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 At one time or another, all dreamers hear a knock. The rhythmic tapping that 
separates two worlds arrives with the midnight wind and burrows within those 
who can hear it. The sound persists, the days get longer, and sleep distant until 
the dreamers wrap their lives in a bundle and follow the call to the Centre. What 
is left behind must be left behind, whether it is trees or fields or fish or birds. No 
passion or affection can stand in the way, no promises serve as a restraint.

 The knock must be heeded because there is now little left to do. The air in 
most places is thick and the land yields erratically. Are the dreamers even dream-
ers still? They are not chasing desire but obeying desperation to go to a place 
where all of them must submit without question. When they return, they return 
gaunt, if at all, in search of peace, and often find that things have worsened, and
all the wealth that they had tried to accumulate has disappeared in one failed idea 
after another.

 Familiar with the possibilities of his future, 3791 arrived in the Centre one
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winter morning, after having been awake for five days. The clarity that the exhaus-
tion provided him during the journey was tremendous. Without any preparation, 
he began navigating the dense streets and crowds as if they were his own, as if 
this was not the first time he had seen land built to rise up and reach towards the 
sky. In this haze, the concrete structures that otherwise looked like blocks stacked 
on each other out of necessity rather than design appeared to him to hold coded 
meaning. He would never experience such insight again but on that day of arrival 
the buildings aligned perfectly and showed the way.

 His was not an unusual experience. This was the only kindness offered to 
the dreamers before the nightmares settled in — a chance to briefly glimpse the 
possibility of home amongst strangers. What was not meant to happen that very 
day, however, was the appearance of The Guard before 3791. Standing high, 
theotherwordly figure held an overpowering trident, a drum, and a bowl, and was 
visible from the tiny window of his quarters — only to him. The urgency of this



sight made him draw it hastily on the wall with pieces of burnt wood that lay scat-
tered inside.  Until now, no one in the Centre had recorded a description of The 
Guard because they simply couldn’t. He appeared only at endtimes, signalling 
destruction. He was seen by workers when they were already incapable of con-
tinuing their labour and were soon to perish or disappear. But 3791 wasn’t stirred. 
He lay down on the cold floor, and stretched his arms out, touching the walls with-
out being able to unfold them all the way because of the constraints of the space. 
The windows outside continued to blink while he fell into his last dreamless sleep.

 3791 had known for long that death arrived on a different chariot in the 
centre. It was unlikely that there would be known faces around to encircle the 
enfeebled body, hold it and bathe its pain. The rituals of mourning were forgot-
ten because time had to advance, and it could only do so with the labour of the 
dreamers, thousands of them turning the  hands of the clock. He had arrived 
knowing he would disappear but fear did not take hold of him yet. It was not hope 
but some other emotion, entirely unnameable, that allowed him to rest.

 In the morning, a paper bearing a map was delivered to 3791. The messenger 
looked at him and left without a word. He did not grasp where he was meant to go, 
or what he had to do once he reached there, but he knew he had to follow these or-
ders and began preparing for the day. When he unwrapped the bundle that he had 
brought to the Centre, a bird with a red neck flew out. It chirped and tried to pierce 
through the ceiling but came back down and dove into 3791’s mouth. Before he 
understood what had happened, he had swallowed the bird. It had disappeared 
inside him and begun flapping around as before. He felt each of its silken feathers 
against his insides. What would have been a comforting experience against his 
skin now scratched him raw and made him howl in pain. He clawed at his chest 
but there was nothing to be done. After some time, a knock sounded on the door. 
Afraid of what could happen next, he set out, bent in the middle and shaking.

 When he descended onto the street, the shadows were long and the 
sunlight harsh. He moved between both as if travelling between worlds. 
The bird moved in tandem, sensing the shifts outside, agitated by the in-
tense noise of vehicles and machinery around. Unstable, 3791 could hardly
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follow the indications on the map. When he looked up, he found that the build-
ings looked like dice thrown into the sky, floating and tumbling down, but still 
suspended mid-air. It seemed out of the realm of possibility that material as 
solid as concrete could float but there it was, a happening he could not have 
imagined in his village. How alive are the people within? he wondered, not
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realising that he had himself begun crawling with the bird pecking at his lungs.

 Was the bird trying to seek food, sing its song, or communicate with him? 
He had not yet found a way to attune himself to the creature’s consciousness. He 
wanted to. Not only because he knew that that would stop the pain but also be-
cause he could not ignore that there was a message for him within, only it was in a 
language he did not understand. What he did not consider, however, was whether 
it was he who was the bird trapped inside a body that had never quite shown the 
resolve to ask a question.  
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 3791 arrived at his destination after the noon sun had descended. He had 
been summoned to the Centre of the Centre. What he was supposed to do there 
stopped preoccupying him as soon as he saw the structure — a giant heart with 
a denuded tree jutting out of it. The tree gave no impression of life, there were no 
leaves or birds on it, no nests or flowers, all of which disturbed him. Even the pool 
of blueback liquid on which the heart levitated looked incapable of providing sus-
tenance. Once in a while it seemed as if screams came bubbling up from within 
but he wasn’t sure if he heard them there or if they came from inside himself. The 
ring of buildings that surrounded the heart let out executives dressed in a way that 
3791 had not seen on the busier streets around where he had slept last night. One 
of them spotted him slumped on the ground, stopped to look, and drove away. 
Then, attendants arrived and took him to one of the buildings that was around the 
heart. Up fifty-five stories, he was brought to a vast room where he was asked to 
move bricks from one corner to another. He was not told when he could stop or 
return, and he did not think to ask.

 He felt eyes all around. Whenever he tried to rest, the bird would begin 
fluttering inside him. Neither of them could find a way out. At last 3791 fell down 
from exhaustion and saw the first of two visions that would transform his under-
standing of the purpose behind the existence of the Centre. In the first vision, he 
saw a chimney at once blue, at once red, spewing out a cloud of smoke that was 
spreading across the land. He had the impression of being witness to a tragedy 
but he had no one to recount it to, no evidence to show. He struggled up and 
sketched what he remembered on the wall and continued moving the bricks. The 
bird was now his only companion and he knew it understood the significance of 
this vision even better than him for it was a creature of the skies.

 After an interminable period of work, the bird began chirping within him, 
more unsettled than ever as a result of which 3791 could no longer continue the 
task that was assigned to him. He went to the window to look for the others, who 
were all still working without pause, as if nothing had happened. He threw a brick 
into the blueblack pool to get them to halt and come to their windows but this 
made no difference. The bricks descended softly, and were swallowed whole. No 
one looked at him, and no one stopped him in his act of revolt that turned out to.
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be an ineffectual gesture. 
He sat down and let the 
bird move as it wished, sub-
mitting to its flight. The gi-
ant leafless tree in front of 
him seemed to transform, 
and that is when he had his 
second vision — of the tree 
sprouting parts of the human 
body. An arm cut off and im-
paled on a thorny branch, a 
torso without a head, legs 
hacked to pieces, there 
were so many parts. He did 
not comprehend whether he 
was looking at the past or 
the future. It was then that 
he had a strong urge to flee 
the chamber that he had 
been placed in. He did so in 
such great hurry that he fell 
a few times along the way, 
bruised and beaten by his 
own instincts, but free.

 In that brief moment of escape, he refused to bear the weight of his 
own oppression. It gave his step a lightness. He felt he was moving not only 
for himself but for others and yet he was not certain whether they await-
ed him. He realised that there was an immense loneliness in sounding a 
call and that if he stopped to think now he would be paralysed by doubt. 
There was no time for doubt now, something radical had to be done. He had 
to dig into the roots. The staircases passed by in a blur as if they were not an
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ordinary exit but a dizzying path that reflected back his will and emotion.

 But, when he reached the courtyard, he found that the sun had turned its 
face, and all the workers of the Centre were fleeing in droves with their bundles on 
their heads. He tried to stop some of them to understand the reason behind this 
sudden exodus but they all shunned him as if he were carrying a disease. They 
kept on walking with cloths wrapped around their noses and mouths. Giving up, 
he decided to retrace his path in order to retrieve his own bundle. The further he 
walked the more separated he became from the crowd. Some of them were so old 
and frail that they were being carried on the backs of others. Some were rushing 
in an entirely different direction on gurneys, gasping for breath. 3791 continued 
walking in pursuit of his belongings. He believed that The Guard would appear 
somewhere along the way to guide him to his destination.

 In fact, 3791 was only moving in circles until he was prepared to see what 
he had been seeking: a way out. The veil that separates the two worlds is not to 
keep a distance between life and death. Death appears as it must in the course 
of life and it is accepted as an eventuality with ease. The veil separates the world 
from a clear perspective of our own participation in our deaths, the daily emptying 
out, the eager undermining of others, that allows the repetitions and advances 
necessary for existence. 3791 had not yet lifted the veil but he was there, almost.

 It was almost nightfall when he saw the glinting trident at a distance, and 
tried to coax his tired legs to move faster. The bird was silent now and he felt its 
round, tired body resting against his heart. As he approached The Guard, he re-
alised that the landscape around the figure had completely transformed. He was 
not in the same place at all. The Guard seemed diminished, no longer as potent as 
a myth, but an object around which people gravitated to complete what they had 
long begun, both aware and oblivious of the consequences. There were small fires 
everywhere, and people pushing carts with petrified objects. They were burning 
their books, their pillows, their mattresses, their songs. 3791 realised his pursuit 
to recover his belongings was futile in a world where every manner of comfort had 
to be destroyed for those like him. He began turning away to leave. It was then 
that he saw the carts were also transporting lifeless bodies, and he finally began

12



to comprehend the scale of the disaster that he was witness to. He saw someone 
pushing a heart — as if the Centre of the Centre had shrunk and shrivelled and 
needed to be set aflame. 
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 How long 3791 stood there watching people come and go is hard to mea-
sure in minutes or hours. Time had changed now and so had the endurance of 
his body. The smoke entered him and altered his vision. It blocked the sun and 
covered them all in darkness. There were not many left on the ground around The 
Guard when at last an old woman appeared with a cart bearing a large cracked 
egg that had a window cut into it. Upon seeing this unusual object, 3791 felt a 
great upheaval inside him. The bird began flapping, and just as suddenly as it 
had entered him it leaped out of his mouth and flew into the egg, a flash of red in 
a sea of orange. 3791 followed the bird’s trajectory in the sky and into the shell. 
He wondered whether the bird had found the hollows of his body much like its 
original home, and if it would return again, realising that exile is an ever-present 
condition, and home may be found everywhere and nowhere.

 Around him, the disaster contin-
ued to unfold. Would it remake the world? 
3791 could not imagine it any other way. 
Yet there had been so many chances 
offered by collapse, each squandered, 
each used to realign thoughts and ide-
ologies towards greater violence and 
submission. It was not yet time for 3791 
to accept this eventuality, not when had 
seen the heart being destroyed. He did 
not know that there were ready replace-
ments, and that the silent work of rewrit-
ing truth through another spectacle had 
already begun.
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