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‘A cleverly conceived novel... It's intensely readable... The book is intelligently questioning and analytical about religion generally and Christianity specifically.’ (Viv Groskop in The Observer on The Revelations)
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1.


Outside the window six soldiers are standing beneath the branches of a buffalo thorn. One of them is smoking and the smoke rises up into the tangled thicket of hooked and straight thorns, dark leaves and silver flowers. Another is making patterns in the dirt with a stick. A warm wind rolls a cloud of reddish dust across the scene; the soldiers cup their faces, cough. The soldier who was smoking flicks his cigarette into the dust cloud and it is whipped away. The Artist looks at his watch and then out again at the windswept courtyard.


Another soldier, the youngest, presses his cheek against the leeward side of the tree. The bark here is ash-grey and deeply furrowed. From the window, the Artist watches as the soldier closes his eyes and a look of serenity creeps across the childlike face. The soldier’s lips twitch into a smile. The Artist can imagine how comforting it is to hide behind the fleshy carapace of those eyelids, away from the sun’s harsh interrogation. He can see, now the soldier has reluctantly opened his eyes and moved away from the tree, that the bark has left complex indentations on his skin. The Artist imagines walking out and pressing his fingers into those furrows, watching the skin slowly pulse back into its former shape.
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