him off.

'l don't know. Sometimes | think that and sometimes

think my destiny is to stay here and that | woul&nbow

how to live far from Viscos.'

The next step: to feign indifference.

‘Right, then, since you won't tell me anything atibte gold you showed me, I'll just
thank you for the walk and return to my river ang lbook.'

12



‘Just a moment!

The stranger had taken the bait.

'Of course I'll explain about the gold; why elseulebl have brought you here?'

Sex, money, power, promises. But Chantal decidguidtend that she was expecting
some amazing revelation; men take the oddest aetiish in feeling superior, without
knowing that most of the time they are being wterkedictable.

"You're obviously a man with a great deal of exgrece,

someone who could teach me a lot.'

That was it. Gently slacken the rope and then haaittle light praise on your prey so as
not to frighten him off. That was an important rtdefollow.

'However, you have a dreadful habit of making Ispgeches about promises or about
how we should behave, instead of replying to a Bmpestion. I'd be delighted to stay if
only you'd answer the questions | asked you astiwe: who exactly are you? And what
are you doing here?’

The stranger turned his gaze from the mountaindauoied at the young woman in front
of him. He had worked for many years with all kirelgpeople and he knew - almost for
certain what she must be thinking. She probablyghbhe had shown her the gold in
order to impress her with his wealth, just as nbewas trying to impress him with her
youth and indifference. 'Who am 1? Well, let's $aya man who, for some time now,
has been searching for a particular truth. | findiscovered the theory, but I've never put
it into practice.’

13



'What sort of truth?'

'‘About the nature of human beings. | discoveretl¢bafronted by temptation, we will
always fall. Given the right circumstances, evamynan being on this earth would be
willing to commit evil.'

'l think...'

'It's not a question of what you or | think, orvafiat we want to believe, but of finding
out if my theory is correct. You want to know wharh. Well, I'm an extremely rich and
famous industrialist, who held sway over thousasfdsmployees, was ruthless when
necessary and kind when | had to be.

'I'm a man who has experienced things that mogtlpewver even dream of, and who
went beyond all the usual limits in his searchidoth pleasure and knowledge. A man
who found paradise when he thought he was a prigoritbe hell of routine and family,
and who found hell when he could at last enjoy gigemand total freedom. That's who |
am, a man who has been both good and evil throudhelife, perhaps the person most
fitted to reply to my own question about the essesfchumanity - and that's why I'm
here. | know what you're going to ask next.'

Chantal felt she was losing ground. She needeelgaim it rapidly.

"You think I'm going to ask: "Why did you show ntetgold?" But what | really want to
know is why a rich and

famous industrialist would come to Viscos in seasthn

answer he could find in books, universities, or@inby consulting some illustrious
philosopher.’

14



The stranger was pleased at the girl's intellige@w®d, he had chosen the right person -
as ever.

'l came to Viscos because | had a plan. A long tige | went to see a play by a writer
called Diirrenmatt, whom I'm sure you know ...’

His comment was merely intended to provoke heriaisly a young woman like her
would never have heard of Diirrenmatt, and he ktteat she would again try to appear
indifferent, as if she knew who he was talking abou

'‘Go on,' said Chantal, feigning indifference.

'I'm glad to see you know his work, but let me peshind you about the particular play |
mean.' He measured his words carefully so thatemmarks would not sound too sarcastic,
but would also make it clear that he knew she wiag! 'It's

about a woman who makes her fortune and then ietarn

her home town with the sole intention of humiligtand destroying the man who
rejected her in her youth. Her life, her marriagd her financial success have all been
motivated by the desire to take revenge on herlbre.

'So then | thought up my own game: | would go tmeaemote place, where everyone
looked on life with joy, peace and compassion, larduld see if | could make the

people there break a few of the Ten Commandments.’

Chantal looked away and stared at the mountairskB8éw the stranger had realised that
she had never heard of the author he was talkingtaamd now she was afraid he would
ask her about those ten commandments; she had lmesevery religious and had not
the slightest idea what they were.

15



'Everybody in this village is honest, starting wytbu,’ the stranger went on, 'l showed
you a gold bar, which would give you the neces§agncial independence to get out of
here, to travel the world, to do whatever it is ygwomen from small, out-of-the-way
villages dream of doing. The gold is going to dtagre; you know it's mine, but you
could steal it if you wanted. And then you wouldldveaking one of the
commandments: "Thou shalt not steal".'

The girl turned to look at the stranger.

'As for the other ten gold bars," he went on, 'theyworth enough to mean that none of
the inhabitants of this village would ever neeavtrk again. | didn't ask you to re-bury
the gold bars because I'm going to move them ta@epnly | will know about. When
you go back to the village, | want you to say @i saw them and that | am willing to
hand them over to the inhabitants of Viscos on t@rdthat

they do something they would never ever dream ofglo

'Like what, for example?"

'It's not an example, it's something very concrieteant

them to break the commandment "Thou shalt not.kill"

'‘What?'

Her question came out like a yell.

'Exactly what | said. | want them to commit a murde

The stranger saw the young woman's body go rigidrealised she might leave at any
moment without hearing the rest of the story. Hedael to tell her his plan quickly.

'I'm giving them a week. If, at the end of sevegpsjaomeone in the village is found dead
- it could be a useless

16



Id man, or someone with an incurable illness, oremtal defective who requires constant
attention, the victim doesn't matter - then the ayowill go to the other villagers, and |
will conclude that we are all evil. If you steaktbne gold bar but the village resists
temptation, or vice versa, | will conclude thatrénare good people and evil people
which would put me in a difficult position becaus@ould mean that there's a spiritual
struggle going on that could be won by either siglen't you believe in God and the
spiritual world, in battles between devils and ds®e

The young woman said nothing, and this time hasedlthat he had mistimed his
guestion and ran the risk of her simply turninghen heel and not letting him finish. He
had better cut the irony and get to the heart ®@itiatter.

'If I leave the village with my eleven gold barsact, then everything | wanted to believe
in will have proved to be a lie. | will die havimgceived an answer | would rather not
have received, because | would find life more atadgp if | was proved right and the
world is evil.

'l would continue to suffer, but knowing that eveng else is suffering too would make
the pain more bearable. But if only a few of us@edemned to suffer terrible tragedies,
then there is something very wrong with Creation.'

Chantal's eyes filled with tears, but she managédjht them back.

'Why are you doing this? Why did you choose myagé?'

'It's nothing to do with you or with your villagem simply thinking of myself; the story
of one man is the story

17



of all men. | need to know if we are good or elilve are good, God is just and will
forgive me for all | have done, for the harm | weghon those who tried to destroy me,
for the wrong decisions | took at key moments tha proposition | am putting to you
now - for He was the one who drove me

towards the dark.

'‘But if we're evil, then everything is permittedydver took a wrong decision, we are all
condemned from the start, and it doesn't mattet wiado in this life, for redemption
lies beyond either human thought or deed.’

Before Chantal could leave, he added:

"You may decide not to co-operate, in which cdidell everyone that | gave you the
chance to help them, but you refused, and theputlimy proposition to them myself. If
they do decide to kill someone, you will probabéy/their chosen victim.'

18



The inhabitants of Viscos soon grew used to trenger's routine: He woke early, ate a
hearty breakfast and went off walking in the mounmgadespite the rain that had not
stopped falling since his second day in the villagd which eventually turned into a near
continuous snowstorm. He never ate lunch and giyeeturned to his hotel early in the
afternoon, shut himself in his room and, so eveeysupposed, went to sleep.

As soon as night fell, he resumed his walks, im® tin the immediate surroundings of
the village. He was always the first into the rasdat, he ordered the finest dishes and

- never taken in by the prices - always orderecbtst wine, which wasn't necessarily the
most expensive; then he would smoke a cigarettegarayer to the bar, where he had
begun to make friends with the regulars.

He enjoyed listening to stories about the regitwoud the previous generations who had
lived in Viscos (someone told him that once it baén a far bigger village than it was
today, as you could see from the ruined housdsedar end or the three surviving
streets), and about the customs and superstiti@asvere part of rural life, and about the
new techniques in agriculture and animal husbandry.

19



When the time came for him to talk about himsedftdld various contradictory stories,
sometimes saying he had been a sailor, at othardonag the major arms industries he
had been in charge of, or talking of a time wheim&e abandoned everything to spend
time in a monastery in search of God.

When they left the bar, the locals argued over tredr not he was telling the truth. The
mayor believed that a man could be many differeimigs in his lifetime, although the
people of Viscos always knew their fate from chddd onwards; the priest was of a
different opinion and regarded the newcomer as saméost and confused, who had
come there to try and find himself.

The only thing they all knew for certain was thatwas only going to be there for seven
days; the hotel landlady reported that she haddnaar phoning the airport in the capital,
confirming his departure - interestingly enoughr,Adrica not South America. Then,
after the phone call, he had pulled out a bundieotés from his pocket to settle the bill
for his room as well as to pay for the meals heth&dn and those still to come, even
though she assured him that she trusted him. WHeesttanger insisted, the woman
suggested he pay by credit card, as most of hestgusually did; that way, he would
have cash available for any emergency that migbeé auring the remainder of his trip.
She thought of adding that 'in Africa they might aocept credit cards’, but felt it would
have been indelicate to reveal that she had lidtenen his conversation, or to imply
that cer-

tain continents were more advanced than others.



The stranger thanked her for her concern, but eefus

politely -

On the following three nights, he paid - againasic -

for around of drinks for everyone. Viscos hader seen anything like it, and they
soon forgot about the contradictory

stories, and the man came to be viewed as friegélyerous

and open-minded, prepared to treat country folik teey

were the equals of men and women from the bigscitie

By now, the subject of the discussions had chang#étn it was closing time in the bar,
some of the late drinkers took the mayor's sidgngahat the newcomer was a man of
the world, capable of understanding the true vafudeendship, while others agreed with
the priest, with his greater knowledge of the hursaul, and said that the stranger was a
lonely man in search either of new friends or akav vision of life. Whatever the truth
of the matter, he was an agreeable enough charaotéthe inhabitants of Viscos were
convinced that they would miss him when he leftlenfollowing Monday.

Apart from anything else, he was extremely dis¢raejuality everyone had noticed
because of one particular detail: most travellespecially those who arrived alone, were
always very quick to try and strike up a convematvith the barmaid, Chantal Prym,
possibly in hopes of a Meeting romance or whateleis man, however, only spoke to
her when he ordered drinks and never once tradkesee or lecherous looks with the
young woman.
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Shantel found it virtually impossible to sleep digrihe three nights of following that
meeting by the river. The storm - which came andtwehook the metal blinds, making
a frightening noise. She awoke repeatedly, bathesveat, even though she always
switched off the heating at night, due to the Ipgle of electricity.

On the first night, she found herself in the preseof God. Between nightmares - which
she was unable to remember - she prayed to Goelpdher. It did not once occur to her
to tell anyone what she had heard and thus bedoenméssenger of

sin and death.

At one point, it seemed to her that God was muoHdoaway to hear her, and so she
began praying instead to her grandmother, who hadqa away some time ago, and who
had brought her up after her mother died in chitibiShe clung with all her strength to
the notion that Evil had already touched theirdiemce and had gone away for ever.
Despite all her personal problems, Chantal knewsha

lived in a village of decent men and women who hoad

their commitments, people who walked with theirdseheld

high and were respected throughout the regionitBatd

not always been so. For over two centuries, Visausbeen
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inhabited by the very dregs of humanity, and eveeyimok this for granted, saying it was
the consequence of a curse put on the village &Z#lts when they were vanquished by
the Romans.

And so things remained until the silence and caeiEg single man - someone who
believed not in curses, but in blessings - redeeitsgqueople. Chantal listened to the
clattering metal blinds and remembered the voideeofgrandmother recounting what
had happened.

'‘Once, many years ago, a hermit - who later canhbe to

known as St Savin - lived in one of the caves Heoats.

At the time, Viscos was little more than a fronfpast, populated by bandits fleeing from
justice, by smugglers and prostitutes, by configemicksters in search of accomplices,
even by murderers resting between murders. Thead&#t of them all, an Arab called
Ahab, controlled the whole village and the surrangdarea, imposing extortionate taxes
on the local farmers who still insisted on mainitagna dignified way of life.

'One day, Savin came down from his cave, arrivehaib's house and asked to spend
the night there. Ahab laughed: "You do know thatd murderer who has already slit a
number of throats, and that your life is worth magh

to me?"

"Yes, | know that,” Savin replied, "but I'm tired living in a cave and I'd like to spend at
least one night here with you."
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'‘Ahab knew the saint's reputation, which was aatgae vvn and this made him uneasy,
for he did not like

. to share his glory with someone so weak. Thus teemined to kill him that very night,
to prove to everyone that he was the one true maktke place.

‘They chatted for a while. Ahab was impressed bgtwine aint had to say, but he was a
suspicious man who no longer believed in the emtg#teof Good. He showed Savin
where he could sleep and then continued menacsghglgpening his knife. After

watching him for a few minutes, Savin closed hissegnd went to sleep.

'‘Ahab spent all night sharpening his knife. Next,dahen Savin awoke, he found Ahab
in tears at his side.

"You weren't afraid of me and you didn't judge riRer the first time ever, someone
spent a night by my side trusting that | could lggad man, one ready to offer
hospitality to those in need. Because you belidweds capable of behaving decently, |
did."

'From that moment on, Ahab abandoned his life mherand set about transforming the
region. That was when Viscos ceased being meribnéier post, inhabited by outcasts,
and became an important trading centre on the bbete/een two countries.’

‘Exactly.’

Chantal burst into tears, grateful to her grandmotbr having reminded her of that story.
Her people were good, and she could trust themlé/ghie attempted to go back to them,
she even toyed with the idea of telling them the
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stranger's story, if only to see his shocked fackeawas driven out of Viscos by its
inhabitants.

The next day, she was surprised to see him emeogethe restaurant at the rear of the
hotel, go over to the barcum-reception-cum-souvemip and stand around chatting to
the people he met there, just like any other toupigetending to be interested in utterly
pointless things, such as their methods of sheatiegp or of smoke-curing meat. The
people of Viscos always believed that every stramgmild be fascinated by their natural,
healthy way of life, and they would repeat and expapon the benefits of life away
from modern civilisation, even though, deep in thearts, every single one of them
would have loved to live far from there, among dheg pollute the atmosphere and in
neighbourhoods where it was too dangerous to viaikhe simple reason that big cities
hold an enormous fascination for country people.

Yet every time a visitor appeared, they would destiaite by their words - and only by
their words - the joys of living in a lost paradisging to persuade themselves what a
miracle it was to have been born there and fomgpthat, so far, not one hotel guest had
decided to leave it all behind and

come and live in Viscos.

There was a lively atmosphere in the bar that nightil the stranger made one rather
unfortunate comment:

‘The children here are so well behaved. There's.isgueak out of them in the mornings,
not like other places I've visited.'



it r an awkward silence - for there were no chitdire

__someone asked him what he thought of the local

* h he had just eaten, and the conversation resitsed

al rhythm, revolving, as usual, around the wonaérs

countryside and the problems of life in the bigy cit

As time passed, Chantal became increasingly neyvous

afraid that he might ask her to tell everyone altloeir

meeting in the forest. But the stranger never elanced at

her and he spoke to her only once, when he ordaard

paid cash for - a round of drinks for everyone pn¢s

As soon as the customers left and the stranger wgetd his room, she took off her apron,
lit a cigarette from a packet someone had leftilon the table, and told the hotel
landlady she would do the clearing up the next mmggrsince she was worn out after a
sleepless night. The landlady agreed, and Chaatairpher coat and went out into the
cold night air.

Her room was only two minutes' walk away, and aslshthe rain pour down her face,
she was thinking that perhaps everything that lzapéned was just some kind of crazy
fantasy, the stranger's macabre way of attractangtiention.

Then she remembered the gold: she had seen iheitbwn eyes.

Maybe it wasn't gold. But she was too tired to krmmd as soon as she got to her room -
she took off her clothes and snuggled down undecdtivers.
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On the second night, Chantal found herself in tilesgnce of Good and Evil. She fell into
a deep, dreamless sleep, only to wake up lessathaour later. Outside, all was silence;
there was no wind banging the metal blinds, nohdtie sounds made by night creatures;
there was nothing, absolutely nothing to indicatd she was still in the world of the
living.

She went to the window and looked out at the dedert

street, where a fine rain was falling, the mistebalit by the feeble light of the hotel sign,
all of which only made the village seem even mamester. She was all too familiar with
the silence of this remote place, which signified peace and tranquillity, but a total
absence of new things to say.

She looked at the mountains, which lay hidden bydtoud, but she knew that
somewhere up there was buried a gold bar or, raahgllow object, shaped like a brick,
that the stranger had left behind there. He hadishwer its exact location, virtually
begging her to dig up the bar and keep it for Herse

She went back to bed, tossed and turned for a wthi@ got up again and went to the
bathroom where she examined her naked body in tirerprspent a few moments
worrying that soon she would lose her looks, tretarned to bed. She regretted not
having picked up the packet of cigarettes left bélun the table, but she knew that its
owner was bound to come back for it, and she didvamt to incur people's mistrust.
That was what Viscos was like: a half-empty cigarpacket had its owner, the button
lost off a jacket had to
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until someone came asking for it, every penny
had to be handed over, there was never any rountiagge
bill It was a wretched place, in which everythingsw
predictable, organised and reliable.
Realising that she wasn't going to be able tomstdep,
she again attempted to pray and to think of hemdjreother,
her thoughts had become fixed on a single s¢hae
hole, the earth-smeared metal, the branch in het,ha
as though it were the staff of a pilgrim aboutéb aff. She
dozed and woke up again several times, but thecgleut-
side continued, and the same scene kept endlegsqating
itself inside her head.
As soon as she noticed the first light of dawn eamn through the window, she dressed
and went out.
Although she lived in a place where people normiage with the sun, it was too early
even for that. She walked down the empty streatyahg repeatedly behind her to be
sure that the stranger wasn't following her; thetwas so thick, however, that visibility
was down to a few yards. She paused from timente,tlistening for footsteps, but all
she could hear was her own heart beating wildly.
She plunged into the undergrowth, made for the &fpsh
rock which had always made her nervous becauseket
as if it might topple over at any moment - She pitkip
the same branch she had left there the day befogeat the
exact spot the stranger had indicated, stuck hed hrdo
the hole and pulled out the brick-shaped gold $be
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thought she heard something: a silence reigndaeiméart of the forest, as though there
was a strange presence abroad, frightening theadsaind preventing the leaves from
stirring.

She was surprised by the weight of the metal irhbeds. She wiped it clean, studied the
marks on it: two seals and a series of engravedrmnwhich she tried in vain to
decipher.

How much would it be worth? She couldn't tell wattny degree of accuracy, but - as the
stranger had said - it would be enough for hetabiave to worry about earning another
penny for the rest of her life. She was holdingdretam in her hands, the thing she had
always longed for, and which a miracle had setfecfier. Here was the opportunity to
free herself from all those identical days and tsgh Viscos and from the endless going
back and forth to the hotel where she had workecksshe was eighteen, from the yearly
visits of all those friends whose families had gt away to study and make
something of themselves, from all the absencesiatidong since grown used to, from
the men who arrived promising her the world andtle$ next day without even a
goodbye, from all the farewells and non-farewedlsvhich she had long become
accustomed. That moment there in the forest wamtist important moment of her

entire life.

Life had always been so unfair to her: she didmidvk who her father was; her mother
had died in childbirth, leaving her with a terrilidarden of guilt to bear; her grandmother,
a countrywoman, had eked out a living as a



baker saving every penny she could so that her

granddaughter could at least learn to read anewrit

She had had so many dreams: she thought she could

overcome all obstacles, find a husband, get arjabe big city; overcome

be discovered by a talent scout who happened to be

ting that out-of-the-way place in the hope of fimgli

she get a career in the theatre, write a bestrshiee

photographers calling out to her to pose for themalk

along life's red carpets.

Every day was another day spent waiting. Everytnigts a night when she might meet
someone who would recognise her true worth. Eveay she took to her bed was the
hope of leaving Viscos the following morning, neagain to see those three streets,
those stone houses with their slate roofs, theathwith its cemetery beside it, the hotel
selling

local handicrafts that took months to make and \seté

for the same price as mass-produced goods.

Occasionally it crossed her mind that the Celts,ahcient inhabitants of her region,
might have hidden an amazing cache of treasure,timrich one day she would find. Of
all her dreams, that had been the most absurandise unlikely.

Yet here she was now with a gold bar in her hatlesmeasure she had never believed in,
her definitive freedom.

She was seized by panic: the one lucky momentritifee

could vanish that very afternoon. What if the sgieam

changed his mind? What if he decided to go in $eafc

her village where he might find another woman more
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willing to help him in his plans? Why not stand gp,back to her room, put her few
possessions into a bag and simply leave?

She imagined herself going down the steep hilingyo hitch a ride out of the village
while the stranger set out on his morning walk gnohd that his gold had been stolen.
She would continue on her way to the nearest tawahh& would go back to the hotel to
call the police.

Chantal would thank the driver who had given hkit,aand then head straight for the
bus station and buy a ticket to some far-away placthat moment, two policemen
would approach her, asking her politely to opendugicase. As soon as they saw its
contents, their politeness would vanish: she wassbman they were looking for,
following a report filed only three hours earlier.

In the police station, Chantal would have two opsicto tell the truth, which no one
would believe, or to explain that she had notidezldisturbed soil, had decided to
investigate and had found the gold. Once, she hagkd her bed with a treasure hunter
also intent on unearthing something left by

the Celts. He claimed the law of the land was cleamhad the

right to keep whatever he found, although any itefitsistorical interest had to be
registered with the relevant government departniguntthe gold bar had no historical
value at all, it was brand new, with all its stamgeals and numbers.

The police would guestion the man. He would havevag of proving that she had
entered his room and stolen his property. It wdaddis word against hers, but he might
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be more influential, have friends in high placex] & could go his way. Chantal could,
of course, always ask

for the police to examine the gold bar; then theyld see that the ponce”

was telling the truth, for the metal would stilldvdraces

of earth.

By now, the news would have reached Viscos, andaitétants - out of envy or jealousy
- would start spreading rumours about the girljregyhat there were numerous reports
that she often used to go to bed with the hotesgu@erhaps the robbery had taken place
while the man was asleep.

It would all end badly: the gold bar would be ceoéted until the courts had resolved the
matter, she would get another lift back to Visaelsere she would be humiliated, ruined,
the target of gossip that would take more thanreegion to die down. Later on, she
would discover that lawsuits never got anywherat Bwyers cost much more than she
could possibly afford, and she would end up abamgdptie case.

The net result: no gold and no reputation.

There was another possible version: the stranggitrbie telling the truth. If Chantal
stole the gold and simply «ert, wouldn't she bargathe village from a much deeper
disgrace?

However, even before leaving home and settingaftte

fountain, she had known she would be incapablalong

such a step. Why, at precisely the moment thatdcolihnge

her life forever, was she so afraid? After all,rdighe sleep
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with whomever she pleased and didn't she someimgestiate herself with visitors just
to get a bigger tip? Didn't she lie occasionally@m she envy her former friends who
now only came back to the village to visit theimifes at

New Year?

She clutched the gold to her, got to her feetjrigaeak and desperate, then crouched
down again, replaced it in the hole and coveredth earth. She couldn't go through
with it; this inability, however, had nothing to eath honesty or dishonesty, but with the
sheer terror she was feeling. She had just reatis®éd were two things that prevent us
from achieving our dreams: believing them to beasgible or seeing those dreams made
possible by some sudden turn of the wheel of fatuwhen you least expected it. For at
that moment, all our fears suddenly surface: the & setting off along a road heading
who knows where, the fear of a life full of new biages, the fear of losing for ever
everything that

is familiar.

People want to change everything and, at the sanee want it all to remain the same.
Chantal did not immediately understand why, but thas what was happening to her.
Perhaps she was too bound to Viscos, too accusttnzfeat, and any chance of
victory was too heavy a burden

to bear.

She was convinced that the stranger must now & o her silence and that shortly -
perhaps that very afternoon -

he would decide to choose someone else. But shéowas

cowardly to change her fate.
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they were inferior beings, uptight and talentleasd they

believe it too.’

The stranger, however, seemed determined to shatw th

his culture was worth more than all the labourthefmen

and women in the bar. He pointed to a print hangmghe wall:

'Do you know what that is? It's one of the mostdampaintings in the world: The Last
Supper, painted by

Leonardo da Vinci.'

'It can't be as famous as all that,’ said the Hatallady. 'It was very cheap.’

‘That's only a reproduction: the original is infaurch a long, long way from here. But
there's a story about this picture you might likdaear.'

Everyone nodded, though once again Chantal fedirasH to be there, listening to a man
showing off his pointless knowledge, just to provat he knew more than anyone else.
'When he was creating this picture, Leonardo daMncountered a serious problem: he
had to depict Good - in the person of Jesus - afild i the figure of Judas, the friend
who resolves to betray him during the meal. Hemtopwvork on the painting until he
could find his ideal models.

'One day, when he was listening to a choir, heisaame of the boys the perfect image of
Christ. He invited him to his

studio and made sketches and studies of his face.

‘Three years went by. The Last Supper was almaesplade, but Leonardo had still not
found the perfect model for
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The cardinal responsible for the church starteolto

Judas.

ssure on him to finish the mural.

‘After many days spent vainly searching, the actighe cross a prematurely aged youth,
in rags and lying drunk in a gutter. With som#iclilty, he persuaded his assistants

to bring the fellow directly to the church, sintete was no time left to make
preliminary sketches.

‘The beggar was taken there, not quite understgdirat was going on. He was propped
up by Leonardo's assistants, while Leonardo caojhiedines of impiety, sin and egotism
so clearly etched on his features.

'When he had finished, the beggar, who had sohgyesdightly, opened his eyes and saw
the picture before him. With a mixture of horrodasadness he said:

"I've seen that picture before!"

"When?" asked an astonished Leonardo.

"Three years ago, before | lost everything | letdg time when | used to sing in a choir
and my life was full of dreams. The artist askedtmpose as the model for the face of
Jesus."

There was a long pause. The stranger was lookitigeairiest, who was drinking his beer,
but Chantal knew his words were directed at her.

'So you see, Good and Evil have the same fackdepends on when they cross the path
of each individual human being.'

He got up, made his excuses, saying he was tinedwant up to his room. Everyone

paid what they owed and
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slowly left the bar, casting a last look at theagheeproduction of the famous painting,
asking themselves at what point in their lives thagl been touched by an angel or a
devil. Without anyone saying a word to anyone atseh came to the conclusion that this
had only happened in Viscos before Ahab broughte@éathe region; now, every day
was like every other day, each the same as the last



Exhausted, functioning almost like an automatorar@al knew she was the only person
to think differently, for she alone had felt theakig, seductive hand of Evil caressing her
cheek. 'Good and Evil have the same face, it glédds on when they cross the path of
each individual human being.' Beautiful, possilobetwords, but all she really needed
now was to sleep, nothing more.

She ended up giving the wrong change to one ofuktomers, something which almost
never happened; she apologised, but did not feslyyguilty. She carried on, inscrutable
and dignified, until the priest and the local magenerally the last to leave - had
departed. Then she shut up the till, gatheredhiegs together, put on her cheap, heavy
jacket and went home, just as she had done fosyear

On the third night, then, she found herself ingihesence of

Evil. And Evil came to her in the form of extrenetiness

and a soaring fever, leaving her in a half-conssgtate, but

incapable of sleep - while outside in the darknassolf

kePt howling. Sometimes she thought she must becde,

for it seemed the wolf had come into her room aiad talking to her in a language she
couldn't understand. In a brief
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moment of lucidity, she attempted to get up andogthe church, to ask the priest to call
a doctor because she was ill, very ill; but whea sied to convert her intentions into
actions, her legs gave way beneath her, and sheamas

vinced she would be unable to walk.

Or, if she did manage to walk, she would be unable

reach the church.

Or, if she did reach the church, she would hawsa for the priest to wake up, get
dressed and open, the door, and meanwhile thenamittl cause her fever to rise so
rapidly that she would drop dead on the spot, rigbte outside

the house that some considered to be sacred.

'At least they wouldn't have far to take me todhmetery: I'd be virtually inside it
already," she thought.

Chantal's delirium lasted all night, but she natitieat her fever began to diminish as the
morning light came filtering into her room. As rstrength returned and she was trying to
get to sleep, she heard the familiar sound of a car

horn and realised that the baker's van had arriv&iscos

and that it must be time for breakfast.

There was no one there to make her go downstabrgytdoread; she was independent,
she could stay in bed for as long as she wantede sihe only began work in the evening.
But something had changed in her; she needed ¢amtacthe world, before she went
completely mad. She wanted to be with the peopekslew would now be gathering
around the little green van, exchanging their céamsread, happy because a new day
was beginning and they had work to do and foodato e
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She went across to the van, greeting them allhaadd one

remarks like: "You look tired' or 'ls anything wags?".

They were kind and supportive, always ready to fsipple

* innocent in their generosity, while her soul veagaged in bitter struggle for dreams
and adventures, fear and power. Much as she wawed liked to share her secret, she
knew that if she revealed it to a single one ofiththe rest of the village would be sure
to know it before the morning was over. It was &etd thank them for their concern and
to carry on alone until her ideas had becomela titearer.

'No, it's nothing. There was a wolf howling all higand | couldn't get to sleep."

'l didn't hear any wolf," said the hotel landladiyio was also there buying bread.

'It's been months since any wolves were heardaratha,' confirmed another woman
who made conserves to be sold in the hotel shbe. iinters must have killed them all,
which is bad news for us because the wolves armtie

reason the hunters come up here at all, to seecaumdill the most elusive animal in the
pack. It's a pretty pointless exercise, but theg lib.'

'‘Don't say anything in front of the baker aboutéhieeing no more wolves in the region,’
muttered Chantal's boss. 'If word gets out, nowiiecome to Viscos at all.’

'‘But | heard a wolf.'

1 Then it must have been the rogue wolf," saichthgor's wife, who didn't much like
Chantal, but who was sufficiently Well-bred to hider feelings.
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The hotel landlady got annoyed. There was no regule It was just an ordinary wolf,
and it was probably dead by now anyway.

The mayor's wife, however, would not give up salgas

'Regardless of whether or not it exists, we allvrlbat there were no wolves howling
last night. You work the poor girl too hard, upiuatl hours; she's so exhausted she's
starting to get hallucinations.’

Chantal left the pair of them to their argumentkpd up her bread and went on her way.
‘A pointless exercise," she repeated to herseldllireg the comment made by the woman
who made the conserves. That was how they viei@dals a pointless exercise. She
nearly told them about the stranger's proposaéthad then, just to see if those smug,
narrow-minded people would be willing to take para genuinely purposeful exercise:
ten gold bars in exchange for a simple murder,tbatwould guarantee the futures of
their children and their grandchildren and returscds to its former glory, with or
without wolves.

But she held back. She decided instead to tell the

story that very night, in front of everyone, in thar, so

that no one could claim not to have heard or urideds

Perhaps they would fall on the stranger and mairohskraight to the police, leaving her
free to take her gold bar as a reward for servieedered to the community. Perhaps they
simply wouldn't believe her, and the stranger waldgart believing that they were all
good, which

wasn't the case at all.



They were so ignorant, so naive, so resigned to litte

They refused to believe anything that didn't fitnith what

they were used to believing. They all lived in fe&God.

They were all - herself included - cowards whenrttenent

comes to change their fate. But as far as true mgexiwas

concerned, that didn't exist - not in the landiardly

men, nor in the heaven of Almighty God who sowsesufg

everywhere, just so that we can spend our whossliv

begging him to deliver us from Evil.

The temperature had dropped. Chantal hadn't stephifee nights, but once she was
preparing her breakfast, she felt much better.\&en't the only coward, though she was
possibly the only one aware of her own cowardiegaise the rest of them thought of
life as a 'pointless exercise' and confused fetdr generosity.

She remembered a man who used to work in a chemist'

in a nearby village and who had been dismissed @fenty years' service. He hadn't
asked for his redundancy money because - so he baidonsidered his employers to be
his friends and didn't want to hurt them, becaweskriew they had had to dismiss him
because of financial difficulties. It was all a:like reason the man did not go to court
was because he was a coward; he wanted at alltods¢sliked; he thought his
employers would then always think of him as a gengrfriendly sort. Some time later,
when he went back to tnem to ask for a loan, theysed the door in his face, but by
then it was too late, for he had signed a letteesignation and could make no further
demands of them.
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Very clever. Playing the part of a charitable swak only for those who were afraid of
taking a stand in life. It is always far easiehtwve faith in your own goodness than to
confront others and fight for your rights. It isvalys easier to hear an insult and not
retaliate than have the courage to fight back ag@omeone stronger than yourself; we
can always say we're not hurt by the stones otheos at us, and it's only at night -
when we're alone and our wife or our husband oisobool friend is asleep - that we can
silently grieve over our own cowardice.

Chantal drank her coffee and hoped the day woudd gaickly. She would destroy the
village, she would bring Viscos to its knees thatywnight. The village would die within

a generation anyway because it was a village witbbildren young people had their
children elsewhere, in places where people wepatbes, wore fine clothes, travelled
and engaged in 'pointless exercises'.

The day, however, did not pass quickly. On the reoyf the grey weather and the low
cloud made the hours drag. The mountains were odddy mist, and the village seemed
cut off from the world, turned in on itself, agtifvere the only inhabited place on Earth.
From her window, Chantal saw the stranger leavdtitel and, as usual, head for the
mountains. She feared for her gold, but immediately

calmed herself down - he was sure to come backulsedae

had paid in advance for a week in the hotel, acid men never waste a penny; only poor
people do that.
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She tried to read, but couldn't concentrate. Ske&ldd to

go for a walk round Viscos, and the only personsdwe was Berta the widow, who spent
her days sitting outside her house, watching elergtthat went on.

It looks like it's finally going to get cold," shBerta.

Chantal asked herself why people with nothing edgalk about always think the
weather is so important. She nodded her agreement.

Then she went on her way, since she had saidelhati to say to Berta in the many
years she had lived in that village. There wasne tivhen she had considered Berta an
interesting, courageous woman, who had manageahtmce her life even after the
death of her husband in one of the many huntinglants that happened each year. She
had sold some of her few possessions and invedsteahdney together with the insurance
money - in securities, and she

now lived off the income.

Over time, however, the widow had ceased to batefést to her, and had become
instead an example of everything she feared shbtrh&come: ending her life sitting in a
chair on her own doorstep, all muffled up in wintaring at the only landscape she had
ever known, watching over what didn't need watcluner, since nothing serious,
important or valuable ever happened there.

She walked on, unconcerned at the possibility tirge

lost in the misty forest, because she knew evegkirtree and

stone by heart. She imagined how exciting thingald/be

at night and tried out various ways of putting sti@nger's
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proposal - in some versions she simply told theratvghe had seen and heard, in others
she spun a tale that might or might not be truéaimg the style of the man who had not
let her sleep now for three nights.

‘A highly dangerous man, worse than any hunterdixexr met.'

Walking through the woods, Chantal began to redlaeshe had discovered another
person just as dangerous as the stranger: haggelfntil four days ago, she had been
imperceptibly becoming used to who she was, to whatcould realistically expect from
life, to the fact that living in Viscos wasn't rgeso bad - after all, the whole area was
swamped with tourists in the summer, everyone afiwiheferred to the place as a
‘paradise’. ;

Now the monsters were emerging from their tombsgatang her nights, making her feel
discontented, put upon, abandoned by God and by\brse than that, they forced her
to acknowledge the bitterness she carried arowidarher day and night, into the forest
and to work, into those rare love affairs and dyitier many moments of solitude.

'Damn the man. And damn myself too, since | watieewho made him cross my path.'
As she made her way back to the village, she regietvery single minute of her life; she
cursed her mother for dying so young, her granderdtir having taught her to be honest
and kind, the friends who had abandoned her and the

fate that was still with her.



Berta was still at her post.

You're in a great hurry,’ she said. 'Why not sivd beside me and relax a bit?'

Chantal did as she suggested. She would do anytihimgke the time pass more quickly.
‘The village seems to be changing,’ Berta saicer&’a something different in the air, and
last night | heard the rogue wolf howling.’

The girl felt relieved. She didn't know whetheh@d been the rogue wolf or not, but she
had definitely heard a wolf howling that night, aatdeast one other person apart from
her had heard it too.

'This place never changes,' she replied. 'Onlgé#asons come and go, and now it's
winter's turn.’

'No, it's because the stranger has come.’

Chantal checked herself. Could it be that he hikédao

someone else as well?

'What has the arrival of the stranger got to ddvWiiscos?"

'l spend the whole day looking at nature. Some leethiink it's a waste of time, but it
was the only way | could find to accept the lossaheone | loved very much. | see the
seasons pass, see the trees lose their leavelseamgrow new ones. But occasionally
something unexpected in nature brings about encsrabanges. I've been told, for
example, that the mountains all around us aredbgltrof an earthquake that happened
thousands of years ago.'

Chantal nodded; she had learned the same thirupabls
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‘After that, nothing is ever the same. I'm afrdidttis precisely what is going to happen
now.'

Chantal was tempted to tell her the story of thiel,gaut, suspecting that the old woman
might know something already, she said nothing.

'l keep thinking about Ahab, our great hero andmegr, the man who was blessed by St
Savin.'

'Why Ahab?'

'‘Because he could see that even the most insigntfaf actions, however well
intentioned, can destroy everything. They say dfiar he had brought peace to the
village, driven away the remaining outlaws and nmoced agriculture and trade in
Viscos, he invited his friends to supper and coakedcculent piece of meat for them.
Suddenly he

realised there was no salt.

'So Ahab called to his son: "Go to the village ang some salt, but pay a fair price for it:
neither too much nor

too little."

'His son was surprised: "I can understand why Ukt pay too much for it, father, but
if I can bargain them down, why not pay a bit |8ss?

"That would be the sensible thing to do in a big,dut in a small village like ours it
could spell the beginning of the end.”

‘The boy left without asking any further questiodswever, Ahab's guests, who had
overheard their conversation, wanted to know wiey tthould not buy the salt more
cheaply if they could. Ahab replied:
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"The only reason anyone would sell salt more clyeagually would be because he was
desperate for money.

anyone who took advantage of that situation woeldhiowing a lack of respect for the
sweat and struggle of the man who laboured to medu’

"But such a small thing couldn't possibly destaoyillage."

"In the beginning, there was only a small amounbjistice abroad in the world, but
everyone who came afterwards added their portiarayes thinking it was very small and
unimportant, and look where we have ended up tday.

'Like the stranger, for example,' Chantal said,iigphat Berta would confirm that she
too had talked to him. But

Berta said nothing.

'l don't know why Ahab was so keen to save Viscos,'

Chantal went on. 'It started out as a den of tlsered now

it's a village of cowards."

Chantal was sure the old woman knew somethingo8lyehad to find out whether it
was the stranger himself who had told her.

‘That's true. But I'm not sure that it's cowardegactly.

| think everyone is afraid of change. They wantcdisto be

as it always was: a place where you can till thessw tend

your livestock, a place that welcomes hunters andsdts,

but where everyone knows exactly what is goingapgden

from one day to the next, and where the only uriptadle

things are nature's storms. Perhaps it's a wagloéang

Peace' but | agree with you on one point: theyhatlk they
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have everything under control, when, in fact, thegtrol nothing."'

'‘Absolutely,’ said Chantal.

'‘Not one jot or one tittle shall be added to wisawritten,' the old woman said, quoting
from the Gospels. 'But we like to live with thdtigion because it makes us feel safe.
Well, it's a choice like any other, even though stupid to believe we can control the
world and to allow ourselves to be lulled into EBéa

sense of security that leaves us totally unprepfnelife; because then, when you least
expect it, an earthquake throws up a range of nansyta bolt of lightning kills a tree
that was preparing for its summer rebirth, or atimgnaccident puts paid to the life of an
honest man.’

For the hundredth time, Berta launched into theystbher husband's death. He had been
one of the most respected guides in the regiorarawho saw hunting not as a savage
sport, but as a way of respecting local traditidriganks to him, Viscos had created a
special nature reserve, the mayor had drawn up pa@tecting certain near-extinct
species, there was a tax per head of each anittead,kand the money collected was used
for the good of the community.

Berta's husband tried to see the sport - considered by some and traditional for others
- as a way of teaching the hunters something albeuart of living. Whenever someone
with a lot of money but little hunting experienaeivged in Viscos, he would take them
out to a piece of waste ground. There, he wouldgyéabeer can on top of

a stone.



Then he would stand about fifty yards from the aad, with a single shot, send it flying.
'I'm the best shot in the region," he would sapdAow

you're going to learn how to become as good as me.’

He replaced the can on the same stone, walkedtback

where he had stood before, took a handkerchiedlois

pocket and asked the newcomer to blindfold him.nTine

aimed once more in the direction of the targetfared again.

'Did | hit it?" he would ask, removing the blindfol

'Of course not,' the new arrival would say, pleaseske the proud guide humbled. 'You
missed it by a mile. | don't think there's anythymmy can teach me.’

'I've just taught you the most important lessolif@)' Berta's husband would reply.
'Whenever you want to achieve something, keep gges open, concentrate and make
sure you know exactly what it is you want. No oaa bit their target with their eyes
closed.’

Then, one day, while he was replacing the can erstibne after his first shot, the would-
be hunter thought it must be his turn to show hoadghis aim was. Without waiting for
Berta's husband to rejoin him, he fired. He migbedarget, but hit the guide in the neck.
He did not have the chance to learn that impof&s®on in concentration and objectivity.
have to go,' Chantal said. 'There are a few thimged to do before | go to work.'

Berta said goodbye and watched her all the way simti disappeared down the alley
beside the church. The years
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she had spent sitting outside her door, lookingtufpe mountains and the clouds, and
holding conversations in her mind with her deadblansl had taught her to 'see’ people.
Her vocabulary was limited, so she could find neeotword to describe all the many
sensations that other people aroused in her, btuimhs what happened: she 'saw through'
other people, and could tell what their feelingsave

It had all started at the funeral for her one gleat. She was weeping, and a child next
to her - the son of an inhabitant of Viscos, wh@waw a grown man and lived
thousands of miles away - asked her why she was sad

Berta did not want to frighten the child by mentrandeath and final farewells, so all she
said was that her husband had gone away and maglsome back to Viscos for a long
time.

'l think he was having you on,' the boy repliede'just seen him hiding behind a grave,
all smiles, and with a soup spoon in his hand.’

The boy's mother heard what he said and scoldeddriih ‘Children are always seeing
things,' she said, apologising to Berta. But Bamtaediately stopped crying and looked
in the direction the child had indicated; her hugbhad always had the annoying habit of
wanting to eat his soup with a special spoon, h@wvewch this irritated her because all
spoons are the same and hold the same amountf setithe had always insisted on
using his special spoon. Berta had never told amyiois, for fear people would think him
crazy.



the boy really had seen her husband; the spoorthgas

sign. Children could 'see’ things. From then ontd&decided proof-

he was going to learn to 'see’ as well, becausevahted Ik to her husband, to have him
back - if only as a ghost.

At first, she shut herself up at home, rarely gamog wait-

for him to appear to her. Then one day, somethoitgher that she should go to the door
of her house and start paying attention to otheplge that her husband wanted her to
have more joy in her life, for her to participatemn®in what was going on in the village.
She set up her chair outside her house and satgstdrthe mountains; there were not
many people out and about in the streets of Vidwaispn the very first day of her vigil, a
neighbour returned from the next village, sayirgf they were selling quality cutlery
very cheaply at the market there and, as proofpsb@uced a spoon from her bag.
Berta realised she would never see her husband,dgdihe was asking her to stay there,
watching the village, and that was what she wowldAs time went by, she began to
perceive a presence beside her, to her left, amdvals certain that he was there with her,
keeping her company and protecting her from anygegras well as teaching her to see
things that others could not, such as the pattaade by the clouds, which always
spelled out messages. She was rather sad that véreste tried to look at him full on,
the presence disappeared, but then she realiseshinaould talk to him using her
intuition, and so they began having long conveosatiabout all kinds of things.
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Three years later, she was able to 'see’ peopldiads, as well as receive some very
useful practical advice from her husband. That wiag she refused to be fobbed off with
less compensation than she deserved, and why sihdrew her money from the bank
just before it crashed, taking with it many locabple's hard-earned savings.

One morning - and she could no longer remembertigxaben this had happened - her
husband told her that Viscos might be destroyedaBemmediately thought of
earthquakes creating whole new ranges of mounthiri)e reassured her that nothing of
that sort would happen there, at least not fontn few thousand years. He was worried
about another sort of destruction, even thoughimmsdif was not exactly clear what form
it would take. All the same, he asked her to bé@nguard, because this was his village,
the place he loved most in the whole world, evdreihad left it

rather sooner than he would have wished.

Berta began to pay more attention to people, tp#teerns made by the clouds, to the
hunters who came and went, but nothing appearediicate that anyone was trying to
destroy a village that had never harmed anyonestfleher husband insisted that she
keep watch, and she had

done as he asked.

Then three days ago, she had seen the stranges waith a devil by his side and she
knew her wait was over. Today, she had noticed@haintal was accompanied by both a
devil and an angel. She immediately linked the éwents and understood that something
odd was happening in her village-



smiled to herself, glanced to her left and blewsardet

She was not a useless old woman; she had something

important to do: to save the place where she had bern,

even though she had no idea as yet what step$ehiigake.

Chantal left the old woman immersed in her thougdrtsl went back to her room. It was
whispered among the inhabitants of Viscos thatdBeds a witch. It was said she had
shut herself up in her house for almost a year dndng that time, had taught herself the
magic arts. When Chantal had asked who could Feught them to Berta, some said it
was the devil himself who appeared to her at nightle others swore that she invoked
the spirit of a Celtic priest, using words her pasehad taught her. But no one was overly
concerned: Berta was harmless and she always loabisgories to tell.

They were right, although they were always the satoees. Suddenly Chantal paused
with her hand on the doorknob. Even though shehleadd the story of how Berta's
husband had died many times over, it was only @i ghe realised there was an
important lesson in it for her too. She remembdéradrecent walk in the forest and the
pent-up hatred she had felt inside her, a hatradséieemed to fly out all around her,
threatening whoever was near, be it herself, thaga, the people in it or their children.
But she had only one real target: the strangerc@umnate, °of and kill your prey. To do
that, she needed a plan - it could be foolish sakpmut that night and let the situation
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run out of control. She decided to put off for drestday telling the story of how she had
met the stranger, if, that is, she ever did tedlakther inhabitants of Viscos.
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That night, when she went to collect the moneyttierround of drinks that the stranger
usually bought, Chantal noticed that he had sligperda note. She put it straight into her
pocket, pretending that it was a matter of no irtgoooe, even though she was aware of
the stranger's eyes occasionally seeking her§sdently questioning her. The roles
seemed to have been reversed: it was she who veasitrol of the situation, she who
could choose the battlefield and the hour of thhtfiThat was how all the most
successful hunters behaved: they always arrangegistlo that the prey would come to
them.

It was only when she returned to her room, thigteanfident that she would sleep
soundly, that she looked at the note: the stramgsrasking her to meet him in the place
where they had first met.

He closed by saying that he would prefer to talk¢oalone, but added that, if she
wanted, they could also speak with everyone elssgnt too.

The threat did not escape her, but she was, in fact

contented that he had made it. It was proof thav&® losing

control, because truly dangerous men and womerr neve

made threats. Ahab, the man who brought peacesitos]
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always used to say: 'There are two kinds of ididke®>se who don't take action because
they have received a threat and those who thinkdhe taking action because they have
issued a threat.'

She tore the note into shreds and flushed it ddwnidilet, then she took a scalding hot
bath, slipped into bed and smiled. She had gottgxabat she wanted: to meet the
stranger again for a conversation alone. If shetedhto find out how to defeat him, she
needed to get to know him better.

She fell asleep almost at once - a deep, refreshaageful sleep. She had spent one
night with Good, one with Good and Evil, and oné&w&vil. Not one of the three had
produced any definite result, but they were all alive in her soul, and now they were
beginning to fight amongst themselves to see whestr@ngest.
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the time the stranger armed, Chantal was drenctiezlstorm had recommenced.
‘Let's not talk about the weather,’ she said. s gan see, it's raining. | know a place
where it'll be easier for us to talk.'

She got to her feet and picked up a long canvas bag

'You've got a shotgun in there,' the stranger said.

‘Yes.'

'‘And you want to kill me.’

'Yes, | do. | don't know if I'll succeed, but tisatvhat I'd like to do. | brought the weapon
here for another reason, though: | might meet tlgeie wolf on the way, and if | could
shoot him, I might win some respect in Viscos. Me believes me, but | heard him
howling last night.'

'‘And what is this rogue wolf?'

At first she doubted whether to share anything matie

this man who was her enemy. But then she rememiaered

bo°ok on Japanese martial arts - she always readaoks left

behind by hotel guests, no matter what the books wakout,

cause she didn't want to spend her own money bulemg.

There was written that the best way to weakensagreemy

was to get him to believe that you were on hig.sid
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As they trudged through the wind and the rain,teleehim the story. Two years ago, a
man from Viscos - the blacksmith, to be preciseaswut for a walk when, all of a
sudden, he came face to face with a wolf and it;migoThe man was terrified, but he
tore off a branch and made to attack the animalmddy, the wolf would have run away
but as it was with its young, it counter-attacked &it the man on the leg. The
blacksmith, a man whose job requires enormousgitiemanaged to deal the wolf such
a blow that it finally ran back into the forest lvits cubs and was never seen again; all
anyone knew was that it had a white

mark on its left ear.

'‘But why is it called the rogue wolf?"

'Usually even the fiercest of animals will onlyaatk in exceptional circumstances, in
order, for example, to protect its young. Howevesin animal does attack and tastes
human blood, then it becomes dangerous; it wileglswvant more; it will cease being a
wild animal and become a killer. Everyone belietres one day the wolf will attack
again.'

‘That's my story too," the stranger thought.

Chantal was walking as fast as she could becawsea$ younger and fitter than him and
wanted to gain a psychological advantage over tipanion by tiring him out and
humiliating him, and yet he managed to keep up wéh He was out of breath, but he
never once asked her to slow down.

They reached a small, well-camouflaged, greenipléstt, used by hunters as a hide.
They sat inside, rubbing their frozen hands anavisig on them.



'What do you want?' she asked him. 'Why did yoe giv

me that note?"

'I'm going to ask you a riddle: of all the daysour life, which is the one that never
comes?’

There was no reply.

‘Tomorrow,' the stranger said. 'But you seem teelelthat tomorrow will come and
keep putting off what | asked you to do. We'reiggttowards the end of the week, and if
you don't say something, I'll have to do it myself.

Chantal left the refuge, stood a safe distance ftpundid the canvas bag, and took out
the shotgun. The stranger didn't seem to attachnapgrtance to this.

"You dug up the gold again,' he went on. 'If yod bawrite a book about your
experiences, how do you think most of your readersld react - given all the
difficulties they have to face, the injustices dealthem by life and other people, the
struggle they have in order to pay for their clelis schooling and to put food on the
table - don't you think that those people wouldilgng you to take the gold and run?'

'l don't know," she said, loading a cartridge it gun.

‘Nor do I. But that's the answer I'm looking for.’

She inserted the second cartridge.

"You're willing to kill me, despite that reassurilittje tale about finding a wolf. But that's
all right, because that too provides me with amamngo my question: human beings are
essentially evil, even a young woman from a remdlage is capable of committing
murder for money. I'm going to leave but now | haweanswer, so | can die happy.'

61



'Here, take it," she said, handing him the gun.dNe knows that | know you. All the
details you gave in the hotel are false. You camdevhen you want and, as | understand
it, you can go anywhere you want to in the worlduMon't need to have a good aim: all
you have to do is point the shotgun in my directod squeeze the trigger. Each
cartridge is full of tiny bits of lead; as soonthsy leave the barrel, they spread out into a
cone shape. They can kill birds or human beingst &m even look the other way if you
don't want to see my body being blown apart.'

The man curled his finger round the trigger, andr@@al was surprised to see that he was
holding the gun correctly, like a professional. ¥lseood like that for a long while, and
she was aware that he had only to slip or be sthlty an animal coming on them
unexpectedly and his finger could move and thegpuoff. She suddenly realised how
childish her gesture had been, trying to defy sareeuerely for the pleasure of
provoking him, saying that he was incapable of daiat he was asking others to do.
The stranger was still pointing the gun at hewmjisggat her unblinking, his hands steady.
It was too late now - maybe deep down he thoughibitldn't be such a bad idea to end
the life of this young woman who had dared to @rajke him. Chantal was on the point
of asking him to forgive her, but the stranger lozgethe gun before she could say a
word.

'l can almost touch your fear,' he said, handingolaek the gun. 'l can smell the sweat
pouring off you, despite the rain, and even thotighwind is shaking the treetops and
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king an infernal racket, | can hear your heart tpung in your throat.'

'I'm going to do what you asked me to do this evghhe said, pretending she hadn't
heard the truths he was lline her. 'After all, yaume to Viscos to learn about your own
nature, to find out if you were good or evil. ThHerene thing I've just shown you:
regardless of what | may have felt or stopped meglist now, you could have pulled the
trigger, but you didn't. Do you know why? Becauee'se a coward. You use others to
resolve your own conflicts, but you are incapalfleaking certain decisions.'

‘A German philosopher once said: "Even God hadlahig love of mankind”. No, I'm

not a coward. I've pressed many worse triggersttharone, or, rather, | have made far
better guns than this and distributed them arobadworld. | did it all perfectly legally,
got the transactions approved by the governmeatexiport licences, paid all the
necessary taxes. | married a woman who loved ma&d two beautiful daughters, | never
stole a penny from my company, and always succeedetovering any money owed to
me.

'‘Unlike you, who feel persecuted by destiny, | \algays a man of action, someone who
struggled with the many difficulties in my way, wlust some battles and won others,
but always understood that victories and defeats fmart of everyone's life - everyone,
that is, except cowards, as you call them, bectnesenever lose or win.

'l read a lot. | was a regular churchgoer. | fedded and respected His commandments. |
was a highly paid director of
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a huge firm. Since | was paid commission on eveal ve made, | earned more than
enough to support my wife my daughters, and evemgragdchildren and my
greatgrandchildren; because the arms trade is tis¢ pnofitable business in the world. |
knew the value of every item | sold so | personahlgcked all our transactions; that way
| uncovered several cases of corruption and digdifsose involved and halted the sales.
My weapons were made to help defend order, whitheionly way to ensure progress
and development in this world, or so I thought.’

The stranger came up to Chantal and took her bghbalders; he wanted her to look
him in the eyes and know that he was telling théhtr

"You may consider arms manufacturers to be thedowkthe low. Perhaps you're right,
but the fact is that man has used weapons evex bmtived in caves - first to kill
animals, then to win power over others. The wodd &xisted without agriculture,
without domesticated animals, without religion,haitit music, but never without
weapons.'

He picked up a stone from the ground.

'Here's the first of them, generously donated byHdoNature to those who had to
confront prehistoric animals. A stone like this dtdess saved the life of a man, and that
man, after countless generations, led to you anteme born. If he hadn't had that stone,
the murderous carnivore would have devoured him,;amdreds of millions of people
would not have been born.’



The wind was blowing harder, and the rain was batie

but neither of them looked away, them? D

"\d4anv people criticise hunters, but Viscos welcsitiem h open arms because it lives
off them; some people hate

. a hull in a bullring, but go and buy the meanirthe , jeer's claiming that the animal
had an "honourable” death a lot of people arecatittf arms manufacturers, but they will
continue to exist until there's not a single wealgdinon the face of the earth. Because as
long as one weapon remains, there will always @ another, to preserve the fragile
balance.’

'What has all this got to do with my village?' Ctedlemanded. 'What has it got to do
with breaking the commandments, with murder, stgakvith the essence of human
nature, with Good and Evil?'

At this, the stranger's eyes changed, as if ovdmdxk by a deep sadness.

'Remember what | told you at the beginning. | alsvlied to do my business according
to the law; | considered myself what people usu@iyn a "good man". Then one
evening | received a phone call in my office: itssawoman's voice, soft but devoid of
emotion. She said her terrorist group had kidnappgdvife and daughters. They wanted
a large quantity of what they knew | could givertheweapons. They told me to keep
quiet about it, they told me that nothing would pep to my family if | followed their
instructions.

‘'The woman rang off saying that she would call agai'alf an hour and told me to wait
for her call in a phone box
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at the train station. She said not to worry; myifanwas being well treated and would be
freed within a few hours because all | had to ds send an electronic message to one of
our subsidiaries in a certain country. It wasnéreveal theft, more like an illegal sale that
would go completely unnoticed in the company | veatkor.

'Since | was a good citizen, brought up to resgiextaw and to feel protected by it, the
first thing | did was to ring the police. A minutger, | was no longer the master of my
own decisions, | was transformed into someone ialskgpof protecting his own family;
my universe was suddenly filled with anonymous &siand frantic phone calls. When |
went to the designated phone box, an army of te@ms had already hooked up the
underground telephone cable to the most moderrpewgrit available, so that they could
instantaneously trace exactly where the call wasieg from. There were helicopters
ready to take off, police cars strategically posiéd to block the traffic, trained men,
armed to the teeth, on full alert.

"Two different governments, in distant contineatseady knew what was going on and
they forbade any negotiations; all | had to do wea®llow orders, repeat what they told
me to say and behave exactly as instructed byxperes.

'‘Before the day was out, the hiding place wherg tirere keeping the hostages had been
discovered, and the kidnappers - two young meraandman, all apparently
inexperienced, simply disposable elements in a plodvegolitical organisation - lay dead,
riddled with bullets. Before
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died, however, they had time to execute my wife @mttiren. If even God has a hell,
which is his love for nkind, then any man has &8 Within easy reach, and that's his
love for his family.'

The stranger fell silent; he was afraid of losiogtrol of his voice and betraying an
emotion he preferred to keep hidden. As soon dmbeecovered, he went on:

'‘Both the police and the kidnappers used weapome fog my company. No one knows
how the terrorists came to be in possession of tlagah that's of no importance: they had
them. Despite all my efforts, my struggle to enghid everything was carried out
according to the strictest regulations for theinofacture and sale, my family had been
killed by something which I, at some point, haddgeérhaps over a meal at an expensive
restaurant, while | chatted about the weather atdymolitics.'

Another pause. When he spoke again, it was aswidne another person, as if nothing he
was saying had anything to do with him.

'l know the weapon and the ammunition used tonkyllfamily well. I know which part

of the body they aimed at: the chest. The bulldtesanly a small hole on entering -
about the size of your little finger. When it hite first bone, though, it splits into four,
and each of the fragments continues in a diffedé@ettion, brutally destroying

everything in its Path: kidneys, heart, liver, langvery time it comes up against
something solid, like a vertebra, it changes dioecagain, usually carrying with it sharp
bone fragments and bits
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of torn muscle, until at last it finds a way ouadh of the four exit wounds is almost as
big as a fist, and the bullet stil has enough faocgpatter round the room the bits of
tissue flesh and bone that clung to it duringotgpey through the body.

‘All of this takes less than two seconds; two sesdo die might not seem very long, but
time isn't measured like that. You understand,peho

Chantal nodded.

‘At the end of that year, | left my job. | travelléo the four corners of the earth, alone
with my grief, asking myself how human beings carchpable of such evil. | lost the
most precious thing a man can have: my faith inf@llpw man. | laughed and | wept at
God's irony, at the absurd way he had chosen twdstrate to me that | was an
instrument

of Good and Evil.

'All my sense of compassion gradually vanished,rsowd my heart has entirely
shrivelled up; | don't care whether | live or dBait first, for the sake of my wife and
daughters, | need to grasp what happened in thatdhplace. | can understand how
people can kill out of hate or love, but why déoit no particular reason, simply over
some business transaction?

'This may seem naive to you - after all, peopledakch other every day for money - but
that doesn't interest me, I'm only concerned wiyhwife and daughters. | want to know
what was going on in the minds of those terroristgant to know whether, at any point,
they might have taken pity on
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The Devil and Miss Prym

| iet them leave, because their war had nothirdptthem a»u

i, familv I want to know if, when Good and Evilawith my iani«j

i aeainst each other, there is a fraction of ars@ezhen Good might prevail.'

'Why Viscos? Why my village?'

'Why the weapons from my factory, when there armaay armaments factories in the
world, some of them with no government controls®@ @hswer is simple: chance. |
needed a small place where everyone knew each anlezot on together. The moment
they learned about the reward, Good and Evil woualce again be pitted against each
other, and what had happened in that hiding plamgédvhappen in your village.

‘The terrorists were already surrounded and dedeatvertheless, they killed my family
merely in order to carry out a useless, empty kitdaur village has what I did not have:
it has the possibility to choose. They will be teéetpby the desire for money and perhaps
believe they have a mission to protect and save\thiage, but even so, they still retain
the ability to decide whether or not to executeltbstage. That's all. | want to see
whether other people might have acted differemtlihbse poor, bloodthirsty youngsters.
'As | told you when we first met, the story of aman is the story of all men. If
compassion exists, | will accept that rate washaish me, but that sometimes it can be
gentle with others. That won't change the way Il ifeéhe slightest, It won't bring my
family back, but at least it will drive away thevilehat's always with me and give me
some hope.'
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'‘And why do you want to know whether | am capalflstealing the gold?’

'For the same reason. You may divide the world inwal crimes and serious ones, but
it isn't like that. I think the terrorists did tsame. They thought they were killing for a
cause, not just for pleasure, love, hate or moligypu took the gold bar, you would have
to justify the crime to yourself and to me, andrthevould understand how the murderers
justified to themselves the killing of my loved @nés you have seen, | have spent all
these years trying to understand what happeneazh'lt khow whether this will bring me
peace, but | can't see any alternative.’'

'If | did steal the gold, you would never see maiag

For the first time during the almost thirty minutbey had been talking, the stranger
smiled faintly.

'l worked in the arms industry, don't forget. Ahat

included work for the secret service.'

The man asked her to lead him to the river - helagtsand did not know how to get
back. Chantal took the shotgun - she had borrotiedm a friend on the pretext that she
was very tense and needed to do a bit of huntitiy tand relax - put it back in its bag,
and the two of them set off down the hill.

They said nothing to each other on the way downei\they reached the river, the
stranger said goodbye.

'l understand why you're delaying, but | can't veaiy longer. | can also understand that,
in order to struggle with yourself, you needed ¢btg know me better: now you do.
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'l am a man who walks the earth with a devil atdnile; in order to drive him away or to
accept him once and for all,

| need to know the answers to certain questions.'
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'‘And why do you want to know whether | am capalflstealing the gold?’

'For the same reason. You may divide the world inwal crimes and serious ones, but
it isn't like that. I think the terrorists did tsame. They thought they were killing for a
cause, not just for pleasure, love, hate or moligypu took the gold bar, you would have
to justify the crime to yourself and to me, andrthevould understand how the murderers
justified to themselves the killing of my loved @nés you have seen, | have spent all
these years trying to understand what happeneazh'lt khow whether this will bring me
peace, but | can't see any alternative.’'

'If | did steal the gold, you would never see maiag

For the first time during the almost thirty minutbey had been talking, the stranger
smiled faintly.

'l worked in the arms industry, don't forget. Ahat

included work for the secret service.'

The man asked her to lead him to the river - helagtsand did not know how to get
back. Chantal took the shotgun - she had borrotiedm a friend on the pretext that she
was very tense and needed to do a bit of huntitiy tand relax - put it back in its bag,
and the two of them set off down the hill.

They said nothing to each other on the way downei\they reached the river, the.
stranger said goodbye.

'l understand why you're delaying, but | can't veaiy longer. | can also understand that,
in order to struggle with yourself, you needed ¢btg know me better: now you do.



The fork banged repeatedly against the wineglagsryGne in the bar which was packed
on that Friday night, turned towards the soundias Miss Prym calling for them to be
silent.

The effect was immediate: never in all the histoirjhe village had a young woman
whose sole duty was to serve the customers actaacina manner.

'She had better have something important to dayyght the hotel landlady. 'If not, I'll
get rid of her tonight, despite the promise | maker grandmother never to abandon
her.'

'I'd like you all to listen," Chantal said. 'I'migg to tell you a story that everyone here,
apart from our visitor, will know," she said, pong to the stranger. 'After that, I'll tell
you another story that no one here, apart fromvaitor, will know. When I've finished,

it will be up to you to judge whether or not it waisong of me to interrupt your
wellearned Friday evening rest, after an exhaustiegk's work.'

'She's taking a terrible risk,' the priest thou¢lhe doesn't know anything we don't know.
She may be a poor orphan with few possibilitiesf@ but it's going to be difficult to
persuade the hotel landlady to keep her on afigr th



'When the ceremony was over, people gathered tegetivarious groups. Most of them
believed that Ahab had been duped by the sairththaad lost his nerve, and that he
should be killed. During the days that followed,mp@lans were made with that
objective in mind. But the plotters could not avthé sight of the gallows in the middle
of the square and they thought: What is that ddiege? Was it erected in order to deal
with anyone who goes against the new laws? Wha i&hab's side and who isn't? Are
there spies in our midst?

‘The gallows looked at the villagers, and the gidles looked at the gallows. Gradually,
the rebels' initial defiance gave way to fear; tahknew Ahab's reputation and they
knew he never went back on a decision. Some of thé&m

the village, others decided to try the new jobs Haal been suggested, simply because
they had nowhere else to go or because they weseicwus of the shadow cast by that
instrument of death in the middle of the squardoBxlong, Viscos had been pacified
and it became a large trading centre near theiéigmxporting the finest wool and
producing top-quality wheat.

‘'The gallows remained in place for ten years. Thedwithstood the weather well, but
the rope occasionally had to be replaced with aomsv The gallows was never used.
Ahab never once mentioned it. The mere sight ofjedkows was enough to turn courage
into fear, trust into suspicion, bravado into wieispof submission. When ten years had
passed and the rule of law had finally been estabdl in
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Ahab had the gallows dismantled and used the wood

Viscos, had

to build a cross instead.’

Shantal paused. The bar was completely silent &ant

the sound of the stranger clapping.

‘That's an excellent story,' he said. '‘Ahab reafiglerrate human nature: it isn't the desire
to abide by the law

hate makes everyone behave as society requiret)ebtear

of punishment. Each one of us carries a gallowslénss.'

‘Today, at the stranger's request, | am pullingrdtive cross and erecting another
gallows in the middle of the square,’

Chantal went on.

'Carlos,’ someone said, 'his name is Carlos, andutd be more polite to call him by his
name than to keep referring to him as "the strariger

'l don't know his real name. All the details he gaw the hotel form are false. He's never
paid for anything with a credit card. We have neaidvhere he came from or

where he's going to; even the phone call to thmodircould be a lie.’

They all turned to look at the man, who kept hissfjxed on Chantal.

‘Yet, when he did tell you the truth, none of yaliéved him. He really did work for an
armaments factory, he really "as had all kindsdvfemtures and been all kinds of
different People, from loving father to ruthlessimessman. But because you live here in
Viscos, you cannot comprehend how much richer aoeroomplex life can be.’
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‘That girl had better explain herself,' thought tlm¢el landlady. And that's just what
Chantal did:

'Four days ago, he showed me ten large gold baey @re worth enough to guarantee
the future of all the inhabitants of Viscos for tiext thirty years, to provide for major
improvements to the village, a children's playgehunr example, in the hope that one
day children will live here again. He then immedigthid them in the forest, and | don't
know where they are.'

Everyone again turned towards the stranger, wh®fithe, looked back at them and
nodded his head.

‘That gold will belong to Viscos if, in the nextrde days, someone in the village is
murdered. If no one dies, the stranger will leasking his gold with him.

'‘And that's it. I've said all | had to say, anaIhe-erected the gallows in the square.
Except that this time, it is not there to preventiane, but so that an innocent person can
be hanged, so that the sacrifice of that innocerggn will bring prosperity to the
village.'

For the third time, all the people in the bar tuth@wvards the stranger. Once again, he
nodded.

‘The girl tells a good story," he said, switchirifjtbe recorder and putting it back in his
pocket.

Chantal turned away and began washing glasses iirk. It was as if time had stopped
in Viscos; no one said a word. The only sound tloald be heard was that of running
water, of a glass being put down on a marble sarfaicthe distant wind shaking the
branches of leafless trees.



The mayor broke the silence:

‘Let's call the police.’

'‘Go ahead, the stranger said. 'l've got a recgrdare, and my only comment was: "The
girl tells a good story.™

'Please, go up to your room, pack your things,leade here at once,' said the hotel
landlady.

'I've paid for a week and I'm going to stay a wdeken if you have to call the police.'
'Has it occurred to you that you might be the petsobe murdered?'

'Of course. And it really doesn't matter to me. Bybu did murder me, then you would
have committed the crime, but you would never nexéie promised reward.’

One by one, the regulars in the bar filed outyixenger ones first and the older people
last. Soon only Chantal and the stranger were left.

She picked up her bag, put on her coat, went todloe and then turned to him.

"You're a man who has suffered and wants revesige $aid. 'Your heart is dead, your
soul is in darkness. The devil by your side is Brgibecause you are playing the game he
invented.'

‘Thank you for doing as | asked. And for telling the true and very interesting story of
the gallows.’

'In the forest, you told me that you wanted answ@KSertain questions, but from the
way you have constructed your plan, only Evil wdl rewarded; if no one is murdered,
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Good will earn nothing but praise. And as you knpvaise cannot feed hungry mouths
or help to restore dying villages You're not tryiodind the answer to a question, you're
simply trying to confirm something you desperatehnt to believe: that everyone is
evil.'

A change came over the stranger's face, and Chantal

noticed it.

'If the whole world is evil, then the tragedy tihatfell you is justified,’ she went on. "That
would make it easier for you to accept the deathy®or wife and daughters. But if good
people do exist, then, however much you deny ity yiee will be unbearable; because
fate set a trap for you, and you know you didndedtee it. It isn't the light you want to
recover, it's the certainty that there is only dads.’

'What exactly are you driving at?' he said, a sltgkmor

in his voice.

‘The wager should be fairer. If, after three dawyspne is murdered, the village should
get the ten gold bars anyway. As a reward for tibegrity of its inhabitants.'

The stranger laughed.

'‘And | will receive my gold bar, as a reward for participation in this sordid game.’
'I'm not a fool, you know. If | agreed to that, timst thing you would do is to go outside
and tell everyone.'

'Possibly. But I won't; | swear by my grandmothed &y my eternal salvation.'

‘That's not enough. No one knows whether God lsstervows, or if eternal salvation
exists.'
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"You'll know | haven't told them, because the gaios hanging now in the middle of the
village. It will be clear if there's been any kiofitrickery. And anyway, even if | went
there now and told everyone what we've just belmtpabout, no one would believe
me; it would be the same as arriving in Viscos saying: "Look, all this is yours,
regardless of whether or not you do what the straiggasking.” These men and women
are used to working hard, to earning every pently thie sweat of their brow; they
would never even admit the possibility of gold jtedting from heaven like that.'

The stranger lit a cigarette, finished off his &rand got up from the table. Chantal
awaited his reply standing by the open door, Igttive cold air into the room.

'Ill know if there's been any cheating,’ he sdich used to dealing with people, just like
your Ahab.’

'I'm sure you are. So that means "yes", then.’'

Again he nodded his agreement.

'‘And one more thing: you still believe that man bangood. If that weren't the case, you
wouldn't have invented all this nonsense to coreviymurself otherwise.’

Chantal closed the door and walked down the magesof the village - completely
deserted at that hour - sobbing uncontrollably héit wanting to, she had become
caught up in the game; she was betting on theliatipeople were basically good,
despite all the Evil in the world. She would netadl anyone what she and the stranger
had just been talking about because, now, she &mbed to know the answer.
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She was aware that, although the street was ernpty,behind the curtains in darkened
rooms, the eyes of Viscos were watching as sheeddback home. It didn't matter- It
was far too dark for anyone to see her tears.



The man opened the window of his room, hoping titatcold would silence the voice of
his devil for a few moments.

As expected, it did not work, because the devil exan more agitated than usual after
what the girl had just said. For the first timeniany years, the stranger noticed that the
devil seemed weaker, and there were moments whewdreappeared rather distant;
however, he soon reappeared, no stronger or wéademsual, but much as he always
was. He lived in the left-hand side of the man&rrin the part that governs logic and
reasoning, but he never allowed himself to be seethat the man was forced to imagine
what he must be like. He tried to picture him ithausand different ways, from the
conventional devil with horns and a tail to a yomgman with blonde curls. The image
he finally settled on was that of a young man mthienties, with black trousers, a blue
shirt, and a green beret perched nonchalantly ®ddrk hair.

He had first heard the devil's voice on an islavitere he had travelled after resigning
from his job; he was on the beach, in terrible eomati pain, trying desperately to believe
that his suffering must have an end, when he saw th
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most beautiful sunset he had ever seen. It wasthiahis despair came back in force,
and he plumbed the depths of the deepest abyss sohl precisely because such a
sunset should also have been seen by his wifelalten. He broke into uncontrollable
sobs and felt that he would never climb up fromtkb#om of that pit.

At that moment, a friendly, companionable voiceltoim that he was not alone, that
everything that had happened to him had a purpasieh was to show that each person's
destiny is pre-ordained. Tragedy always happertsnathing we do can alter by one jot
the evil that awaits us.

‘There is no such thing as Good: virtue is simpig of the many faces of terror,' the
voice said. 'When man understands that, he wilise#hat this world is just a little joke
played on him by God.'

Then the voice - which identified itself as thenge of this world, the only being who
really knows what happens on Earth - began to dfiowthe people all around him on
the beach. The wonderful father who was busy pactimgs up and helping his children
put on some warm clothes and who would love to laavaffair with his secretary, but
was terrified of his wife's response. His wife whiould like to work and have her
independence, but who was terrified of her husisare$ponse. The children who
behaved themselves because they were terrifiedinglpunished. The girl who was
reading a book all on her own beneath a sunshaeienaling she didn't care, but inside
was terrified of spending the rest of her life @omhe boy running around with a
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racquet, terrified of having to live up to his pa® tennis fame 4

generations The waiter serving tropical drinkshi® tich experts

hurt and terrified that he could be sacked at any

time.

The young girl who wanted to be a dancer, but whe studying law instead because she
was terrified of what the neighbours might say. dltkman who didn't smoke or drink
and said he felt much better for it, when in triitvas the terror of death that whispered
in his ears like the wind. The married couple wao by, splashing through the surf, with
a smile on their face but with a terror in theiatts telling them that they would soon be
old, boring and useless. The man with the suntamswept up in his launch in front of
everybody and waved and smiled, but was terrifiechlose he could lose all his money
from one moment to the next. The hotel owner, watgkhe whole idyllic scene from his
office, trying to keep everyone happy and cheetftdjng his accountants to ever greater
vigilance, and terrified because he knew that h@véonest he was government officials
would still find mistakes in his accounts if thepmted to.

There was terror in each and every one of the pempl

that beautiful beach and on that breathtakinglyubka

evening. Terror of being alone, terror of the dagafilling

their imaginations with devils, terror of doing &niyg not in

the manuals of good behaviour, terror of God's ¢umalgnt,

°of what other people would say, of the law pumghany

Mistake, terror of trying and failing, terror of&eeding and

having to live with the envy of other people, terobloving

and being rejected, terror of asking for a risedtary, of
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accepting an invitation, of going somewhere newyaifbeing able to speak a foreign
language, of not making the right impression, aiwgng old, of dying, of being pointed
on because of one's defects, of not being pointeth@cause of one's merits, of not being
noticed either for one's defects or one's merits.

Terror, terror, terror. Life was a reign of terror the shadow of the guillotine. 'l hope
this consoles you a little," he heard the devil SByey're all terrified; you're not alone.
The only difference is that you have already béeough the most difficult part; your
worst fear became reality. You have nothing to |eggereas these people on the beach
live with their terror all the time; some are awafet, others try to ignore it, but all of
them know that it exists and will get

them in the end.’

Incredible though it may seem, these words did alensim somewhat, as if the suffering
of others alleviated his own. From that momenttba,devil had become a more and
more frequent companion. He had lived with himtieo years now, and he felt neither
happy nor sad to know that the devil had completatgn over his soul.

As he became accustomed to the devil's companyiedeto find out more about the
origin of Evil, but none of his questions receiy@édcise answers.

‘There's no point trying to discover why | existydu really want an explanation, you
can tell yourself that | am God's way of punishimigiself for having decided, in an idle
moment, to create the Universe.'



The devil was reluctant to talk about himself, th@n Since the night, got every
reference he could find to hell. He decided to lapkuH

word that most religions have something called jpumishment’, where the immortal
soul goes after emitting certain crimes agdasuciety (everything deamed to be seen
in terms of society, rather than of the individu&8pme religions said that once the spirit
was separated from the body, it crossed a riverandeg and entered hell by a gate of no
return. Since the body was laid in a tomb, theglafcounishment was generally
described as being dark and situated inside thb;dbhanks to volcanoes, it was known
that the centre of the earth was full of fire, @edhe human imagination came up with
the idea of flames torturing sinners.

He found one of the most interesting descriptidithis punishment in an Arabian book:
there it was written that once the soul had ledtlibdy, it had to walk across a bridge as
narrow as a knife edge, with paradise on the ragick, on the left, a series of circles that
led down into the darkness inside the earth. Befowvesing the bridge (the book did not
explain where it led to), each person had to p#dickis virtues in his right hand and all
his sins in his left, and the imbalance betweentemeant that the person always fell
towards the side to which his actions on Earthihalihed him.

Christianity spoke of a place where there wouldveeping and gnashing of teeth.
Judaism described a cave with

a room big enough for a finite number of souls ewlhis

was full, the world would end. Islam spoke of tire fn
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which we would all burn 'unless God desires otheewiFor Hindus, hell was never a
place of eternal torment, since they believed tthatsoul would be reincarnated after a
certain period of time in order to pay for its singhe same place where they had been
committed - in other words, in this world. Even 8wre were no fewer than twenty-one
of these places of punishment in what was usuaflsrred to as 'the lower depths'.

The Buddhists also distinguished between the diffekinds of punishment a soul might
face; eight fiery hells and eight freezing oneswal§ as a kingdom where the condemned
soul felt neither heat nor cold, only infinite hem@nd thirst.

Nothing though could compare to the huge variety the Chinese had thought up;
unlike everyone else - who placed hell deep dowidathe earth - the Chinese believed
that the souls of sinners went to a mountain r&mgevn as the Little Wall of Iron and
surrounded by another mountain range known as that@Vall. In the space between
these two ranges, there were no less than eigig fzlls one on top of the other, each of
which controlled sixteen smaller hells, which inteontrolled ten million hells beneath
them. The Chinese also said

that devils were made up of the souls of those dtalready completed their
punishment.

The Chinese were also the only ones to offer aioaimg explanation of the origin of
devils - they were evil because they had persoqagrgence of evil, and now they
wanted to pass it on to others, in an eternal aytieengeance.

88



to grasp what is happening to me,’ the strangesdiintemembering Miss Prym's words.
The devil

» remembered those words too and felt he had twseof his had heara

a on ground. The only way he could regain it veas

leave no room for doubt in the stranger's mind.

‘All right, so you had a moment of doubt,' the dlewid,

'but the terror remains. The story of the galloves\a good

one,

because it clearly shows that mankind is virtuauly o

because terror exists, but that men are still ¢sdigrbad,

my true descendants.’

The stranger was shivering now, but decided tode¢hg window open a while longer.
'‘God, | did not deserve what happened to me. Ifdidithat to me, | can do the same to
others. That is justice.’

The devil was worried, but resolved to keep quiet -

he could not show that he too was terrified. Tha mvas

blaspheming against God and trying to justify losaams, but this was the first time in
two years he had heard him addressing the heavens.

It was a bad sign.
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‘a good sign,’ was Chantal's first thought whenhsdaad the baker's van sounding its
horn. Life in Viscos was going on as usual. thealreas being delivered, people were
leaving their houses, they would have the whol8attirday and Sunday to discuss the
insane proposition put before them, and then, satine regret, they would watch the
stranger depart on Monday morning. Later that exggrshe would tell them about the
wager she had made, announcing that they had veopetitle and

were rich.

She would never become a saint like St Savin, drutfany

generations to come she would be remembered agotinan

who saved the village from Evil's second visitatibtaybe they would make up legends
about her; the village's future inhabitants miglfer to her as a lovely young woman, the
only one who had not abandoned Viscos becausergve $he had a mission to fulfil.
Pious ladies would light candles to

her' and young men would sigh passionately ovehéneine they had never known.
She was proud of herself, but was aware that shidch

act on what she said and make no mention of thetthak belonged to her, otherwise
they would end up
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convincing her that, in order to be considerediatsshe should also divide up her share.
In her own way she was helping the stranger to ba/soul, and God would take this
into account when he made a final reckoning ofdesds. The fate of the stranger
mattered little to her, however; what she had tmo was to hope that the next two
days passed as quickly as possible, for it was toakdep a secret like that locked up in
her heart.

The inhabitants of Viscos were neither better norss than

those of neighbouring villages, but there was ng thay would be capable of
committing a murder for money - of that she wagshiow that the story was out in the
open, no man or woman could take the initiativenald-irst, because the reward would
have to be divided up equally, and she knew thainewould want to risk themselves
purely so that others might gain. Second, becalfey were thinking what she deemed
to be the unthinkable, they needed to be able tatoon the full co-operation of all the
others - with the exception, perhaps, of the chesetim. If a single individual was
against the idea - and if need be, she would kdepiraon - the men and women of
Viscos all ran the risk of being denounced and isgored. Better to be poor and
honourable than rich and in jail.

Chantal went downstairs remembering that hitheremehe election of a mayor to
govern this village with its three streets had pi@d heated arguments and internal
divisions. When they wanted to make a childrerayground in



part of the village, there was such a fuss that the

the lowe building

works were never begun - some said that the

village playgrc

had no children anyway, others roared that a ounaldvbe just the thing to bring them
back

their parents came to the village on holiday amd thengs were changing. In Viscos they
debated everything.  the quality of the brehe,hunting regulations, the xistence (or
not) of the rogue wolf, Berta's strange behaviout, possibly, Miss Prym's secret
meetings with some of the hotel guests, althougbrmeowould ever dare mention it to
her face.

She approached the van with the air of someone fohthe first time in her life, was
playing a leading role in the history of her vikadJntil then she had been the helpless
orphan, the girl who had never managed to findsband, a poor night-worker, a lonely
wretch in search of company; they were losing maghoy waiting. In two days' time,
they would come and kiss her feet and thank hehdéorgenerosity and for their affluence,
they would perhaps insist upon her running for mayahe coming elections (thinking it
through, it might be good to stick around for a letdnger and enjoy her newly won
glory).

A group of people gathered around the van werénlguyeir bread in silence. Everyone
turned to look at her, but no one said a word.

what's going on in this place?' asked the ladrggthe bread. 'Did someone die?"
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'‘No," replied the blacksmith, who was there togpite it being a Saturday morning when
he could sleep until late 'Someone's having a inael and we're all rather worried'
Chantal couldn't understand what was happening.

'‘Go ahead and buy what you came to buy," she lseanéone say. 'The lad has to get
going.’

Mechanically, she held out her money and took tieadh The baker's lad shrugged his
shoulders - as if abandoning any attempt to unaledstvhat was going on - gave her the
change, wished everyone good day and drove off.

‘Now it's my turn to ask what's going on in thiBage,' she said, and fear made her speak
more loudly than good manners usually permitted.

"You know what's going on," the blacksmith saicdhu¥vant us to commit a murder in
return for money.'

'l don't want anything! | just did what the guydahe to! Have you all gone mad?’
"You're the one who's gone mad. You should nevee Hlowed yourself to become that
madman's mouthpiece! What on earth do you want? feayou getting out of it? Do
you want to turn this place into a hell, just likevas in the Ahab stories. Have you lost
all sense of honour and dignity?’

Chantal began to tremble.

"You really have gone mad! Did you actually take wager seriously?'

‘Just leave her," said the hotel landlady. 'Let'sgme

and have breakfast.'



The group gradually dispersed. Chantal was s#ithtslutching her bread, rooted to the
spot. Those people

have never agreed about anything in their livestgefip to nau

for the first time ever, in complete accord: sheswee outv one. Not the stranger, not the
wager, but her, Chantal, the instigator of theneriHad the world turned

upside down?

She left the bread by her door and set off towdrdsnountain; she wasn't hungry or
thirsty, she didn't want anything. She had justarsthod something very important,
something that filled her with fear, horror anceutterror.

No one had said anything to the baker's boy.

Something like this would normally be talked abauither with indignation or
amusement, but the lad with the van, who delivéaredd and gossip to the various
villages in the region, had left with no idea ofathvas going on. It was clear that
everyone in Viscos was gathered there togetheh#ofirst time that day, and no one had
had time to discuss what had taken place the pusvight, although everyone knew
what had happened in the bar. And yet, unconsgiptisey had all made a pact of silence.
In other words, each one of those people, in theart of hearts, was thinking the
unthinkable, imagining the unimaginable.

Berta called to her. She was still at her postchiaty over the

village, though to no avail, since the danger wesady there

was far greater than anyone could possibly havesaged.
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'l don't want to talk,' said Chantal. 'l can't thireact or say anything.'

'"You can at least listen. Sit down here."

Of all the people she had known, Berta was the ong/who had ever treated her with
any kindness. Chantal did not just sit down, shedlher arms around Berta. They stayed
like that for a long while, until Berta broke thieace.

'‘Now go off into the forest and clear your head) ¥now you're not the problem. The
rest of them know that too, but they need someoitdame.’

'It's the stranger who's to blame!

"You and | know that, but no one else does. Theyaht to believe they've been
betrayed, that you should have told them soonat ytbu didn't trust them.'

'‘Betrayed?'

‘Yes.'

'Why would they want to believe that?'

‘Think about it.'

Chantal thought. Because they needed someonenebla

A victim.

'l don't know how this story will end,’ said Bertdiscos is a village of good people,
although, as you yourself once said, they are edwiardly. Even so, it might be a good
idea if you were to go somewhere far away from lierea while.'

She must be joking. No one could possibly takestrenger's bet seriously. No one. And
anyway, she didn't have any money and she had mewteo.
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It wasn't true. A gold bar awaited her and it could

let go her

where ever in the world. But she didn't want takhiaking her any

about that.

that very moment, as if by some quirk of fate, the

stranger walked past them and set off for his walke mountains, as he did every
morning. He nodded and continued on his way. Bettawed him with her eyes, while
Chantal tried to spot whether anyone in the villagd

noticed his greeting. They would say she was his@aplice.

They would say there was a secret code betweemthef

them.

'He looks worried,’ said Berta. 'There's sometloidd

about him.'

'Perhaps he's realised that his little game hasrbeceality.’

'No, it's something more than that. | don't knowatylbut... it's as if ... no, no, | don't
know what it is.’

'l bet my husband would know," Berta thought, avadra nervous fidgeting to her left,
but now was not the time to talk to him.

'It reminds me of Ahab,' she said to Chantal.

'l don't want to think about Ahab, about legend®uw anything! All | want is for the
world to go back to how it was, and for Viscos r &l its faults - not to be destroyed by
one man's madness!

It seems you love this place more than you think.'

Chantal was trembling. Berta hugged her againjipdaleer hand on her shoulder, as if
she were the daughter she had never had.
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'As | was saying, Ahab told a story about heavenhlaall that used to be passed from
parent to child, but has been forgotten now. Orpma time, a man, his horse and his
dog were travelling along a road. As they passed byge tree, it was struck by
lightning, and they all died. But the man failechtice that he was no longer of this
world and so he continued walking along with hig tanimal companions. Sometimes
the dead take a while to register their new situmati.'

Berta thought of her husband, who kept insistirag #he get rid of Chantal because he
had something important to say. Maybe it was timexplain to him that he was dead, so
that he would stop interrupting her story.

'It was a long, uphill walk, the sun was beatingvdamn them and they were all sweating
and thirsty. At a bend in the road they saw a nfaggmt marble gateway that led into a
gold-paved square, in the centre of which was ataio overflowing with crystal-clear
water. The man went over to the guard at the ecéran

"Good morning."

"Good morning," the guard replied.

"What is this lovely place?"

"It's Heaven."

"“Well, I'm very glad to see it, because we're \tbiysty."

"You're welcome to come in and drink all the wateu

want." And the guard indicated the fountain.

"My horse and dog are also thirsty."

"I'm terribly sorry,” said the guard, "but animalse not

allowed in here."



‘The man was deeply disappointed for he really veag

thirsty, but he was not prepared to drink alonéhesthanked the guard and went on his
way. Exhausted after

trudging uphill, they reached an old gateway tkdtdn to a dirt road flanked by trees. A
man, his hat

Il d down over his face, was stretched out in thede of one of the trees, apparently
asleep.

"Good morning,"” said the traveller.

‘The other man greeted him with a nod.

"“We're very thirsty - me, my horse and my dog."

"There's a spring over there amongst those roslesd'the man indicating the spot. "You
can drink all you want."

‘The man, his horse and his dog went to the s@mtyquenched their thirst.

‘The traveller returned to thank the man.

"Come back whenever you want," he was told.

"By the way, what's this place called?"

"Heaven."

"Heaven? But the guard at the marble gatewayrt@dhat was Heaven!"

"That's not Heaven, that's Hell."

'The traveller was puzzled.

"You shouldn't let others take your name in vgoy know! False information can lead
to all kinds of confusion!"

"On the contrary, they do us a great favour, bezdus Ones who stay there are those
who have proved themselves capable of abandonaigdbarest friends.™
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Berta stroked the girl's head. She could feelitimte that head Good and Evil were
waging a pitiless battle, and she told her to gafwalk in the forest and ask nature
which village she should go to.

'‘Because | have the feeling that our little mounfzaradise

is about to desert its friends.’

"You're wrong, Berta. You belong to a different getion; the blood of the outlaws who
once populated Viscos runs thicker in your veir@tin mine. The men and women here
still have their dignity, or if they don't, theylaast have a healthy mistrust of one another.
And if they don't even have that, then at leasy tieve fear.'

'OK, maybe I'm wrong. Even so, do as | tell youd go and listen to what nature has to
say.'

Chantal left. And Berta turned towards the ghodtefhusband, asking him to keep quiet;
after all, she was a grown woman, indeed, she wadderly woman, who shouldn't be
interrupted when she was trying to give adviceaimsone much younger. She had
learned to look after herself, and now she wasitap&fter the village.

Her husband begged her to take care. She showl@yeof offering advice to the young
woman because nobody knew where matters might end.

Berta was taken aback because she thought thekdeadeverything - hadn't he been the
one to warn her of the dangers to come? Perhapa$igetting too old and was
beginning to get obsessive about other things bestivays eating his soup with the
same spoon.
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Her husband retorted that she was the old one¢héor

dead never age, and that, although the dead knegstbf which the living had no
knowledge, it would take a long time before he gdiadmittance to the realm of the
archangels. He, being only recently dead (havifigHarth a mere fifteen years before),
still had a lot to learn, even though he knew hddoffer substantial help.

Berta enquired whether the realm of the archangatsmore attractive and comfortable.
Her husband told her not to

be facetious and to concentrate her energies ongs&iscos. Not that this was a source
of particular interest to him - he was, after déad, and no one had touched on the
subject of reincarnation (although he had heamivadonversations concerning this
eventuality), and if reincarnation did exist, hesweping to be reborn somewhere new.
But he also wanted his wife to enjoy some peacecantort during the days still
remaining to her in this world.

'So, stop worrying,' thought Berta. Her husband ldwttake her advice; he wanted her
to do something, anything. If Evil triumphed, eveit was in some small, forgotten
place with only three streets, a square and a hhiircould nevertheless go on to
contaminate the valley, the region, the countrg,dbntinent, the seas, the whole world.
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Although Viscos had 281 inhabitants, Chantal béinegyoungest and Berta the oldest, it
was controlled by a mere half-dozen individualg: hiotel landlady, responsible for the
wellbeing of tourists; the priest, responsibletfe care of souls; the mayor, responsible
for the hunting regulations; the mayor's wife, @sgible for the mayor and his decisions;
the blacksmith, who had survived being bitten l®/rigue wolf; and the owner of most
of the lands around the village. It was he who Wetded the idea of building a children's
playground in the vague belief that Viscos woul@ day start growing again, and
besides the site would be perfect for a luxury home

It mattered little to the rest of the villagers widad or didn't happen to the place, for they
had their sheep, their wheat and their familiesake care of. They visited the hotel bar,
attended Mass, obeyed the laws, had their tooknegpat the blacksmith's forge and,
from time to time, acquired some land. The landawrever went to the bar. He had
learned of the story through his maid, who had likere on the night in question and
had left in high excitement, telling her friendgldnm that the hotel guest was a very rich
man; who knows, perhaps she could have a childrhyahd force
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him to give her part of his fortune. Concerned dlbe future, or, rather, about the fact
that Miss Prym's story might spread and drive aluayters and tourists alike, he decided
to call an emergency meeting. The group were gaipan the sacristy of the small
church, just as Chantal was heading for the fotkststranger was off on one of his
mysterious walks and Berta was chatting with hesbland about whether or not to try
and save the village.

‘The first thing we have to do is call the polieaid the landowner. 'It's obvious the gold
doesn't exist; and besides, | suspect the maryiaftto seduce my maid.'

"You don't know what you're talking about, becayse weren't there,’ the mayor insisted.
'The gold does exist. Miss Prym wouldn't risk hegsutation without concrete proof. Not
that that alters things, of course, we should sl the police. The stranger must be a
bandit, a fellow with a price on his head, tryiogconceal his ill-gotten gains here."’

'Don't be idiotic!" the mayor's wife said. 'If hesy surely

he'd be more discreet about it.'

'All this is completely relevant. We must call thelice straightaway.'

Everyone agreed. The priest served a little wineaton everyone's nerves. They began to
discuss what they would say to the police, givext they had no actual proof that the
stranger had done anything; it might all end witts$/Prym being arrested for inciting a
murder.

‘The only proof is the gold. Without the gold, wantt do anything.’
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But where was the gold? Only one person had q eours

ever

t and she didn't know where it was hidden.

nriest suggested they form search parties. The hote £rev/ back the curtain of the
sacristy window that

» oUt OVer the cemetery; she pointed to the moustai

> ciHe to the valley below, and to the mountaingt@on one siut.,

other side.

'We would need a hundred men searching for a hdndre

years to do that.'

The landowner silently bemoaned the fact that greetery had been constructed on that
particular spot; it had a lovely view, and the dbad no use for it.

'On another occasion, I'd like to talk to you abttwet cemetery,' he said to the priest. 'l
could offer you a far bigger plot for the deadjusar here, in exchange for this piece of
land next to the church.’

'‘Nobody would want to buy that and live on the samet where the dead used to lie.'
'Maybe no one from the village would, but theretareists desperate to buy a summer
home; it would just be a matter of asking the gdles to keep their mouths shut. It would
mean more income for the village and more taxes®town hall.’

"You're right. We just have to ask the villager&eéep their mouths shut. That wouldn't
be so hard.’'

A sudden silence fell. A long silence, which nobaldyed

break. The two women admired the view; the priest

" polishing a small bronze statue; the landownekto
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another sip of wine; the blacksmith tied and untlezllaces

on both boots; and the mayor kept glancing at laickvas if to suggest that he had other
pressing engagements.

But nobody said a word; everyone knew that the [geopViscos would never say a
word if someone were to express an interest inhagiog what had once been the
cemetery. they would keep quiet purely for the glea of seeing another person coming
to live in that village on the verge of disappegrigven if they didn't earn a penny by
their silence.

Imagine if they did though.

Imagine if they earned enough money for the reshei lives.

Imagine if they earned enough money for the resheif

lives and their children’s lives.

At that precise moment, a hot and wholly unexpeueted blew through the sacristy.
'What exactly are you proposing?' asked the paftst a long five minutes.

Everyone turned to look at him.

'If the inhabitants really can be relied on to sathing, | think we can proceed with
negotiations,' replied the landowner, choosingNusds carefully in case they were
misinterpreted - or correctly interpreted, depegdin your point of view.

‘They're good, hardworking, discreet people,’ thielHandlady said, adopting the same
strategy. 'Today, for example, when the drivethef baker's van wanted to know what



was

going

on nobody said a thing. | think we can trust

them

there was silence. Only this time it was an unrkedbédy

ccive silence. Eventually, the game began agath tla@ oppressive blacksmith said:

It isn't just a question of the villagers' disavat the fact that it's both immoral and
unacceptable.'

'What is?'

‘Selling off hallowed ground.’

A sigh of relief ran round the room; now that theyd dealt satisfactorily with the
practical aspects, they could proceed with the huwhate.

'What's immoral is sitting back and watching thende of our beloved Viscos,' said the
mayor's wife. 'Knowing that we are the last pedpléve here, and that the dream of our
grandparents, our ancestors, Ahab and the Celtdyevover in a few years' time. Soon,
we'll all be leaving the village, either for an g@dople's home or to beg our children to
take in their strange, ailing parents, who are lentbadapt to life in the big city and
spend all their time longing for what they've legéhind, sad because they could not pass
on to the next generation the gift they receivednftheir parents.'

"You're right,’ the blacksmith said. 'The life veadl is an unmoral one. When Viscos does
finally fall into ruin, these

houses will be abandoned or else bought up for teexodthing. then machines will arrive
and open up bigger and better

ads. The houses will be demolished, steel warelsoule

rePlace what was built with the sweat of our arasst
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Agriculture will become entirely mechanised, andgle will come in to work during the
day and return at night to the' homes, far fronehkelow shaming for our generation; We
let our children leave, we failed to keep them hwith us'.

'‘One way or another, we have to save this villaggad the landowner, who was possibly
the only one who stood to profit from Viscos' demisince he was in a position to buy
up everything, then sell it on to a large indust@mpany. But of course he certainly
didn't want to hand over, for a price below markatie, lands that might contain buried
treasure.

'What do you think, Father?' asked the hotel lahdla

‘The only thing | know well is my religion, in whadhe sacrifice of one individual saved
all humanity.'

Silence descended for a third time, but only far@ment.

'l need to start preparing for Saturday Mass,' Betwn. 'Why don't we meet up later this
evening?'

Everyone immediately agreed, setting a time lathénday, as if they were all
immensely busy people with impor-

tant matters to deal with.

Only the mayor managed to remain calm.

'What you've just been saying is very interestargexcellent subject for a sermon. |
think we should all attend Mass today."
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| hesitated no longer. She headed straight folrtisbaped thinking of what she would do
with the gold as soon as she t Go home, get theeynsime kept hidden there, put on some
sensible clothes, go down the road to the valleyhatch a lift Home more wagers: those
people didn't deserve the fortune within their grdgo suitcase: she didn't want them to
know she was leaving Viscos for good - Viscos wigtbeautiful but pointless stories, its
kind but cowardly inhabitants, the bar always cradmwith people talking about the
same things, the church she never attended. Nigttimate was always the chance that
she would find the police waiting for her at theslstiation, the stranger accusing her of
theft etc., etc. But now she was prepared to ryrrisi.

The hatred she had felt only half an hour befork theen

transformed into a far more agreeable emotion: #ange.

She was glad to have been the first to revealdseh

people the evil hidden in the depths of their falsgenuous

souls. They were all dreaming of the chance to ciiram

murder - only dreaming, mind you, because they doul

never actually do anything. They would spend tls¢ o

their lives asleep, endlessly telling themselves hoble they

are, how incapable of committing an injustice, setd
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defend the village's dignity at whatever cost,aware that terror alone had prevented
them from killing an innocent They would congratalthemselves every morning on
keening their integrity, and blame themselves eaght for that missed opportunity.

For the next three months, the only topic of cosaBon in the bar would be the honesty
of the generous men and women of the village. Therhunting season would arrive and
the subject wouldn't be touched upon - there wasesa for visitors to know anything
about it, they liked to think they were in a remsp®t, where everyone was friends,
where good always prevailed, where nature was kfayrand that the local products
lined up for sale on a single shelf in the hotekemion - which the hotel landlady called
her 'little shop' - were steeped in this disintezedove.

But the hunting season would come to an end, agmttie villagers would be free to
return to the topic. This time around, after mangrengs spent dreaming about the
riches they had let slip through their fingers ytheuld start inventing hypotheses to fit
the situation: why did nobody have the couragéeat of night, to kill useless old Berta
in return for ten gold bars? Why did no huntingident befall the shepherd Santiago,
who drove his flock up the mountainside each mamiAll kinds of hypotheses would
be weighed up, first timidly and then angrily.

One year on and they would be consumed with minaiaéd - the village had been given
its opportunity and had let it slip. They would adter Miss Prym, who had



left without trace, perhaps taking with her thedgshe vanishes wich

the wretched stranger had hidden. They would sayple

things about her, the ungrateful orphan, the pabngpom

had all struggled to help after her grandmotherati

had got a job in the bar when she had proved irtapa

of getting herself a husband and leaving, who tgestkeep

.. with hotel guests, usually men much older tharséif,

and who made eyes at all the tourists just to dpeg@er tip.

They would spend the rest of their lives caughiveen

self-pity and loathing; Chantal would be happyt thas her

revenge. She would never forget the looks thoselpeo

around the van gave her, imploring her silencendigg a

murder they would never dare to commit, then rongain

her as if she was to blame for all the cowardie ¥as

finally rising to the surface.

‘A jacket. My leather trousers. | can wear twogbgts and strap the gold bar around my
waist. A jacket. My leather trousers. A jacket.'

There she was, in front of the Y-shaped rock. Behigr lay the stick she had used two
days before to dig up the gold, For a moment stiewsad the gesture that would
transform her from an honest woman into a thief.

°'that wasn't right. The stranger had provoked &ied, he

also stood to gain from the deal. She wasn't schrstealing

as claiming her wages for her role as narratonismtasteless

comedy. She deserved not only the gold but muclchrmore

for having endured the stares of the victimlessderers
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standing round the baker's van, for having spenehgre life there, for those three
sleepless nights, for the soul she had now lossuraing she had ever had a soul to lose.
She dug down into the soft earth and saw the gadMthen she saw it, she heard a noise.
Someone had followed her. Automatically, she bggashing the earth back into the hole,
realising as she did so the futility of the gestlieen she turned, ready to explain that
she was looking for the treasure, that she knevgtifagger walked regularly along this
path, and that she had happened to notice thabithkad been recently disturbed.

What she saw, however, robbed her of her voice i ftad no interest in treasure, in
village crises, justice or injustice, only in blood

The white mark on its left ear. The rogue wolf.

It was standing between her and the nearest tremuld be impossible to get past the
animal. Chantal stood rooted to the spot, hypnotisethe animal's blue eyes. Her mind
was working frantically, wondering what would be hext step the branch would be far
too flimsy to counter the beast's attack. She colitdb onto the Y-shaped rock, but that
still wasn't high enough. She could choose noelebe the legend and scare off the

wolf as she would any other lone wolf, but that wasrisky, it would be wisest to
recognise that all legends contain a hidden truth.

'Punishment.’

Unfair punishment, just like everything else thatlh



happened in her life; God seemed to have singledute

hapPen

to demonstrate his hatred of the world.

ctively she let the branch fall to the ground andy

moment that seemed to her interminably slow, brotgh

to her throat: she couldn't let him sink his teath

She regretted not wearing her leather trousersyeé

best vulnerable part were her legs and the veietheéhich,

pierced would see you bleed to death in ten minores pierced.

At least, that was what the hunters always saidxplain why they wore those high
boots.

The wolf opened its mouth and snarled. The dangegent-up growl! of an animal who
gives no warning, but attacks on the instant. 34 ker eyes glued to his, even though
her heart was pounding, for now his fangs weredare

It was all a question of time; he would either elttar run off, but Chantal knew he was
going to attack. She glanced down at the grourakiihg for any loose stones she might
slip on, but found none. She decided to launchdifeas the animal; she would be bitten
and would have to run towards the tree with the'wiédeth sunk into her. She would
have to ignore the pain.

She thought about the gold. She would soon be tzaldok for it. She clung to every
shred of hope, anything that might give her thersjth to confront the prospect of her
es" being ripped by those sharp teeth, of one obbees Poking through, of possibly
stumbling and falling and having her throat torm. ou

She Prepared to run.

run.
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Just then, as if in a movie, she saw a figure apipelaind the wolf, although still a fair
distance away.

The beast sensed another presence too, but didakoaway, and she continued to fix
him with her stare. It seemed to be only the faftat stare that was averting the attack
and she didn't want to run any further risks; ilhgone else was there, her chances of
survival were increased - even if, in the endpgtder the gold bar.

The presence behind the wolf silently crouched danth moved to the left. Chantal
knew there was another tree on that side, eadynb.cAt that moment, a stone arched
across the sky and landed near the wolf, whichetimmith phenomenal speed and hurtled
off in the direction of this new threat.

'‘Run!" yelled the stranger.

She ran in the direction of her only refuge, wilile man likewise clambered lithely up
the other tree. By the time the rogue wolf readmied he was safe.

The wolf began snarling and leaping, occasionaiyaging to get partway up the trunk,
only to slip back down again.

‘Tear off some branches!" shouted Chantal.

But the stranger seemed to be in a kind of traBbe.repeated her instruction twice, then
three times, until he registered what she was gayde began tearing off branches and
throwing them down at the wolf.

'‘No, don't do that! Pull off the branches, bundlienh up, and set fire to them! | don't have
a lighter, so do as | say!"

Her voice had the desperate edge of someone ipeeélhe stranger grabbed some
branches and took an eternity to
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light it and, a part of

the previous day's storm had soaked everything;them

like this time of the year, the sun didn't pertetiato that

part of the forest.

, Chantal waited until the flames of the impredgorch . begun to burn fiercely. She
would have been quite happy have him spend thefdlse day in the tree, confronting
his fear he wanted to inflict on the rest of therld, but she had to get away and so was
obliged to help him.

'‘Now show me you're a man!' she yelled. 'Get dawmfthe tree, keep a firm hold on the
torch and walk towards the

wolf!’

The stranger could not move.

'Do it!" she yelled again and, when he heard hareydahe man understood the force of
authority behind her words - an authority deriveahf terror, from the ability to react
quickly, leaving fear and suffering for later.

He climbed down with the burning torch in his hangaoring the sparks that
occasionally singed his cheeks. When he saw theadsifoam-flecked teeth close to, his
fear increased, but he had to do something - sontebie should have done when his
wife was abducted, his daughters murdered.

'Remember, keep looking him in the eye!" he helaedjirl say.

did as she said. Things were becoming easier \&ith passing moment; he was no
longer looking at the enemy's weapons but at teengrhimself. They were equals, both
CaPable of provoking fear in each other.
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reproductions of famous paintings, all trying tvéa@ good time - and this weekend, of
course, they had the best

opportunity to do that since the end of the Sed®iwdld War.

'Don't talk to me.’

'l didn't say a word.'

Chantal considered crying, but didn't want to dansivont of him. She bit back her tears.
'l saved your life. | deserve the gold.’

'l saved your life. The wolf was about to attackiyo

It was true.

'On the other hand, | believe you saved somethsgdeep inside me,’ the stranger went
on.

A trick. She would pretend she hadn't understdaak; Was like giving her permission to
take his fortune, to get out of there for good, ehdtory.

'‘About last night's wager. | was in so much pairsetfythat | needed to make everyone
suffer as much as | was suffering; that was mysmece of consolation. You were
right.’

The stranger's devil didn't like what he was hepahall. He asked Chantal's devil to
help him out, but her devil was new and hadn'agserted total control.

'Does that change anything?'

‘Nothing. The bet's still on, and | know I'll wiBut | also

know how wretched | am and how | became that way:

because | feel | didn't deserve what happened tb me

Chantal asked herself how they were going to gebothere; even though it was still
only morning, they couldn't stay in the forest fae
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think | deserve my gold, and I'm going to take it,

don't stop me," she said. 'I'd advise you to doetbimg.

Neither of us needs to go back to Viscos; we can

walk to the valley, hitch a ride, and then eachi®head straight on.

Each can follow our own destiny. if you like. Butthis very moment the villagers are
deciding who should die.'

‘That's as maybe. They'll devote a couple of days t

till the deadline is up; then they'll devote a deupf years arguing about who should
have been the victim. They are hopelessly indeegilien it comes to doing anything,
and implacable when it comes to apportioning blamienow my village. If you don't go
back, they won't even trouble themselves to distu$sey'll dismiss it as something |
made up.'

'Viscos is just like any other village in the warlthd whatever happens there happens in
every continent, city, camp, convent, wherever.tSlmething you don't understand,
just as you don't understand that this time fateviiarked in my favour: | chose exactly
the right person to help me. Someone who, behiadntask of a hardworking, honest
young woman, also wants revenge. Since We Can seecthe enemy - because if we
take this tale to

logical conclusion, our real enemy is God for jugtus rough everything we've suffered
- we vent our frustra-

s on everything around us. It's a desire for venge&an never be satisfied, because it's
directed against life itself.'
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'What are we doing sitting around here talkingR' as

Chantal, irritated because this man, whom she hatzée

than anyone else in the world, could see so cleattyher soul. 'Why don't we just take
the money and leave?'

'‘Because yesterday | realised that by proposingéhgthing that most revolts me - a
senseless murder, just like that inflicted on mievaind daughters - the truth is | was
trying to save myself. Do you remember the phil¢®yd mentioned in our second
conversation? The one who said that God's hellsdd¥e for humanity, because human
behaviour makes every second of His eternal lir@ment?

'Well, that same philosopher said something elsghe said: Man needs what's worst in
him in order to achieve

what's best in him.’'

'l don't understand.’

‘Until now, | used to think solely in terms of rexge. Like the inhabitants of your village,
| used to dream and plan day and night, but nesvemngthing. For a while, | used to
scour the newspapers for articles about other pawpb had lost their loved ones in
similar situations, but who had ended up behaumngxactly the opposite way to myself:
they formed victim support groups, organisationdénounce injustice, campaigns to
demonstrate how the pain of loss can never beaeglay the burden of vengeance.

'l too tried to look at matters from a more generparspective: | didn't succeed. But now
I've gained courage; I've reached the depths asubdered that there is light at

the bottom.’



<Go on,

said Chantal, for she too was beginning to see a

kind of light.

| was trying to prove that humanity is perverse.athwas to do is to prove that |
unconsciously asked for what I'm trying

that happened to me. Because I'm evil, a total

erate and | deserved the punishment that life gaxé

"You're trying to prove that God is just.'

The stranger thought for a moment.

'‘Maybe."'

'l don't know if God is just. He hasn't treated pagticularly fairly, and it's that sense of
powerlessness that has destroyed my soul. | cdrenas good as | would like to be, nor
as bad as I think | need to be. A few minutes &gmught He had chosen me to avenge
Himself for all the sadness men cause Him. | tlyiolk have the same doubts, albeit on a
much larger scale, because your goodness waswatded.'

Chantal was surprised at her own words. The mavi moticed that her angel was
beginning to shine with greater intensity, and gtleng was beginning to be turned
inside out.

'Resist!" he said to the other demon.

'l am resisting," he replied. 'But it's an uphituggle.'

Your problem isn't to do with God's justice exagctllge an said. 'lt's more the fact that
you always chose to be a victim circumstance. Mkadot of people in your situation.’
'Like you, for example.'

°- | rebelled against something that happened tamnade

don't care whether others like my attitude or Naiu, on the



other hand, believed in your role as helpless arphameone who wants to be accepted
at all costs. Since that doesn't always happenmn, iyeed to be loved was transformed into
stubborn desire for revenge. At heart, you wish weue like the rest of Viscos'
inhabitants - in other words, deep down we'd k# to be the same as everyone else. But
destiny accorded you a different fate.'

Chantal shook her head.

'Do something,' said Chantal's devil to his colleagEven though she's saying no, her
soul understands and is saying yes.'

The stranger's devil was feeling humiliated becaheaew arrival had noticed that he
wasn't strong enough to get the man to shut up.

'Words don't matter in the end,’ the devil saiét them talk, and life will see to it that
they act differently.’

'l didn't mean to interrupt you,' the stranger s&tkase, go on with what you were
saying about God's justice.’

Chantal was pleased not to have to listen any eotl@ngs she didn't want to hear.

' don't know if it makes sense. But you must hawticed that Viscos isn't a particularly
religious place, even though it has a church, dilkkéhe villages in this region. That's
because Ahab, even though he was converted tot@hrig by St Savin, had serious
reservations about the influence of priests. Siheemajority of the early



were bandits, he thought that all the priests editst with their threats of eternal
damnation, would be

woed

back to their criminal ways. Men who have

to show nothing

to lose never give a thought for eternal life.

‘Naturally, the first priest duly appeared, and Bha

knew what the real threat was. To compensate fandersiL»u

instituted something he had learned from the JewsfmAtonement - except that he
determined to establish a ritual of his own making.

'Once a year, the inhabitants shut themselves tigeinhouses, made two lists, turned to
face the highest mountain and then raised their ligt to the heavens.

"Here, Lord, are all the sins | have committediasfayou,” they said, reading the
account of all the sins they had committed. Busirsegindles, adulteries, injustices,
things of that sort. "I have sinned and beg forgess for having offended You so
greatly.”

‘Then - and here lay Ahab's originality - the resitd immediately pulled the second list
out of their pocket and, still facing the same ntaim they held that one up to the skies
too. And they said something like: "And here, Lasda list of all Your sins against me:
You made me work harder than necessary, my dautgiitdl despite all my prayers, | as
r’hbed when | was trying to be honest, | sufferemtarthan was fair."

After reading out the second list, they ended ifualr | have been unjust towards You
and You have been towards me. However, since tisdiéng Day of
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Atonement, You will forget my faults and | will fget Yours and we can carry on
together for another year."

'Forgive God!" said the stranger. 'Forgive an irogkde God who is constantly creating
and destroying!"

'This conversation is getting too personal for asté’ said Chantal, looking away. 'l
haven't learned enough from life to be able tohegam anything.'

The stranger said nothing.

'l don't like this at all," thought the stranget&vil, beginning to see a bright light shining
beside him, a presence he was certainly not goiagjdw. He had banished that light
two years ago, on one of the world's many beaches.
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any number of legends, of Celtic and Protestdhtence, Given me iary

f certain unfortunate examples set by the Arab v brought peace to the village, and
given the constant of saints and bandits in theosading area, the priest that Viscos was
not exactly a religious place, even though its slstitl attended baptisms and weddings
(although nowadays these were merely a distant mgnfanerals (which, on the
contrary, occurred with ever increasing frequerayd Christmas Mass. For the most part,
few troubled to make the effort to attend the tweekly Masses - one on Saturday and
one on Sunday, both at eleven o'clock in the mggrremen so, he made sure to celebrate
them, if only to justify his presence there. Helveid to give the impression of being a
busy, saintly man.

To his surprise, that day the church was so crowiaihe

had to allow some of the congregation up on tcatte

steps, otherwise they could not have fitted evesgyiaon

Instead of turning on the electric heaters suspeifrden the

cealing he had to ask members of the congregatiopén

the small side windows, as everyone was sweatgg; t

wondered to himself whether the sweat was duedo th

heat or to the general tension.
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The entire village was there, apart from Miss Psggg ashamed of what she had said
the previous day and old Berta, whom everyone susgef being a wand therefore
allergic to religion.

'In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, antieHoly Ghost.’

A loud 'Amen' rang out. The priest began the Iyunfithe introit, had the usual faithful
church member read the lesson, solemnly intonedegonsory, and recited the Gospel
in slow, grave tones. After which, he asked alktho the pews to be seated, whilst the
rest remained standing,

It was time for the sermon.

'In the Gospel according to Luke, there is a monadrén an important man approaches
Jesus and asks: 'Good Master, what shall | dohteriineternal life?' And, to our surprise,
Jesus responds: 'Why callest thou me good? Naywoid, save one, that is, God.'

'For many years, | pondered over this little fraginaf text, trying to understand what
Our Lord was saying: That He was not good? Thawthele of Christianity, with its
concept of charity, is based on the teachings wiesme who considered Himself to be
bad? Finally, | saw what he meant: Christ, at thament, is referring to His human
nature. As man, He is bad, as God, He is good.'

The priest paused, hoping that the congregatioenstabd his message. He was lying to
himself: he still couldn't grasp what Christ wagisg, since if his human nature was bad,
then his words and actions would also be bad. Bt t
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* in a discussion of no relevance just then; what

was an explanation? should be convincing,

and that part of being human is to accept ourrpasgure and know that the only reason
that we were , mned to eternal damnation becauesdbase that Jesus sacrificed
himself to save humanity.

The sacrifice of the son saved us all. —

'l wish to close this sermon by mentioning the hagig of one of the sacred books that
together comprise the Bible, the Book of Job. Gositting upon His celestial throne,
when the Devil comes to speak to Him. God asks &herhas been and the Devil replies
that he has been "going to and

fro in Earth".

"Did you see my servant Job? Did you see how hshyoes me, and performs all his
sacrifices?"

‘The Devil laughs and replies: "Well, Job doesradill, have everything, so why
wouldn't he worship God and make sacrifices? Takayahe good You gave him, and
see if he worships You then."

God accepts the challenge. Year after year he pesis

the man who most loved Him. Job is in the presefee

war "e cannot comprehend, whom he believed to &e th

supreme Judge, but who is destroying his animélsdhis

children and afflicting his body with boils. Theafter great Job rebels and blasphemes
against the Lord. Only then God restore to him tisth He had taken away.
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'For years now we have witnessed the decay of idlage | wonder now whether this
might not be a divine punishment for our uncompiagracceptance of whatever was
dealt out to us, as if we deserved to lose theeplaelive in, the fields where we cultivate
our crops and graze our sheep, the houses buittebgreams of our ancestors. Has not
the moment come for us to rebel? If God forcedtdato as much, might He not be
requiring us to do likewise?

'Why did God force Job to behave in that way? Tansthat he was by nature bad, and
that everything that came to him was by grace aadegalone, and not as a reward for
good behaviour. We have committed the sin of pindeelieving ourselves to be better
than we are - and that is why we are suffering.

'‘God accepted the Devil's wager and - so it seecoamitted an injustice. Remember
that: God accepted the Devil's wager. And Job kxhims lesson for, like us, he too was
cornmitting the sin of pride in believing that hasva good man.

‘None is good, says the Lord. No one. We shoulpd gtetending to a goodness that
offends God and accept our faults: if one day weeha accept a wager with the Deuvil,

let us remember that our Father who is in heavdrexiactly the same in order to save the
soul of His servant Job.'

The sermon was at an end. The priest asked evetgatand up, and continued the Mass.
He was sure that the message had been fully uodelst
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'let each of us just go our own way, me with mydgoar and you ...'

"You mean my gold bar,' the stranger broke in.

'All you have to do is pack up your things and giszar. If | don't take the gold, I'll have
to go back to Viscos. I'll be sacked from my jolstigmatised by the whole population.
They'll think I lied to them. You can't, you simpdgn't do that to me. Let's say | deserve
it as payment for all my work.'

The stranger rose to his feet and picked up sonteeof

branches from the fire.

‘The wolf will run away from the flames, won't ¥®ell, then, I'm off to Viscos. You do
what you think best, steal the gold and run awawif want, | really don't care any more.
I've got something more important to do.’

‘Just a minute! Don't leave me here alone!

'‘Come with me, then.'

Chantal looked at the fire before her, at the Ypsglbrock, at the stranger who was
already moving off, taking some of the fire witlmhiShe could do likewise: take some
wood from the fire, dig up the gold and head stradpwn to the valley; there wasn't any
need for her to go home and fetch the little mosteg had so carefully scraped together.
129



When she reached the town in the valley, she waskdhe bank to value the gold, she
would then sell it, buy clothes and suitcases,sir@would be free.

'Wait!" she called after the stranger, but he viillsasalking towards Viscos and would
soon be lost to view.

‘Think fast,’ she told herself.

She didn't have much time. She too took some bgrwigs from the fire, went over to
the rock and once again duly picked up the golé. @bked it up, cleaned it off on her
dress and studied it for the third time.

Then she was seized with panic. She took her haotlhurning wood and, hatred
oozing from her every pore, ran after the strangewn the path he must have taken. She
had met two wolves that day, one who could be sicaffewith fire, and another who
wasn't scared of anything any more because helreatlg lost everything he valued and
was now moving blindly forward, intent on destrayieverything in his path.

She ran as fast as she could, but she didn't fmdHis torch would have burned out by
now, but he must still be in the forest, defying tbhgue wolf, wanting to die as fiercely
as he wanted to Kkill.

She reached the village, pretended not to heaaBailing to her and met up with the
congregation leaving Mass, amazed that virtuakyehtire population had gone to
church. The stranger had wanted to provoke a mamagihad ended up filling the priest's
diary; it would be a week of confessions and peaana@s if God could be hoodwinked-
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stared at her, but no one spoke to her. She metsthees because she knew that she was
not to

go their way She had no need of confession, shéblaaseless, any

one in an evil game, one that she was slowly begingingerly to

understand - and she didn't at all like what she sa

She locked herself in her room and peeped through t

window. The crowd had now dispersed, and again sange

strange was going on; the village was unusuallytgrgs a

Saturday. As a rule, people stood about chatting in

small groups in the square where once there haddee

gallows and where now there was a cross.

She stood for a while gazing at the empty streedjrig the sun on her face, though it no
longer warmed her, for winter was beginning. If plechad been out in the square, that
would have been their topic of conversation - tleater. The temperature. The threat of
rain or drought. But today they were all in thedukes, and Chantal did not know why.
The longer she gazed at the street, the more ghshéewas the same as all those other
people - she, who had always believed herself wifferent, daring, full of plans that
would never even occur to those peasant brains.

How embarrassing. And yet, what a relief too; slas w

no longer in Viscos by some cruel whim of destioyt

because she deserved to be there. She had alwsgiddered that she was

herself to be different, and now she saw that shetiwe same as them. She had dug up
the gold bar but had been incapable of actuallpinmoff with
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it. She had committed the crime in her soul, but Ib@en unable to carry it out in the real
world.

Now she knew that there was no way she could cotfmicrime, for it wasn't a
temptation, it was a trap.

'Why a trap?' she wondered. Something told hertbeagold bar she had seen was the
solution to the problem the stranger had created. libwever hard she tried, she could
not work out what that solution might be.

Her newly arrived devil glanced to one side and &t Miss Prym's light, which before
had seemed to be growing, was now almost disapygeagain; what a shame his
colleague wasn't there with him to celebrate tlogovy.

What he didn't know was that angels also have 8ietegies: at that moment, Miss
Prym's light was hiding so as not to awaken a nespdn its enemy. All that the angel
required was for Chantal to rest a little so theatbuld

converse with her soul without interference frorma thar

and guilt that human beings love to load themsetiozen with every day of their lives.
Chantal slept. And she heard what she needed to hea

and understood what she needed to understand.
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'Let's drop all this talk of land and cemeteritdg' mayor's wife said, as soon as they
were all gathered again in the sacristy, let's pédiknly.’

The other five agreed.

'Father, you convinced me,’ said the landownerd f@stifies certain acts.'

'Don't be cynical,’ replied the priest. 'When wekied through that window, we all knew
what we meant. That's why that hot wind blew thiobgre; it was the Devil come to
keep us company.'

'Of course,' agreed the mayor, who did not beliewgevils. "We're all convinced. We'd
better talk plainly, or we'll lose precious time.’

'I'll speak for all of us,’ said the hotel landlatiiye are thinking of accepting the
stranger's proposal. To commit a murder.’

‘To offer up a sacrifice,’ said the priest, moreustomed to the rites of religion.

The silence that followed showed that everyone iwagreement.
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'Only cowards hide behind silence. Let us pray lioua voice so that God may hear us
and know that we are doing this for the good ofcdss Let us kneel.'

They all reluctantly kneeled down, knowing thawds useless begging forgiveness from
God for a sin committed in full consciousness @f il they were doing. Then they
remembered Ahab's Day of Atonement; soon, whenddmatame around again, they
would accuse God of having placed them in terribheptation.

The priest suggested that they pray together.

'Lord, You once said that no one is good; accephes with all our imperfections and
forgive us in Your infinite generosity and Yourimte love. For as You pardoned the
Crusaders who killed the Muslims in order to regpogr the holy land of Jerusalem, as
You pardoned the Inquisitors who sought to pres#reeurity of Your Church, as You
pardoned those who insulted You and nailed Yoinéoctoss, so pardon us who must
offer up a sacrifice in order to save our village.'

'Let's get down to practicalities,’ said the masyaiife, rising to her feet. 'Who should be
sacrificed? And who should carry it out?'

‘The person who brought the Devil here was a youmiggan whom we have all always
helped and supported,' commented the landowner jmth@ not-too-distant past had
himself slept with the girl he was referring to dvatl ever since been tormented by the
idea that she might tell his wife about it. 'Evilist fight Evil, and she deserves to be
punished.'

134



Two of the others agreed, arguing that, in addjtMiss Prym was the one person in the
village who could not be

rated because she thought she was different fraryene and was always saying that
one day she would leave.

'Her mother's dead. Her grandmother's dead. Nobaadyd miss her,’ the mayor agreed,
thus becoming the third to approve the suggestion.

His wife, however, opposed it.

'What if she knows where the treasure is hidden@rAsdl she was the only one who saw
it. Moreover, we can trust her precisely becausetadt has just been said - she was the
one who brought Evil here and led a whole community considering committing a
murder. She can say what she likes, but if theafetste village says nothing, it will be
the word of one neurotic young woman against uspleewho have all achieved
something in life.’

The mayor was undecided, as always when his wileelkpressed her opinion:

'Why do you want to save her, if you don't evee liter?’

'l understand,’ the priest responded. 'That waythié falls on the head of the one who
precipitated the tragedy. She will bear that buridernhe rest of her days and nights. She
might even end up like Judas, who betrayed Jesiithen committed suicide, in a
gesture of despair and futility, because she ctealtehe necessary preconditions for the
crime.’

The mayor's wife was surprised by the priest'samiag; it was exactly what she had
been thinking. The young woman was beautiful, gkdenhen into temptation, and she
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refused to be contented with the typical life ofi@imabitant of Viscos. She was forever
bemoaning the fact that she had to stay in thagell which, for all its faults, was
nevertheless made up of honest, hardworking peaggce where many people would
love to spend their days (strangers, naturally, wbald leave after discovering how
boring it is to live constantly at peace).

'l can't think of anyone else," the hotel landladid, aware of how difficult it would be to
find someone else to work in the bar, but realisiveg, with the gold she would receive,
she could close the hotel and move far away. "Hasants and shepherds form a closed
group, some are married, many have children avagfrom here, who might become
suspicious should anything happen to their pardfitss Prym is the only one who could
disappear without trace.’

For religious reasons - after all, Jesus cursesktindho condemned an innocent person -
the priest had no wish to nominate anyone. Butrfenkwho the victim should be; he just
had to ensure that the others came to the saméusanc

‘The people of Viscos work from dawn to dusk, comaia or shine. Each one has a task
to fulfil, even that poor wretch of a girl whom tBevil decided to use for his own euvil
ends. There are only a few of us left, and we @dfotd the luxury of losing another pair
of hands.’

'So, Father, we have no victim. All we can hoptha another stranger turns up tonight,
yet even that would prove risky, because he wawditably have a family who would



miss him to the ends of the earth. In Viscos eveeyworks hard to earn the bread
brought to us by the baker's van.’

"You're right,’ said the priest. 'Perhaps everghue have been through since last night
has been mere illusion. Everyone in this village $@meone who would miss them, and
none of us would want anything to happen to oneuofown loved ones. Only three
people in this village sleep alone: myself, Berid 8iss Prym.'

‘Are you offering yourself up for sacrifice, Fatfer

'If it's for the good of the community.’

The other five felt greatly relieved, suddenly agvdrat it was a sunny Saturday, that
there would be no murder, only a martyrdom. Theitanin the sacristy evaporated as if
by magic, and the hotel landlady felt so movedahdd have kissed the feet of that
saintly man.

There's only one thing,' the priest went on. 'Yawld need to convince everyone that it
is not a mortal sin to kill a

minister of God.'

"You can explain it to Viscos yourself!" exclaimib@ mayor enthusiastically, already
planning the various reforms he could put in placee he had the money, the
advertisements he could take out in the regiomakpapers, attracting fresh investment
because of the tax cuts he could make, drawlngunsdts with the changes to the hotel
he intended to 'und, and having a new telephomeatistalled that would prove less
problematic than the current one.

| can't do that,’ said the priest. 'Martyrs oftemselves UP when the people want to Kill
them. They never incite their
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own death, for the Church has always said thatdifegift from God. You'll have to do
the explaining.'

'‘Nobody will believe us. They'll consider us tothe very worst kind of murderer if we
kill a holy man for money, just as Judas did toi§tHr

The priest shrugged. It felt as if the sun had aagaan gone in, and tension returned to
the sacristy.

'Well, that only leaves Berta,' the landowner caded.

After a lengthy pause, it was the priest's turapgeak.

‘That woman must suffer greatly with her husbandeg&he's done nothing but sit
outside her house all these years, alone withldreents and her own boredom. All she
does

is long for the past. And I'm afraid the poor wonmaay slowly be going mad: I've often
passed by that way and seen her talking to hérself.

Again a gust of wind blew through the sacristyrtitay the people inside because all the
windows were closed.

'She's certainly had a very sad life,’ the hotetilady went on. 'l think she would give
anything to join her beloved. They were marriedféoty years, you know.'

They all knew that, but it was hardly relevant now.

'She's an old woman, near the end of her life éddde landowner. 'She's the only person
in the village who does nothing of note. | onceesisker why she always sat outside her
house, even in winter, and do you know what shetrieé? She said she was watching
over our village, so that she could

see when Evil arrived.’

'Well, she hasn't done very well on that score.’

138



'On the contrary,' said the priest, 'from what dlewrstand of your conversation, the person
who let Evil enter in Id also be the one who shadrige it out.’

Another silence, and everyone knew that a victich ha

been chosen.

‘There's just one thing," the mayor's wife commeni&e know when the sacrifice will

be offered up in the interests of the well beinghef village. We know who it will be.
Thanks to this sacrifice, a good soul will go t@bhen and find eternal joy, rather than
remain suffering here on earth. All we need to kmmow is how.'

‘Try to speak to all the men in the village,' tmegt said to the mayor, ‘and call a meeting
in the square for nine o'clock tonight. | thinkddw how. Drop by here shortly before
nine, and the two of us can talk it over.’

Before they left, he asked that, while the meetivag night was in progress, the two
women should go to Berta's house and keep hentalkithough she never went out at
night, it would be best not to take any risks.
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Chantal arrived at the bar in time for work. No aves there.

‘There's a meeting in the square tonight at nilhe,hotel landlady said. 'Just for the men.
She didn't need to say anything more. Chantal knew

what was going on.

'Did you actually see the gold?’

'Yes, | did, but you should ask the stranger tadit here. You never know, once he's
got what he wants, he might simply decide to disapp

'He's not mad.

'He is.’

The hotel landlady thought that this might indeedalgood idea. She went up to the
stranger's room and came down a few minutes later.

'He's agreed. He says it's hidden in the forestlaaiche'll bring it here tomorrow.’

'l guess | don't need to work today, then.'

"You certainly do. It's in your contract.'

She didn't know how to broach the subject she hadthers had spent the afternoon
discussing, but it was important to gauge thesgidaction.
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'I'm really shocked by all this,’ she said. 'At #aene time, | realise that people need to
think twice or even ten times before they decidawthey should do.’

‘They could think it over twenty or two hundred @snand they still wouldn't have the
courage to do anything.'

"You may be right,’ the hotel landlady agreed, ibtitey do decide to make a move, what
would you do?'

The woman needed to know what Chantal's reactiaridudze, and Chantal realised that
the stranger was far closer to the truth than she despite her having lived in Viscos all
those years. A meeting in the square! What a peygallows had been dismantled.

'So what would you do?' the landlady insisted.

'l won't answer that question,’ she said, evenghahe knew exactly what she would do.
'I'll only say that Evil never brings Good. | disewed that for myself this afternoon.’
The hotel landlady didn't like having her authoflbuted, but thought it prudent not to
argue with the young woman and risk an enmity ¢oald bring problems in the future.
On the pretext that she needed to bring the acsaymto date (an absurd excuse, she
thought later, since there was only one guesterhtitel), she left Miss Prym alone in the
bar. She felt reassured; Miss Prym showed no sifjrebellion, even after she had
mentioned the meeting in the square, which showatdsomething unusual was
happening in Viscos. Besides, Miss Prym also hgekat need for money, she had her
whole life ahead of her, and would almost certaliklg to follow
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in the footsteps of her childhood friends who hixdaaly exited the village. And, even if
she wasn't willing to co-operate, least she diskeéim to want to interfere.
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She dined frugally then sat down alone on one @ttiurch steps.

The priest and other would be there in a few nasut

She contemplated the whitewashed walls, the aftadorned bv any important work of
art, decorated instead with cheap reproductionaitings of the saints who - in the dim
and distant past - had lived in the region. Theppeof Viscos had never been very
religious, despite the important role St Savin pyed in resurrecting the fortunes of
the place. But the people forgot this and prefetoecbncentrate on Ahab, on the Celts,
on the peasants' centuries-old superstitionsnéatlh understand that it took only a
gesture, a simple gesture, to achieve redemptian:af accepting Jesus as the sole
Saviour of humanity.

Only hours earlier, the priest had offered himselffor martyrdom It had been a risky
move, but he had been prepared to

see it through and deliver himself over for sacefihad the

others not been so frivolous and so easily maniedla

°' that's not true. They may be frivolous, but they

at easily manipulated.' Indeed, through silence or

words, they had made him say what they wanted to

sacrifice that redeems, the victim who saves, decay
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transformed anew into glory. He had pretendedtthitaself be used by the others, but
had only said what he himself believed.

He had been prepared for the priesthood from dg age, and that was his true vocation.
By the time he was twenty-one, he had already bedsined a priest, and had impressed
everyone with his gifts as a preacher and his akith parish administrator. He said
prayers every evening, visited the sick and thog®ison, gave food to the hungry just as
the holy scriptures commanded. His fame soon sgteadghout the region and reached
the ears of the bishop, a man known for his wisdowh fairness.

The bishop invited him, together with other youmggts, for an evening meal. They ate
and talked about various matters until, at the #@melpishop, who was getting old and
had difficulties walking, got up and offered eadlitem some water. The priest had been
the only one not to refuse, asking for his gladsetdilled to the brim.

One of the other priests whispered, loud enougth®@bishop to hear: 'We all refused
the water because we know we are not worthy tddrom the hands of this saintly man.
Only one among us cannot see the sacrifice oursupg making in carrying that heavy
bottle.’

When the bishop returned to his seat, he said:

"You, who think you are holy men, were not humbiiewgyh to receive and so denied me
the pleasure of giving. Only this man allowed Godh¢ made manifest.'

He immediately appointed him to a more importamigba
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The two men became friends and continued to sde eac

other often. Whenever he had any doubts, the psiestd

go to the person he called 'my spiritual fatherd bhe was very satisfied with the answers
he got. One evening, for

example, he was troubled because he could no Ideljer

whether or not his actions were pleasing to Godwiet to

see the bishop and asked what he should do.

'‘Abraham took in strangers, and God was happy,edamreply. 'Elijah disliked
strangers, and God was happy. David was proud af nrwas doing, and God was
happy. The publican before the altar was ashamadaf he did, and God was happy.
John the Baptist went out into the desert, and Waslhappy. Paul went to the great
cities of the Roman Empire, and God was happy. Eawone know what will please the
Almighty? Do what your heart commands, and God bellhappy.'

The day after this conversation, the bishop, heagspiritual mentor, died from a
massive heart attack. The priest saw the bish@athdas a sign, and began to do exactly
what he had recommended; he followed the commainis tieart. Sometimes he gave
alms, sometimes he told the person to go and foidkwsometimes he gave a very
serious sermon, at others he sang along with mgregation, "is behaviour reached the
ears of the new bishop, and he

was summoned to see him.

He was astonished to find that the new bishop Wvasame person who, a few years
earlier, had made the comment about the water ddrydis predecessor.
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'l know that today you're in charge of an importaatish,' the new bishop said, an ironic
look in his eye, 'a that over the years you becameesat friend of my predecessor,
perhaps even aspiring to this position yourself.'

'‘No," the priest replied, ‘aspiring only to wisdom.

"Well, you must be a very wise man by now, but warll strange stories about you, that
sometimes you give alms and that sometimes yosedhe aid that our Church says we
should offer.’

'l have two pockets, each contains a piece of papkrwriting on it, but | only put
money in my left pocket," he said in reply.

The new bishop was intrigued by the story: whattbeltwo pieces of paper say?

'On the piece of paper in my right pocket, | wrdtam nothing but dust and ashes. The
piece of paper in my left pocket, where | keep mongy, says: | am the manifestation of
God on Earth. Whenever | see misery and injustipat my hand in my left pocket and
try to help. Whenever | come up against lazineskiagiolence, | put my hand in my
right pocket and find | have nothing to give. listivay, | manage to balance the material
and the spiritual worlds."'

The new bishop thanked him for this fine imagelwdrdy and said he could return to his
parish, but warned him that he was in the procéssstructuring the whole region.
Shortly afterwards, the priest received news tleatvhs being transferred to Viscos.
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understood the message at once: envy. But he bad/tind to serve God wherever it
might be, and so he set of to Viscos full o°f hutyi&nd fervour: it was a new challenge
for him to meet.

a year went by. And another. By the end of fivergea nite all his efforts, he had not
succeeded in bringing any new believers into theath the village was haunted by a
ghost from the past called Ahab, and nothing tlespsaid could be more important than
the legends that still circulated about him. Teargeassed. At the end of the tenth year,
the priest realised his mistake: his search fodans had become pride. He was so
convinced of divine justice that he had failed &balnce it with the art of diplomacy. He
thought he was living in a world where God was gwérere, only to find himself
amongst people who often would not even let

God enter their lives.

After fifteen years, he knew that he would nevavkeViscos: by then, the former bishop
was an important cardinal working in the Vaticand guite likely to be named Pope and
he could never allow an obscure country priesptead the story that he had been exiled
out of envy and greed.

By then, the priest had allowed himself to be itéddy the lack of stimulus - no one
could withstand all those years of indifference.thigught that had he left the priesthood
at the right moment, he could have served God hdite he "ad kept putting off the
decision, always thinking that the Situation wocidinge, and by then it was too late, he
had lost all contact with the world.
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After twenty years, he woke up one night in despas life had been completely useless.
He knew how much he was capable of and how ligl&dd achieved. He remembered
the two pieces of paper he used to keep in hisgie@nd realised that now he always
reached into his righthand pocket. He had wantdzbtevise, but had been lacking in
political skills. He had wanted to be just, but hacked wisdom. He had wanted to be a
politician, but had lacked courage.

'Where is Your generosity, Lord? Why did You darte what You did to Job? Will |
never have another chance in this life? Give menooee opportunity!”

He got up, opened the Bible at random, as he ysdalwhen he was searching for an
answer, and he came upon the passage during th&lyager when Christ tells the traitor
to hand him over to the Roman soldiers lookinghiion.

The priest spent hours thinking about what he batirpad: why did Jesus ask the traitor
to commit a sin?

'So that the scriptures would be fulfilled," thesevimen of the Church would say. Even so,
why was Jesus asking someone to commit a sin aisdehding him into eternal
damnation?"

Jesus would never do that; in truth, the traitos weerely a victim, as Jesus himself was.
Evil had to manifest itself and fulfil its role, sleat ultimately Good could prevail. If
there was no betrayal, there could be no crossytids of the scriptures would not be
fulfilled, and Jesus' sacrifice could not servamagxample.



The next day, a stranger arrived in the villages@asany strangers had before. The
priest gave the matter no importance,

did he connect it to the request he had made tes,Jes

the passage he had read in the Bible. When he tieasdory of the models Leonardo da
Vinci had used in his Last Supper-> he remembezading the corresponding text in the
Bible, but dismissed it as a coincidence.

It was only when Miss Prym told them about the wabat he realised his prayers had
been answered.

Evil needed to manifest itself if Good was finaiblymove the hearts of these people. For
the first time since he had come to the paristhdteseen his church full to overflowing.
For the first time, the most important people ia thilage had visited him in the sacristy.
'Evil needs to manifest itself, for them to undanst the value of Good.' Just as the traitor
in the Bible, soon after betraying Jesus, undedstaoat he had done, so the people in
the village would realise what they had done anddbeverwhelmed by remorse that
their only refuge would be the Church. And Viscasdter all these years - would once
again become a Christian village.

His role was to be the instrument of Evil; that laes greatest act of humility he could
offer to God.

The mayor arrived as arranged.

'l want to know what | should say, Father.'

'Let me take charge of the meeting,' the priedteep
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The mayor hesitated; after all, he was the highestority in Viscos, and he did not want
to see an outsider dealing in public with suchrapdrtant topic. The priest, it was true,
had been in the village now for more than twentgrgédut he had not been born there, he
did not know all the old stories and he did noténehwe blood of Ahab in his veins.

'In matters as grave as this, | think | shouldH®edne to speak directly to the people,’ he
said.

'Yes, you're right. It would probably be betteyau didthings might go wrong, and |
don't want the Church involved. I'll tell you myapl, and you can take on the task of
making it public’

'On second thoughts, if the plan is yours, it migifairer and more honest for you to
share it with everyone.’

'Fear again,’ thought the priest. 'If you wantdatcol someone, all you have to do is to
make them feel afraid.’
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The Women reached Berta's house shortly beforeamddound her doing some crochet-
work in her tiny living room.

‘There's something different about the village gbhi the old woman said. 'l heard lots of
people walking around, lots of footsteps going pake bar isn't big enough to hold

them all.’

'It's the men in the village,' the hotel landladplred. 'They're going to the square, to
discuss what to do about the stranger.’

'l see. | shouldn't think there's much to discassigh, is there? Either they accept his
proposal or they allow him to leave in two daysidi'

'We would never even consider accepting his prdpdlsa mayor's wife said indignantly.
'Why not? | heard that the priest gave a wondesd¢ainon today, explaining how the
sacrifice of one man saved humanity, and how Ged@ed a wager with the Devil and
punished his most faithful servant. Would it bensong if the people of Viscos decided
to accept the stranger's proposal as - let's adyusiness deal?"

‘You can't be serious.'
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'l am. It's you who are trying to pull the wool oway eyes.'

The two women considered getting up, there and énelneaving at once, but it was too
risky.

‘Apart from that, to what do | owe the honour agthisit? It's never happened before.’
"Two days ago, Miss Prym said she heard the roguiehawling.'

'‘Now we all know that the rogue wolf is just a stugtory dreamed up by the
blacksmith,' the hotel landlady said. 'He probafént into the forest with a woman from
another village, and when he tried to grab her fshght back, and that's why he came
up with the story of the wolf. But even so, we died we'd better come over here to
make sure everything was all right.'

'Everything's fine. I'm busy crocheting a tablele)atlthough | can't guarantee I'll finish it;
who knows, | might

die tomorrow.’

There was a moment of general embarrassment.

'Well, you know, old people can die at any timest&

went on.

Things had returned to normal. Or almost.

'It's far too soon for you to be talking like that.

'Maybe you're right; tomorrow is another day, asyteay. But | don't mind telling you
that it's been on my mind a lot today.'

'For any particular reason?'

'Do you think there should be?'



The hotel landlady wanted to change the subjettsie had to do so very carefully. By
now, the meeting in the square must have beguiit avalld be over in a few minutes.

'l think that, with age, people come to realisd theath is inevitable. And we need to
learn to face it with serenity, wisdom and resigmatDeath often frees us from a lot of
senseless suffering.'

"You're quite right,’ Berta replied. 'That's exgpethat | was thinking this afternoon. And
do you know what conclusion | came to? I'm veryy\adraid of dying. | don't think my
time has quite come.’

The atmosphere in the room was getting tenserearse®t, and the mayor's wife
remembered the discussion in the sacristy abouatitebeside the church; they were
talking about one thing, but meaning something eigeely.

Neither of the two women knew how the meeting m square was going; neither of
them knew what the priest's plan was, or what ¢laetron of the men of Viscos would be.
It was pointless trying to talk more openly withrige after all, no one accepts being
killed without putting up a fight. She made a méntzte of the problem: if they wanted
to kill the old woman, they would have to find ayat doing so that would avoid a
violent struggle that might leave clues for anyfetinvestigation.

Disappear. The old woman would simply have to disap

Pear. Her body couldn't be buried in the cemetetlgfoon

the mountainside; once the stranger had ascerttiaediis

wishes had been met, they would have to burn thgseo
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and scatter the ashes in the mountains. So intbetry and in practice, Berta would be
helping their land become fertile again.

'What are you thinking?' Berta asked, interruptieg thoughts.

'‘About a bonfire," the mayor's wife replied. 'A &y bon-

fire that would warm our bodies and our hearts.’

'It's just as well we're no longer in the Middleesg because, you know, there are some
people in the village who say I'm a witch.'

There was no point in lying, the old woman wouldiydrecome suspicious, so the two
women nodded their agreement.

'If we were in the Middle Ages, they might wantoiarn me alive, just like that, just
because someone decided | must be guilty of songethi

'What's going on here?' the hotel landlady was wdnd to herself. 'Could someone
have betrayed us? Could it be that the mayor's, wif®'s here with me now, came over
earlier and told her everything? Or could it be tha priest suddenly repented and came
to confess himself to this sinner?'

‘Thank you so much for your visit, but I'm fineallg, in perfect health, ready to make
every necessary sacrifice, including being on drtease stupid diets to lower my
cholesterol levels, because | want to go on livorga long while yet.'

Berta got up and opened the door. The two womehggsdbye to her. The meeting in
the square had still not finished.

'I'm so pleased you came. I'm going to stop myloeting now and go to bed. And to tell
you the truth, | believe in
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the rogue wolf. Now since you two are so much yeaungan me, would you mind
hanging around until the meeting finishes and ntakte sure that the wolf doesn't come
to my door?'

The two women agreed, bade her goodnight, and Berta

went in.

'She knows!" the hotel landlady whispered. '‘Somémmsetold her! Didn't you notice the
ironic tone in her voice? She knows we're heresgpkan eye on her.'

The mayor's wife was confused.

'‘But how can she know? No one would be so crazg as

tell her. Unless ...’

'‘Unless she really is a witch. Do you remembethibiewind that suddenly blew into the
sacristy while we were talking?"

'Even though the windows were shut.'

The hearts of the two women contracted and cestofie

superstitions rose to the surface. If Berta reatg a witch, then her death, far from
saving the village, would destroy it completely.

Or so the legends said.

Berta switched off the light and stood watchingtive

women in the street out of a corner of her windswe

didn't know whether to laugh or cry, or simply txapt her fate. She was sure of one
thing, though, she had been marked °ut to die.

Her husband had appeared earlier that eveningoamer surprise, he was accompanied
by Miss Prym's grandmother.
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Berta's first reaction was one of jealousy: whas Wwa doing with that woman? But then
she saw the worried look on both of their facesl, lamcame even more troubled when
she heard what they had to say about what had @oirethe sacristy.

The two of them told her to run away at once.

"You must be joking," Berta replied. 'How am | sapgd to run away? My legs can barely
carry me the hundred yards to church, so how cbpssibly walk all the way down the
road and out of the village? Please, sort thislprolout up in heaven and do something
to protect me! After all, why else do | spend myeipraying to all the saints?’'

It was a much more complicated situation than Bestdd imagine, they explained:
Good and Evil were locked in combat, and no onddcimterfere. Angels and devils
were in the midst of one of the periodic battlest tihecide whether whole regions of the
earth are to be condemned for

a while or saved.

'I'm not interested; | have no way of defending effyshis isn't my fight, | didn't ask to
be caught up in it.’

Nobody had. It had all begun two years earlier witinistake made by a guardian angel.
During a kidnapping, two women were marked outi& dut a little threeyear-old girl
was supposed to be saved. This girl, it was saidilavbe a consolation to her father and
help him to maintain some hope in life and overcaéhgetremendous suffering he would
undergo. He was a good man, and although he wawd to endure terrible suffering
(no one



rr

The Devil and Miss Prym

knew why, that was all part of God's plan, whickl haver been fully explained), he
would recover in the end. The girl would grow uprkeal by the tragedy and, when she
was twenty, would use her own suffering to help\aite that of others. She would
eventually do work of such vital importance thawvduld have an impact all over the
world.

That had been the original plan. And everything gaisg well: the police stormed the
hideout, shots started flying and the people chosele began to fall. At that moment,
the child's guardian angel - as Berta knew, a#i¢lgear-olds can see and talk to their
guardian angels all the time - signalled to hesrtauch down by the wall. But the child
did not understand and ran towards him so that she

could hear better.

She moved barely a matter of inches, just enoudie tetruck by a fatal bullet. From then
on, the story took a new twist. What was meanteimome an edifying story of
redemption, turned into a merciless struggle. Ténglanade his appearance, claiming
that the man's soul should be his, being as itfulasf hatred, impotence and a desire for
vengeance. The angels could not accept this; hewasd man and had been chosen to
help his daughter make great changes in the wewvkeh though his profession was hardly
ideal.

But the angels' arguments no longer rang truerto Bit by bit, the devil took over his
soul, until now he controlled him almost completely

'‘Almost completely,’ Berta repeated. 'You said '@’
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They agreed. There was still a tiny chink of liggft because one of the angels had
refused to give up the fight But he had never bistened to until the previous night,
when he had managed briefly to speak out. Andnsgsument had been none other than
Miss Prym.

Chantal's grandmother explained that this was weywegas there; because if anyone
could change the situation, it was her granddaugBtesn so, the struggle was more
ferocious than ever, and the stranger's angel gaith #een silenced by the presence of
the devil.

Berta tried to calm them down, because they batimsd very upset. They, after all,
were already dead; she was the one who should beedioCouldn't they help Chantal
change the course of things?

Chantal's devil was also winning the battle, theplied. When Chantal was in the forest,
her grandmother had sent the rogue wolf to find-tike wolf did, in fact, exist, and the
blacksmith had been telling the truth. She had eaid awaken the stranger's good side
and had done so. But apparently the argument battheewo of them had got them
nowhere; they were both too stubborn. There wag @mé hope left: that Chantal had
seen what they wanted her to see. Or rather, thewlshe had seen it, but what they
wanted

was for her to understand what she had seen.

'What's that?' Berta asked.

They refused to say. Their contact with human kehnag its limits, there were devils
listening in to their conversation who could spierything if they knew of the plan in



The Devil and Miss Prym

i ore But they insisted it was something very simpind ( rhantal was as intelligent as
her grandmother said she she would know how towlglthe situation.

Berta accepted this answer; the last thing sheatants

indiscretion that might cost her her life, evenulo she loved hearing secrets. But there
was something she still wanted explained and sdwhed to her husband:

"You told me to stay here, sitting on this chaltla¢se years, watching over the village in
case Evil entered it. You asked that of me longieethat guardian angel made a mistake
and the child was killed. Why?'

Her husband replied that, one way or another, \&a# bound to pass through Viscos,
because the Devil was always abroad in the Eaytingtto catch people unawares.

'I'm not convinced.’

Her husband was not convinced either, but it wae. tPerhaps the fight between Good
and Evil is raging all the time in every individisaheart, which is the battleground for all
angels and devils; they would fight inch by inch tlmousands of millennia in order to
gain ground, until one of them finally vanquishkd bther. Yet even though he now
existed on a spiritual plane, there were still mémygs he did not understand - many
more, in fact, than on Earth.

You've convinced me. Go and rest; if | have to diejll be because my hour has come.'
Berta did not say that she felt slightly jealoud amould lice to be with her husband again;
Chantal's grandmother
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had always been one of the most sought-after wamtre village.

They left, claiming that they had to make suregighad understood what she had seen.
Berta felt even more jealous, but she managedito lcarself, even though she suspected
that her husband only wanted to see her livela lihger so that he could enjoy the
company of Chantal's grandmother undisturbed.

Besides, the independence he thought he was egjayight well come to an end the
very next day. Berta considered a little and chdriger mind: the poor man deserved a
few years' rest, it was no hardship to let him gdlonking he was free to do as he liked -
she was sure he missed her dreadfully.

Seeing the two women still on guard outside heisbpshe thought it wouldn't be so bad
to be able to stay a while longer in that vallégriag up at the mountains, watching the
eternal conflicts between men and women, the @madghe wind, between angels and
devils. Then she began to feel afraid and triecbtmcentrate on something else - perhaps
tomorrow she would change the colour of the baifadxh she was using; the tablecloth
was beginning to look distinctly drab.

Before the meeting in the square had finished yssefast asleep, sure in her mind that
Miss Prym would eventually understand the messagm if she did not have the gift of
speaking with spirits.

162



'In church, on hallowed ground, | spoke of the nieedacrifice,' the Driest said. 'Here,
on unhallowed land, | ask you to be prepared fortyndom.’

The small, dimly lit square - there was still oolye street lamp, despite the mayor's pre-
election promises to install more - was full to dkmving. Peasants and shepherds,
drowsy-eyed because they were used to going t@abedising with the sun, stood in
respectful, awed silence. The priest had placdtha oext to the cross and was standing
on it so that everyone could see him.

'For centuries, the Church has been accused dfrfggbinjust battles, when, in reality, all
we were doing was trying

to survive threats to our existence.’

'We didn't come here to hear about the Church,dfatl voice shouted. "We came to find
out about Viscos.'

'l don't need to tell you that Viscos risks disagupeg off the map, taking with it you,

your lands and your flocks. Nor did | come her¢al& about the Church, but there is one
thing | niust say: only by sacrifice and peniteree we find salvation. And before I'm
interrupted again, | mean the sacrifice of one P8mnpenitence of all and the salvation
of this village.'
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'It might all be a lie," another voice cried out.

The stranger is going to show us the gold tomorrthe, mayor said, pleased to be able to
give a piece of information of which even the prias unaware. 'Miss Prym does not
wish to bear the responsibility alone, so the hiaietilady persuaded the stranger to bring
the gold bars here. We will act only after recegvihat guarantee.'

The mayor took over and began telling them abaaiirtiprovements that would be made
to life in the village: the rebuilding work, theitdren's playground, the reduced taxes
and the planned redistribution of their newly acgdiwealth.

'In equal shares,' someone shouted.

It was time for the mayor to take on a commitmenthhted to make; as if suddenly
awoken from their somnolent state, all eyes wemeettiin his direction.

'In equal shares,' the priest said, before the meguld respond. There was no other
choice: everyone had to take part and bear the saspensibility and receive the same
reward, otherwise it would not be long before soneedenounced the crime - either out
of jealousy or vengeance. The priest was all toalfar with both those words.

'Who is going to die?'

The mayor explained the fair process by which Beaid been chosen: she suffered
greatly from the loss of her husband, she washad,no friends, and seemed slightly
mad, sitting outside her house from dawn to dusking absolutely no contribution to
the growth of the village. Instead of her moneyngenvested in lands or sheep, it was
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earning interest in some far-off bank; the onlynéo benefited from it were the
traders who, like the baker, came every week idfseir produce in the village.

Not a single voice in the crowd was raised agammsichoice. The mayor was glad
because they had accepted his authority; but iestpmew that this could be a good or a
bad sign, because silence does not always mearrdarsually all it meant was that
people were incapable of coming up with an immediasponse. If someone did not
agree, they would later torture themselves withidlea that they had accepted without
really wanting to, and the consequences of thatldoel grave.

'l need everyone here to agree,’ the priest daided everyone to say out loud whether
they agree or disagree, so that God can hear ybiraw that He has valiant men in His
army. If you don't believe in God, | ask you aktsame to say out loud whether you
agree or disagree, so that we will all know exaathat everyone here thinks.'

The mayor did not like the way the priest had usedverb 'need’: 'l need' he had said,
when it would have been more appropriate to sagneed’, or ‘the mayor needs'. When
this business was over, he would have to re-imp@sauthority in whatever way was
necessary. Now, like a good politician, he woutdhe priest take the lead and expose
himself to risk.

'l want you all to say that you agree.’

The first 'yes' came from the blacksmith. Thenrttegor, to show his courage, also said
'ves' in a loud voice.
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One by one, every man present declared out loudtbg agreed with the choice - until
they had all committed themselves. Some of thensdidecause they wanted to get the
meeting over and done with so that they could gondgbme were thinking about the
gold and about the quickest way they could leaeeviltage with their newly acquired
wealth; others were planning to send money to ttteldren so that they would no longer
have to feel ashamed in front of their friendshia big city. Almost no one in the crowd
believed that Viscos would regain its former glaaif;they wanted were the riches they
had always deserved, but

had never had.

But no one said 'no'.

'108 women and 173 men live in this village," thiegt went on. 'Since it is the tradition
here for everyone to learn how to hunt, each irthabbwns at least one shotgun. Well,
tomorrow morning, | want you each to leave a shotguhe sacristy, with a single
cartridge in it. I'm asking the mayor, who has miby@n one gun, to bring one for me as
well.'

"We never leave our weapons with strangers,’ argiguide shouted. 'Guns are sacred,
temperamental, personal. They should never be liyeather people.'

'Let me finish. I'm going to explain how a firingusead

works. Seven soldiers are chosen to shoot the comele man.

Seven rifles are handed out to the squad, but®rlgf them are loaded with real bullets,
the seventh contains a blank. The gunpowder explodexactly the same way, the noise
is identical, but there's no lead to be fired it victim's body.
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‘None of the soldiers knows which rifle containe tHank. In that way, each of them
thinks that his gun contained the blank and thafriends were responsible for the death
of the man or woman none of them knew, but whory tiere forced to shoot in the line
of duty.’

'So all of them believe they are innocent,’ theltamner chimed in, speaking for the first
time.

'Exactly. Tomorrow | will do the same: I'll takeetiead out of eighty-seven of the
cartridges and leave the other shotguns with Insenanition in them. All the weapons
will go off at the same time, but no one will knevhich of them has pellets inside; in
that way, all of you can consider your-

selves innocent.’

Tired though the men were, they greeted the piet#a with a huge sigh of relief. A
different kind of energy spread through the crowdfafrom one hour to the next, the
entire situation had lost its tragic air and hadrbgansformed into a simple treasure hunt.
Every man was convinced that his gun would careyitlank ammunition, and that he
would not therefore be guilty; he was simply shaywonlidarity with his fellows, who
wanted to change their «ves and where they livedryne was excited now; at test,
Viscos had become a place where different, impottangs happened.

‘The only weapon you can be sure will be loadedirse, ecause | can't choose for myself.
Nor will I keep my share the gold. I'm doing th@s bther reasons.’
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Again, the mayor did not like the way the priestlep He was trying to impress on the
people of Viscos what a courageous man he was)exrges leader capable of any
sacrifice. If the mayor's wife had been there,\sbald doubtless have said that the priest
was preparing to launch

himself as a candidate for the next elections.

'Wait until Monday," he told himself. He would pighl a decree announcing such a steep
increase in tax on the church that it would be isgtlae for the priest to stay on in the
village. After all, he was the only one who clainfedldidn't

want to be rich.

'What about the victim?' the blacksmith asked.

'She'll be there,' the priest said. 'I'll take aafréhat. But

| need three men to come with me.’

When no one volunteered, the priest chose threagtnen. One of them tried to say 'no’,
but his friends stared him down, and he quicklyngea his mind.

'Where will the sacrifice take place?' the landomasked, addressing the priest. The
mayor again sensed authority slipping away from; lienneeded to regain it at once.

'I'm the one who decides that,' he said, shootifugiaus

look at the landowner. 'l don't want the earth &fcds to be

stained with blood. We'll do it at this same timenbrrow

night up by the Celtic monolith. Bring your lantermamps and torches, so that everyone
can see clearly where they are pointing their simgtgnd nobody misses.'

The priest got down from his chair - the meeting waer. The women of Viscos once
again heard footsteps in the



street, the men returning to their houses, haviddrek, staring out of the window, or
simply collapsing into bed, exhausted. The mayturned to his wife, who told him
what had happened in Berta's house, and how fngltshe had been. But after they -
together with the hotel landlady had analysed esargle word that had been said, the
two women concluded that the old woman knew nothingas merely their sense of
guilt making them think like that.

'Make-believe ghosts, like the rogue wolf,’ the oresaid.

The priest went back to the church and spent thienfight in prayer.
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Chantal breakfasted on the bread she had boughathbefore, since the baker's van
didn't come on Sundays. She looked out of her windiod saw the men of Viscos
leaving their houses, each carrying a weapon. &ymaped herself to die, as there was
still a possibility that she would be the chosestim; but no one knocked on her door -
instead, they carried on down the street, wenttimosacristy, and emerged again,
empty-handed.

She left her house and went down to the hotel, evtiex hotel

landlady told her about everything that had hapgdehe previous night: the choice of
victim, what the priest had proposed and the pedpars for the sacrifice. Her hostile
tone had vanished, and things seemed to be chamglgantal's favour.

‘There's something | want to tell you; one daycdswill realise all that you did for its
people.’

'‘But the stranger still has to show us the goldar@al insisted.

'Of course. He just went out carrying an empty sack.'

Chantal decided not to go to the forest, becalwstentbuld mean passing by Berta's house,
and she was too ashamed to look at her. She wektd&er room and

remembered her dream of the previous night.
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For she had had a strange dream in which an aagekd her the eleven gold bars and
asked her to keep them

Chantal told the angel that, for this to happemeone had to be killed. But the angel
said that this wasn't the case: on the contraeyb#rs were proof that the gold did not
exist.

That was why she had insisted to the hotel landladi/the stranger should show
everyone the gold; she had a plan. However, sinednad always lost every other battle
in her life, she had her doubts as to whether sthddwbe able to

win this one.
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Berta was watching the sun setting behind the nasstvhen she saw the priest and
three other men coming towards her. She felt sathfee reasons: she knew her time
had come; her husband had not appeared to conmo{pdrhaps because he was afraid of
what he would hear, or ashamed of his own inahkititgave her); and she realised that
the money she had saved would end up in the hdritle shareholders of the bank
where she had deposited it, since she had notilnada withdraw it and burn it.

She felt happy for two reasons: she was finallyngdo be reunited with her husband,
who was doubtless, at that moment, out and abdbtMiss Prym's grandmother; and
although the last day of her life had been coltad been filled with sunlight - not
everyone had the good fortune to leave the wortl siich a beautiful memory of it.
The priest signalled to the other men to stay bacl,he went forward on his own to
greet her.

'‘Good evening,' she said. 'See how great Godhave roade the world so beautiful.’
‘They're going to take me away,' she told her¥ait, | will eave them with all the world's
guilt to carry on their shoulders.’
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‘Think, then, how beautiful paradise must be,'ghest said, but Berta could see her
arrow had struck home, and that now he was stnigdti remain calm.

'I'm not sure about that, I'm not even sure ittsxidave you been there yourself, Father?"
‘Not yet. But I've been in hell and | know how tiele that is, however attractive it might
appear from the outside.’

Berta understood him to mean Viscos.

"You're mistaken, Father. You were in paradise ybutdidn't recognise it. It's the same
with most people in this world; they seek sufferinghe most joyous of places because
they think they are unworthy of happiness.’

'It appears that all your years spent sitting arehhave brought you some wisdom.’

'It's been a long time since anyone bothered toecana chat with me, and now, oddly
enough, everyone has discovered that | still edistt imagine, Father, last night, the
hotel landlady and the mayor's wife honoured mé wivisit; and now here's the parish
priest doing the same - have | suddenly become and¢mportant person?'

'Very much so,' the priest replied. 'The most intgair person in the village.'

'Have | come into money or something?'

‘Ten gold bars. Future generations of men, womerchitdren will give thanks to you.
It's even possible they'll put up a statue in ywomour.'

'I'd prefer a fountain, because as well as beimgm@dive, it qguenches people's thirst and
soothes those who are worried.’
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‘A fountain it will be then. You have my word o it

Berta thought it was time to put an end to thisdaand come straight to the point.

'l know everything, Father. You are condemningrarocent woman who cannot fight for
her life. Damn you, sir, and damn this village afidvho live in it.'

'‘Damned indeed," the priest said. Tor more thamtyvgears, I've tried to bless this
village, but no one heard my calls. For the sanmentwyears, I've tried to inculcate Good
into men's hearts, until | finally realised thatddmad chosen me to be his left arm, and to
show the evil of which men are capable. Perhapisisnway they will become afraid and
accept the faith.'

Berta felt like crying, but controlled the impulse.

'Fine words, Father, but empty. They're just arus&dor cruelty and injustice.’

'Unlike all the others, I'm not doing this for th@ney. | know that the gold is cursed,
like this whole place, and that it won't bring haqgss to anyone. | am simply doing as
God has asked me. Or rather, as he commanded @eswer to

my prayers.'

‘There's no point arguing further," Berta thougistthe priest put his hand in his pocket
and brought out some pills.

"You won't feel a thing," he said. 'Let's go inside

‘Neither you nor anyone else in this village wét $oot in my house while I'm still alive.
Perhaps later tonight the door will stand wide qpmert not now.'
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The priest gestured to one of the men, who appexhchrrying a plastic bottle.

‘Take these pills. You'll soon fall asleep and wi@u wake up, you'll be in heaven, with
your husband.’

'I've always been with my husband and, despiteesaff from insomnia, | never take
pills to get to sleep.’

'So much the better; they'll take effect at once.’

The sun had disappeared, and darkness was begiorfi@gon the valley, the church,
and on the entire village.

'‘And what if | don't want to take them?"

"You'll take them just the same.’

Berta looked at the three men and saw that thstpsias right. She took the pills from
him, placed them in her mouth and drank the ebttde of water. Water: it has no taste,
no smell, no colour and yet it is the most imparthmg in the world. Just like her at that
moment.

She looked once more at the mountains, now covaered

darkness. She saw the first star come out and titdbgt she had had a good life; she
had been born and would die in a place she lowesh though it seemed that her love
was unrequited, but what did that matter? Anyone lglies in the expectation of being
loved in return is wasting their time.

She had been blessed. She had never been to another

country, but she knew that here in Viscos the stmmgs happened as everywhere else.
She had lost the husband she loved, but God hadegraer the joy of continuing at his
side, even after his death. She had seen theeiflads height, had witnessed the
beginning of its decline, and was
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leaving before it was completely destroyed. Shekmavn mankind with all its faults

and virtues, and she believed that, despite alivilaa happening to her now, despite the
struggles her husband swore were going on in tisiiole world, human goodness

would triumph in the end.

She felt sorry for the priest, for the mayor, foiss1Prym, for the stranger, for every one
of the inhabitants of Viscos: Evil would never lgiGood, however much they wanted to
believe that it would. By the time they discovetkd truth, it would be too late.

She had only one regret: never having seen theséeaknew it existed, that it was vast
and simultaneously wild and calm, but she had nbgen to see it or tasted the salt water
on her tongue or felt the sand beneath her batefabved into the cold water like
someone returning to the womb of the Great Mothlee femembered that this was an
expression favoured by the Celts).

Apart from that, she did not have much to comp&out. She was sad, very sad, to have
to leave like this, but she did

not want to feel she was a victim: doubtless Gatldresen

this role for her, and it was far better than the éle had chosen for the priest.

'l want to talk to you about Good and Evil,' shardehim say, just as she began to feel a
kind of numbness in her hands and feet.

"There's no need. You don't know what goodnessiisvere poisoned by the evil done to
you, and now you're spreading that plague througbouland. You're
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no different from the stranger who came to visiaod destroy us.'
Her last words were barely audible. She lookedtupeaone star, then closed her eyes.



The sfranger went into the bathroom in his hotehmpcarefully washed each of the gold
bars and replaced them in his shabby, old rucksaek.days ago he had left the stage,
and now he was returning for the final act - he toachake a last appearance.
Everything had been carefully planned: from theichof a small, remote village with
few inhabitants down to the fact of having an acgliee, so that if things did not work
out, no one could ever accuse him of inciting pedplmurder. The tape recorder, the
reward, the careful steps he had taken, first nggkiends with the people in the village
and then spreading terror and confusion. Just ash@d done to him, so he would do
unto others. Just as God had given him all thatgeasl only to cast him into the abyss,
so he

would do the same.

He had taken care of every detail, except oneadenever thought his plan would work.
He had been sure that when the moment came to €ha@ssmple 'no’ would change the
story; at least one person would refuse to take Bad that person would be enough to
prove that not everything was lost. If one persaresd the village, the world itself would
be saved, hope would still be possible,
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goodness would be strengthened, the terroristsdvaat have truly known the evil they
were doing, there could be forgiveness, and his @aguffering would be but a sad
memory that he could learn to live with and he dquérhaps even seek happiness again.
For that 'no’ he would have liked to have heare vilage would have received its
reward of ten gold bars, independently of the wémgehad

made with Chantal.

But his plan had failed. And now it was too late,douldn't change his mind.

Someone knocked at his door.

'Let's go,' he heard the hotel landlady say.tiitig.'

Il be right down.’

He picked up his jacket, put it on and met the liadygl

downstairs in the bar.

''ve got the gold," he said. 'But, just so them@snisunderstanding, you should be aware
that there are several people who know where lliayou decide to change your victim,
you can be sure that the police will come lookiogrhe; you yourself saw me making all
those phone calls.’

The hotel landlady merely nodded.
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The Celtic monolith was half an hour's walk frons®6s. For many centuries, people had
thought it was merely an unusually large stoneispell by the wind and the ice, which
had once stood upright, but that had been toppjeitiolt of lightning. Ahab used to
hold the village council there because the rockestas a natural open-air table.

Then one day the Government sent a team to weta\aey of the Celtic settlements in
the valley, and someone noticed the monument. €hare the archaeologists, who
measured, calculated, argued, excavated and redolednclusion that a Celtic tribe
had chosen the spot as some kind of sacred plaee teough they had no idea what
rituals had been performed there. Some said itansst of observatory, others said that
fertility rites - in which young virgins were possed by priests - had taken place there.
The experts discussed it for a whole week, but terto look at something more
interesting, without reaching any definite conatuns about their findings.

When he was elected, the mayor tried to attractdwuto Viscos by getting an article
published in the regional press about the Celtiddge of the village. But the paths
through
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the forest were difficult, and the few intrepiditass who came found only a fallen stone
at the end of them, whereas other villages coustkbsculptures, inscriptions and other
far more interesting things. The idea came to mgthand the monolith soon resumed its
usual function as a weekend picnic table.

That evening, there were arguments in several hholde in Viscos all over the same
thing: the men wanted to go alone, but their wimsssted on taking part in the ‘ritual
sacrifice’, as the inhabitants had come to calhteder they were about to commit. The
husbands argued that it was dangerous, a shotgyht go off by accident; their wives
said that the men were just being selfish andttiegt should respect the women's rights,
the world was no longer as they thought it waghtnend, the husbands yielded, and the
wives rejoiced.

Now the procession was heading for the monolitthan of 281 points of light in the
darkness, for the stranger was carrying a torcth Barta was not carrying anything, so
the number of inhabitants of the village was stdactly represented. Each of the men
had a torch or lantern in one hand and, in therpthshotgun, its breech open so that it
would not go off by accident.

Berta was the only one who did not need to walle B&s sleeping peacefully on a kind
of improvised stretcher that two woodcutters wereggling along with. 'I'm glad we
won't have to carry this great weight back,' onthem was thinking, '‘because by then,
with all the buckshot in her, she'll weigh three

times as much.’
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He calculated that each cartridge would contairpwrage, at Resist six small balls of
lead. If all the loaded shotguns hit their targfe¢, old woman's body would be riddled
with

522 pellets, and would end up containing more nibtai blood.

The man could feel his stomach churning. He resbha to think any more about it
until Monday.

No one said a word during the walk. No one lookiealngone else, as if this was a kind
of nightmare they wanted to forget as quickly asgtlde. They arrived out of breath
more from tension than from exhaustion - and formed

huge semicircle of lights in the clearing where @adtic monument lay.

The mayor gave a signal, and the woodcutters untied

Berta from the stretcher and laid her on the maimoli

‘That's no good,' the blacksmith protested, remeimdp¢he war films he'd seen, with
soldiers crawling along the ground. 'It's hardhoat someone when they're lying down.
The woodcutters shifted Berta into a sitting positwith her back against the stone. It
seemed ideal, but then a sudden sob was heardwaochan's voice said:

'She's looking at us. She can see what we're doing.

Berta could not, of course, see a thing, but it ur@searable to look at that kindly lady,
asleep, with a contented smile on her lips, arttiitik that in a short while she would be
torn apart by all those tiny pellets.

"Turn her round,’ ordered the mayor, who was atsabled by the sight.
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Grumbling, the woodcutters returned once more ¢éantionolith and turned the body
round, so that this time she was kneeling on tbermp, with her face and chest resting
on the stone. It was impossible to keep her upiigthis position, so they had to tie a
rope round her wrists, throw it over the top of thenument, and fasten it on the other
side.

Berta's position was now utterly grotesque: kngghwmth her back to them, her arms
stretched out over the stone, as if she were pgayibegging for something. Someone
protested again, but the mayor said it was tingotevhat they had come to do.

And the quicker the better. With no speeches difiications; that could wait until
tomorrow - in the bar, on the streets, in conversatbetween shepherds and farmers. It
was likely that one of the three roads out of Vssemuld not be used for a long while,
since they were all so accustomed to seeing Betitagsthere, looking up at the
mountains and talking to herself. Luckily, the &gk had two other exits, as well as a
narrow short cut, with some improvised steps down

to the road below.

'Let's get this over with,' said the mayor, pleased the priest was now saying nothing,
and that his own authority had been re-establisBesneone in the valley might see
these lights and decide to find out what's goingRyepare your shotguns, fire, and then
we can leave.'

Without ceremony. Doing their duty, like good seldi defending their village. With no
doubts in their minds. This was an order, and iilde obeyed.
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And suddenly, the mayor not only understood thegps silence, he realised that he had
fallen into a trap. If one day the story of whatllreppened got out, all the others could
claim, as all murderers did in wartime, that thesrevmerely obeying orders. But what
was going on at that moment in their hearts? Day fee him as a villain or as their
saviour?

He could not weaken now, at the very moment whehdagd the shotguns being
snapped shut, the barrels fitting perfectly int® lineech blocks. He imagined the noise
that

174 guns would make, but by the time anyone arrigexke what was going on, they
would be far away. Shortly before they had begencttimb up to the monolith, he had
ordered them to extinguish all lights on the wagkod hey knew the route by heart, and
the lights were simply to avoid any accidents wtrezy opened fire.

Instinctively, the women stepped back, and the tnek aim at the inert body, some fifty
yards away. They could not possibly miss, havingnlteained since childhood to shoot
fleeing animals and birds in flight.

The mayor prepared to give the order to fire.

‘Just a moment,' shouted a female voice.

It was Miss Prym.

'What about the gold? Have you seen it yet?'

The shotguns were lowered, but still ready to bsdfino, no one had seen the gold. They
all turned towards the stranger.

He walked slowly in front of the shotguns. He pist tucksack down on the ground and
one by one took out the bars of gold.
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‘There it is," he said, before returning to hixplat one end of the semicircle.

Miss Prym went over to the gold bars and pickedume

'It's gold,’ she said. '‘But | want you to checK &t nine women come up here and
examine each of the bars still on the ground.’

The mayor began to get worried: they would be elthe of fire, and someone of a
nervous disposition might set off a gun by accidbat nine women - including his wife
went over to join Miss Prym and did as she asked.

'Yes, it's gold,’ the mayor's wife said, carefuhecking the bar she had in her hands, and
comparing it to the few pieces of gold jewellerg gfossessed. 'l can see it has a
hallmark and what must be a serial number, asagelhe date it was cast and its weight.
It's the real thing all right.'

'Well, hang on to that gold and listen to whatVén¢o say.'

‘This is no time for speeches, Miss Prym,' the mawad. 'All of you get away from there
so that we can finish the job.’

'Shut up, you idiot!"

These words from Chantal startled everyone. Norteesh dreamed that anyone in
Viscos could say what they had just heard.

'Have you gone mad?'

'l said shut up!" Chantal shouted even more loudiynbling from head to foot, her eyes
wide with hatred. "You're
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the one who's mad, for falling into this trap thas led us all to condemnation and death!
You are the irresponsible

one!'

The mayor moved towards her, but was held back by

two men.

'We want to hear what the girl has to say," a voidde crowd shouted. 'Ten minutes
won't make any difference!’

Ten or even five minutes would make a huge diffeegand everyone there, men and
women, knew it. As they became more aware of thuaton, their fear was growing, the
sense of guilt was spreading, shame was beginaitake hold, their hands were starting
to shake, and they were all looking for an excosehtange their minds. On the walk
there, each man had been convinced that he wasngaer weapon containing blank
ammunition and that soon it would all be over. Nbey were starting to fear that their
shotguns would fire real pellets, and that the ghbthe old woman - who was reputed

to be a witch - would come back at night to hahe.

Or that someone would talk. Or that the priestinatddone as he had promised, and they
would all be guilty.

'Five minutes,’ the mayor said, trying to get thterbelieve that it was he who was giving
permission, when in fact it was the young woman wihs setting the rules.

'I'll talk for as long as | like," said Chantal, ahappeared to have regained her composure
and to be determined not to give an inch; she spokewith an authority no one had
ever seen before. '‘But it won't take long. It'arsiye to see
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what's going on here, especially when, as we alkrnn the days of Ahab, men often
used to come to the village claiming

o]

to have a special powder that could turn lead godd. They called themselves
alchemists, and at least one of them proved heellasy the truth when Ahab threatened
to kill him.

‘Today you are trying to do the same thing: miXead with blood, certain that this will
be transformed into the gold we women are holddwgthe one hand, you're absolutely
right. On the other, the gold will slip through ydingers as quickly as it came.’

The stranger could not grasp what the young gid saying, but he willed her to go on;
he had noticed that, in a dark corner of his sl forgotten light was once again
shining brightly.

‘At school, we were all told the famous legend afgMidas, who met a god who
offered to grant him anything he wished for. Midess already very rich, but he wanted
more money, and he asked to have the power teeutarything he touched into gold.
'Let me remind you what happened: first, Midassfarmed his furniture, his palace and
everything around him into gold. He worked awaydavhole morning, and soon had a
golden garden, golden trees and golden staircAs@son, he felt hungry and wanted to
eat. But as soon as he touched the succulent llegntf that his servants had prepared,
that too was turned into gold. He raised a glassioé to his lips, and it was instantly
turned into gold. In despair, he ran to his wifask her to help him, for he was
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beginning to understand his mistake, but as sodre asuched her arm, she turned into a
golden statue.

'The servants fled the palace, terrified that tmaesthing would happen to them. In less
than a week, Midas had died of hunger and thisstpsinded by gold on all sides.’

'Why are you telling us this story?' the mayor'tewvanted to know, putting her gold bar
back on the ground and returning to her husbaiags ‘slas some god come to Viscos
and given us this power?'

'I'm telling you the story for one simple reasoatdgitself has no value. Absolutely none.
We cannot eat it or drink it or use it to buy maremals or land. It's money that's
valuable, and how are we going to turn this gotd money?

'We can do one of two things: we can ask the bladksto melt the bars down into 280
equal pieces, and then each one of you can ge@taitthto exchange it for money. But
that would immediately arouse the suspicions ofatidorities, because there is no gold
in this valley, so it would seem very odd if ev&figcos inhabitant were suddenly to turn
up bearing a small gold bar. The authorities wdaddome suspicious. We would have to
say we had unearthed an ancient Celtic treasuttea Buick check would show that the
gold had been made recently, that the area rouredHael already been excavated, that
the Celts never had this amount of gold

- if they had, they would have built a large antksgid city

on this site.'

"You're just an ignorant young woman,' the landavaagd. 'We'll take in the bars exactly
as they are, with the
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at a bank and divide the money between us.'

‘That's the second thing. The mayor takes the @é&hlgars, goes to the bank, and asks
them to exchange them for money. The bank casloatdn't ask the same questions as
if each of us were to turn up with our own gold;lsance the mayor is a figure of
authority, they would simply ask him for the pursbalocuments for the gold. The mayor
would say he didn't have them, but would point-cag his wife says that each bar bears
a government hallmark, and that it's genuine. Therelate and a serial number on each
one.

'By this time, the man who gave us the gold willféefrom here. The cashier will ask for
more time because, although he knows the mayokmaoas he is an honest man, he
needs authorisation to hand over such a large anodumoney. Questions will be asked
about where the gold came from. The mayor willisayas a present from a stranger -
after all, our mayor is an intelligent man and Aasanswer for everything.

'‘Once the cashier has spoken to his manager, thagea

- who suspects nothing, but he is neverthelessdagpmaployee and doesn't want to run
any risks - will phone the bank headquarters. Nglibdre knows the mayor, and any
large withdrawal is regarded as suspicious; theyask the mayor to wait for two days,
while they confirm the origin of the gold bars. Whaight they discover? That the gold
had been stolen perhaps. Or that it was purchasadyoup suspected of dealing in
drugs.'
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hen she first tried to take her gold bar with haswiow being shared by all of them. The
story of one person is the story of all of humanity

"This gold has serial numbers on it. And a dates §bld is easy to identify.'

Everyone looked at the stranger, who remained isipas

‘There's no point asking him anything,' Chantad s&V/e would have to take it on trust
that he's telling the truth, and a man who caltsafmurder to be committed is hardly to
be trusted.’

'We could keep him here until the gold has beemgéd into money,' the blacksmith
said.

The stranger nodded in the direction of the hatedlady.

'We can't touch him. He's got powerful friendsvédeard him phoning various people,
and he's reserved his plane tickets; if he disagpézey'll know he's been kidnapped and
come looking for him in Viscos.'

Chantal put the gold bar down on the ground andedov

out of the line of fire. The other women did thenga

"You can shoot if you like, but since | know thssa trap set by the stranger, | want
nothing to do with this murder.’

"You don't know anything!" the landowner cried.

'‘But if I'm right, the mayor would soon be behirardy and people would come to Viscos
to find out who he stole this treasure from. Soneewould have to explain, and it's not
going to be me.

'‘But | promise to keep quiet. I'll simply plead ayance. And besides, the mayor is
someone we know, not like the
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stranger who is leaving Viscos tomorrow. He migiktet all the blame on himself and say
that he stole the gold from a man who came to spemdek in Viscos. Then we would

all see him as a hero, the crime would go undisem;eand we could all go on living our
lives - somehow or other - but without the gold.’

Tl do it," the mayor said, knowing that this watpure invention on the part of this
madwoman.

Meanwhile, the noise of the first shotgun beingdised

was heard.

‘Trust me!" the mayor shouted. 'T'll take the risk!

But the only response was that same noise, theth@mand the noises seemed to spread
by contagion, until almost all the shotguns hadhbdisarmed: since when could anyone
believe in the promises of a politician? Only thayawr and the priest still had their
shotguns at the ready; one was pointing at MisePtlge other at Berta. But the
woodcutter - the one who, earlier on, had worketkloel number of pellets that would
penetrate the old woman's body - saw what was mapgpe~vent over to the two men and
took their weapons from them: the mayor was not srazligh to commit a murder
purely out of revenge, and the priest had no egped of weapons and might miss.

Miss Prym was right: it is very dangerous to bedi@v other people. It was as if everyone
there had suddenly become aware of that, becaagdé#gan to drift away from the
clearing, the older people first, then the younger

ones.
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Silently, they all filed down the hillside, tryirtg think about the weather, the sheep they
had to shear, the land that would soon need plogggain, the hunting season that was
about to start. None of this had happened, beddisses is a village lost in time, where
every day is the same.

They were all saying to themselves that this wedked been a dream.

Or a nightmare.
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Only three people and two torches remained in ls@ing - and one of those people was
fast asleep, still tied to the stone.

‘There's the village gold," the stranger said tar@4l. 'It looks like | end up without the
gold and without an answer.'

‘The gold doesn't belong to the village, it belotmme. As does the bar buried beside the
Y-shaped rock. And you're going to come with menttke sure it gets changed into
money; | don't trust a word you say.'

"You know | wasn't going to do what you said | wsbdb. And as for the contempt you
feel for me, it's nothing more than the contempt fgel for yourself. You should be
grateful for all that's happened, because by shpwyaru the gold, | gave you much more
than the possibility of simply becoming rich. |1 ¢ed you to act, to stop cornplaining
about everything and to take a stand.’

'Very generous of you, I'm sure,’ said Chantal w&itbuch of irony in her voice. 'From

the very start, | could have told you somethingubmiman nature; even though Viscos
is a village in decline, it once had a wise andiglss past. | could have given you the
answer you were looking for, if only | had thougffit.’
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Chantal went over to untie Berta; she saw thataBeat a cut on her forehead, perhaps
because of the way her head had been position#teatone, but it was nothing serious.
Now they just had to wait there until morning foerBa to wake up.

'‘Can you give me that answer now?' the strangedask

'‘Someone must already have told you about the ngebgtween St Savin and Ahab.'
'Of course. The saint came, talked to him briedlyd the Arab converted to Christianity
because he realised that the

saint was much braver than him.’'

‘That's right. Except that, before going to slebp,two of them talked together for a
while. Even though Ahab had begun to sharpen life kinle moment the saint set foot in
his house, safe in the knowledge that the world aveeflection of himself, he was
determined to challenge the saint and

so he asked him:

"If, tonight, the most beautiful prostitute in tiadlage came in here, would you be able
to see her as neither beauti-

ful nor seductive?"

"No, but I would be able to control myself," thearst replied.

"And if | offered you a pile of gold coins to leayour cave in the mountain and come
and join us, would you be able to look on that gaoid see only pebbles?"

"No, but | would be able to control myself."

"And if you were sought by two brothers, one ofornhhated you, and the other who saw
you as a saint, would you

be able to feel the same towards them both?"
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"It would be very hard, but | would be able to tohmyself sufficiently to treat them
both the same."

Chantal paused.

'They say this dialogue was important in Ahab'sveosion to Christianity.'

The stranger did not need Chantal to explain they st

Savin and Ahab had the same instincts - Good afld Ev

struggled in both of them, just as they did in gwsoul on the face of the earth. When
Ahab realised that Savin was the

same as him, he realised too that he was the sauSavan.

It was all a matter of control. And choice.

Nothing more and nothing less.
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Chantal looked for the last time at the valley, th@untains and the woods where she
used to walk as a child, and she felt in her

mouth the taste of the crystal-clear water, offthshly-picked vegetables and the local
wine made from the best grapes in the region, jisfyoguarded by the villagers so that
no visiting tourist would ever discover it - givémat the harvest was too small to be
exported elsewhere, and that money might changeitieeproducer's mind on the
subject.

She had only returned to say goodbye to Bertaw&isewvearing the same clothes she
usually wore, so that nobody there would know thmher short visit to the city, she had
become a wealthy woman. The stranger had arrangggiteing, signing all the papers
necessary for the transfer in ownership of the pald, so that they could be sold and the
money deposited in Miss Prym's newly opened accdum bank clerk had been
exaggeratedly discreet and had asked no questeyont) those necessary for the

transactions. But Chantal was sure she knew whafalse

thinking: he assumed he was looking at the yoursiress of an older man.
'What a wonderful feeling!" she thought. In the ban
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clerk's estimation, she must be extremely gooceohtb be worth that immense amount
of money.

She passed some of the local residents: none wf khew that she was about to leave,
and they greeted her as if nothing had happenatlyascos had never received a visit
from the Devil. She returned the greeting, alsdgm@ing that that day was exactly the
same as every other day in

her life.

She did not know how much she had changed thankié $be had discovered about
herself, but she had time to find out. Berta wégi outside her house - not because she
was still on the watch for Evil, but because stuntiknow

what else to do with her life.

‘They're going to build a fountain in my honouhesannounced. 'It's the price for my
silence. But | know the fountain won't last longquench many people's thirst, because
Viscos is doomed whichever way you look at it: betause of a devil who appeared in
these parts, but because

of the times we live in.'

Chantal asked what the fountain would look likertBe

had decided that it should be a sun spouting watethe mouth of a frog. She was the
sun and the priest was the frog.

'I'm quenching his thirst for light and will contia to do so for as long as the fountain
remains.’

The mayor had complained about the cost, but Bestdd not listen, and so they had no
choice. Building work was due to start the follog/iweek.
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'‘And now you are finally going to do as | suggestas girl. One thing | can tell you

with absolute certainty: life can seem either Meng or very short, according to how
you

live it.'

Chantal smiled, gave her a kiss, and turned he¢ dad/iscos for the last time. The old
woman was right: there was no time to lose, thalghhoped that her life would be very
long indeed.
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THE ALCHEMIST

Paulo Coelho

This tender and gentle, immensely readable advestory about a shepherd boy who
learns to live his dreams has been compared tevohles of Richard Bach.

With over a million and a half copies sold in LaBmerica and Europe - The Alchemist
has already achieved

the status of a modern classic.

The alchemist teaches the shepherd and the ress$emnis in following your dreams,
listening to your heart, living in the present arsking what you have to pursue your
destiny. At many times along the way the young bbegis search seems foolhardy and
certain to be doomed, but he keeps his dreams alncethe crucial meeting with an
alchemist in the desert brings his search to aaolim



BY THE RIVER PIEDRA

| SAT DOWN AND WEPT

Paulo Coelho

By the River Piedra tells the story of Pilar, adependent and practical yet restless
young woman, who is frustrated by the daily grimdiniversity life and looking for
greater meaning in her life. Pilar is transformeck¥er by an encounter with a childhood
friend, now a mesmerizing and handsome spiritiadtter - and a rumoured miracle
worker

- who leads her on a journey through the Frencleidgs, a magical landscape that has
been home to holy visions and miracles throughaties.



THE FIFTH MOUNTAIN

Paulo Coelho

Fleeing his home from persecution, 23-year-olddBlijakes refuge with a young widow
and her son in the beautiful town of Akbar. Alreatiyuggling to maintain his sanity in a
chaotic world of tyranny and war, he is now for¢ted¢hoose between his new-found
love and his overwhelming sense of duty.

Evoking all the drama and intrigue of the colourftlaotic world of the Middle East,
Paulo Coelho turns the trials of Elijah into areméely moving and inspiring story one
that powerfully brings out the universal theme$aoiv faith and love can ultimately
triumph over suffering.



THE PILGRIMAGE

Paulo Coelho

The Pilgrimage recounts the spectacular trialsaefi® Coelho and his mysterious mentor,
Petrus, as they journey across Spain in searchmifaulous sword, on a legendary road
travelled by pilgrims of Santiago since the Middlges. Part adventure story, part guide
to self-mastery, this compelling tale delivers avpdul brew of magic and insight.



THE VALKYRIES

Paulo Coelho

From Paulo Coelho, author of the international $sdkdr The Alchemist, comes the true
record of an exotic odyssey, a profound work tchant and thrill the reader.

Haunted by a devastating curse, Paulo is instrunydds

mysterious spiritual teacher to embark upon a jeyrn

to find and speak to his guardian angel in an giteém

confront and overcome his dark past. The Valkyises

|compelling account of this journey, which takes hwith his

| wife Chris, on a forty-day quest into the seatiegt of the

Mojave Desert.

At once a modern-day adventure, a metaphysicdehaith self-doubt and fear and a
true story of two people striving to understand anether, The Valkyries is ultimately a
story about forgiving our past and believing ouufe.



VERONIKA DECIDES TO DIE

Paulo Coelho

Veronika seems to have everything she could wishShe is young and pretty, has
plenty of attractive boyfriends, goes dancing, &aseady job, a loving famiy. Yet
Veronika is not happy; something is lacking in liex On the morning of November
11th, 1997, she decides to die. She takes an csefcleeping pills, only to wake up
some time later in Villete, the local hospital. Téshe is told that although she is alive
now her heart is damaged and she has only a fesvtddiye ...

This story follows Veronika through these intenagsias, to her surprise, she finds
herself drawn into the enclosed world of VilletéeSegins to notice more, to become
interested in the other patients. She starts thveepast relationships much more clearly
and understand why she had felt her life had nanmegaln this heightened state,
Veronika discovers things she has never reallyatbherself to feel before: hatred, fear,
curiosity, love - even sexual awakening. Againkbdds, she finds she is falling in love
and wanting, if at all possible, to live again ...



CONFESSIONS OF A PILGRIM

Paulo Coelho

This fascinating book offers readers a chance toogenow Paulo Coelho's dramatic,
inspirational life story for the first time. Coellnas always been a non-conformist,
constantly searching for new paths and savourirtlg the good and the bad that came his
way. After an unorthodox career path, he turnedritng, and has become one of the
most suc-

cessful authors in the world.

This intimate portrait by Juan Arias offers Pautmsnpelling first-hand accounts of his
experiences:

* Being confined to a mental institution as a youman simply because he was an artist
* Kidnapping and torture by paramilitaries

» Encounters with black magic and drugs

» The nature of writing and the spiritual quest
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