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Introduction

To Tell Stories
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I’ve let too many of them go. It’s time to rein in all the threads traversing back to the place where all can be said, all can be remembered with a confident focus on the flow of their swirling, whirling. In acknowledgment of this play, our story where Heart lives in joyful remembrance with a tightened cheek of tearstained grinning, I recall how so deeply moved I am by you.

I will not fail.

With love of you so well infused, my beloved Santosha Ma, this heart cannot miss. The target will be hit as if no space existed between the target and the intention.

I will not fail to tell stories of your devotees.



How I Imagined
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“Curled up like an unborn child in its mother’s womb, he lay in the dark depths of Fantastica’s foundations, patiently digging for a forgotten dream, a picture that might lead him to the Water of Life.” – From the Never Ending Story by Michael Ende
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I’ve attempted in different ways to tell our story, the story of me and you my beloved guru, Santosha Ma, and have I tried different devices to serve a story that can only really be described as cosmic when told in the proper light. I begin the story from that place where you have pointed me, refocused me to try and try again.

You told me to tell the tale only from the life that I’m living, but in trying to do so over the many years of being in your company, I have only been frustrated. How exactly can I do that, tell this tale from my life, because you removed all of my devices, all my clever ideas that merely stood in the way as I clamored to fit in and make sense to a conventional audience.

“I am your audience,” you said to me flatly. “You are not telling the story to an audience of egos, but to me.”

You told me that is the grace of sadhana and that soul knowledge is gleaned from it; this was the purpose of its work, not to elevate my sense of accomplishment as an ego or to espouse the accumulations of self. But rather, to walk with her, with you, in our investigation of who a self is to begin with.

So as I tried to write texts over the years and have been met with frustration, it was you, Master, who simply addressed how I still did not understand. I was still possessive of the telling, of you, of the teaching, even of myself—and that was what was truly being addressed and undone over the years.

As I knelt in your hallway dusting some of your china, I remember how you came up to me. I was frustrated by one of my latest efforts to tell our story in a video. It was not very good.

“What you’re doing (wrong) in your telling is subtle, is a subtle ego trip. Bad things don’t have to keep happening to you for you to understand this. It’s just a very subtle action that has you in the room of your separateness, and you have to get clearer on it,” you said.

I knew what you were talking about, this addiction, the automatically assumed conviction that “I” had to be the center of the story, the doer/teller/hero/victim/protagonist/antagonist, the rightful “cumulous.” That my telling had to be evident of my mastery of myself in experience, of my being lifted after being so let down and etc. It is just automatically assumed that I am a self divorced and will one day arrive reborn, renewed by the great adventure.

The story truly is this: Santosha Ma, over these wonderful years, you have cleaned my thick coke-bottle ego lenses and have encouraged me only to really see—to focus beyond the fog of my mind and notice that the cleverest device is ego endlessly weaving stories all based on a desire to be received by and made happy by other egos, stories based on being separate.



Seeing
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On retreat in the Eastern Sierras one year, I acknowledged to Master Santosha Ma that, to really understand that I assumed happiness was a created thing, out there, a framed and static image, it took years of her trying new lenses on me as if I were a near sighted patient and she a skilled ophthalmologist sitting on the opposite end of her big machine. She kept switching lenses over each of my eyes, each lens a metaphor for her teaching work to address each of my misconceptions of reality.

“Okay, are we clear or unclear?” she’d say patiently, her guidance such a beautiful gift as her goal was for me to see one day the way she sees.

“Ahhh, hmm... Clear.”

Then switching the dial to another lens, she’d ask again, “How about now? Clear or unclear?” Each lens for every one to five years of my being stuck, frustrated, and still seeking in my life.

“Um, clear… Wait. No…”

Year after year that I lived with her this went on. Over breakfast we talked about our lives, what we were up to, and what we assumed. She knew how deeply frustrated I was and so encouraged me to keep yearning, keep reaching for her.

“Stay in the room,” she would say. “Don’t get bogged down. Understand that this is not the story about your failures.”

One day we might, as she said to a group of us gathered in her art studio, “Wake up in the morning, and after being so completely vexed by something about life, suddenly have the capability to respond more intelligently and have the wherewithal to see, to honor and love this life you are already living.”

Until then, my sadhana was only, by her grace, adapting away from limiting points of view.

One Sunday morning in 2007, Santosha Ma and several of her devotees were gathered in her art studio talking excitedly about starting up some creative projects. She suggested we try film or write stories or music to honor this life. Seated on a green leather chair, her knees drawn to her, she said, “What if you were able to make a collage of your life with me? What if you were able to see that your lives are not of someone failing on the path, but instead, how all along the biggest attraction in your life is me? Then you begin to see how all along the divine has been attracting you!”

Each lens she tried on me helped me focus in on how I assumed myself separate in any given area of my life, how I unnecessarily viewed my life as a problem to fix, and how with grace-given insight I was able to let go of that assumption a little more, to relax my grip, and thusly unfold into being happy, uncomplicated, and no longer preoccupied.

At home, Santosha Ma used to always play around and ask us questions like: What would be the perfect date? What would you do with a million dollars if you had it? After awhile it became clear that we were not clear, even in our fantasies, on how any of it would really create happiness since one would still have to generate a response to it, bind to it and to its realistic demands.

Santosha Ma has shown us that nothing is automatic, but rather, everything requires conscious intention. In reality everything has a burdensome quality to it, and though you may be happy to work with it and achieve a goal, there are negative qualities to reduce it—whatever it is—to ordinary standards. Life is just that, ordinary, Santosha Ma taught. She said to me, ordinary happiness is found in acceptance, which can open the doorway that leads to our deepest thirst to know God.

“But that’s not what egos want. Instead egos want power and wants everything to adapt to them,” she said.

So over the years, as she took away my perceptions and replaced them with reality, it seemed clear to me that my old choices were for bondage rather than freedom. She saw how I could not abide in simple happiness directly. Instead, I schemed and fantasized.

“Clear or unclear?” the master would ask me.

“Oh, wow! Clear!” I would say.

Santosha Ma, my guru, the true heart beating, is the divine and stands unwaveringly so. She switches the lens and I can see. I can let go and the muscles where my self-concern had me in knotted pursuit, stubborn with volition, insecure with threat, wrapped in the impossible implications of social madness and garbage beliefs, piled up on this concept of a “me.” When I finally began to let go, a breath enjoyed to that opening place, back to innocence, was a step deeper.

She said to a small group of us once as we were leaving for home following our retreat with her in 2011, “Before any action, any desire, or impulse, before a future or past, there is Santosha Ma. Before the dream, there IS ME.”

Her name is that divine reality, the reality before our mental assumptions. She is that.

She said, “Feel me located in your heart. Say my name there. Be in this heart.” She went around the table and called our attention to what that actually felt like as she placed her fingertips at our hearts.

“To say it here, in your heart, is fifty thousand times more valuable than saying it in your head. And so you feel it now, and you feel less of your separateness, right?”

We all agreed.

“Okay, now never leave this,” she said.

You can stop reading now because that’s it! Everything hereafter is just me doing more telling, trying to capture what is boundless!

The real story is authored by truth, openness without all the clamoring, without the lines of self reference. She IS openness. She is cosmic, and for those willing to hear and recognize it as well as those not yet ready, she is a telling of the all of everyone. In purity, the true author cares not for recognition and only stands, already brilliant and free, as us all.

Zen Master Rama once said, “The truth of all ages is this: be absorbed.”



A Day Dreamer’s Prayer
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When I was sixteen and living in Atlanta Georgia, all I did most of the time was imagine. I imagined different worlds, imagined characters that had great wisdom and power. I one day dreamt of a boy named Jeshoya or Jeshibian (Jeshoya his nick name). Like me, he was a sad teenage boy and wished to be happy in the world that seemed beautiful, deep green jungle land, lush and fulfilling, but in reality was also harsh, full of pain—actually quite unfulfilling.

Whatever I loved in other stories, movies, and books, I imagined my own version of them, my own galaxy far, far away, and spent much of my time depicting scenes from this place in pencil drawings that I obsessed over to the detriment of my school grades.

In July of 2012, Santosha Ma and I, along with one other of her devotees, took her car to Lake Lundy in the Eastern Sierras. As we journeyed we were happily reminiscing about how we came to be together with Santosha Ma, how the threads of our lives, the various attractions, the fingers of the hands of the self, brought us all to her. We talked of how the divine was attracting us.

“I remember listening to Tangerine Dream when I was a teenager and they would just take me to another place,” I said.

“That was the self calling you to me. Rama loved Tangerine Dream, and we used to meditate to them all the time,” Santosha Ma said.

When I was a boy in Atlanta, I took the subway to and from school. I always wore my headphones and listened to Tangerine Dream. As I stood on the neon illuminated platform, the music absorbed me as the silver train streaked by, and my surroundings seemed like a fantastic sci-fi dream to me. I wanted to stay where the music took me, to where it was calling me. I called my imaginary world Sten.

At first I only daydreamed about Sten, its tranquility and beauty, but then I began to imagine the story of characters who lived there—Jeshoya and others. I drew their faces, over and over again, and with the music playing, imagined their stories more and more clearly.

I used to share my stories with my friends, and they, interested in my dream and being artistic types, would often draw their versions of the characters. We were a very close circle of friends and together we pitched ideas to each other for a comic book version of my dreams. We collaborated too; one of my buddies added his own character, a wise cracking pilot named Red.

[image: image]

We could not agree on a story ending for the main character, but I could not shake the idea that, in the end, he would simply die and make way for something greater than himself—a great metamorphosis of sorts.

“What is he, Jesus Christ?” my friends would tease me. I never gave up on bringing the story forward in the way it was coming to me. Over time my friends’ interest in the story dwindled, and as I graduated high school and moved to California, I felt the story squarely in my lap alone, my responsibility to further.

My junior year in high school, I attended an English class. I was visiting my father that summer and so attended summer school in California. The teacher, recognizing that the level of English that was being taught was too remedial for me, saw to it that my homework was solely creative writing. He challenged me to write.

“I just want you to read a few of these mythology tales and then write one of your own,” he said, handing me a worn paperback of Greek mythology. So I spent my time imagining and losing myself in divinity.

I wrote about a goddess named Ashuta. I wrote about how the dwellers of the Great One Land of Sten often prayed to her to advance themselves over and against one another, how she constantly tricked them to show them how foolish and unloving they were. Each answered prayer came a heavy price to pay—a reality check. My English teacher liked it and encouraged me to write more. There was an East Indian girl in my class who wore a sari, and I thought she was exquisite, her beauty calm, confident, and dignified. Her name was Mediha. I loved her name, and so I borrowed it for a character, Ashuta’s daughter, who lived in a different world than Jeshoya.

I fell in love with drawing, with pencil and with pen and ink. I took drawing classes in college and obsessively etched away, clarifying the lines of the characters, their faces, their sacred places and what they had to express. Though mostly a visual effort, I still wrote. While in high school, I drew a few sketches of Mediha, and in the thread of the story that was evolving in me—as I used my mother’s old yellow typewriter—the main character, Jeshoya, would meet Mediha and she would show him what true power was. Not knowing what that really was, I left the aspect of true power for later, hoping it would occur to me.

I did not know then that I would meet my spiritual master, and only in retrospect can I laugh and see how the self-attracted me to Santosha Ma via my imagination, my daydreams, this dreaming work becoming more clear, more real. In complete ignorance, through the hallways of my imagination, I sought for my master, my sadhana, via a purely fictional fairytale, a creative visualization, a day dreamer’s prayer.

The thread of the story was not so clear to me then. I only knew that the two characters I created were destined to be together. In my journal, I drew a picture of Jeshoya seated in meditation by the ocean while Mediha gazed at him from atop a rock. I did this drawing a few days before I was to leave my mother and start a new life in California.

Mediha was alien, wild, unbridled, fierce but balanced, and so also wise and supremely loving. As the story existed in my mind, she and Jeshoya were from two different worlds (Jeshoya from Sten, Mediha from Banx) and their meeting would simply be the will of Ashuta. All the other characters in the story were the agents to make this coming together happen.
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In college, as I learned more drawing technique, I began to make peace with the idea that Jeshoya was not another person but actually me, and so I consciously decided to do his portrait again, Jeshoya looking more like me. This felt more natural and I felt freer to identify with him. It was an act of self love and acceptance of what I wanted, that which seemed like fiction/fantasy in this world of scientific materialism, cynicism, and doubt of God’s existence.

Once I did the portrait though it became harder to understand why I was writing and drawing, writing and drawing, digging into this tale. What was this for, its use? Conventionally speaking, what was in it for me, my ego? A story for film, a novel, something to sell? What was the point? What kind of practical use could come from my imaginings? My father wondered this too and mildly discouraged me. I had given both him and my mother a copy of the self portrait. It was received with a measure of discomfort from them both.

The picture and the story were, however, simply the divine attracting me through creativity, calling me to be with her, to imagine our meeting, to develop and bring forward our story.



The Seed
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I recall how, one evening in 1987, I rested in the top bunk in my best friend Eric’s room. He took the bottom bunk and we were telling each other tales as we fended off nodding to sleep. He had given me a nick name, “Stosh the storyteller,” and that night I had had been spinning a yarn about Mediha and Jeshoya to him for hours. I explained to him that even though she was only a child, Mediha was infinitely wiser than Jeshoya. Though I had ripped off that tidbit, a godlike child, from Frank Herbert because I had just seen Dune on television a week prior, I wanted to stress to Eric that her character was deeper and more central than Jeshoya, who seemed to be having all the adventures. The thing was, I hadn’t figured out the details of any of this. I didn’t know how she was wise. I didn’t know what it was he yearned for. This story was just a bright world for my imagination to play in and to take the sting out of the school year drudgery.

The part in the story that I was coming to was my favorite, the part where Jeshoya, while caring for Mediha, an alien child who dropped from the sky and was in the ultimate care of Jeshoya’s master, Paen, is touched by Mediha gently on the forehead and can then suddenly see as she does. It is a shock, the overwhelming beauty, but temporary, a seed experience that will blossom into his, well, enlightenment. Enlightenment was not the word I had for it as a teenager who was more a devotee of Marvel comic books, Dr. Who, and all things George Lucas, James Cameron, Frank Herbert, and C.S. Lewis than the path I now follow. But my words were a vague description of great power that seemed to go beyond desire for conquest.

“Damn, Mediha is cool as hell,” Eric said before falling to sleep.

“Yeah,” I murmured, succumbing to my tiredness but hoping I would have a dream of Mediha and Sten.

Eric and I later created a character together, Red Carridean, who would cameo in the stories of our two universes.

Fast forward to 1995: Since we’re talking science fiction, imagine you are a starship, the Millennium Falcon, traveling faster than the speed of light for the very first time.

Imagine that, as a sentient craft, distance is suddenly realized to be just a concept and you are not in fact moving and have never moved. You are just simply here all the time and no distance can be described as away from you.

Imagine the sensation that the stars seem to move but then they stretch as perception of them is bent, all points of location vanishing, compressing together until they are absorbed into one. There is no longer the continuity of space by with you can value anything, not even yourself, who seem to disappear even as you remain ever so present, merging as all light itself with no differentiating edges.

You ARE THIS, through and through, and suddenly you realize, God is this, you, and you are divinity. The pattern of your “life” is only a tiny vibrant mandala, a microscopic cell housed in the perfection of cosmic skin, a precious deeply loved chip, intricately patterned wall paper deeply etched as circuitry within the greater circuitry of all other lives. All nestled within your rainbow-banded central nervous system ablaze with the white fire coming from the tiniest and yet brightest flame that seems the core of all cores. That core is living you, so to speak, this very instant, revealing you to YOU right now and forever. Imagine you understand this to be the most intimate, deep, and impossible to keep promise ever made good on, that moment, that feeling where you understand that, despite an eternity of darkness, God has come for you like she said she would. Like she said she would when you smirked in your independence. Like she said she would when you rolled your eyes. Like she said she would when she was a mere other to you in your dreaming, looking for greener grass.

She cracked the universe in half, and it may have taken half a billion lifetimes to get you to see just this mere glimpse, but she did it. She showed you: God IS, and IS HER, and is you. Imagine the sensation of how the heart just melts to know this is actually and absolutely true—as the light of it all pours in, rains down, drenches you and fulfills the promise of your yearned for sanity of love’s truest reality. That promise has been kept.

That is what Santosha Ma showed me when she initiated me, when she touched me. My head was thrown back, my mouth open, tears of joy streaming from my eyes as God made love to me, revealed to me her beautiful face in which I resided. Breath, which had quickened, stopped and my heartbeat, which also had quickened, felt to have unraveled as I let go to what I just described.

I was so humbled by such reality, such majesty, that when it was done with me—that is, when I could no longer let go without becoming terrified—I threw myself onto the floor and wept with broken-hearted joy to have seen that which can never be described. Words to this day fail me to convey to you how real it was, how real it is.

“I never knew,” I just kept saying as I wiped the profuse tears streaming from my eyes. “I never knew. Oh, I never knew.”

I never knew that I had it all so wrong, had it so backward. I had lived my life up to that point with such doubt, but also with so much arrogance in assuming that my eyes always held within them the clearest vision. My mind was blown completely away that night to make way for what is beyond its grasp.

I knew from that night, and I knew that I knew, with the most concrete confidence that I was wrong about everything. I knew in that moment that God is alive and living me, is my heart. That truth rendered me so softly weeping in the bright spell of God-distracted gladness, a home-felt happiness that informed me that my guru had entered the moving picture of my life to claim me as her devotee! I was hers. She did indeed crack the universe in half to get through to me, to introduce to me her world that is bigger and brighter than any Sten I could have imagined.

I made it from by bedroom floor to my bathroom, my heart slowing down, my eyes re-adjusting from what felt like staring into the sun, white spots dancing in my gaze.

I had the sensation of absolute, clean and sweet, utter adoration like a child’s first obsession as Santosha’s name resonated within my heart. I looked into the mirror, and the face staring back at me was not my own. It was Jesus Christ’s face. I let out a gasping laugh. I couldn’t believe it. It was as if she said, “Do you know what I mean now?”

I looked intensely at the vision, how it was light, just like she said, sowing reality right before my eyes. How deep the play of God was! I remember looking at Jesus’ beard, the fibers of the hair over what should have been my clean-shaven chin. I looked at my chest, Jesus’ chest, and I felt my soft melted heart, which was reflected as Jesus’ heart ablaze with fire, and I began to cry again. Was I crazy?!

She was showing me, giving me a mere glimpse, of what enlightenment was, what it meant in a manner that would translate to me in terms I could better grasp. She, like Christ, was the One, her heart pure.

I knelt against the sink, and buried my face into my hands so overwhelmed with awe.

How could it be? How could it be?

“Everything is of the same source light,” Santosha Ma said to me about a week before that night. She was giving me my first lesson as we walked around Lake Lagunitas in Marin County.

It was the spring of 1996, and one day I was visiting my best friend, the son of Santosha Ma, at their house and knew that I was going to get to catch sight of Santosha Ma. I was not her student then. I had only heard about her through my friend and met her in person a handful of times, but in my heart—deep beneath the confused and conventional layers of my mind—I wanted to be her student and I wanted to see her that day. The plan for the day was that my buddy and I would do some music together, or perhaps we were going out somewhere. When I entered the house, there was Santosha!

I was my usual nervous and tongue-tied self as soon as I saw her, and she had just only come over to me and said, “Hey Neil, how are you doing?” My previous few times around Santosha Ma I would break into a sweat or my hands would get clammy.

She had been printing her art at her work table in the living room and I caught a glimpse of one picture standing vertically on the floor and leaning against the wall. It was a large print, at least five feet tall, of what looked to me to be the creation of the universe or of existence.

“It’s actually a pair of railroad tracks,” she said.

 My jaw dropped and I think I said something like, “Whoa!” I just loved it.
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I loved the piece. It seemed magical and the sight of it made me feel expansive. Later, before we left, Santosha Ma came out into the living room from the kitchen and said to me, “So, Neil, how about you and enlightenment?”

I gurgled and stuttered before I managed to say, “That sounds really good to... Uh, I mean, yes, I’d like that. I’d like to know about that?” I was taken aback by how sensitive she seemed, picking up on my desire to get to know her and pulling me past my shyness.

“Maybe we can take a walk together,” she said. I couldn’t believe it. I was going somewhere with her.

After that day, Santosha Ma and I walked around Lake Lagunitas and she gave me my first teaching. First Santosha Ma explained that everything is a dream, an explanation I did not quite accept but that had me intrigued. As we walked along the wooded paths, she told me that everything I encountered is light and is filtered and organized through the perceptions of my mind. She said that, through my perceptions, an error was being made where I was falsely identified as a separate individual in opposition to the other individuals and the objects I perceived. She told me that this person was the false self and that she would show me what the real self was.

“Everything is source light, Neil, non-separate. Everything is God.”

“But, Santosha, this tree is separate from me,” I said, trying to understand. I put my hand on it and felt the bark against my palm.

“Yes, but it is all really light. You are that same light,” she said.

She told me that the white light, the fullest degree of that light, was really who I am and that she was going to show me the truth of it over the period of my sadhana. That was her job, she said, to reveal this to me.

“But you should know that this is a serious endeavor and will take everything you have.”

I was excited but also in a state of shock over the magnitude of the matter at hand as she described more and told me about her own sadhana with her gurus, her wild and beautiful dreams and visions as she walked the path and realized the self!

I did not understand how it could be pulled off. I did not know what to do.

“We’ll begin with love and trust,” she said. “Stick with me, kiddo. I’m going to get you out of this.”

A few days later, she invited me back to the house for meditation, where afterward, she asked me what I thought about becoming her student. I smiled rather widely and said yes, and Santosha then said festively, “Okay. You are now officially my student!” Everyone cheered and I was really happy.

A week later I sat down on the floor and spontaneously followed her name from mind to heart, let it drop like a weighted fishing lure to sink deeply inward, abandoned to what might lay beneath breath, beneath gut and belly, beyond spine and nerve. Then there was a sudden shift, like a leviathan rising quickly and rapidly putting space between “me” and my usual perceptions, a void so great, so awesome, so terrifying that I wept like a little boy.

“So your heart opened a little bit?” Santosha Ma joked, teasing me. I lay on the foldout couch in her living room in Three Rivers. She had moved there, and so I stayed over for a visit.

“A little,” I grumbled.

She held up a thumb and index finger to measure the very half inch of a little—the extent of my spiritual prowess. If what I saw was only the tip of the iceberg, I could not begin to imagine what the fullest degree of it would be like, but I knew that she stood at that place, was looking at me from that indescribable space, and she was calling me to join her there.

“I…want to feel like that again,” I said, unable to describe the experience with satisfaction to her. I had held off on telling her about my experience for many weeks, unable to comprehend what had happened. I felt I should have questions for her about it, but I couldn’t form any. I just wanted to experience it again—and not run away next time.

“You will,” she said.

But first…



Adventures
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“This one a long time have I watched. All his life has he looked away…to the future, to the horizon. Never his mind on where he was. Hmm? What he was doing. Hmph. Adventure. Heh. Excitement. Heh. A Jedi craves not these things. You are reckless.” – Yoda From Star Wars – The Empire Strikes Back.
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I recall the first time I saw Santosha Ma. I was a pretty sad kind of guy. I was living with my father and his family. I had moved from Atlanta GA, away from my mother, and started college. I had come to a place where it seemed nothing was going my way.

I did not notice then that on the tip of my mind’s tongue were always the words “if only,” the chit-chattering of all my wishes that obscured true happiness.

Then one day there she was. My spiritual master stood in line, my line, buying CDs from the record store where I worked as a cashier. I did not recognize her as the one calling to me via my free-flowing daydreaming about her. Instead, I was in my shroud of self, digging and seeking along conventional lines for some kind of release in the material world.

Santosha Ma said to me, however, after all the years of the story’s actual unfolding, that she recognized me; and as I’ve seen now with the beauty of hindsight, the imagining I was engaged in was her work all along.

“I went into the store and I saw you and I thought, ‘There’s a good soul.’”

She told her son to apply for a job at the store where I was working and he and I became best friends. It was her work, her attracting me to her as my spiritual master.

That day I knelt on her floor and dusted china, my mistake was to leave her out, to make her story mine rather than to submit to her and participate in her story, which would have been a positive step toward metamorphosis.

She is the absolute power of the story for, without her, I have nothing to lose myself to, no real base. Instead I would build on the unreal foundation of myself, its propaganda, unable to learn vulnerability, humility, self-sacrifice, and true love.

As Santosha Ma showed me, the adventure of my life was only to chase after my reflection, to “be somebody” instead of abiding in consciousness free of identity.

Since 1992 Santosha Ma has shown me over and over again that it is a useless gesture to chase/grab at/reach for and to run from/avoid/ duck and dodge experience. She only and always tried to show me, have me see —switch the lenses of my limited perceptions—and point out that one subtle thing that all egos do which was to not notice the room of actual life but rather to only behold and wrestle with abstract ideas and spin the story tellers yarn of problems.



The Life You are Actually Having
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In the springtime of 2008, my third year of living at her home (the ashram), I was standing in Santosha Ma’s kitchen and the chimes on her porch were carrying on in the wind. I had spent much of the day working on a musical piece while in my room. I noticed that Santosha Ma was home and so I went up to visit her. I said to her that I finally felt I could see what she meant all of these years, that I noticed that in her creative works, her art, she greatly engaged her life. She noticed everything around her and created art out of her life rather than from a preconceived idea, which is where I had always operated.

“It seems to me that you always have your camera, that you are always noticing so much, and you bring it all home and are always expressing so much of it. It also seems you’ve been showing us this—teaching us to notice—through the different things we’re attracted to. I’d like to do this, capture pieces of what’s actually going on, which seems to be the trick.”

“That’s wonderful to hear because that means you’re interested in the life that you’re already having instead of seeking another life, another experience, another way other than the life you’re already having! So now you actually have that appreciation.”

I was so happy for that moment. Instead of the consideration of ego’s illusion being seen as a privately vexing thing, something I accepted in my head—which always nodded in agreement—but was rejected at heart, this consideration, this picture that Santosha Ma framed for me to witness removed the entire burden of my need for anything other than the love for her that stirs in my being. I was with my master! There was no need to figure out anything: no failure, no victory, not in celibacy or marriage. She had been telling me this from day one!

Later that year, Santosha Ma went to the Eastern Sierras. This was my first time joining the others in retreat. The same openness that moved me so much that day, that same perfect flow of her grace continued with me during that trip. While in this amazingly quiet and sacred power place, by her continued gentle sanding of my egoic cleverness, I regained a childlike whimsy that called me to go out and play.

From within the A-frame cottage where she sat in consideration with all her devotees, she waved for me to go explore. I walked the woodsy avenues and climbed rocks and visited the waterfalls nearby, a charmed grin on my face. I knew she brought me to this, her unending care. I wept in the woods, feeling honored to be with her.

And so with that, what follows is a metaphorical, crazily collaged, fantasy re-telling of how she reeled me in.


Diamond Eyes: Book II
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The Last Khoorlrhani Warrior

This is God’s story. The writer cannot claim it for he is merely soil in which the seed is planted. The true author is eternal and moves Her instrument, inspires him, plants the seed of the play into the mind of the dramas being dreamed. The writer contemplates Her with such limited eyes and desires to understand Her mystery.

If only he could understand! He can only rely on Her, the great one who teaches him to dream better dreams—the dreams of HER alone, of no dream, but divine reality itself. He reaches into the heavens of feeling Her, to touch Her, to know Her Heart, to remember Her as his very self beyond point of view. How he yearns to hold Her, to die in Her embrace, the embrace of vanishing self.

But alas, for now attention is again captured, and like a moth to the flame, persists in sowing yet another story, the divine taking on more names for the sake of its own play…

For as She lay across the horizon of Genia, the Great One Land, Ashuta’s hip and her shoulder extend into the sky as the high mountains. Her hair is the grass and trees, and her eyes as they watch the creatures running along her body of firmament, are the stars and moons.

Ashuta, Goddess of all things, IS everything! From the furthest pink nebulae she sees her beloved worlds as herself. She laughs as breeze and smiles as sun, and she writes her plays within her tablets of lands, seas, and heavens, of objects and events, weaves her stories of characters: warriors, villains, tahs, men and children from the sky, and of masters and goddesses.

She is everything, God Herself in Her multitude of names and forms that appeared to be different and separate upon the Great One Land. There is no separate one! Only She knew! She gasped and giggled, delighted by the secret that only She was privy to; and yet She offered so many clues to mankind—the unconscious “others.” They hoped to catch a splendid glimpse of themselves beyond Ashuta’s game play of temporary forgetting, a peek into their own true nature as everything being lived. As Ashuta forgot, more others seemed to appear.

This story for my beloved guru, Santosha Ma, for God, the masters, the One—all the many names that fail to describe Her as She is. This story is dedicated to Her entirely as it is written by Her own hands, hands of one yearning to know Her secret, hands of the ONE that pretends not to know.

She winks her eye, the light shifts, and another mythic chapter is sown from her endlessness…
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I Am Jeshibian…
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3rd Dynasty Arkaya, the era of the master’s return (4191 B.I.)

My brothers call me Jeshoya. In my people’s language, Jeshibian means sunlight or sunshine. Jeshoya in Khoorlrhani, pronounced Kor ronee, translates to ray of light. As I write this, I am twenty-nine years old and have been to places never imagined by my tribe. We were once the Khoorlrhani and we lived in the southern regions of the Great One Land known as Genia. I grew up with many brothers and two sisters.

What line do I trace to begin to tell you who I am? Of course the quill must dip itself well within the inks of the past. So then...

My father was once the king, or tah, of all Khoorlrhani, and he sat upon his throne in the great city of Arkaya. This of course made me a prince, a potential successor to his crown, inheritor of his kingdom. The benefit of hindsight allows me to appreciate the events that unfolded in my life and to thank Ashuta that this was never to be.

I’ve learned many languages since my travels, and I have discovered that many people find it difficult to learn Khoorlrhani words. As a young prince, I spent most of my life in Arkaya, never assuming that one day I would leave, compelled by an attraction greater than any promise of worldly wealth; but neither do I want to give away too much too soon nor linger on this element of my tale.

To describe myself, I would say that I am of average height for Khoorlrhani man my age, which is about six feet tall. My ears, like all those of the Great One Land, can be described as pointed, sharp at the ends, or elfin, a distinction that only bears relevance in light of the events of this story, its further unfolding, the scope widening to tell more about my travels.

I have my father’s face, as I’ve been told by my relatives, light brown skin, deep-set eyes, wide cheek bones, and a thick mouth. My hair is light brown, coarse, and twisted into dreadlocks, the traditional fashion of my people. When I was a boy, the tips of my matted locks were dipped in a strong green dye to signify my being made a Khoorlrhani warrior. It was my older brother Minot who initiated me. I will tell you more about him in time.

The elders, the aunts and uncles who knew those before my time, said I resembled Kalid, the sage of a generation ago who died at the great river. There were many stories about Kalid passed down by word of mouth.

He was described as having deep-set hazel eyes, which the relatives mainly focused on when making their comparisons, though my eyes are actually more green, an uncommon trait among the Khoorlrhani but rather typical of Mayak, our sworn enemies in the north.

By nature, I was a worrisome soul, always thirsty for validating and comforting answers, something to make sense of the cloud cover of the life I was living at the time. Family and friends often wondered what it was I was searching for, as if all answers seemed obvious to them. What was it I searched for? I didn’t know myself, but what was before me, my life in Genia that was before my very eyes, could not be it.

My story, or rather our story, the everyone story, I have ached to tell for some time; but as I have always been distracted, I have taken a long time to gather in a concise enough image, all its threads woven well enough, that I could stand behind that image with confidence.

In actuality this is a story of attraction, attraction over and against self and world masked as a journey of rebirth stemming from the great and awful forgetting and then being handed over to that which reels into focus to the sharpened eyes of the famished soul yearning to witness it; that which smashes our ideas into glorious bits to reveal our sameness, undeniable. That is what I wish to tell you about, if I can manage.

For now, I will begin my story simply, with where I began my quest, in my home where I, my mother, my father the tah, my brothers, and the great Master Paen, pronounced Pi Yen, lived in the city of Arkaya.

Of all the lands in the great one-land-of-all-people, and of all the cities that my father’s rule extended to, no portion was greener than Arkaya. She was a thick humid land with rivers running through her, white-topped mountains in the distance disappearing into thick and stormy cloud cover and backed by rich blue skies full with radiant yellow sun.

From where we played as boys in the deep jungles, through tall trees and among the big leaved taros and vibrant orchids, we could see the high forms of stone towers climbing above thick and endless fog and greenness; and all around us were thick waxy leaves, vines, deep reddish mud, dragonflies, and at a great distance, the giant fence that protected the capital city from our enemies, the Mayak.

The Khoorlrhani flourished in the jungle lands of the Genian Valley. As Paen told me, our people were once hunters and gatherers, the Great One Tribe, tens of centuries ago, but during the period leading up to my lifetime and the lifetimes of my brothers, ours was the largest kingdom in history and a great nation-state known across all the land. Arkaya was the capital city surrounded by six prefecture cities run by chiefs, over whom my father ruled as tah—king, emperor, overlord, supreme warlord, God.

The Khoorlrhani, like those of other lands, the plainsmen in the east, Cwa and Bantu in the south, and the Mayak of the north, were generally brown skinned, separated by those others only by subtle degrees of hue.

The only Khoorlrhani who were distinguished easily by their complexion were those from the southern most regions near Kushite. They were very dark skinned.

It was typical for Khoorlrhani to wear their coarse hair in coiled and bound locks or braids, or for some to completely shave their hair. The men wore their hair long and pierced their noses, while young women wore their hair short, often in small knots, until they were married, and they also decorated their skin with tattooing or beadwork.

Women wore imported silks and other fine cloths of vibrant color. The men typically wore simple long skirts and sandals. In the northern towns, towns of higher elevation where the air was cooler, Khoorlrhani wore skins and fur boots during the winters. The women often wore tunics or kaftans, and those from the outer towns just outside of Arkaya often went shirtless like the men. From the homes of our dwellings that we call dihj one could smell rich spices intermingling with other pleasant and unpleasant aromas of daily life.

Arkaya, being the hub of commerce in central Genia, produced a vastly intermingled culture, influences extending from as far as the Bantu and Cwa territories—from which many traveled to pay tribute to our father and trade their goods in Arkayan marketplaces—to Eastern Genia where plainsmen were known to speak of our tah.



Warriors and Warlords
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“We are not a true tribe, nor are we original!” Master Paen said to me. He was correcting me when I was a small boy and proudly referred to us as the original tribe of man.

I was stunned as he turned over my idealistic assumptions for the very first time.

“No we have become the awful persistent machine. We are something else now, tribal only in a historical sense but no longer the great circle of cooperation we once were. There is no longer nobility in the word Khoorlrhani in my opinion,” he said flatly, bursting my pride, my naïve prince’s sense of self-importance.

The tah of the Khoorlrhani was regarded as God. This went back to the times of antiquity, before there were cities governed by lower chiefs. So, naturally, my father’s godliness meant I was the son of God, right? This was the assumption that the master addressed in his correcting me.

Master Paen told me that, in the earliest of times, the tah was indeed God, but now the tah was only a wrathful figurehead of red face paint and eagle feathers, a simple historical habit. To me that meant I was to inherit the lack of wisdom that was my father’s lot. This disturbed me as a young boy, but Master Paen never allowed me to linger in such thoughts.

Paen explained to me that where the tahs went wrong was their fall into greed, selfishness, and the hording of Ashuta’s gifts. The resources of the Great One Land were parceled out in return for loyalty to a tah, who became an “unenlightened fool,” as Paen put it. “Instead of serving as the example of abiding in the natural ebb and flow of the already-happy-here in the Great One Land.”

The mistake occurred far back in history, but since then, the reign of the tah was simply handed down from father to first born son as it was assumed that the blood of the royal family was holy.

“The tahs have forgotten humility and are no longer benign in nature, and so the people have learned unnecessary ambition,” Master Paen lectured me.

My father’s kingdom was larger than what one man could reasonably maintain order over, and so it was subdivided. The cities, their heraldic standards, and their respective chiefs or lords were as follows: 
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	Kamina in the north, a city above the great lakes, beyond which we have driven away the predator manju tigers. This city is ruled by Chief Tannis the Bold.
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	Tanaga in the west, where our armies have pushed the Mayak across the rivers. This city is ruled by Chief Shakuba the Loyal.
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	Kushite in the south, where the Bantu and Cwa peoples trade and pay tribute to my father. This city of stone towers and pyramids is ruled by Chief Chobaza the Graceful.
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	Isiwa in the east, where Chief Bombanzu the Observant keeps watch in the distance for that which may come over the Genian Highlands.
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	Ketique in the far east where the great Master Paen first appeared to us. This city is ruled by Chief Dajaai the Reasonable.
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	And in Arkaya the capital city my father, Boutage the Power Mad to most, sat on his throne, and Toumak my uncle served as general of his large army.





Each of these chiefs was given land and each of these lords had vassals in their service, captains who ran subdivisions of their armies and were also given land and granted an audience with the tah.

“How do you give the land?” Paen, who once wandered the plains in the east before coming to us, would ask my father.

“By my decree,” my father would answer, tight lipped and obstinate.

“When was it ever yours to give?” Paen quipped.

Our warriors could be seen throughout Arkaya riding on black mehras, pronounced May Ra, our great horned riding beasts. They also patrolled into the jungle along the perimeter of the great fence and beyond and mingled among the inhabitants of the Arkayan merchant towns.

They filled the taverns, their tables cluttered with silver-studded black leather gauntlets and blackened steel helmets, their raunchy demeanor permeating the atmosphere. They stood guard along dirt roads near the marketplaces, and they patrolled the wheat and corn fields that spanned a great distance in our lush valley.

Of Arkaya, the master said that it was our nation’s obligation to, in our having much, serve with generosity and instill a greater sense of community rather than skillfully holding defensive lines as we did.

“But it does not matter really. It will all fade. All things die off,” Paen said.
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The Mayak, our enemy, their standard the sun and their true numbers unknown as they were scattered all along the entirety of the Genian Highlands, were ruled by Unat the Cruel.

It was said that five of our Khoorlrhani warriors were only as good as one Mayak. It was said that the Mayak’s harsh life in the cold mountain tops made them fierce—and it was Khoorlrhani wealth that made us soft.

“Propaganda!” Master Paen would say with a chuckle. “They bleed like any other men. This is just a time of rattling sabers and living up to some silly idea of what brave men must do. All this fighting-of-roosters is meaningless.

“The Khoorlrhani nation is only an idea, Jeshibian. Put these silly ideas away and put your attention on what I have to show you!”

During my adolescence the master would say these things to me to snap me out of the patriotic trance I slipped into from time to time. As a boy I fantasized that I would serve my father’s army bravely and without question, and I assumed admiration, respect, manhood, land, a woman at my side, and ultimately a sense of greatness, would follow. The master did well to show me the absurdness of my ideas, as what he had to show me went deeper than the mating game politics of Khoorlrhani warfare, as he once coined it.

The ranks of my father’s army grew with young men who knew that they were made of the right stuff. In their minds, they could withstand the ferocity of the Mayak! My brothers wished to be among those men, but they thought themselves better for they were sons of God; and as children they play acted, fantasizing about fulfilling their sought after destinies as tah, as God.

Admittedly, as the master’s criticism of my attitude pointed out, I also wanted to be one of those men. He told me though, with a grin and a wink of the eye, to love being myself “as is.” And I accepted this, loving him and trusting him entirely. However, since I was such a doubting soul, I did not listen deeply enough for I was still certain there would be a moment where doing what brave men did would cure me of my doubtfulness and quench my thirst to go somewhere else, to be informed by means of adventure that I was great.

“And that is how you and the other Khoorlrhani are all self absorbed and unoriginal,” the master teased me.

My brothers were hungry for martial duty, hungry to meet that call to adventure, and I felt I was hungry for it as well. After all, I was Khoorlrhani, wasn’t I?

To become a Khoorlrhani warrior with broad scimitar, black horned mehra, a head of dyed dreadlocks to denote acceptance into the corps, to defend the nation for the honor of the tah was what most young boys longed for.

A warrior did what his captain ordered him to do. He was strong. The women loved him. He had blind faith, as did the captain, all subordinate along the chain of command to the top, my father the ultimate authority.

A warrior wore feathers along the right side of his helmet or banded to his right arm. A warrior in my father’s army was branded with the symbol of their prefect: circular bolts of lightning or the claw of the manju tiger. A warrior beat his chest with the flat side of his curved blade upon seeing a superior officer. A Khoorlrhani warrior ate a bowl of fear for dinner so that he was inclined to the flavor of it on the battlefield. A Khoorlrhani warrior killed Mayak. That was his greatest aspiration. The women loved him, the tah needed him, the common man respected him. The warrior was fulfilled by this recognition.

“It is worse than tribalism, the awful spawn of it. The outcome is only more darkness in an already dark world,” Master Paen said.

“You see, Jeshibian, we are fast losing the direct link with the land because we cut her up and sell her like she were a mehra,” he told me.

“Look around you! The majority have broken wills. They are slaves to the minority who only work in abstract dealings. All the while the commoner hopes, works to attain land and self-importance, and you at the top develop alliances based on your right to keep what you have, to save political face, and to fly these stupid flags of division. It is silly. It will not work in the long run. Only love works and is the basis for true culture,” said the master to each of my brothers.

But we did not listen for we all felt entitled to our comfortable destinies, princes who would be kings. It was the burgeoning engine within our hearts, this inclination toward Khoorlrhani power.

“Or,” the master said, “this dark inward momentum will become something else, something more horrific, and more degraded. You will see.”

I admired the Khoorlrhani warrior. In my childish mind, the Khoorlrhani warrior seemed a fascinating and diverse fighting machine. There were many denominations of warriors, from mercenary to royal guard, from hired hood-assassin to centurion. The art of combat was popularly practiced among men and boys, but warriors of rank were only from noble families, such as mine, or those of my father’s chiefs. There were masters of the fighting arts who practiced with the adepts from the time of antiquity, those who studied the deadliest animals in the jungles and imitated them. These masters were in service to my father—even Master Paen but not the in the way I assumed. My brothers and I assumed we were the entitled sovereign inheritors of divinity.

My brothers obsessed about attaining fighting form, the form of the tiger, the form of the ape, the form of the asp, and they meditated on learning the full range of weapons: the spear, the bow, the staff, and the many different styles of swords made by the blacksmiths in my father’s employ.

My brothers were fierce. As a young boy, I both feared and admired them. I was the youngest and so mimicked them, and I was raised on the idea that our destinies were the same.

The deadliest men of the Khoorlrhani territory belonged to my father, and they made his army what it was, a force to be reckoned with. He kept his chiefs, his warlords, loyal by preserving their sovereignty, their right to their given land; but he made it clear that what was given could be taken away by his war machine of millions.

A circle of the most dangerous men surrounded my father. They were called the Bakuwella, hooded protectors of a sect dating back to an ancient time when the Mayak learned painful lessons to be more protective of their tah.

There are stories of chiefs who crossed my great grandfather, a hard man who ruled with a crown of fire affixed to his head that held within it a strong and ruthless mind. The stories told of how servants found their lords poisoned or beheaded. My father was very much like him in both temperament and his ready use of force.

He was reputed to be a dangerous man, and he was hated by the many who felt the sting of his Bakuwella. To those hungry for glory, my father was seen as a great and powerful tah. To serve him, to spit blood while entranced and whirling in the sacred drum circles and to be dispatched to the north to fight Mayak, was an honor to many.

We are Khoorlrhani. Nothing will stop us, and nothing will dare try, they chanted.

But still, with so much perfection of the martial arts, with so much brawn and dedication to service to the tah, confidence in the Khoorlrhani notion of infallibility was splintered. That splinter was the master for none of my father’s personal assassins or centurions could compare to the grace and form of Master Paen.

Whether singularly or amassed against him, they failed. It was already proven years before my birth, but that is a tale already told in volume one of The master Returns.

“The Khoorlrhani nation will be cut up by its own swords and ruled by its own men-at-arms soon enough, and then where will your father be? He’s lost, feverish. He either cannot see it coming or ignores it—like he ignored me.”

One man, my master, could defeat them all!



The Master
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I remember that, as a baby, it was Master Paen who stood out to me among all the blurry shapes and forms collected around me. Master Paen was a bright light, and I remember as a child being only attracted to his presence. Somehow I knew him even as a boy with no experience to call on for any memory of him. I knew him, and I knew that I knew.

Master Paen was bald, his reddish brown face round with small features. His eyes were deep brown and they looked deeply into one’s soul. Master Paen was not a tall man. In fact he was at least two heads shorter than most men. Still, when the master walked into the room, all eyes met him. Many longed for a moment of his attention. He was quick though, and one had to work hard to keep up with him. He was not waiting around to receive special recognition from anyone, and he was largely unimpressed by most, though his compassion for others was always demonstrated perfectly.

When I was very young, Master Paen often traveled with my brothers, Minot and Boutage. On many occasions Paen was accompanied by two trusted friends, Banwedo and Sasojeda.

In those early years, Paen’s business seemed mainly in tending to my father, working ceaselessly to release him from a spell that, as my brother Minot described it, had worked to strangle the spiritual wisdom out of the kingdom.

To one not looking closely, it appeared that the master was a mere advisor to my father, but my mother, Suwan, and my brothers knew otherwise. Their knowledge was marked by hushed conversations about Khoorlrhani-Tah and how Paen was saving my father’s soul, somehow unbinding his heart and mind, setting him free.

Paen was like fine grained sandpaper, smoothing, softening our hard edges, our stubbornness, and teaching balance to the impatient and afraid adolescent that my father was in spite of his years. Paen would spend great periods bringing the heat of exacting criticism upon him.

They would argue, and then Paen would disappear for weeks, leaving my father alone to consider a slowly penetrating lesson. Paen’s work was never ending.

Because of Master Paen’s prowess and grace, and because often times Paen would travel to the other cities, including the territories of the Mayak, my father, like a possessive lover, would become disturbed unto paranoid and could not repress his tendency to be a war monger.

“I test his limits so that he will release his grip, that he might stop taking up the cause and instead lay it to rest. I have tried to wear down his narrow perception so that he might enjoy the spacious heart of the real. I drag him out of the swamps of his tightly wound mind so that he can begin considering the real matter at hand.”

“What is the real matter?” I wondered aloud.

“That the true king serves by sacrifice of himself entirely to the divine. The TRUE king neither rules purely by the politics of self preservation nor does he purely rule by the rigid laws of tradition. HE only rules by adhering to the ultimate law?”

“Ultimate law, Master?” asked I, a short six year-old boy looking up to the illuminant One and wondering why my father was so angry at him.

“The first and ultimate law is that there is only Ashuta, God’s kingdom, my kingdom.”

And my father could not argue ultimately against the master. Why?

Because ultimately he knew the master was precisely that, the divine, God. Though his ego struggled to accept this, he knew the master to be true for, by Ashuta’s graces, the master single-handedly defeated every last man in my father’s army. I could not comprehend what this battle might have been like or imagine the master in this way, but the story was as fresh as yesterday’s news and still glowed in the hearts of those who loved Master Paen.

Like my father, the entire kingdom struggled as we were preoccupied with the example set by our tradition. Before the master came to Arkaya there was war. During my great grandfather’s reign, the Khoorlrhani pushed the Mayak into the mountains and took the land.

During my father’s reign, an enormous stockade fence was built around the capital city, a structure made of large sequoia trees imported from the west. Before the master, there was endless war.

Soon after Paen’s return though there were the soft delicate breezes of peace and truth. There were no more awful battles in the northern territories. There were no flaming arrows shot from the towers of our gates at the masses of Mayak that stormed Arkaya and the satellite cities. Minot told me that, after all the turbulence ceased, I was born.

Master Paen often spoke to me without words, and in fact with only a glance, and thus I knew him to be the great one, the real chief, the real tah. In his company I was given the benefit of knowing this, unchallenged by my father’s hollow claim of divinity. My father was only a poor representation of what the tah used to be in times of antiquity. The master’s work was to change that, to bring wisdom to men and demand that they be accountable for that gift. I knew all of this even as a babe who had no language to express it, no historical references to draw from, and no need to have it proven like it was to my father on the “battlefield of his ego,” as Paen put it.

Minot told me about his first meeting with Master Paen. As a young centurion under the tutelage of Lord Dajaai, Minot actually faced Paen in battle in a naïve attempt to protect our father and his kingdom. As the story went, my father was terrified after hearing the stories from those who rode home to Arkaya warning Khoorlrhani-Tah of the traveler claiming to be the master warrior. It was said this warrior was on his way to see my father unhindered by wave after dispatched-and-thwarted wave of defenders sent against him.

“He feared the arrival of God, the arrival of truth,” Master Paen said. “But it was my mission, since he wore my crown, to bring the truth to him even if he resisted.”

“My father is afraid of the truth?” I asked.

“Most men are.”

Though he was often described as the most proficient sword master in all of Arkaya, I had never seen Master Paen handle his sword, Maburata, nor ever harm a soul. He was mainly gentle and smiling with eyes that shone like diamonds. Still the stories of his arrival were miraculous, fantastic and inspiring! There is also an archived testament of that day recorded by those who met the master in the fields as he approached. It reads as follows:

We sat in a circle to share the memory of the master’s return to Arkaya; and of the master, Dudo of the eighth infantry said, “When he rode down the hill toward us, I thought, for a moment, ‘One man? All this fuss over one man and all these men arrayed against him?’ But our commanders were as serious as sin and that rallied our hearts, created a mystery around this one-man-army before us.

“And then I and my comrades formed up, one line out of six horizontal lines of forty mhera men, THAT’S TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY MEN, ready to smear this buffoon right into the grass with our scimitars.

“I don’t remember much after that, only a brightness beaming through the clouded darkness of us, our stinking mass of armor, leather, metal, and mehras. I recall only that and coming to, this small man helping me back up. He whispered in my ear that it was all over, and he did not refer to the battle that took place on the field but the one that went on in my mind and heart. He showed it to me first by striking me on the back and then on the sides with the flat of his blade. I have never loved another man so much, never. He then showed this utter mastery to me again in the profound clarity of his company—so radiant.

“Ask any man in my company and they will tell you what kind of a man I was before that day. After that day all of us were in awe of such purity, such grace, such bravery to step into that thorned forestland of our bitter hearts to show how false we were, to show us there was something more profound and real to serve and love.”

Of the master, Sasojeda of the seventh infantry said, “The truth is lightning hot! The master is just like this, lightning hot, as well. He obliterated us, tore us to pieces. I’m talking about our pride, our egos, even though literally he made a nice pile out of us too! He made it so that our hearts could not avoid his message that only Ashuta is real and our ways are limited! He proved that this higher power is reality by his demonstration of complete abiding in it and his riding alone against us, destroying us, and yet somehow sparing us all except those who’s refusal was so extreme they died of their own exhaustion! What a paradox this was! They would not believe it, could not, that this lone man with no armor, just sandals and a gleaming sword, defeated whole armies and smiled while doing it! We poured into him like a whirlpool, and he spun us about, around the shining center that was him! The outrage! Arkaya would not have it! And yet there he was, not at all worried about what Arkaya thought.”

Of the master, Banwedo of the second Ketiqan infantry said: “Of course we were offended! I was beside myself with offense. I rather think that Paen of Eastern Genia is the master of offense to the ego in its uselessness, its pride and concerns. Like Sasojeda testified, I saw who beloved Master Paen was once I was face to face with him, and I immediately dropped my sword. Even if I could have, I would not kill this man. I was looking at innocence, a bright form incapable of doubting itself because it yielded to the heavens. I was looking at innocence, a bright form never capable of doubting his steps. He would not fall! He was victory itself. I thought, ‘I will go mad if I do not surrender to this, if I do not understand what I’m seeing!’ He winked at me, and then he tended ferociously to the other combatants. I dropped my blade. Though his mouth did not move, I heard him say to me, ‘Now if you can keep your hands empty for the rest of your life you will understand completely!’ And now every time I see him in the palace, he reminds me of how I took up my blade with him. He says, ‘Each time you assume your role as a separate being and take it on with such seriousness and with all your petty little plans, you defend yourself against what I have to teach you, that you are God! Empty your hands, I say, and take eternity for yourself.’ There is no question. Paen of Eastern Genia is the master, is Kalid, and is truly the tah.”

I would beam as I read these texts in our library! My heart would want to leap out of my chest! When I saw Paen, I yearned to be by his side and was overjoyed to find him nearby often. It was as if he always had one eye on me, making sure that my flame for him was never doused by the cruelness of our times.

He stayed near to all the Khoorlrhani children, particularly the youngest, my twin sisters Anaya and Lenya and my brother Darlian and me, all of whom were born after the master returned to Arkaya.

“I think Jeshibian, here,” he would say, “would like to know my secret. What do you think, Minot?” he would tease my older brother.

“We all would like to know your secret, Master,” Minot would say as he picked me up to take me with them in their travels.

“Oh, that’s just talk, Minot. I don’t think you really do.” He would tease my brother, sometimes rather harshly; and in those moments, I did not understand why he said what he said to any of us. But I remember the heat from the fire of his wisdom purifying us, and now I can see how the master was sanding down my brother’s ego and my own as well.

Of the master, Captain Minot of the second Ketiqan infantry said: “I set out against him after my first defeat. I would not have it. I would not lay my causes to rest; I would chase him. I recalled what he said to me in Ketique, the rain pouring down on me in my defeat: ‘The harder you fight against what is true, the more the truth must obliterate you!’

“I traveled in search of him, dead set on intercepting the master and derailing his plan. Then, on my second day of spying on him, I unfolded at his feet. I fell in love and was obliterated by the truth. Paen and I rode together into Arkaya, and my father, who was angry, jailed him. Paen submitted and I did not understand! Why? He demonstrated perfection in battle, and now, before the tah, he offered his own hands to be bound. I would not have it, and so taking up my cause, I battled my father’s Bakuwella in court so that he would finally hear.”

“But as soon as you have a glimpse of Her face, you make it all about yourself and lose the bigger and brighter picture beyond that point of view!” Paen chided.

Just like my father, Paen criticized Minot as well. He did well to point out Minot’s conceits, to leave him unable to refer to himself in grand terms, as he tended to do.

As my brother told me, the master took our kingdom, and in doing so, everyone saw that he was really the true tah, but he did not remove my father. Why? Instead he drew a line for my father to live up to.

He lectured my father, beginning thus: “When you seized power on that fateful day…” The implication was in regard to the catalyst event that required the master’s return. My father murdered his own brother, Master Kalid, who reincarnated as Paen to march back to Arkya and reveal to Khoorlrhani-Tah the futility of ego against the power of love.

“When you seized power you created this karma, this burden of ruling as I would. The true tah cannot have ego. I am here to help you face the death of your ego and not resent your karma, to help you do your duty as a true king. I believe you can do this. I allowed you to kill me so that now I may kill your ego!” Paen then laughed while all others present were quiet and held tightly in their stance against him.

These words stirred the hearts of the chiefs and warlords, those beneath my father, who whispered in private, their calculating minds trying to anticipate where grabs could be made within the shifting balance of power as the question of my father’s sanity was raised among them.

If the tah took council from this outsider, as they saw Paen, what did that spell for their future as prefects? The chiefs of the north whispered among themselves, preparing for the worst political arrangement in the history of the Khoorlrhani, whereby a foreigner (in their view) gains sole influence over the throne.

“Do this one thing, submit!” the master said. “Align yourself with me and you will be happy to learn who I really am, who you really are. Make TRUE use of me and you will see the big picture, and then you will laugh from the seat of your real self. You will be happy!” Paen implored my father.

Otherwise, having no purpose to be among us, the master said he would retreat into the lands from which he came, leaving my father to his own devices, his old habits of defense taught to him by the fear mongering and deception of the entities that had possessed his heart for decades and motivated him to habitually assert his separateness.

“Suffer that,” he said, “and you will only know chaos and the need to understand your evil deeds without the divine means to do so. Joy will be veiled from you, and for fulfillment you will resort to the world—the one that you already know is empty of fulfillment entirely.”

Needless to say, my father chose the first option.



Khoorlrhani-Tah
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My father spent most of his time on his throne, his brow always bent and heavy as he sat holding his head on one hand, a supporting elbow against the ivory armrest. As I said, he and the master often argued, and always in the courtroom. And most of the time all those in my father’s court were present to see the master’s unending work of freeing my father and purifying the kingdom of not only my father’s influence but that of previous generations. As a boy, I did not understand the arguments to the word, but the gist of them never left me.

They often times went on like this: The master would say, “I cannot make you stay here, here in this heart of me! I cannot force your hearts and minds to stop their search for that something that does not exist, the happier-than-already-happy circumstance that you keep hoping for, these Holy Grail-cure-for-pain ideas you chase after! I can only be nearby so that one day you grow tired of chasing after experiences to get fulfilled, so that you catch your reflection in the mirror pond and see your silly dance of chasing your own tail like some silly monkey or shamefully hiding your tail as though you are the only monkey in the world with one! That dance is what you are suffering. You are doing it in this search for power.”

“You swear by the stars that you can become ultimately fulfilled by some supreme act of dominance or by political arrangement, but you don’t understand how it is just making you…insane! And look how the other monkeys do just as they see you do, taking up arms, climbing the ranks!”

“You are not the power! You are nothing. She who is all things lends power to he who is humble enough to receive it and willing to live by that emptiness alone, that vulnerability wherein love has a chance. Your conviction that you are real only reinforces your habit of defense!”

“You must go here with me, brother, and consider what I am showing you. Don’t you remember this lesson? It is the same lesson I’ve taught you, the same lesson your brother Kalid taught you! Have you no ears? Have you forgotten me, forgotten our walks through the halls, the woods, and into the mountains where I taught you with my arm slung around your shoulder while you stuffed fruit into your face? Have you forgotten when you were a more reasonable man?”

And my father would gnash his teeth and sigh.

“What am I to do, Master!?” And the master would laugh at him and look at him so lovingly, but he also looked at him with disbelief as though Master Paen had said what he was about to say to my father a million times already.

“You haven’t noticed what you are doing! You’ve tightened that vice you feel your heart squeezed by, but you swear you had nothing to do with it. It is the dance of fools. When you are done dancing, you may finally see me, but for now, we dance. You don’t see me, and therefore you don’t see yourself!”

“I say that you are eternal, and you say, ‘Yes, Master Paen, I know; and this is how I know...’ You agree that you see and then you go on to assert your personal power rather than express the wonder of what true power is! It is a wonderful power that breaks you open so wide that you cannot possibly carry on so seriously the way you do, justifying, defending, and lamenting all the time! If you really knew, like you say you know, you would happily throw yourself to the floor upon sight of me. And you would give me that damned crown because you would have recognized me and seen that you have no use for it. You would kiss your servants, your sons, and daughters instead of leaving them unnoticed as you toil away at your Sisyphean task!”

It would be quiet for a long time as everyone in court seemed to hang on Paen’s words, which seemed to have taken the place of is sword. Then he would pick up again.

“What you say to me is so blahdy blah blah blah! You cling to the most threadbare evidence as though it really can explain a damn thing! You understand nothing! You are eternal, all of you, but you are completely oblivious to that fact because you don’t account for how you reinforce this feeling of your separateness, driving it like a wedge into your heart. So again I say, there is no YOU! If you recognize that you indeed are eternal, then what is there to explain to the same One who sits before you? Shouldn’t it all be obvious? Shouldn’t the being quality of eternity BE enough?

“Who, pray tell, are you explaining all of this drama to? I do not assert my me-ness over here. I tell you there is no person here ever! We must move on from this. You always pretend, brother, but still you are not willing to give up pretending to be a king in order to BE that which is truly greater: eternity itself. You never give me a chance! You are eternity, but you want a crown to tell you who you are! Do you get how silly this is? Only when you are emptied of your point of view do you truly wear my crown. Until then you are full of delusion and suffering from it. When will you be still and meet me, see me, love me, instead of Arkaya?”

Sometimes my father would nearly cry. He seemed touched but also trapped by a long karmic yarn he had tangled himself in, as were we all.

My brothers, sisters, and I had our father’s hands: wide, thick palms, long fingers, the same broken “m” shape in the center, the same veins on the back. Khoorlrhani-Tah’s shoulders were wide, his neck long and thick, his chin narrow, and his jaw slightly square. His eyes were sometimes like red bits, windows to a methodical mind, intelligent but stubborn. He often yelled at servants, but then he made gestures to be forgiven. He meant well but only knew tyranny. He was tall and somewhat muscular, and he often wore the traditional face paint, red vertical streaks across his eyes when he sat on his bench brooding, arguing, and ordering.

Though we were the honored family of all Khoorlrhani, our dihj, our home, seemed haunted by disappointments. As Master Paen criticized our father, we all seemed distracted, not even exhibiting a sense of ordinary happiness because of our more luxurious circumstances compared to most.

The master would say, “You have survived the jungle and the beasts and have shelter. What else is there to obsess about? Becoming exalted as warriors? Nonsense! You are just as silly as your father.”

It was easy to blame Khoorlrhani-Tah for our suffering for he was the king of all suffering egos, an easy scapegoat, but as Master Paen put it, Khoorlrhani-Tah was the example of all our turning away, of all of our self involvement and our search into the dark woods for that which does not exist.

“You are all co-creators. You are all doing what he does. Do not be mistaken.”

Khoorlrhani-Tah made a mockery of the crown in the same manner as my brothers and sisters and I were a mockery of our titles as princes and princesses. We all assumed Paen’s words were directed at the others, never placing the target on ourselves.

Indeed, my father’s search twisted his heart and soul, and his reign twisted the hearts and souls of those who were aligned to him for we were aligned to his design, the design handed to him by his forefathers.

“No! It’s your fault! What happens right now is your fault!” Paen said, “You must wake up and choose! You are not simply the victim of your traditions! Will anyone be brave enough to stand against them?”

I did not know my father as Minot and my other older brothers did. Though I felt the violence of his soul, he neither raised a hand to me, nor was his indifference so insufferable. That said, though, I only saw my father during the formalities of his court proceedings, which I was taken to sometimes and other times spied on. My father seemed a stoic figure mainly, who’s wealth provided me with immediate cultural status as well as a well made vine and clay roof over my head and plenty food. His kindness was even expressed, albeit awkwardly, from time to time.

I would find out later that it was Paen who advised my father to only formally relate to me, which was in fact one of the conditions of his staying in Arkaya and not retreating into the jungle.



Khoorlrhani-Tas
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Tas, or Queen, Suwan, my mother, married a man named Boutage, who was at the time a prince. Boutage, my father’s actual name, though greatly honored by the people, was not destined to be the tah; instead, it was his brother, Kalid, the eldest and most trusted by my grandfather, Baju.

My mother told stories about my grandfather, the first tah during the modern dynasty who was a peace loving man. He reversed the tides set in motion by his father, and through the advice of his wise son Kalid, the wars for a short time ceased.

My grandfather and all of Arkaya loved Kalid. He was wise, humble, and destined to rule with evenness and grace. My mother told me that, though she loved my father, she also loved his brother Kalid. She in fact loved my father because, she said, “His love for Kalid was obvious and made him shine as a wise man who would serve in his own capacity. In the beginning I admired his humility,”

When the time of my grandfather’s death neared, it was said that my father became jealous. He envied his brother and became ambitious in ways he never had before.

About Kalid’s death, my mother told me, “It was said there was an accident and Kalid, while trying to capture an eagle, fell into the nearby river and was carried over the falls to his death. Your father told this story to your grandfather.”

She said it as we ate breakfast alone together one bright morning, the sun accentuating her rich and regal features. She said these words for appearances, but the subtext hidden within her tone told me she did not believe that story.

When Suwan met my father, she said he was a happy man, kind and generous. Later she said he became obsessed with proving himself. He wanted more, his cup never full enough. When my grandfather died, my father became tah instead.

Suwan never accused my father of Kalid’s death. No one did! It was the great forbidden thing to speak of, and my brother, Minot, did not tell me about the story in detail after I was a man.

“It was an accident,” Minot said, looking off, his apprehension to tell me the truth as apparent as the horizon we both looked at as we rode together one day. No one would tell the truth, as if somehow the truth would harm me.

It did not matter to me. Somehow, when I looked at Paen, I knew that the man that Kalid was, the man my family missed and whose murder caused them to hate my father, was exactly the man who stood by Khoorlrhani-Tah today. I wondered why they would not see this. They were blinded by a veil of rational thinking, I thought, and even Paen agreed.

“If they all saw the way you do, Jeshibian, there would be no story, no drama. If they saw like you, they would only see the bright center and forget the edges of the dream.” He then patted my head and sent me off to play in the woods.

“Go and forget yourself and the intrigues of your father’s court, boy!”

Suwan, Khoorlrhani-Tas, spent her days away from my father, and whenever my father returned to their bedroom, she would be gone, spending time with my sisters and my Aunt Nandee until her husband was asleep.

No one could talk about my father’s deed directly, but neither could they forget it or forgive my father for that which the master had every right to not forgive my father—even though he had already forgiven him a million times.

My mother had little happiness. In the royal dihj as a whole there was not enough happiness, only reality’s heartbreaking contradiction to what was hoped for, only the glaring fact that no matter how lavishly decorated with silks, anointed with oils, blessed by clouds of incense, stocked with preserved fruits, cattle, and slaves life in Arkaya, though beautiful, was impossible to be fulfilled by.

I saw this kind of disappointment in my mother’s eyes. This in turn caused my father to stare into the horizon, searching for that which would fulfill him and yet somehow return him, magically, to my mother’s graces.

My mother was beautiful, with dark brown skin and large, rich brown eyes. Her hair was braided and tied back with white cloth. She wore a silver dagger beneath her navel over her long white tunic. Her smile, with straight white teeth, was genuine; and her heart was strong despite her disappointments. Her face was round, her cheekbones high, regal, her mouth generous.

She took care of us. Despite the ache in her heart, she held us, groomed us, and loved us. She absorbed pain with her touch. I wondered how it was that Suwan managed to love the way she did. Then I saw her eyes glow as her gaze settled on the master. The master would sit with her, and she would serve him food herself, and even served the servants. She loved him dearly.



The Terrible Six
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I had five brothers. From eldest to youngest they were: Boutage, who was named after our father, Minot, Seleth, Kuba, and Darlian.

We were spoiled but living lives where our sense of duty was always reinforced. My sisters, twins, were named Anya and Lenya. The terrible six is how the sons of the tah were teasingly referred to by Master Paen, who knew the handful we were to the women, my mother and Aunt Nandee, sister to the tah. My father also had two brothers: Toumak and Geeda.

Nandee was a warrior, a unique, tough, and fiery woman who never let us cry whenever we scratched a knee or were stung by an insect. She would not tolerate it and reminded us that we were princes. She watched us, pushed us, and disciplined us.

Somehow Nandee instilling pride within us worked like a painkiller, but there was not enough pride to be had to ward off the pain and discomfort dispensed from beautiful Arkaya. The jungles of my homeland were harsh, hot, itchy, and though Arkaya was splendorous on the eyes, the skin and feet were tormented by heat, poisonous plants, and many kinds of stinging insects. As a baby, I would look to the ceiling and see insects crawling between the interwoven palms overhead. As boys, we would play with scorpions or spiders and suffer the sting of a slapped hand from our aunt far being so stupid! Perhaps Nandee was more dangerous than these creatures.

When I was six, my brothers took me to explore the jungle for the first time. After being introduced to the world this way, my brothers and I ventured sometimes with cousins or other boys close to our family to the nearby streams. The eldest brothers took charge of us for the day and we would fish or play games in low streams. At age eight, I learned to nock an arrow for the first time, and as Minot stood behind me, steadying my hands, I sent the bolt through the heart of a caribou. I cried, but Minot showed me how it was a natural act and how to ask for forgiveness in loving respect for the animal.

Minot acquainted me with all the rituals of the hunt and never let me shy away from the harsh reality of the thick deep green world of Arkaya. Minot also encouraged me to not shy away from the inevitable fighting among my brothers and me.

At age twelve a boy was considered a man and so was not watched over constantly by the women though he was expected to be where he should be. That was hardly the case with the young Khoorlrhani princes, the terrible six of us, or at least the eldest of us. Minot and Boutage, the eldest of my brothers, endured scolding and beatings from Nandee and our uncles on a day-to-day basis.

Every morning was the same. Having slept beneath the stars in the summer, I awoke beneath the morning sun to silence and dew-jeweled blades of grass and fragrant leaves, the new air cool and crisp. My brothers would again conspire to have more adventures in the jungles, promising to return with meat or herbs or to run whatever errands that the adults required of them but could get them to fulfill. Minot and Boutage were household rebels.

During those earliest of years neither Minot nor Boutage took the adults seriously, and so every night was the same. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep through yelling, lecturing, and both of my brothers returning, huffing and cursing, into the large clay floored room we all shared. Later, however, they would be giggling and sniggering and planning to start over again.

Then Boutage and Minot would harass the rest of us—Seleth, Kuba, Darlian, and me—drive us outside to sleep in the tall grasses in peace. We were challenged to stay hidden from our maniacal brothers who, if they found us, twisted our fingers, pulled our hair, and wrestled us. It was always a late night frenzied chase beneath the moons, a wild circus game of them against us, and then the terrible six of us regrouping to escape the adults who grew tired of our ruckus.

Boutage would make wild and scary faces, and he always played too rough and recklessly, causing Kuba to cry or Seleth to bite! Darlian would snatch me away and together we would find the best hiding places.

Minot would often find me in the grass not far from the dihj, and thinking me asleep, he would cover us both with a blanket. He slept protectively beside me and then returned in the morning before I awoke. Then I knew no danger, felt no fear, and I took Arkaya completely for granted despite a scorpion bite, a hornet sting, or the other irritants that came with it.

Before that wilder time, as a mere babe of no more than three to four years old, I stayed home at the dihj, close to Suwan and Nandee. I played with my sisters in the streams while my mother washed her hair in the reflective ponds nearby. I marveled at the vibrant colors of butterflies and crawling beetles safe beneath the canopy of trees. There was no word for anything then. I only saw and wondered. Every moment was a stringing together of momentary beads of noticing, pointing, laughing, and contemplating Arkayan splendor: yellow sun, deep green and shaded jungles, fireflies, vibrant and wild orchids, and rainbow colored birds.

In those moments I basked in my mother’s glow. She was as beautiful as the Goddess Ashuta herself to me, her slender arms, soft bosom, and loving eyes. I loved being near her. I often preferred it to the raucous company of my brothers.

Occasionally Master Paen would wander through at dusk riding his mehra Quanon . My heart would light up and he would wink at me as he passed. As my sisters twisted my hair into locks, the sun would set over the leafy canopy, and soon the spicy aroma of stews and bread would fill the air, spilling down to the ponds from the south entrance of the royal dihj, where torch wielding guards stood watch over us. Upon the calling of the servants, Suwan would carry me inside. Then my brothers would return from their high adventures: Boutage bold and brash, Minot quiet and clever, Seleth moody and passionate, Kuba wild and funny, Darlian curious and hyperactive. The peace would become a twisted thing running hot and cold, delightful and dreadful.

Without fail, Nandee would enter the dining area and snatch away a bowl, Boutage’s or Minot’s usually, because something had not been done to her satisfaction. She would wield a fighting staff threateningly and chase them around. Sometimes this was funny, and sometimes a wound would need tending to. My aunt was something of a firebrand.

“You are all so terrible!” she would scream.

My mother would often shout at her to calm down. Sometimes my Uncle Toumak, the highest ranking warrior in the kingdom, entered and instilled the fear of God into my brothers to teach them a lesson. He was a pair of wide glaring red eyes, a flaring and ringed set of nostrils, a thick mane of dreadlocks, arms thick and tattooed, and he stood seven feet tall. During the worst of my eldest brothers’ mischief, I recall Toumak making an entrance such as this. The two were taken beyond the gold tapestry that divided the dining hall from the main parlor. There was the harsh sound of a heavy handed slap, but there was no shouting. It was over. I wondered what could possibly withstand a smack from Uncle Toumak’s calloused hands. Those hands, surrogates of my father’s, straightened out my two oldest brothers from that point on.

They entered, their faces flushed, humiliated, their vigor blunted. From then on, they focused on their duties and no longer mixed in their plans to escape for half the day.

When I was six I rode with my brothers for the first time. I had by then lost my fear of a mehra’s sheer size and shared a small one with my brother Kuba. A grey beauty with black socks and curled horns, we named my mehra Nanui. Darlian was only a year older than me, not quite yet old enough to hold the reins, and so he shared Seleth’s steed, Treetop, a male with a shiny brown coat with spots of white and pale horns against his large head.

In another year, Darlian was old enough to take the reins, and so Darlian and I shared Nanui as we rode into the thick wild jungle, the two youngest of the terrible six. My memories of that time are still very good, the sensation of it still aglow with life. I love to recall our mud fights and games of tag within the deep green mists parted by dusty sunrays cast over thick soft ferns. Ashuta called to us to explore her. I was captured by these jungles and giant moss-covered rocks and the towering buttress roots of bulky trees over deep forest floors.

I recall the sound of our mehra’s hooves digging up the moist red dirt as we ventured out on our own to command Nanui’s respect as well as the respect of one another. Over time my brother and I switched off the lead position riding our animal, and together we learned how to find our way about the thickness of Arkaya. By the time I was eight, Darlian and I frequented our favorite watering holes during the hot summers. In the winters, which were cold enough for fur boots, we explored the edges of the city. We ventured sometimes into Arkaya’s busy center to see the travelers, the dark faces of Bantu, their ornate long lances, exotic blow guns, and darts being sold along with jewelry we sometimes bought for our mother.

Mainly, however, Darlian and I kept to the woodland, where beneath the softly illuminant depths of Arkaya’s rich canopies, we explored and played our games. I loved it!

In time, our elder brothers mellowed and became more reliable. They showed us more about how to ride, the subtleties of how to track animals, how to fish, how to climb rocks and carve a dart, and which plants to use as poison or food. Every day we rode, pushing deeper and deeper, getting closer to the monolithic fence that divided our protected world of youthful abandon and curiosity from the dangerous world of harsh reality for which Toumak felt we were greatly unprepared.

Upon laying eyes on the great fence, its massive sequoia logs buttressed by stone watch towers, crowded by jungle mists and vines, I was filled with awe. I wondered if I would ever be brave enough to venture beyond that mysterious barrier. Would being made a warrior make me worthy, like my brothers bragged that they were already?

Still though, the lands behind my father’s fence were not entirely tame. When caught leaving the homestead, Darlian and I were often forced to ride with a larger company, usually our brothers. Unfortunately that meant we were the lowest in the chain of command on such rides and had to endure the dominance games always played among us.

We all stopped one day along a steep switchback of a hillside that had a clear view of the great log fence right before us. Further in the distance, the ramparts could be seen, including the tiny figures of warriors standing watch along the parapets.

“Would you go past the gate, Boutage?” Kuba asked.

Boutage smirked and glanced back at him. “I already have at least a hundred times.”

We were all wide-eyed with admiration.

“What’s over there?” I asked, seeing something moving in the brush.

He looked at me, devilishly, and then glanced at Minot. “Manju tigers, all hungry for young Khoorlrhani meat. Ha!”

I swallowed, trying to believe he was only joking.

“There’s no such thing!” yelled Darlian.

“Of course there are. Don’t fool yourself. There are quite a few Dar,” Minot said.

I sat behind Darlian, who was a few inches taller than me, on Nanui. We both looked beyond the fence and into the mists of the open land. From over his brown shoulder I looked deeply into the mists beyond that line.

“Shoot, a manju tiger is the last thing I’d be worried about over there, Darlian,” Seleth muttered. He snapped a bite free from a fist full of dry meat and passed the meat to Boutage.

“There hasn’t been a raider seen this close in four years, Seleth,” Minot corrected him. He pointed upward, to the snow-capped mountains. Seleth looked at Minot, and then nodded.

“They’ll come down soon,” Seleth said, chewing. Seleth’s hair was straight like a Mayak’s, like our enemy’s. He was often teased for this, and it angered him.

“I’ll be ready for them,” Boutage growled, and then he glared at Minot. Boutage was dark skinned and thick like a grown man, his arms full and defined. Boutage had indeed encountered Mayak before, and once was even by kidnapped them. He had escaped, and in a manner that earned him the nickname “the black diamond,” a story to tell later.

“They won’t need to come down if the agreements are kept, Seleth,” Minot said.

“You mean if we keep paying them stocks of our food,” Kuba said, stirring up the debate.

“Let’s ride,” Minot groaned, annoyed.

Darlian and I said nothing and fell in behind these two as we descended back into the jungle. I looked behind us to eye the great fence as it sank from view.

To say the least, my brothers argued a lot. They were, after all, Khoorlrhani: hot tempered and opinionated.

“It is an agreement for peace, the master’s great plan,” Minot growled, taking the bait as we rode along a rocky stream.

“You mean to make us cowards, to make our father a fool,” Boutage shot back.

“No, to stop killing each other,” Minot said.

“I’m fine with killing Mayak. You are the dreamer, peace maker Minot,” Boutage shot back. “Father always thought you were.”

“You are short sighted, a narrow minded ogre, Boutage. Mother always thought you were,” Minot returned without skipping a beat.

This same pattern was oft repeated: hard verbal attacks taken in jest or seriously depending on their tolerance that day, and sometimes they would yell and knock each other off their animals. Seleth and Kuba would then have to separate them, reminding them that they were brothers.

They were both hot headed, but Boutage fast became the tyrant among us. He took after the Khoorlrhani-Tah, our father. Minot, although known for his quick temper, was nevertheless regarded as having a more even disposition and displayed the characteristics of my mother. Although she had a calm reserve about her, Suwan was as formidable as our father. Minot was dark, tall, and slender. He had a neatly trimmed long mane of dark and twisted hair tipped with dull green dye. Minot, like Seleth, had our mother’s thin facial features. Minot’s eyes were large and dark and his cheekbones deep. He wore thick beaded bracelets around strong forearms, and two gold hoops decorated his earlobes. The only traits my two eldest brothers shared were the deep ridge of their brow, a deeply brooding Khoorlrhani gaze, and our father’s hands.

Boutage, heavy with large shoulders and arms, was a head shorter than Minot. His head, a round weighty thing held by a thick strong set of shoulders that obscured his neck, was shaven, a length of his scalp dyed red across it and tucked behind his ivory ringed ears to denote junior rank in our father’s personal guard. Boutage’s eyes, like our father’s, often betrayed his shifting moods: rage, ambition, and deep concentration. Boutage was full of heart and Minot contemplative.

They had fought on a number of occasions, and each had overcome the other, Minot through stealth and grace and Boutage by brute force and determination. In the end they were always again brothers. During the worst of it, however, Master Paen would always happen by. He would get word somehow.

“Nothing remains unsettled between you. That is the rule,” Master Paen said this to us on more than one occasion. “The lines we draw in the sand cut us off from the wealth of our knowing ourselves.”

“We’ve only forgotten that the Mayak were once our brothers,” he told me. “Your brothers carry on just like the first sons of the first tah. No one see’s this though. They can’t step back and see it and do what is right.”

“Why are they always fighting?” I asked once, troubled by the violence between Minot and Boutage.

“Oh, to uphold identities, to passionately have a side, a point of view, something to stand for,” he murmured as we strolled along the creek near our dihj. He studied the white orchids growing along a length of thick bushes beside us.

He knew that I, being only eight, did not understand and so he elaborated, “As you live and grow, you will begin to hold on to what appears to you. You will protect everything you love and lament its passing. Sometimes, Jeshoya, you will not notice that what you protect is just an idea of who you think you are. You will chase after more ideas and defend against losing the ones you have.”

“Like my butterfly collection?” I asked, recalling how I had refused to let him throw it out as he insisted I start a less murderous hobby.

“Ah-ha! Yes!” His eyes lit up and he laughed. “Your idea of art! What if I was to take that nasty, albeit colorful, collection of bug carcasses from you? You would protest even more and then be sad to not have it, and your days would seem empty until you started another collection, right? He picked a white flower that stood out to me as we passed. I nodded.

“So that means your collection gives you meaning. Oh, what would you do without it? Well if you could remember the time before having it, then perhaps you could ask, ‘Would that be so bad? Did those dead bugs make me who I am?’ Who are we before we possess things and have ideas? Isn’t that person more our true self to already be enjoyed without needing things or events or ideas to make it enjoyable? Aren’t all these ideas we desire a way to posses ourselves and others, to only selfishly delight and be of use only to ourselves? Who is that self that we are pleasing here? That is the more puzzling question.”

Master Paen then pushed the stem of the flower into my hair behind the ear.

“Your brothers want life to go according to how they see it, and if life does not look that way for any single moment they get angry, frustrated at what they think it implies about them and what they think they deserve.”

“Like Father,” I murmured.

“Like your father, exactly. Like everyone though.” And he drew a circle around us to imply the whole of the kingdom. His finger then stopped, pointed at me, and touched my nose.

“Except you, Master. Why are you not like this?” I asked.

“Because I can see it all so differently, as though I had great big diamonds for eyes instead of those coals that are stuck in your brothers’ heads.”

I would always laugh when I was with him. The weight of the world would lift suddenly because he spoke the truth, and he lit the sky with his presence.

The master told me that there was no difference between us and the Mayak. As we passed by another clearing and viewed the great mountain beyond that fence from whence they came, the master said this: “This war between Khoorlrhani and Mayak began with a disagreement between brothers. You didn’t know that, eh?”

“No,” I said. We walked together through a grove en route to the palace where he would leave me.

“You haven’t heard this story? Yes, all wars start this way, with brothers refusing to see beyond their disagreements and ideas. Let me tell you the story, the story of the first tah,” the master said.

We sat on a nice flat rock with just enough room for both me and him to sit. The master looked off into the distance at the approach of a golden sunset, and he then said:

Ages ago, there was only one tribe of Genia, the Great One Land of the world. The world was nameless and was only known as the world appearing for the living things to dwell within. Man flourished. By firelight the people told stories as a means to remember and honor where they came from, the source. It was said that the first man lived in the depths of the valley of Arkaya. He had a wife and together they birthed the first generation, the one tribe. The ancient stories passed down by word of mouth say that the unified tribe of men flourished under a single tah, a wise man who recognized the Goddess Ashuta as everything.

“Now do you know who Ashuta is?” the master asked me, testing to see that I did not let my attention wander.

“Of course! She is all of the jungle,” I said.

“Ahh, but she’s more, Jeshibian! She’s that mountain over there, the sun, moons, and the stars in the sky and…she is even you,” the master said, and my mind stopped, my attention consumed by his bright radiance. I smiled my then mostly gapped and crooked toothy smile and turned to face Paen more squarely. And just how exactly was he going to explain this to me? How could She be me?

He went on.

The tah, or the man with open eyes, could see Ashuta’s form, God’s form, dancing everywhere within the jungle and knew her to be the divine, the source of life. Though he was not a perfect man, Nayogi, this first tah, loved Ashuta and this love sustained his people.

“I know you are everything that is! Oh, and how you appear,’ he cried, ‘taking form and moving it, being all of it simultaneously. You laugh and play with us, your children, as us, bending, whirling, and dancing! It is your knee my daughter skins when she trips! Your tears she cries! It is you, your heart as the inspiration in the bosom of my son in watching the moons with your own eyes! Oh great one, yours is the beauty splendorous beyond words, beyond feeling, beyond touch, taste, and desire. I am dying to be yours! And yet here I am, freely lived by you who appears, whimsically dying and being born yet always divine. My heart is yours! I love you and my love is yours. Oh and how you know this already for how could it not be? What a mystery, this game of appearances!”

And Nayogi did love her. He could not explain his knowing the divine in this way. It was perplexing to others, the trickiest of all riddles, but he knew that loving her made none of it a problem. The expression of his love was barely on the tip of his tongue. He was only the natural expression of God. Nayogi relied on that, on her, completely. Though he was a man, Nayogi deeply suspected that he was not separate from Ashuta, and though he loved his life he gave it entirely away in his contemplation of her. In everything he did, he saw her, recognized her. There was no line that held anything apart. It was all Her. Because he saw life in this way, Ashuta’s divine qualities became more and more Nayogi’s, and the good tah enjoyed a great intuition. He called this intuition his diamond eyes.

Nayogi saw the world with diamond eyes, a gift from the goddess that revealed the world as mere play of her. In this way Nayogi lived with detachment and humor in his separate appearance. He did not struggle for control for he knew control did not exist.

His children, however, were frightened. They only knew themselves as they appeared, in an individuated form, separate, limited and threatened by all other entities of the divine play.

Then the master affectionately asked me, using my nickname, “Do you follow me, Jeshoya?”

I only nodded, so entranced by him that I could not speak.

“Nayogi, Ashuta called, “you must watch over your children, guide them and keep them from harm. Teach them all you know about loving me. Keep me in their hearts and minds. Bring them my love. You must tend to them. This is your duty.”

Ashuta blessed Nayogi and opened his eyes to see the world and to understand its nature. He understood the properties of form, and with his creative spirit he understood many of its secrets. He brought much to his people whom he faithfully served. Through his insight, he discovered fire, which kept the beasts of the jungle in full view at night, and Nayogi also created the spear to enable humans to hunt for meat and fight off the predators of the jungle.

As other men appeared, they turned to Nayogi, relied upon him for their survival. The men and women of the valley cooperated with one another, shared the knowledge of the tah, and in harmony they survived harsh winters and predators together.

Nayogi was decorated with feathers given to him by his people, who wanted to be with him, to know his gift of diamond eyes. They served Nayogi and Nayogi served them. The circle of mankind was unified and it endured for centuries, eons. All were of and lived within this circle of illumination and loved one another with innocence, openness, and with bravery, standing alongside their tah, who lived many hundreds of years.

“Master Paen, hundreds of years!? How is that possible?” I questioned.

“I don’t know! Ask Ashuta. I certainly do not envy Nayogi, would you?” Paen said.

“What?” I queried, not quite getting that Paen was only teasing me.

“Never mind. Anyway...” He cleared his throat and resumed.

Ashuta was all the tah ever spoke about, and he taught his people many lessons of how she was everything, including their own bodies and minds. The tiniest particle of them was of Her!

“We must regard all others in our lives as the same heart,” he would teach, wanting them all to let go to and enjoy this reality.

They trusted him, and respected him for he had diamond eyes, the eyes that saw no boundary.

Nayogi surrendered perfectly to the goddess and stayed in Ashuta’s grand room of mindless abiding, which dwarfed Nayogi’s point of view, reducing it to nothing.

Then Nayogi was gone. There was no one. Then Ashuta was gone. There was only Brightness of Being, the nameless One.

Nayogi, alive and yet somehow dead, stayed still, and that grin that was once Ashuta’s grin was now his own. Nayogi wore that smile. There was no place to hide, no space set off by boundaries, no personal self, no death, only divine consciousness. Nayogi was that.

He was love itself, boundless in its glory! He enjoyed the vast play of light taking place as many worlds, including the world in which he appeared. Only the tah knew no dilemma, took no refuge through identity, only laughing while being Being himself!

In Genia, the Great One Land, this time was a grand time of loving, creation, and sharing. It was the golden age, as the one true tribe looked up to the tah who was true and the tah’s children loved him as though he were a god! And he was, for his disposition was that of the eternal one who moved through him now unfettered. The tah loved his children, for he knew that they were the same heart, the same God that he was.

The golden age of the awakened tah began to tarnish, however. Nayogi had two sons, Khoorlrhan and Mayakti, bitter rivals, and it was the loss of love between these two men that, like an axe, drove the awful wedge of differences within the land of Genia. Khoorlrhan and Mayakti, both passionate men, were jealous of one another, and instead of being content with what they had, what their father provided for them, they desired more! They competed in every way and always wished to have the circumstances of the other brother’s life.

When Nayogi-Tah died, his eldest son, Khoorlrhan, became tah. His attention, however, was not on Nayogi or Ashuta, but rather, he was consumed with bettering himself in comparison to Mayakti, his brother. Khoorlrhan was too proud, too ambitious, and Mayakti too vain, too calculating.

Nayogi warned them, “My sons, you must hold your attention on the divine, the source itself, not purely the modifications of it. It is unwise to obsess on this and that the way you do. The treasures you seek in your lives will only serve to distract you more and more from her ultimate form. If you forget that your heart is entirely Ashuta’s, entirely divine, you will lose your humor. You will suffer limitation upon limitation. Your mind will become an abstract prison for you to dwell separately from Me. There you will be exploited by other entities that will use your tendencies against you and you will suffer unnecessary drama.”

He looked to his eldest, Khoorlrhan, and Nayogi pleaded, “Our people must continue to enjoy this true connection to Ashuta, and therefore you must serve her only and in doing that you will see that in truth you and all beings are divine. Neither that which you can acquire nor experience can compare to this understanding, and to assume that any such a thing can ever compare to this sight, the sight with diamond eyes, will be your undoing and the ruination of our circle!”

Nayogi begged for his son to hear him, but Khoorlrhan could not be convinced. He viewed his father as a sentimental fool. Khoorlrhan was stubborn, hypnotized by the spectrum of possibilities of objects and sensual circumstances within the light play of Ashuta. He was convinced that, by besting his brother at all things, he would be happy. So he solely pursued victory and attainment in his life, squandering his father’s gifts of understanding to serve his own purpose.

On the fateful day when Khoorlrhan became tah, wisdom was forgotten. Still, the children of Genia looked to him with open hearts, but in return Khoorlrhan lied to them to suit his desires. He convinced the women that they should please him, and he convinced the men that they should honor and respect him without question. They feared his wrath if they did not for he was thought to be the same man as his father. Tragically, they were wrong.

Master Paen told me this tale lovingly, his one leg crossed over the other, shoulders bent forward to explain to me not only about my brothers but also about my father and what was happening between them. How long and passionately Paen worked—seemingly lifetimes! He not only worked to free for my father but for those before my father as well. He began on that very day teaching me the timeless lesson of all generations, teaching me to see, to choose enlightenment instead of dominion born of presumed separateness over the land. This is why he was here! The master was the One! Ashuta’s agent! Placing a hand on my shoulder, the master went on to tell the tale.

Mayakti was young and beautiful, and Nayogi loved to hear Mayakti sing and play his gunbri in his courtroom. Mayakti’s eyes were deep and dark, his hair long and twisted in even locks, and his form slender and nubile. He was not like his brother Khoorlrhan, who was mighty, broadly built, and bald.

Khoorlrhan was strong. He had large competent hands, large arms, and a dark and stern face. Khoorlrhan was built for work and Mayakti to inspire, and that’s what they did respectively. Khoorlrhan worked the fields with the tah while Mayakti wrote songs for him.

Nayogi instilled in his sons that which they were capable of mastering. In the fields, he taught Khoorlrhan how to grow and care for crops. He also taught him to hunt for meat and defend the kingdom from predators. He gave his beloved first son the knowledge of fire. “Which will illuminate our village with a circle of sight,” Nayogi told Khoorlrhan. “You will bare this most important responsibility to care for your brothers and watch over them. You must teach them and your sons everything that I have taught you to keep the tribe unified. You must keep the beasts, the manju tigers from our villages. You must keep our circle lit, Khoorlrhan! This is your duty. It must always be done perfectly, lovingly, honestly, and as service. Your commitment to this must be as great as my love for you.”

The tah taught his second eldest son the art of inspiration through music. He saw in his son’s heart the ability to express the beauty of Ashuta. In the court of Nayogi, Mayakti would play for his father and many guests who sat on great cushions in a large circle. Mayakti’s songs were also sung in the fields as workers toiled and abided in loving remembrance of the sacred.

Nayogi would instruct his son, “When you sing, you must let go of yourself completely, so much so that no ear can possibly mistake who it is that really sings and really plays. It is Ashuta! You will bare this most important responsibility to inspire your brothers and remind them that they are the same One, the same heart. You must keep the truth in my court. Using inspiration, you must fend off the fear and doubt of your brothers and keep them in the light of truth with your art. Each song you write must be made attractive in this way for all to pass down the generations when I’m gone. This is how you will serve.”

I thought of my brothers, how instead of doing what Paen asked they competed with one another. I saw how this error had been passed down. Paen went on:

The tah warned both of his sons to stay clear of the haunted swamps that were beyond the royal jungles, at the edge of the circle of illumination. These were the forbidden woods as they were the gathering places of lost souls, entities that interfered with the living. And Mayakti and Khoorlrhan stayed clear of these places in their travels for many years.

The day came, however, when they lost their respect for those woods and began to take shortcuts through the swamps in order to make their way back home from their wandering. These two terrible sons began the journey of their own independence, of asserting and then insisting on their separateness.

As Mayakti was walking the forbidden woods, he met the twin snakes, Mandee and Jandee, tricksters Mayakti’s father warned him about. As Mayakti passed them, he paid them no attention. However, ignoring them would not be enough.

“What is this I hear of your brother’s purpose being greater than your own?” Jandee the snake of lies asked.

“You see,” Paen said, leaning in. “The twin snakes will try to complicate the world of their victim. It only takes merely acknowledging them, Jeshoya! It begins with Jandee, the trickiest of the pair, who, by appearing before you, makes you believe you are separate. It is a lie that you are separate and you must remember this. Then Mandee fills you with fear and desire, makes you worried and impassioned. Together they consume the delicacy of your attention as if it were an egg.”

“What if one does not acknowledge her?” I asked, trying to change the story.

“Acknowledge who?” the master asked calmly, crossing his legs and then leaning into me, challenging me to understand him.

“Jandee!” I exclaimed.

“Now, exactly what is a Jandee?” the master teased.

“You just told me, the snake of lies!”

“Well, who is being lied to? Do you know who that is?” Paen teased.

I leaned forward against him, a bit feisty and angry. He was making me work for the rest of the story. I pondered the question, picked my nose, fidgeted my feet, and patted my chin. He stayed quiet as the breezes ran through the nearby treetops. The sky was turning deeper hues of orange. Finally I took a stab at his question.

“Master, I suppose no one?” I shrugged. Master Paen put out his hand for me. I put my smaller one in his and he clasped it in a congratulatory hand shake.

“Good job,” he said. “Jandee is the very lie itself that you are separate. Jandee is a quick and subtle suggestion, so easily overlooked. Very good, Jeshibian!”

Nodding, the master went on:

So, upon assuming Jandee was true, Mayakti became afraid. When Mandee struck fear and insecurity into the heart, life then became an impossible riddle to solve. Mayakti kept walking, not listening to the beast of the swamp. Rather, he focused his mind on the task at hand, which was to deliver his new song to the tah who would be waiting for him at home.

“Why does Khoorlrhan hate you, Mayakti,” Mandee the snake of fear asked, her black tongue slithering. “Tell us why! Tell us why!”

Mayakti ignored them and was soon far beyond them; however, their words penetrated his mind and remained in his person. As Mayakti played his gunbri, he hesitated and became stuck, self-concerned and bewildered. He played his instrument sloppily, without focus, and his voice fell flat upon the ears of Nayogi.

“What is it my son?” Nayogi asked him, who had noticed Mayakti was struggling as he tried to understand the questions put to him by the twin snakes.

“Father,” Mayakti began, “am I not useful?”

Disturbed by such a question, Nayogi leaned forward in his chair to inspect his son. He could see sadness and doubt in his heart.

“You play your role wonderfully, my son. Why are you self conscious?”

Afraid that his father might suspect where he had been and that he had disobeyed him...

“Oh!” I exclaimed at seeing how this was unfolding. “Mayakti lied,” I said.

“Yes!” Paen exclaimed.

Paen was teaching me that, in asserting my separateness, the world would become complicated for me like it was for my brothers. It was a disturbing story and yet I was intrigued and motioned for the master to continue.

It was a trick of the snakes, for Mayakti was never before moved to lie. “I wish only to be sure that you are pleased, Father,” Mayakti said. He swallowed and looked away, ashamed. Nayogi, not entirely believing his son, cocked one grey eyebrow.

“I have never given you reason to not trust me. You need not lie to me, my son, for I love you beyond words. You shock me with this. Tell me where you have been?”

The tah stroked his beard, thoughtful in the wake of his son’s silence, then his eyebrow arched.

“Ahh… Have you been to the swamps?” And the tah beamed, smiling. ‘What an awful place, eh? Come let us laugh about it and write a new song for amusement,’ Nayogi said, trying to cheer his son up. But upon being discovered, Mayakti became afraid! The spell of the asps was now an awful spiraling mess! It was as if Jandee and Mandee burrowed into the young one’s mind and created a maze of confusion and doubt.

Mayakti could not laugh for he was self conscious, the asps having veered his attention away from what is true.

“So, great Khoorlrhani sage, do you know what is true? I’ll give you a hint. It is what Nayogi knew,” Paen asked.

“There is not a separate one!” I exclaimed. “But how can this be for this tree is right here, Master. I can feel it right here! I am not the tree,” I said as I ran my fingers against the bark of a tree growing beside me.

“It is all light, all of it the same, including you, and with all as the One, there is no one who is separate, no grounds whatsoever to be self conscious. That is the truth, and knowing that most deeply is the secret to my diamond eyes,” he said. He then went on with the story:

There was no one to be self-concerned to begin with! Mayakti forgot this though and indeed felt separate. He thusly felt he must solve problems as presented by the asps. For the first time in his life, Mayakti felt terribly separate, a separate individual to be compared against another! Mayakti, seated before Nayogi, feared his own father, feared God! He saw his father as an other, and because Nayogi could see him, Mayakti became even more afraid, ashamed, and protective.

Knowing that his father, the tah, could see him through and through, Mayakti still lied to him and would not confess his fear.

“I have not been in the swamps, Father.”

No matter what the tah said to reassure his son that Mayakti was the same heart as God himself, Mayakti only doubted it more. Nayogi’s head sunk. He had lost his dear son to the spell of self possession.

But his other son was also in danger at that very moment. Khoorlrhan was cutting bamboo while he traversed thick mud. He traveled near the bog and was nearly out of it when he heard the voice of Jandee: “So what is this that I hear about your brother’s purpose being greater than yours?”

Khoorlrhan stopped cutting. He looked behind him to see the asp coiled on a nearby log. In disbelief, he placed his bulgy fists against his thick hips and stared with large and clear brown eyes at the black snake, unafraid. He laughed loudly, throwing his shiny bald head back.

“Demon snake, you mean to trick me, don’t you? You will have me walk your dark paths with you, enter your maze of lies? I do not think so.” Khoorlrhan held up his blade, meaning to cleave Jandee in half. He did not see Mandee hiding at his ankles, and she, queen of fear, flared her red hood of death and hissed at him.

“You are eager to die!” she said, bearing her venomous fangs, startling Khoorlrhan and making him drop his scimitar. He fell on his back into the mud and could not get away. His eyes were wide with fright as the asp loomed over him, black eyes glistening. She swayed to and fro, dancing her black dance.

“Sister Mandee, release him,” Jandee, said. “He does not see that I was only doing him a favor in telling him about the lies his brother has been spreading. Perhaps Mayakti is right, though, as there does not seem to be a brave bone in Khoorlrhan’s body after all. Look at him trembling before your small form. He is ten times your size! Perhapsssss the tah has him working the fieldssss and lighting torchesss to save his feelingssssss. Poor stupid Khoorlrhan. Perhaps Mayakti was right after all—he is uselesssssss. Release him sister, let us go.”

The master’s rendition of Jandee’s voice sent chills down my spine. I knew he was telling me this story to prepare me for my own eventual meeting with these characters. I had hoped that day would not come. Still knowing that I was slightly shaken by the story, and despite the darkening sky, the master went on.

And Mandee subsided, and she and her sister slithered away. Khoolrhan’s mind was on fire. He hung his head and wept from the worst sting he had ever experienced, the sting of tremendous doubt and fear of death, a fear he had never known until then. In the fields that day, the tah showed Khoorlrhan more about growing food, how to do it with greater care, but Khoorlrhan did not seem to be listening. Instead, he seemed angry, defensive, and disagreeable.

“What is troubling you, Khoorlrhan?” the tah asked.

“Father, do you not believe that I am capable of this?! Why do you criticize me so much? I am not so stupid, if you would only believe it!”

Khoorlrhan swallowed a lump in his throat, the lump of fearing that his father did not value him. What a silly assumption! It was a lie! The tah was shocked and almost could not respond. After taking a deep breath, the tah merely said, “No, son. You are not stupid. I am sorry for insulting you.” Khoorlrhan, however, refused to believe his father and turned his back on him to finish working alone. The tah begged his son to release his fear and trust him.

“You are my beloved son,” he pleaded, but to no avail. Khoorlrhan was full of doubt and pride, his world made complicated. He began to trust no one. The tah left Khoorlrhan in the fields to work alone, saddened that his oldest son had fallen into the trap of the asps, the trap of separate identity.

Soon the two brothers lost their interest in serving their father. They no longer yearned to be in his company, and instead, they worked on their separate strategies to solve the dilemma of their self-consciousness. Mayakti focused on creating an image of his self that proved he was just as strong and skilled as Khoorlrhan, and Khoorlrhan created one to prove he was just as beautiful and talented as Mayakti. They forgot that their roles were suited for them, to serve mankind, to serve Ashuta and their own awakening to their true nature!

Nayogi cursed the twin asps as he lay on his deathbed. He knew that Jandee and Mandee, the snakes of fear and deception, had poisoned the minds of his sons and pitted them against one another. It was too late to help them for he was old and worn and soon his body would fade from the world. The destiny of a divided kingdom was already established, as the brothers’ love for one another was forgotten. In forgetting their love, they forgot Ashuta as they built the walls of separation between them and made demands that the divine mother serve their desires and aid them in victory against one another.

“Ashuta, make me desirable, make me beautiful, make me talented, make me better than my brother,” Khoorlrhan prayed.

“Ashuta, make me strong, make me brave, make me a skilled man, make me more fierce than my brother,” Mayakti prayed, and the goddess, entertained by the play, answered them both.

She brought grace to Khoorlrhan’s form and hardened Mayakti’s. They were both attractive warriors but now also bitter rivals. Many of the women in the tribe noticed Khoorlrhan, including the stunningly beautiful Urso, Mayakti’s very own wife. She became drunk on the sight of Khoorlrhan, the new tah, and seemed to be in love with him. This outraged Mayakti and so he took his wife and children to the far reaches of the kingdom to live with them alone, keeping his wife far from the tah. Sick with love for Urso, Khoorlrhan thought of nothing but her. He resented his brother for taking Urso away, and in his bitter distraction, the circle of illumination was neglected. There was no warrior to guard its dimming boundaries, and many suffered because of the new tah’s preoccupations.

The manju tigers of the jungle entered the unguarded circle and killed many, including Mayakti’s wife Urso and their children. Angered, Mayakti swore to avenge their deaths. Mayakti no longer had a brother, and many, put off by Khoorlrhan, followed Mayakti to the northern hills. There Mayakti learned to hunt the snow-covered woodlands.

His gunbri grew old and worn as he no longer played it, and so not only those left behind in the old kingdom but those who followed Mayakti to the highlands never heard the song of heart again as Mayakti learned to build and fight. Ashuta had answered his prayer and made Mayakti the fiercest warrior ever seen, and he was the tah of a new tribe called the Mayak.

Khoorlrhan, drunk on the sour wine of his ego, played his own gunbri, singing songs that expressed his own beauty, his vanity.

Sadly, man became preoccupied with dividing the Great One Land and with dominance over one another, competing for resources. Nayogi’s enlightened kingdom faded as it became common for mankind to settle for mere survival with no understanding of Ashuta’s light play, no enlightenment. Tah after tah of both tribes, for thousands of years, struggled in vain to understand the real truth. They could not see as Nayogi saw. Instead, they were only bewildered, afraid, and in anguish brought upon by their greed and war mongering and by forgetting the God knowledge of Nayogi-Tah. They essentially exiled the true tah from the kingdom of the Great One Land. With Khoorlrhan and Mayakti mortal enemies, the one tribe of man became divided into the two main tribes: the Khoorlrhani and the Mayak.

After that, we were silent again. The moons were but two silver crescents in a dark indigo sky. Before us were the random silent explosions of fireflies floating in the warm Arkayan air. I looked at the silhouette of the great mountain ranges in the distance colored by the remains of twilight’s glow.

My heart was heavy and I sulked. I recognized that this story was about all of us turning away, and I was bewildered by the lack of a way it all could be undone. Master Paen took my chin with his curled index finger.

“Don’t you worry, Jeshoya? I have been showing you all along how to see past Jandee—by noticing me. One day you will see it all as just a story and you will enjoy playing your part as much as I do.”

“Do you promise, Master?” I asked.

“Indeed I do.”

“Will the tribes remember love again?” I sobbed, and the master took me under his arm.

“As long as at least one of them on each side loves the other, yes. You will see it all come to pass, my dear boy. You will truly see me and you will see it all.”

“Master, you are like Nayogi! Why are you not the tah?” I coughed and wiped my tears away.

“HA! Don’t you worry at all. You will see it all. You will.”



Warfare in Brotherhood

[image: image]

And after a while, though haunted by the initial telling of the master’s tale, I did not worry so much. I carried on in my assumptions, moving toward the paths of Khoorlrhani zeal along with my brothers. Soon I played with sticks, our swords, with Darlian, play fighting and imagining my own greatness as a Khoorlrhani warrior.

It was customary for boys older than nine to gather around a bonfire beneath the starlit sky. Some of the older adolescent boys would tend the fire while others beat large drums and formed a circle. Nearby, the girls gathered to dance and sing, and the boys would call each other out and fight with training swords.

This formal occasion of challenge among the youths was called ahenyeg, which means yield. This was how young boys would eventually become fighters, and some, those not already arranged to marry, husbands. Those who won the contests were acknowledged and usually taken under the wings of the older boys, young captains who led light patrols around Arkaya, guarding our crops in shifts alongside older, more mature soldiers. The most accomplished of these captains would get first choice of who to add to their group, their ahenyeg. Both Boutage and Minot were captains, and the most popular.

During ahenyeg, the contest was simple: stay in the circle and defend yourself against your opponent. Points were given for good clear strikes. The one with the most points won. If a contestant ran out of the circle, they lost. Those who lost kept developing their skills, hoping to be accepted. Those who won participated in the next level of the competition, fighting members of other captains’ groups in games such as conquest in which each team must defend a herd of cattle from the invading teams who tried to steal them. There were also variations of this game in which the object to steal or defend was a mere flag. The campaigns would go on in summer heat beneath the moons once a week. The games went to dawn until winter and the rainy months.

I did not participate happily. Uncoordinated and generally timid, I did poorly. I felt ashamed as my elder brothers watched me “continually lose to lesser families,” as my brother Boutage put it. I started out confident, but then I would find myself on my back outside the circle and eating the dirt dealt to me by my opponent!

Minot, always sensing when I was on the edge of giving up, would pick me up, brush me off. and say, “Jeshoya, it does not matter. It’s just a game, and that is the point of being a warrior, to not give up. Stay in the game. Stay in the circle.” Minot always encouraged me this way.

How could a Khoorlrhani prince be so obviously bad at holding his own in a fight, I wondered? I was terrified that I was inherently a coward. It was then I became sensitive to being called by my nickname, Jeshoya. It irritated me to hear it from my brothers as though it implied I was a simpleton. It made me feel reduced. I did not recognize that what the master had been telling me about Jandee was playing out in the slow boil of my life. I did not note that the spell of self-imagery was taking shape within me so strongly.

During the peaks of my frustration, I would avoid the circle and I told my mother, “I would rather be with you most times. It’s quiet and there are plenty of interesting things to do.”

My mother would laugh, draw me near her as we walked, hold me to her side, and sigh. “Jeshibian, you can’t do this your whole life. You cannot avoid what is uncomfortable. In life you must fight, and you must endure the fighting of others.”

She nudged me away, toward ahenyeg, the circle of boys. I tried my best to do what Minot taught me: “Keep your guard up, watch your hands, focus, block, watch your head…” But I was awful, getting black eyes, split lips, and torn clothing from savage opponents who had much to prove against a Khoorlrhani prince in the open circle! I loathed it, and then eventually, I slipped away.

Minot would let me go, saying, “Cool off. Don’t worry, Jeshoy…ahhh…er Jeshibian! Come back when you are ready.”

Gone were the blissful threads of morning-light abandon, and instead I awoke to each day as a problem. I worried that I would never grow, improve and rather suffer greater insult in the circle. .

Away from the circle, I spent time basking on the rocks trying to forget about it, making Anya laugh by crossing my eyes or searching the nearby thicket for insects, my hobby of sorts.

In the evening, I could hear the aunts and uncles whispering. “He clings to his mother still,” Toumak said to my father, and I knew my father’s opinions of my talent.

“Yes, a bit soft and scattered,” Khoorlrhani-Tah would mumble. “Perhaps he will grow out of it.”

“Suwan will spoil him if she keeps indulging him,” said Toumak in the dining hall where my father ate only with his general.

“They are right,” Master Paen said one day. “You cannot hide from life.”

“But you said that I should do what I want,” I protested.

“True, but you must have balance. You must do your duty, and you must face your fears. You should want to examine yourself here!”

“But I’m so bad and everyone laughs.”

“Do you see me bent out of shape because no one, not a single soul in the kingdom is interested in enlightenment? Ha!” The master roared with laughter, slapping the low table top that we sat before in his dihj where I often visited him. His laughter was so loud that parrots in the distant trees mimicked him. I only grimaced and averted my eyes, now a stubborn nine-year-old.

“Do you hear me going on about how bad a master I am? Ha! Oh, that’s funny! What if one day I decided to not show up? Would that strike you as odd? It would be strange to you if Ashuta herself appeared to me and I went on saying, ‘Boo hoo, great Goddess, the tah and chiefs laugh at me because they don’t believe in enlightenment!’” He teased me mercilessly until I relented and began to laugh with him.

“Fighting is simple, and it is not personal. Face your opponent. Face him. Who cares who wins for who is winning anyway? That’s the most interesting question there! You’re not using the tools I have given you. By facing it head on and not trying to escape, at least you will discover if you can fight; and if you really can’t, then you can explore other options besides fighting. Running is not the answer. You see, you want a victory and are embarrassed by defeat, and now you look to your mom and me to do what? To fix it for you, to hide you away and keep you safe! Who are you anyway that a victory or defeat matters? Who does this mistake of assuming a you remind you of?” he chided.

“The first princes,” I replied, now seeing my mistake.

“Yes. So stick close to Minot and just do the best you can. Oh, you are a worrying soul, aren’t you, so desperate to fit in? I’m telling you fitting in is a confinement. Do not worry so much.”

I did what he told me and eventually learned what it meant to hold my ground. Eventually I came to understand and enjoy an aspect of myself that I and others assumed was not there. With green face paint around my eyes, I accepted the circle of the boys and soon I enjoyed the passion of the booming drums, the chanting girls, and the shouts of the other boys. This did not mean I was a champion by any means, and during my worst defeats it was still my tendency to run to my mother.

Still, with Paen’s teaching, I accepted my place among the boys, and with my insides uncoiled a bit and with coaxing by my peers, we adventured.

Minot and Boutage often promised, threatened more like, to take us beyond Arkaya’s gates, far to the north to the Nook. This was beyond where the outer stockade was complete and minor skirmishes broke out from time to time. My father stopped building the outer wall when the master brought him back to his senses, a topic Boutage and Minot never stopped debating. The outer wall, a very incomplete circle and an insane undertaking as it was, only met between the cities of Kamina and Tanaga. There was only a portion a few miles beyond both cities, its use now only as a large watch tower to see approaching Mayak should they ever plot to invade our cities again.

Boutage and Minot often romanticized making a trip to this wild area. Though they were more responsible now, their rebellious side often gave way to these kinds of plans, to dares and to double dares. They were not stupid though, knowing that, as heirs to our father’s crown, they should not endanger us all by pursuing foolish games. They planned for months, and then one day they came crashing into our quarters to tell us, “We’ll go tomorrow!”

We made that first excursion with perfect execution, and we enjoyed ourselves and each other’s company, and so we made a ritual of it. Our camaraderie was strong, each of the terrible six of us now able to ride and willing to brave where our eldest led us.

Our enjoyment of such excursions did not last long though. Soon the rivalry between Minot and Boutage began to darken the whole affair. One would assert leadership over the other, and then of course the rest of us were forced to choose sides.

One day our alliances seemed to be set, made for the rest of our lives. We traveled to the Nook that day and rested by a spot by the lake, our favorite that was surrounded by yellow cliffs. Wild plants clung to the edges of a calm pond that our mehra’s drank from as Boutage and Minot left us behind to scout our perimeter. Nothing much happened by way of danger on these trips, but today we were surprised by the appearance of Mayak!

As Nanui drank, I brushed her and hummed to myself. Darlian was squatted over the water, cooling off, when I heard him gasp. I looked to where he was pointing across the river and up into the cliffs. Seleth was nearby, tending to his mehra, Treetop, and quickly ran over to Darlian to smack his pointing hand downward. He then turned his back to the spying figure Darlian had spotted.

“Don’t point! Don’t point!” He said.

Kuba then said in a hushed tone, “He didn’t see, Seleth. His back was turned.” Kuba immediately gathered his things and mounted his mehra, Jester, to find our brothers.

“Be quick, Kuba,” Seleth said.

“Okay,” he said, galloping off.

The Mayak warrior at the top of the cliff was holding a spear, and he peered down at us, his hand over his brow. We pretended not to notice him as Seleth suggested, to not act alarmed, but then another Mayak appeared. My heart raced with what might have been morbid curiosity, a mixture of both dread and excitement. The warriors spied on us then disappeared from the ledge.

We did not know what to do but Seleth acted with bravery, helped us gather nerves and prepare for whatever was beyond the ridge. It was not long before we heard the sounds of hooves approaching, a cacophony coming from two directions. Seleth, the only one of us armed with anything better than a worn and rusted dagger, stood his ground.

From the north entrance of the sandy bank the Mayak appeared, two of them fast approaching us. They were wild, faces scrawled with white paint.

Then behind us our brothers emerged from the south entrance wielding their scimitars. Seleth fell in with us as Boutage and Minot rode before us. It was a tense standoff with mehra’s circling, rising to their hind legs, and almost locking horns in challenge.

I trembled, thinking my brothers might die before my eyes, as I saw the strength of the Mayak warriors, their thick arms and deep cheekbones and hard set eyes. They were fully grown men and had the air of seasoned warriors. The leader wore several feathers in his straight hair. He looked at his comrade as if confused by my brothers’ behavior, as if a mistake had been made. He then said words to him and the two backed off, pulled the reins of their animals to show a they were not hostile.

This gesture seemed obvious to us—a truce. It seemed obvious to Minot too. The two Mayak pulled away, their backs turned momentarily as they then tried to swing around to achieve greater distance between my brothers. Only Boutage took this with either insult or as an opportunity to attack.

On the back of Onyx, Boutage lunged for them! Minot yelled at him, and so having been warned, the leader quickly turned and thwarted Boutage’s attack easily with an open palm, sending my brother to the ground! Minot then dismounted and ran for Boutage where the two fought, Boutage in a frantic rage trying to reengage the Mayak leader. Minot exchanged awful blows, and I could not stand it any longer, and so rode out alone on Nanui to them and shouted at them. I was between my brothers and the Mayak, who were laughing at us. Darlian and Kuba then came to me, shouting for me get away from the dangerous killer Mayak, who only sat in their saddles enjoying the scene of the eldest of the Khoorlrhani princes trying to kill one another.

Kuba jumped off White Mane and stood between them, and Minot pushed Boutage back hard and cursed at him.

“You are such an imbecile,” he growled.

Boutage, obviously embarrassed that we were protecting the Mayak from him, simply spat on the ground and dusted himself off. Seleth fell in behind Boutage.

“What do they want?” Seleth said coolly.

“Whose side are you on, Minot,” Boutage growled.

“Look at their face paint, you idiots. They are ambassadors! They wear Father’s cipher!” he yelled. Minot, wiping blood from his lip, then spoke with the leader and apologized. The leader then put his hands up, nodded and pointed to the white mark, a leaf painted on his arm band, a red dot in the center. There was indeed a story behind their presence in the Nook. The leader spoke to Minot, and as he did, I focused in on the language. I very much wanted to learn it.

As Boutage typically ignored all talks of peace, he did not know that these men traveled from the mountains bearing gifts for our father. He did not know that the mark they wore was to protect them should others, aside from the Khoorlrhani party sent from Arkya to meet them, find them first. Minot, who took all protocols seriously, knew most of this and was only surprised by their presence. Despite the embarrassment suffered by having to deal with Boutage, Kuba and Darlian and I respected Minot and saw his actions as more wise. This infuriated Boutage. I would pay later. I knew it.

The Mayak leader, Theseron, told Minot in his own tongue that they were a party of six. Three had been killed by tigers that attacked the cattle they brought as a gift. They were unable to find the Khoorlrhani party they were to meet, and so, when they picked up our trail, they naturally thought we were that party.

Theseron was shocked to learn we were the royal heirs, and he almost seemed to chide Minot for endangering us: mind boggling and stupid were words that I could translate from the dialect. Minot sighed as he nodded.

We agreed to protect and drive the cattle south with them as far as Kamina. We met the third member of the Mayak party who guarded the remaining cattle, at least sixty head. On the way Boutage glared at me, his deep dark eyes on me like a panther. Kuba and Darlian received this same treatment.

We left Theseron and his party at Kamina where they would rest and feed themselves and the cattle while in care of the warlord Tannis, who was expecting their arrival. Before we departed, it was expressed by Theseron that, since the Arkayan party was nowhere to be found, Minot should escort them the rest of the way to Arkaya the next day. Theseron did not feel welcome by Tannis and his men and worried treachery would befall him and his men. Minot agreed and sent Boutage, Kuba, Darlian, and me home, obviously the worst arrangement in my view.

Boutage reluctantly obliged Minot and we left immediately for Arkaya. The whole journey back, Boutage terrorized us. When Kuba tried to defend us, Boutage shouted at him, pulled his hair, and even pushed him off of his mehra, breaking his arm. Having made an example of him, Boutage then pointed at me, called me a “peace-making woman” and told me to stop my whining after slapping me. Poor Darlian was frozen stiff as we rode Nanui. We were a broken party, following the tyrant who purposefully led us the longest way home so that, under the dim light of the moons, he could abandon us halfway home. From that day nothing was ever the same between us, only vile competitiveness and abuse remaining.

When we arrived at the royal dihj, Darlian and I tiredly put our mehra in the stable. I then went into our home and, upon seeing my mother, ran for her. She embraced me. I buried my face in her neck.

“What is the matter?” Suwan asked. I could not answer for fear of more mistreatment from Boutage. I heard Minot yelling in the background, from the main section of the dihj. As it turned out, the party my father dispatched to the Mayak had arrived moments after we pushed off with Boutage. Minot and Seleth, relieved of his obligation to Theseron, took the short way back.

“Bullshit! It was not a seven hour journey!” Then there was another voice, Boutage, answering nonchalantly, barely audible.

“Then why is Kuba’s arm broken!? Why is Jeshoya running to mother! You want broken brothers to be king over! These are your games!” Minot yelled.

“Screw your goddamned circle of brothers concept! Before you came back, no one questioned my competence! If they were good riders, Kuba would have stayed on Jester’s back and he would have kept up!” Boutage retorted.

“Why do you hate everything and everyone?!”

“I do not hate them! I just do not paint the world with fluffy clouds like you do!”

“Right, just with dark clouds! You have no honor, breaking their spirits so! You do not serve them, just yourself?”

“I don’t answer to you! You are just a woman, Minot, a weak minded woman who keeps his brothers needlessly on the tit! When will you… WAKE UP…from your idealistic dreams of…”

Then we heard a tussle, the breaking of objects, the scattering of servants, and the overturning of furniture. We knew fists were flying. The we heard the voices of onlookers, shocked at such behavior. Aunt Nandee rushed into the parlor wielding a fighting staff of tied heavy bamboo. She struck mercilessly. “Get up! GET OUT!”

And this was the way our lives were then. I loved my brothers, even Boutage. There were days of sunshine, wild abandon, and camaraderie, and then there were days like this, dark, full of awful competitiveness.

Feeling dark inside the next day, I hid from the circle of boys again, sitting on the edge of my mother’s bed. She comforted me and listened as I lamented.

“I don’t much like being alive,” I said.

“Don’t say that, Jeshibian! Why would you say that?”

“Because everything is hard and no one loves. What’s the point of being alive if tigers eat you and your brothers beat you up?”

Suwan laughed, knowing me to be a dramatist. I did not hate life but was merely venting, frustrated by its terms.

She stroked my hair, and then asked, “What do you think the master would say to your tantrum here?” I shifted my eyes to one side, looking at the clay floor and its embedded green and yellow tiles.

I thought a moment and said, “Well, he’d say, ‘The point of love, young Khoorlrhani, is not to just have pleasure in your life but to learn how to love in spite of your displeasure!’” I threw in the few hand gestures that I knew the master would make. Suwan’s eyes lit up and she clasped her hands and erupted with a barely suppressed laugh at my impersonation. “Ah, yes! I think so.” Suwan sighed.

“You think he’d say that?” I wondered, and I smiled at my mother, challenging her to suppress her laughter, but she could not.

“Yes. I think it’s good that you can imitate him so well.”

“Why?”

“Because it means you’ve noticed how wise he is and you love him. I’m glad that I can see that in you.”

“No one treats the master the way Boutage does us.”

“You don’t think people have tried to mistreat him, eh?” Suwan said. Her eyes sparkled and narrowed. She seemed to hold onto a secret she was now willing to share with me.

“Who?” I asked.

“Your father, of course!” She laughed.

“Really?” I said sarcastically.

“So then I can assume by your tone you know this. Oh yes, worse than young Boutage really, but do you know how the master acted?”

“No.”

“The master acted with the bravery of the supreme warrior, Jeshoya, a bravery that no man in the land has yet to know.”

And in that moment I wanted to know what sort of bravery this was. My eyes were locked on my mother’s as I waited for her to elaborate.

“A bravery that held to the truth so much that Khoorlrhani-Tah could never lie to himself. Your father recognized that it was indeed the awful treatment given to Paen that Paen returned to him in the form of truth and that he had a lot to learn about love. And do you know what that said about the power of love despite our displeasure?”

I said nothing, only waited for the answer, thirsty for it.

“That it can change even the darkest hearts, though it may take years, decades, lifetimes. It changes that heart to want to give love more than receive it. It changes you, son, if you choose that over your comfort. No sword or armor will ever compare to this, my darling. It is unbeatable. So think on that the next time you want to throw a tantrum about the discomfort of life.”

I smiled. My mother gazed at me and caressed my cheek with her finger. She then pointed to the entrance of her room, instructing me to leave.

“So do not hide in here with me, Jeshoya. Be in the world, your world of rotten brothers, stinky mehras, dust, bug bites, swords and armor, and learn to love it despite the displeasure. Listen to the master and do as he has already shown you, my sweet one. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, then ran out of her room.

That particular night, I knew the master was back from his travels and would be in my father’s council chambers. So I ran down the dark lower passageway—slipping in between the shadows untouched by the evenly placed torches that hung on the vine covered wall—that led to the lower depths of our dihj. Along the way I danced.

Restored to my humor, I wondered happily if my heart could change in the way Suwan told me it should. What was the supreme warrior? What kind of bravery could withstand all disappointment in life that did not require a thirst for brutality and acts of conquest and retaliation? Was it real? I wanted to know. I hoped for it, prayed for it. I would go straight back to the circle of boys if I could become that. I danced to a rhythm in my heart that led me to the master! I traced my finger along the complex patterns of the tapestries that hung on the cold grey stones of the walls below.

I could hear the voices of Master Paen, Minot, my father, and the two Mayak we met days earlier. In the hallway, I sat with my back against the wall beneath a torch by the curtain that hung over the entrance. I gazed upward at two massive stone statues opposite me and right before the curtained entryway, sculptures of massive tigers baring their teeth, their large granite eyeballs glaring at me. It was a twin representation of Tiaga, the tiger goddess. I gawked at them for some time, and then I peaked beneath the tapestry to get a look inside court.

“Come in, Jeshoya,” I heard the master call. I was never good at concealing myself. I parted the curtain and entered. There was laughter as I did.

“If you were not so loud in your dancing, you might have stayed hidden, but why hide such joy?!” the master said, grinning. My father glanced at me and smiled. He seemed to be enjoying the same rhythmic tune playing in my heart, which was spurned by my thirst to be in Paen’s company, delightful thirst. I swayed back and forth, happily.

I came inside as was commanded by Paen, and I was met by the pressing eyes of onlooking strangers. The two Mayak warriors my brother and I encountered were standing before Khoorlrhani-Tah. Two others were among them who I had not seen before. They all grinned at me as I sheepishly entered, pushing past the spear wielding Bakuwella guards and into the clouds of incense within the interior. All of the lords were present, all seated, and all dressed formally in brocade kaftans and backed by their standards and the fourteen men in each entourage. The entirety of the Khoorlrhani nation was represented in a grand multicolored crescent of seated bodies before my father and the four Mayak.

Paen stood near my father. Minot stood by the leader of the Mayak, and between them and my father was gold spilling out of metal cases and onto the beige tiles, a measure I had never seen in all my life! One could say it was a significant amount of all Mayak wealth. There was a chuckle at my wide-eyed beholding of it.

“My son the dancer,” my father teased, introducing me to the hall. Everyone laughed. Minot translated what my father had just said to the other Mayak. Their eyes narrowed because of their wild smiles. They stood, elegant figures, pure, wild, ringed ears, straight braided hair, necklaces of animal teeth, and skirts of leather.

I shrank in embarrassment, but Khoorlrhani-Tah beckoned me, his many ruby-ringed fingers curling gently against his wide palms as a gesture for me to come in and take a seat on a vacant cushion by his side. He was warm to me. I went to him.

The Mayak leader, Theseron, resumed speaking to the tah, glancing at me and laughing as Minot translated.

“Enksosi, your youngest son, has a very good heart. I would be proud to call him my own,” Minot translated, and then he winked at me.

Through these four men, two of which Boutage nearly cut down, Unat the tah of the Mayak had sent his regards to both my father and Paen. Peace was being made. I was overcome by happiness and noted how Paen seemed to glow that evening.

“He agrees,” the Mayak reaffirmed. “Twelve families of Mayak and twelve of Khoorlrhani and a mixed force to keep the order for five years, this is acceptable. Unat Mayak-Tah agrees to this and the rules presented to govern the town.”

The cattle the Mayak brought were an offering, repayment for the many years of raids on Ketique ranchers in the east. The gold, many trunks of it presented before my father that night, was repayment for damage done to fields. My father was overcome by this gesture. By Paen’s work, by his travels to convince Unat, the Mayak were now ready to end the old conflict.

The Nook, our former playground, was now to be mutually shared territory. For centuries our tribes fought to control this region. Both tah’s agreed now that an equal number of families would settle there. If the peace lasted, then the Khoorlrhani would consider intermingling further south, opening their borders in years to come. It was a radical plan, again one that Paen was behind, for as the terms of the agreement were discussed in this final moment, my father struggled.

It was the warlords gave him pause. They looked on disapprovingly.

“I understand that this is difficult, but the idea of Mayak and Khoorlrhani coexisting must come to this event. It is you who must bridge the divide. Time will not do it for you,” Master Paen said, his hands turned upward.“How else could it happen except by agreeing to intermingle, share what is given on the One Great Land. And it must be done right now because there will never be a more convenient time, and you cannot wait until the noble lords become agreeable to this plan. Mayak and Khoorlrhani must eventually become something different, undivided. So what is that? How do we approach it? I can show you!” Paen said, Minot translating to the Mayak.

He then walked further out into the room, addressing everyone. “Great men destroy the confines of tradition by believing more in the truth and less in this cheapened standard of their sword that we live by. These…destroyers are truly great tahs! You see the metaphor of the sword is of truth, temperance, community, cooperation, not of revenge, of obstinate politicization, not of mere conquest as you’ve mistaken it for. Vulnerability is what fuels true living. Vulnerability! It can be done, but only if we cut through these political obstructions we have created among ourselves.” Minot translated as Paen glanced at the section of the room where the lords sat, their arms folded, their heads shaking in stubborn doubt.

My father sighed and said, “But there has been so much Khoorlrhani blood spilled in the Nook…”

“Yes, brother, let us now forgive the debt of an eye, a tooth, a leg, a life. All of it forgiven and agree to start again. You worry, ‘How will the lords react when told we must change? What will they withhold from Arkaya? How will they align themselves against me?’ Your mind searches for an answer in the darkness of the future. I say that it does not matter what these chiefs think if you are entirely aligned to me. If you are aligned to me, that future does not exist and so there is nothing to fear.”

And there was a laugh from among the crowd, a deep sinister chuckle. Paen’s words were seen as a direct challenge by the lower chiefs, mayors, and wealthy citizens from the outlying towns, who scoffed in their protest. They wanted to continue to profit from the war machine. Their agitated sounds began to resonate within the court. Lord Dajaai of Ketique rose and turned to look into the crowd with a stern face, silencing them all.

“Boutage-Tah, do you doubt me? Do you doubt that I could withstand their reaction against the policy of truth? Have I not already demonstrated strength, love, and utter reliance upon the truth? I ask you as well Chiefs Tannis, Shakuba, Chobaza, Bombazu, and Dajaai.”

Dajaai came forward on his knees, bowed to my father, and said, “I will follow you and Paen, enkosi. His words are sane.”

“Coward!” another faceless voice shouted, and Dajaai rose again, hand on the hilt of his sword at his waist, challenging his accuser with sharpened eyes staring through an orange band of ceremonial paint across his eyes. He wore a slender mid-thigh length black kaftan, gold patterns across his shoulders and a striking set of golden eagle wings displayed across his chest. His mane of hair was decorated with dyed feathers, gathered and tied neatly in three sections by golden bands into a singular braid. The room was silent as Dajaai again, by right, sought out his accuser, walking the smooth tiles of the front row on golden sandals. My father patiently awaited the outcome. No one dared challenge Dajaai. When every pair of eyes was looked into by the Lord of Ketique, they averted. It was then settled. Satisfied, Dajaai again seated himself.

On their knees, Chobaza and Bombazu both came forward, bowed, said in turn, “I will follow you and Paen, enkosi.”

My father’s nostrils flared as he leaned forward, his eyes narrowing upon the master, a smile coming to his lips.

“You are right, Master Paen. This will be done. I have been wrong. I do not doubt you. It shall be done.”

Then there was more shouting, a roar of it as Bakuwella pressed more deeply into the room and as Minot screamed the translation of my father’s words to the Mayak, who then smiled, shocked. They then, all four of them, stretched themselves onto the floor!

My father was again overcome, not believing his eyes, and he was so inspired he removed his crown, stepped from his bench, and gathered the Mayak leader up, embraced him, and kissed his cheeks.

I watched the northern lords, Tannis and Shokuba rise, twenty-eight men behind them, and bowed. The lords and their retinue walked out the court entrance in protest.

Later that festive night there was laughter throughout the dihj. The servants were kept up late preparing food and playing music. Our cavernous parlors were full, the stoves roaring and glowing with warmth, the Mayak ambassadors entertained and made drunk. The entire family was assembled, uncles and aunts and cousins and grandparents, all telling stories about our meeting Master Paen. For the first time ever, I saw my father holding my mother close to him. She beamed as she looked into his eyes, as if the man she fell in love with had finally returned.

The rains began that day, a torrential downpour of the monsoon season, marking a period that seemed to clear the way for a new time—a prolonged peace. The main family room, a large torch-lit area over which an ornate wooden frame held up the vine roof, was loud with the sound of the downpour. There were several tables covered with fruit brought in that would have otherwise spoiled in the warm rain. The floor was smooth clay tiles, and my younger cousins slid across it in their play. I snatched a banana from the table, chased my cousins for a short spell, and then joined my brothers and parents in one of the smaller parlors tucked behind the family room.

They were talking openly and with humor. Their respective ghosts somehow had disappeared, outshined by the glow of the master who was in the center of the room. The conversation shifted to the future, and Master Paen again reassured my father that to worry about civil war was useless.

“The chiefs being stirred up is inevitable even without talk of peace to aggravate them. The Khoorlrhani nation has gotten too big. Your empire will inevitably divide as the continuity of ideas take on different shades along different lines. All can divide peacefully or not—it scarcely matters. This is not about the outcome of your empire; it is about your enlightenment, your freedom. The peace that matters is that peace, the peace that I am.”

As I looked at my father, I realized that Khoorlrhani-Tah had left his crown on his jade and ivory bench. He had forgotten it, distracted by Paen’s work, distracted in regarding the Mayak, who had bowed to him that evening as brothers. For that evening my father was free, happy as if Paen had removed an obstruction without my father knowing. Just as I made that observation, Paen glanced at me and winked at me.

And we were quiet. I swayed, loving Paen as he radiated and everyone just looking at him in silence. He was perfect, so unlike my father or me.

“If Lords Tannis and Shakuba plot against you, so be it. If they ride upon Arkaya, we will defend ourselves. There is no point worrying about what they think.”

But I knew my father would again worry, I could feel his pattern coincident with my own, my need for a crown of sorts. He would again become self conscious and seek his crown out. I knew this just as I began to know myself to be the same. In viewing my father, I saw my own reflection.

I did not worry about a fence being torn down, but rather, that I would not have one. Though on the surface I wanted to know what the supreme warrior was, how that concept could be real, how it could change me, I secretly conspired to exploit it, to make a life that was painless and to serve to create my own fence of invincibility. Paen knew, and with a wink, reflected this back to me.

I indeed fantasized about being the supreme warrior, full of vigor and grace, never wrong, never in need, as I played in the forests and in the cavernous underbelly of our royal dihj. This of course was the shadow of Jandee as I dreamt who I would become.



The Threat of Mandee
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One day, nearing the end of my ninth year, I was playing by the streams with my sisters. I had found the most vibrantly colored butterfly, its wings a beautiful pattern of oranges, turquoise, and dark blue. It let me get close enough to see it but never close enough to capture it satisfactorily with my eyes. From behind me, I heard my sisters splashing each other in the water. Suwan moved from her sunning rock and into the depths of the pond. I watched her for a moment as she untied her hair and moved waist deep into the water. Her skin richly deep brown, as she waded she ringed her wet hair then spread it over her shoulders. She saw me from below and waved at me. I smiled then resumed my pursuit.

The butterfly doubled back and I chased it down a small hill. I was intent on studying it. It flitted to a deeply shady and moist spot beyond some shrubbery. As I circled around it to catch a glimpse, I stumbled on a rock and fell, and then I heard the rock overturn.

Something, an animal, snapped twigs and ran away. I heard it making a commotion along a path downhill but could not really see it as if it moved beneath the leaves. I brushed myself off and then saw my winged friend a few feet from me. It flew again, further downhill, and I gave chase. Finally, it alighted on a rock by the creek.

Beyond the small boulder I could see Anya washing her feet, and my mother was approaching her. I focused on the butterfly, my two hands ready to catch it when I pounced. I jumped and missed, but then something was aroused. It hissed!

 I fell onto my back and it was right before me, a large asp, its crimson hood majestically flared. I could not move. It stared at me. From the corner of my right eye I saw another one near Anya. Her back was turned to it. She turned and it struck her!

I tried to scream but only managed a gasp, compelled to be silent by the one before me. Be still or die, it seemed to say ever so clearly.

Anya was struck again, and she then screamed and cried. She stomped and was struck again. My mother ran toward her.

“Anya!” Suwan screamed. “Nandee!” She scooped up Anya only to be struck by the snake. It did not slither off but circled, slithered over the water and then struck my mother again. My mother screamed. The world seemed to shatter.

I was paralyzed with fear. I could not bear to look at what was actually happening. I stared into the eyes of the snake that promised to kill me should I move.

You are Jandee, I thought, in my panic.

It answered with a hiss. She did not like being named. My Aunt could be heard running toward me. I heard her halt in her horror as she saw me pinned below.

“Oh! Jeshoya, don’t move,” Nandee whispered. I did not move, every fiber of my being working against the reflex to flee.

“Stay there. Do not flinch,” Nandee warned.

You are Jandee. Leave us alone, I thought again, terrified but willing to receive her sting as an answer as there was no escape.

The snake hissed again, wavered, retracted her hood, and then followed her sister Mandee into the bushes. My aunt rushed to me and grabbed my hand. The servants rushed my sister indoors, and Nandee accompanied my mother and me.

“Khoorlrhani-Tah!” servants shouted. They rushed to get him.

We placed my sister and my mother on beds, desperately cleaned the wounds and tied off their limbs. The servants cut out and pressed out the poison, sucked it out, used herbs, prayed, screamed and howled, but my sister died within one hour. Nandee and the other aunts and cousins, lamenting, carried her body away.

My mother lay in bed. She suffered and cried from losing her daughter. I held her hand throughout the night. She looked at me in the dim glow of candlelight, her breathing labored, but she gripped my hand. Her mouth grew dry, her eyes red. As the sun began to rise for morning, she said my name.

“Jeshibian... I must go now…”

“Please don’t go, Mother. Please. Please,” I pleaded, feeling helpless. “Where is the master?” I asked looking around me. No one could answer. He was away. “Please don’t go, Mother.” I prayed, “Please, oh Ashuta, please.”

I stayed close to her. My father sat next to me. As my grip tightened on Suwan’s hand, hers lessened on mine.

“Mother!” I cried, shaking her hand.

 She no longer gripped back. My father took me toward him, held me, a forearm against my chest,

“You must accept it, Jeshoya,” Khoorlrhani-Tah lamented.

 “No.”

 “You must.”

“Please,” I pleaded for the last time, and I then I died inside.

After the ceremonial three days, we cremated Suwan and Anya’s bodies. I can now look upon that day in hindsight as bittersweet as it began with my whimsical chase for the colorful hues and tones of life and ended with the blackness of my sister’s and my mother’s death.

I was learning that comfort is fleeting in this real world full of just as much tragedy as victory. I could not understand that happiness itself was independent of these events. Instead, like my father, I reached my hands into the rose bushes of my self-entitlement and was pricked by the thorns of my resentment.

I thought, Ashuta, why? Why did you betray me? Why did you take my beloved mother and my sister so cruelly? I was angry, so angry. Why did you make me so helpless that I could do nothing but be still and accept my mother’s fate!?

Had I not heard the master’s story of the first brothers, of how they each demanded Ashuta’s grace rather than accept what was given? Did I forget what my mother had told me about the supreme warrior?

Indeed I did, for I sat in my father’s throne room heartbroken. I could not hold to the wisdom the master had given me. Somehow, it was not relevant to me, to the very moment of my life as I lived for the past. I avoided Master Paen, angry with him. Why was he not there to save my mother and sister!? I shouted these questions inwardly, made these complaints in my heart. I wandered the jungles alone, and then one day, when I thought I was alone, I screamed at the mountains, “Why did they have to die?!”

A voice called over my shoulder, “Because it was their time, Jeshibian.”

It was Minot. He had been tracking me. I tried to run past him, but he snagged me with his long arms. I writhed, kicked, screamed, “Leave me alone!” But I could not get free. Minot held me until I finally relaxed.

“Now sit!” he said. I obeyed. “Wipe those tears, Jeshibian.” I obeyed.

We were quiet for a while. He then said, “Do you think you are the only child our mother left behind, the only brother Anya left behind?”

I had not thought of that.

“Everyone in the palace, everyone loved them, and was loved by them.”

“Sorry.” I sobbed. “I’m sorry.”

“I understand you are confused, but do you see now how you think, that you’re so special, and how you forget the rest of us here with you?”

“Sorry.”

“Do you see how that makes me feel, makes Boutage feel, Kuba, Seleth?”

“I know,” I whined.

“This is life,” Minot declared, and it angered me.

“I don’t like it.” And there it was, my rejection of life as it was because I was clamoring for an idea, a past love, as the master said I would.

“This is life!” Minot said.

“I don’t like it!” I screamed in contempt. And then he shook me, his large hands on my shoulders.

“This is life!” he yelled at me, not accepting my unreasonableness. I calmed down. “This is life, brother. You cannot change it,” he said, and let me calm even more before saying, “What is your duty in life? Do you remember, or have you so easily thrown out what the master has taught you and decided instead to be a spoiled brat. Use what he gave you. What is your duty? Tell me right now or I’ll be so mad at you, Jeshibian Khoorlrhani that...”

“To manage love,” I said. I could not bear Minot being mad at me.

“Even when…?” Minot pressed.

“To manage love even when it seems impossible.”

“ So, have you spoken to Master Paen since? Have you expressed your grief in knowing his devotee was taken away from him?”

“No.” I broke into tears, now seeing the cruelty of my privacy. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“You might want to tell him that. You are not the only one hurt by this, brother. We are all survivors and all obligated to help one another heal.”

“Okay,” I said as I squirmed and sniffed.

“Let’s go home,” Minot suggested. I saw that day why I loved my brother. I knew that day what it was Paen I loved in Minot as well, for in this moment Minot, who was dealt this blow we both endured and still managed to straighten me out and stand with so much grace, showed me so much strength. Out of all of my brothers, indeed Minot stood out, shone, and did not hide in his grief. Instead, he came to us all.

With him near, the thorn was removed from my heart and I knew from that moment on, as he looked at me sternly, that Minot expected to see me standing more strongly on my feet from now on. I hadn’t the clarity to see it then, but my mother’s death made way for my seeing Minot in this totally different light. Though frustrated, and seeming to be confused at times, Minot was Paen’s devotee. Paen looked on him with the same sternness as Minot was now looking on me.

I could no longer run now, and Minot would no longer console me. Instead he reminded me of what our master taught, to see the bigger picture, to love. To love as the mosquito draws blood, the wasp breaks the skin, the snake bites, only to love. To love while the tiger hunts, the brother betrays, and the mother dies, only to love. To love while all else fails, but never to fail at remembering and holding to love for, as the master had taught me, to fail at loving was truly to fail at noticing who I really was.

Minot n pushed me past my grief and took loving care of me, fed me the strength he stood with. We rode together much of that summer, mostly alone but often times with Darlian whose heart was also torn by our mother and sister’s departure.

Minot did well to keep us together, the three of us, to focus us, to let Suwan and Anya go, and to heal.



The True Reflection
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The months to follow were difficult, and in retrospect I found that I still resented how the play of life moved me forward, ousting me from my comfort zones and toward accepting my place among men, unprotected and now responsible for my own life. I began to accept it though, and eventually to forget my loss. I apologized to Master Paen. I spent days picking flowers for him and brought them to him each day until he invited me in his dihj.

“Do you remember what I told you that day by the mountain years back?” I lowered my eyes. He raised my chin again and said, “Tell me.”

“You said I will chase after more loves and defend against losing the ones I have.”

“And now, do you see how that is true, that you are doing that?”

“Yes.”

“You see, Jeshibian, the supreme warrior sees this tendency in himself all the time and avoids this mistake because he knows that he is actually no one, only a reflection of eternity. You forgot something else I told you though, something more important, the thing that allows for all of it. Do you remember now?”

“That if I really noticed you, I’ll see it all the way you do,” I answered.

“Yes! Don’t ever forget that mistake. Otherwise Jandee isn’t seen and can’t be defended against because of your fear of death. It is an important mistake to learn from. Now that you are more humble, I have more to show you.” He smiled, winked, and sent me on my way.

Thinking only of him, I reflected on what he had to say as I rode back home, and I understood. If I am the eternal one, then, who has lost their mother? If I am truly love, then the future and past are spent in play despite the appearances of birth and death. Who has gone? Who is it that ever dies? The master was training me to fight for this understanding! He was helping me to see as he did, that sight achieved only by relying on him and not on asserting my self who only dreams from within the rooms of the selfish point of view.

As more years passed to deliver me into my adolescence, my days were spent riding with Darlian, who at age twelve was given his own mehra. He named her White Mane, and she was splendid, her horns long and curled, nearly bone white. She was tan in color and her tail and mane were vibrantly white, and thus her name! Nanui, by default, became my own mehra. Grey with black horns and dark eyes, she was a dear to me. Together, Darlian and I ventured through the jungles of Genia, often engaged seriously in the hunt or traveling in an official capacity along with Minot and his detachment of men, bearing the standard of Arkaya. There was only duty. Our days of reckless adventure in the deep thick were gone.

We rode now, stronger, at full gallop, mehra hooves throwing clods of red Arkayan mud into the air as rain poured against our strong backs! We were bigger now, nearly grown, and our elder brothers Kuba and Seleth shared their duties with us. Darlian and I now routinely traveled the full perimeter of the entire Khoorlrhani circle. We rode along the entire outer fence between Tanaga and Kamina, further east to Isiwa and south to Kushite. We even traveled on occasion to the outskirt city of Ketique where Lord Dajai ruled. That year, I met all the chiefs personally in their keeps and corresponded with their families as was expected of me.

Though there was peace, the talk of civil war among Khoorlrhani was rampant. Dar and I wondered which one of the noble lords would be the first to turn, to cede. Tension was mounting as rumors of my father’s insanity circulated. Though no one doubted the master, the desperate political maneuvering to oust my father had begun.

Consequently we traveled to the outer cities with entire divisions, our arrival a show of Arkayan strength. Then I and Darlian were introduced to the daughters of lords, and talks of marriage proceeded to keep the Khoorlrhani unified. I was eleven then. My voice was beginning to change and I was taller, about the same height as Darlian. It was arranged that Darlian would be married to Lord Tannis’ second daughter. It was then arranged that I would be married to his third daughter, who was only eight years old at the time!

I was shocked by this and resented having to marry for political reasons. My father would not relent, however, and only spoke of my marriage in terms of what was good for Arkaya.

I hated that I and Darlian were Khoorlrhani-Tah’s political pawns, and over time the title of prince seemed menial, unimportant, and unchallenging. I wanted freedom! I began again to complain inwardly and dream of a life of dramatic importance—of my own kingdom if you will.

Disturbed, I confessed my feelings to Minot.

“Give it time. In due time things will make better sense, Jeshoya,” Minot would say.

I wanted to be taken seriously, to hold the reins of my own destiny. Why could I not choose whom to marry like my older brothers?

“Because your father is stingy with the bloodline,” Paen cracked. “He wants to keep the eldest brothers and their families close to the capital, which makes you the scraps he tosses out for political arrangements!” He howled.

Sasojeda, the master’s devotee, sat next to him in the grass beneath the sun, and they both listened to my complaining. Sasojeda laughed as the master teased.

“Scraps, eh? Tannis will not go for it, Sasojeda. Not enough meat, eh? What do you think? Do you see this boy before you as the next Prefect Lord of Kamina?”

“He should have at least offered Seleth.” Sasojeda said, his voice gravelly. “That would have been more convincing.”

“No. You see your tah is desperate and stingy. He never gets how he insults everyone,” the master said. And then he looked at me and said, “Don’t you worry about it, Jeshibian,” as if the writing were clearly on the wall for him see.

I had no eyes for it whatsoever. Paen explained later how afraid my father was, how cowardly this gesture of his was. He had no real faith in the peace. He kept the strongest near him and dispatched the young to sink or swim.

“And he cannot even see that his actions reveal precisely that!” Paen said, and then he encouraged me to let go of it. “For you are with me, and always will be,” he said.

So I then focused much of my potential on victory within ahenyeg, which I still hadn’t been chosen for. I figured that a splendid show of my ambition would speed it all along. I trained with Minot, who taught me fighting techniques late in the evenings. Beginning to take me seriously, he taught me several forms, his best.

From Minot I learned the form of the tiger and the asp. I could twirl the heaviest of scimitars fluidly, and I sparred with my other brothers and competed with them. Then I actually won contests and moved up in standing! I enjoyed the attention from the young girls now, and I no longer shrank away from the circle. It was not long before I became proud unto conceited.

“So now you seem to fit in. What do you want to do now?” Master Paen would tease. “Do you want to now fight a legion of Mayak single-handedly? Will that inform you of your purpose?”

“Yes! I mean, to have enough courage to fight a legion, I think.”

The master threw back his head and laughed. “And you are sure of this?” he asked. “I suppose then you’ll want to choose a wife too?”

I scowled at not being taken seriously. “I want to be like Minot. I want to be brave and strong enough to cleave Mandee and Jandee in two and best eighty warriors like him, like you!” I confessed.

The master laughed more, and then he beckoned me to take a seat on the mat he was sitting on.

“It sounds like Minot told you about all his precious victories, eh?”

“Yes,” I said. Minot then sighed, knowing he was caught. My father, who sat nearby also laughed. I remained on my feet and exclaimed, “He told me all about how you bested eight hundred men north of the gates but you were put in a prison by Toumak! He then told me that you instructed him to finish your mission! I didn’t know that it was Minot who took on my father’s Bakuwella guards, all eighty, and freed you.”

My father laughed harder as did Paen.

“I’m glad you now have humor about it, Boutage-Tah, but is what your son says true, enkosi?” the master asked my father.

My father lay on his side, grinning. He nodded. “All I can say is it was not a proud day for myself or for my army,” he joked. The master laughed loudly and nodded his head. He then sighed. They then seemed like old friends to me.

“Hm... Who did this? I did this? I don’t recall it, really. Was that me?” asked Paen, looking as if he was trying to recall a distant memory.

“Ah, Master, that is a good question. I’ve wondered who could manage such a feat,” the tah said.

I was darkening internally. If this story was a lie, I would be so angry at Minot, and I looked at him sharply.

I protested, still standing, “But I read scrolls, testaments of it in the libraries and...”

“Ahhrgggg... Gossipers will gossip,” the master interrupted, waving his hands.

“I certainly don’t recall doing such great things. I’m but a little old man!” Paen said. My father laughed even more.

Paen then turned to Minot and said, “Minot. I had no idea how much.. fighting skill you had. Why, for you to take on eighty men, and Bakuwella at that, all by yourself. I am astonished!”

Paen, approached Minot, who was dark with embarrassment.

“May I touch you, oh great Prince?” the master teased. “Bask in your brilliance?”

“Okay!” Minot grumbled. “So I did not tell it rightly.”

“Jeshibian,” the master said. “These events have some truth, but there is such a critical omission to Minot’s version of the story, and it is an interesting mistake, that omission, I keep pointing out to you. I hope you can learn from your brother’s mistake here.”

I finally surrendered and sat on the mat by him, folded my knees into my chest, wrapped my arms around them, and asked stupidly, “Omission?”

“Yes. You see you’ve forgotten so quickly already! If you had asked me who it was who defeated your father’s army, I would say, ‘Not me. I cannot do such a thing like that.’ I would say, ‘I can only cooperate with what is bigger, better, and more capable than me, and that SHE did that. She planned it. She made it come to pass.’ Do you remember Nayogi’s story?”

I smirked, somewhat reluctant to follow the thread, knowing that it would only lead to the master smashing to bits my ideas of how I accomplished rank in the anhenyeg or of how I could accomplish anything.

 “Do you know what I am saying to you now, young prince?”

“Ashuta.” I sighed, giving in, and smiling as if the master removed my idea, a simple ware, and again placed it on his higher shelves from which he might give them to me later, when I understood more.

“Indeed, and said with such disappointment! He omitted Ashuta! He leaves the divine out of the picture entirely! Only the divine can do something like that. I can only cooperate with Her whim. I can only master the art of cooperating with Her, the art of humility. I am just an emptied vessel ready to be filled at Her whim, an instrument plucked by Ashuta’s splendid fingers. So, young Minot, who was it really that moved you that evening that you rush to claim credit for?”

“I told the story out of conceit. It was you, Master,” Minot said, his eyes lowered.

“Yes, and I am no one at all, just an open field through which the goddess flows. If your attention is on me, then my capacity of perfect surrender is extended. Why did you tell your brother that you did this? Why do brothers do such a disservice to one another, put out this fool’s gold before them to chase after?”

The master only laughed as Minot said nothing. “I know why. To reinforce his idea that he is a great ‘one’ among others!” The master laughed. He leaned forward and looked at me straight.

“You see, the great one is the animator and does the doing as it seems to be done. You all forget this. You wish to possess it and control it. It will not work because in truth there is no separate you. So, Jeshibian, you want to be like your brother, or rather what you imagine him to be, instead of being yourself, noticing what truly IS and going from there. If you would notice what IS and go past the discomforts of seeming to have no purpose, nowhere to run and hide, you might discover something greater about yourself.”

“If you go around wanting to be like someone else at the expense of being yourself, then how are you any different from the first brothers, Khoorlrhan and Mayakti? How will this spell of separateness that has you sewn up ever be broken? This search for yourself, Jeshibian, is absolutely false, I tell you.”

I nodded.

“When will you stop putting mud on yourself to be like the swamp? When will you stop drowning yourself in the lake to be like a fish? And when you are in the lake as a dissatisfied fish, when will you notice how you fantasize about being dry and standing as a man. The grass is only as green as your willingness to love truth to its core. So what that you are still afraid of death, of the snake that killed your mother. I would be frightened of her as well. You are not here to be grand and untouchable, comfortable and pampered, but rather humble, human, and vulnerable, and above all that, mortal. And why?”

“Because you are here to face death.”

“You will get brave because bravery is in you and must come out according to God, not because it should suit your vanity and make you feel good about yourself, but because you need to face your death. It is no instant thing, Jeshibian. So you are still a bit sad that you miss Suwan. Your brother is at least right that in time you will be ready to let go of all of this. Go now, Khoorlrhan, and ride, forget about being so serious and demanding that God make you something else!”

I simply was as unoriginal as the master pointed out to me when I was younger. Being called Khoorlrhan by Paen made me sad with disappointment in myself. I just did not understand, and knowing that I did not understand, my master only told me to not worry, that I would begin to see for myself. He would be there for me once I did begin to understand, and unbeknownst to me at the time, he would give me everything so that I would see.

And so I did ride with Darlian through the jungles, forgetting my disappointments as I made friends, with whom I laughed and struggled. Darlian and I grew closer. We laughed and struggled to be straight with one another. The year seemed to fly by, and soon I was twelve. Still though, I would not forget my ambitions entirely. I found myself still wanting a sign, wanting adventure.

I continued to practice the rites, attained rank in the ahenyeg, and soon Minot initiated me into manhood. I knew that he would choose me for his group, but only after I showed him I was not taking for granted that he would choose me regardless by performing all my duties better than anyone else.

In celebration, I slaughtered a goat and we ate it, and that night a giant drum circle was held. The circle of girls anointed me with ash and each one kissed my cheek as I walked among them, my face painted red around the eyes, large palm leaves tied to my hair. Naked, I passed through a wall of palms and was presented to my father, who sat next to the master.

As was customary, I lay flat, my face to the tile floor, and my hands held up to receive the weapon to signify my rank as a warrior. Usually the one who chose the boy from the circle presented him with his first weapon, a dagger or short sword. I expected to receive this from Minot.

Into my hands was placed not a dagger but a sword, the feel like a scimitar, a weapon worn by a fully grown warrior. Still lying face down, I opened my eyes and lifted my head, surprised by the weight of it. The scabbard was jeweled with complexities unimaginable. I had to blink my eyes before falling into a trance. It was quiet in my father’s court, everyone as surprised as I was.

Was this a joke? I rose to my knees, swallowed, and struggled to straighten myself, my eyes fixed to the brilliance placed in my hands. It was curved, the handle of white beads, turquoise, and diamonds. There was a murmur. Everyone knew this blade.

“Do you recognize the warrior before you?” Paen asked Minot who grinned proudly at me.

“I recognize him,” Minot said, and he beckoned me to stand.

It was my father who usually initiated the warrior, not Paen. Paen typically never had anything to do with this ceremony.

“Jeshibian,” the master said, his eyes ablaze, his gaze burning into me. “This is my reflection, Maburata. Never forget her. This is your duty. Do this and you will see the face of God in all beings. This is what a true warrior does. Never forget your duty, warrior.”

I trembled. I was holding the master’s very own weapon! I looked into the eyes of Paen. My head felt full, my attention focused. I looked back down at the sword unbelievingly.

“I…I will not forget, Master,” I said. Such a gift, the master’s very own Maburata! I trembled beneath its weight. I never expected to see it twice, let alone hold it and much less have it presented to me. My arms shook, holding the weapon. I was in shock. The master nodded for me to unsheathe it.

I pulled the white leather scabbard apart from the handle, and with a chime, Maburata glided out. It was like the sun rising as she slid out of the sheath. The blade vibrated, rang, and shone with white light. The room was alight with her. The master nodded and winked at me. I loved the master, and Maburata betrayed my love for him as she glowed, getting brighter.

Khoorlrhani-Tah rose and held his hands up, and everyone cheered.

That was the day the master made me a man! In truth, Maburata, the master’s sword, was given to him by the Goddess Ashuta. He told me that it was his reflection of loving her. He said that to look at Ashuta’s face, to wield her blade rightly, you must let go of yourself entirely. When Master Paen held it, Maburata’s light was blindingly white, so hot that those who beheld it could even disappear. That is what he told me. He told me also that to behold such purity would disintegrate one’s ego, outshine it. I was dumbfounded as to why he gave me that sword. What did it mean? I could not understand at the time, but beloved Master Paen loved me so perfectly that he would give her to me so that, if I could not let go of my fantasies, he would walk me through the halls of those fantasies guiding me to the truth.

“What, you want I should take Maburata back? Suddenly you don’t want to stand for anything real?”

“No, Master. It’s just that everyone is jealous and thinks I’m so unworthy, and yet I think I am and it makes me feel...strange,” I said.

“Ahhh! I see, but you always feel strange, if you’d but notice, and it’s not your unworthiness that has you feeling this way.” That quip stung, but the master quickly moved onto other points.

“You assume that everyone was not jealous before you ever held Maburata. Everyone is jealous all the time, and angry all the time, and sad all the time. Maburata did not make this happen, nor did my giving her to you. Maburata, which is my reflection, only made this world and this dream of it more obvious to you.”

I did not think of that. I was quiet for some time as I stared off into the distance.

Days later, we rode into the jungle, I on Nanui, the master on Quanon.

“Maburata is not only my reflection but a reflection of what is truly seen. It makes you uncomfortable to see what is really happening here, doesn’t it? It scares you, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.” I could not argue. I could not escape the sense of humanity’s frustration and the fact humanity is woefully lost. I could not escape my own feelings of disappointment, anger, and humiliation.

“Why does it scare you?” he asked. I had only had the sword a week and already saw so much.

“Everyone is really unhappy, but no one addresses it.”

“And?”

“There is nothing in this world that grants lasting happiness or meaning. It all only persists to goad us as something, things or people, to desire, to covet,” I began.

“To be jealous of, and that is why being a Khoorlrhani prince seems to be only an empty title to you, doesn’t it?” Paen asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“And that is why you are scared, because along with the rest of humanity, you know that beyond transcending yourself there is nothing to ever be happy about. Depressing, huh?”

“Yes.” I sighed.

“Good. Ha! Well you must look deeper, my young prince. There is more to see. If you look you will see that there is a choice you can make, to know the truth and accept it or to not accept it. With truth, there is hope to transcend this nightmare as I have, and without it, well, it gets worse and you will feel more tightly hemmed in.”

I carried Maburata with me all the time and never forgot that she was in my care—or perhaps the other way around. I strapped her to Nanui’s side and would go to the woods just outside our dihj and unsheathe her. She responded to me, glowing brightly.

One night, alone in the room I shared with my brothers, I looked into the blade to see my reflection but no one was there. I turned her over and looked at the other side, still no reflection.

I must be doing something wrong, I said to myself.

“There’s no reflection because you are really no one, Jeshoya,” Minot told me, having stepped into the room without my hearing him.

“You take that back, Minot!” I said and stood over him in a rage. I was a warrior after all!

“Calm down and let me explain.” But before he could, Boutage entered our room. The air seemed to compress with his depression. As he walked by he grabbed Maburata from me and unsheathed her. She did not glow, but there was Boutage’s ugly face staring back at him clear as day. He bared his teeth the better to see them, and then he sucked them clean and belched.

“I see my reflection. I guess Minot is right. You are nobody,” he said and then tossed the sword back to me. He went over to his mat to remove his armor and helmet and instantly fell asleep.

“Boutage.”Minot growled as I ran out of the room in a panic.

I rode to the master’s dihj. He was drinking tea and waited outside the entrance.

“Jeshoya!” he called affectionately. “What brings you at this hour?”

“Take Maburata back, please,” I cried.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I want to be somebody,” I pleaded, somehow feeling that Maburata was a death sentence. I did not want to die!

“But you are somebody. You are Jeshibian Khoorlrhani, the young prince who has five brothers and a sister he loves dearly. You are Jeshibian, Minot’s favorite brother! You are Jeshibian, who we sometimes call Jeshoya because we love him so much even though he hates that nickname! You are Jeshibian who is so thirsty to know who he really is that the sword of truth tells him exactly that, the truth of who he is.”

The master chuckled. His eyebrows were wild above his large beaming eyes and wry smile as he approached me.

“You are Jeshibian Khoorlrhani who wants to be a real warrior. Hmm. Since that is what he wants, how can a warrior that is no one in particular be a warrior at all?”

I still did not understand. I was offended and shook my head. How could I be nothing? How could that be true? How could that be acceptable?

The master took Maburata from me and unsheathed her. The glow was indescribable. When it subsided he walked over to me and lowered her to show me that there was no reflection of him either.

“What could this mean? Why, I am the master, the master warrior even, and yet I am revealed to be no one as well! I guess I should get depressed, eh? Perhaps we can be drinking partners!” Paen mused, poking me with an elbow.

 “Does all this mean you cannot play your part as all those other things, the boy prince, soon to be a great warrior etcetera, etcetera, and that you just should contract heavily upon yourself in self doubt and not accept it? Why, if I, master warrior, etcetera, etcetera, can accept the same information about myself, being nothing, no one at all, and still play the part of Paen, who is happy, who is kind and loves you dearly, what is it about you that has you holding back in such doubt? My boy, why not play in love?” he said, and with that, I dropped my head into my hands and wept happily, finally getting his joke, this wild prank he was playing on me! All was given but nothing meant anything, even my own appearance, my newly recognized status, and the stages previous to it. The master would give me his very own sword to show me how meaningless it all was.

Needless to say, I calmed down eventually, the master laughing at me between sips of tea, his eyes dark crazy orbs beneath his thick eyebrows. He sheathed Maburata, handed her back to me, and then brought me tea and we sat in his home. I sat in silence contemplating him, wondering, Who are you? I did not leave until morning.

When I carried Maburata on my travels with Darlian, I watched the world with different eyes. It seemed clear to me that everyone is asking the wrong questions. Instead of asking how could I be nothing, I should have been asking how could I be something? Boutage, my brother, assumed and believed in his “somethingness” with the greatest conviction. He had little or no thirst for the truth that lay beyond that assertion, and so he appeared clearly along Maburata’s length. There was absolutely no question of it. What do I believe then, I asked myself. Am I Jeshibian? Am I light?

Life suddenly began to take me on a different journey. I became more comfortable in my quiet nature and realized how my worriment was basically my demands eclipsing the very freedom that Paen showed me as my true nature. And so from time to time I enjoyed this glimpse of Paen’s quiet spaces where no on existed to register a complaint against the world. Who is uncomfortable anyhow?

We fished one day. “Yes, and you believed if you are uncomfortable it is somehow linked to your not being yourself!” The master howled, recasting his line from the river bank.

“How can you be yourself, really? Have you figured that out? What self are you being other than the one who is alive in the midst of an uncomfortable real life? Who do you find when you are in fact comfortable and only get what you want? The same one who is there when you are uncomfortable. No one! The only thing you can do is be mindful and accept the terms of real life. Otherwise you manufacture the who and his entitlement to comfort,” the master told me.

“But you once told me to be myself As Is,” I challenged him.

“True, but the Self, not the self.” He gestured to accompany the words, his arms first spread wide and then barely spread apart. There is a difference. The one I refer to is the superior, all-pervading one that stands before the person you dream of as yourself, the one that seeks as though something stands apart from him. The One I implore you to be is the same One that I am.”

“Are you ever uncomfortable?” I asked

“All the time. This experience of form is mainly bothersome, and being among those hopelessly bound to their ego does not make for good company.”

“Master, what do you do that you are so happy?”

“Jeshibian,” he said. “In life, there is only doing your duty to ensure survival and to cooperate with the others here. Happiness is already happening if you would only notice it. Do your duty and do not make your ordinary life obligated to fulfill you. It will never work, trust me. I appeared only to serve a function. I only do my duty, so for me happiness is already the case, independent of experience.”

“What is your function, master?”

“To clue you in on the truth.”

“That no one is anyone?” I asked .

“That there no one in any world who is not God already right now and at this instant, that no speck of dust, mouse, mite, beetle, bird, monkey, mango, fish, person, man or woman, rich or royal has been abandoned, forsaken, or forgotten. It is all ME, my bright sphere, all God, all love.”

He told me more about his enlightenment, about what it takes to see with diamond eyes as he did. I only wanted to be with him. He would send me back home though. One night he said, “Keep Maburata for as long as you like, and do not worry about anything ever. Your attractions will move you and guide you. I’m always there.”

I did not know what that meant, but I felt that this was only the beginning, the tip of the iceberg of what he had to show me.



The Old Conflict
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I sat at my father’s table one morning with Minot and Seleth. We were having a rare breakfast in his company. Genia had enjoyed peace for nearly six years now. Minot and Boutage were now married, and so now the matter of my marriage to Princess Siona, Tannis’ youngest daughter, was to be addressed. As far as I knew at the time, Lord Tannis was in correspondence with my father over the affair. I had met the princess three times over the years, and though I found her to be more and more charming with each visit, and even beautiful, I could not escape my apprehension about being married so easily.

I expressed this to Aunt Nandee, whose advice I sought upon knowing that she married Lord Dajaai with a burning love in her heart for him. She did not accept any less arrangement, and yet from my mother’s stories about my aunt, I knew marriage was not always agreeable to her.

If it was to be that I am to wed, I wondered, was I settling by surrendering to this union because it was my duty? Instead of smacking me with a heavy spoon or the butt of her knife, Nandee said, “Lord Dajaai and I had eyes for one another from the beginning, but I would not have him initially, even though I loved him. Love can be like this, confusing, for some of us. It was my brother, your Uncle Kalid, who arranged my marriage in his sneaky way by showing Dajaai how to…seduce me. It is so hard to say, nephew! I can only say we are arranged in the ways that suit us. Still, I feel love is all arranged in one manner or another.”

She then pointed out that, even though she and Lord Dajaai could never fail to love one another truly, she only saw him every few months. Even as his legal wife, she told me, her love did not dictate that Dajaai be hers alone. She alluded to the fact that even Dajaai kept concubines. She in turn never gave up her life as a warrior, a captain in my father’s army, despite Lord Dajaai’s chauvinistic objections.

“Paen says either way…,” I began.

“Peace is up to you,” Nandee finished. “Yes. That’s it.” She kissed my cheek and left me in the main entry way of the lower chambers of the dihj.

And so I resolved to never let any marriage, whether it was to be this political union or not, to interfere with what I knew and loved in Paen. I did my best not to worry, as my master told me, and on that day as I sat at the breakfast table of my father I heard the most encouraging thing. My father sighed after reading from an unsealed scroll that he placed on the table.

“Jeshibian?” my father asked.

“Yes, Khoorlrhani-Tah.”

“Have you and Princess Siona met of late?”

“No,” I replied.

“You have not had words, then?” he pressed, becoming edgy.

“Father, no. The last time I saw her we enjoyed hunting with Lord Dajaai’s sons. I did send her a message, wishing her well about a week ago,” I said.

He sighed again and stroked his beard. “Who else was at the hunt, Jeshibian?” Minot asked, looking at my father. “Were any of Shokuba’s son’s there?”

“Yes, one of them,” I reported, and Minot nodded his head, a smirking grin on his face.

“I told you, Father. Shokuba is competing with you. Something is up,” Minot said.

My father sighed again and then said, “He sends an update on the goings on in the north, detailed, thorough, and yet no reply whatsoever to my questions put to him about the marriages of your brothers,” Khoorlrhani-Tah said.

Though the peace between Khoorlrhani and Mayak lasted for three more years, the master pointed out to me that it was never written in our historical threads that peace between our people held indefinitely. And so the year of my sixteenth birthday marked the final year that the peace I had known since birth began to crumble as tensions gathered like clouds at the top of the mountains, the inevitable storm of war threatening. The messages from Tannis spoke of the very catalyst, and his avoidance to seal the breach between Arkaya and Kamina through marriage set an ominous tone.

The news from Lord Tannis told of trouble with the Mayak. A rabble rouser named Kandhaj, or the “wolf rider,” an outlaw leader of a large gang was causing trouble for the mixed tribal territory that my father and Unat Mayak-Tah agreed to set up in the Nook years prior. According to Tannis, Kandhaj sacked the town and had every intention of holding it. Those who opposed him at the Nook were killed, their homes burned, their cattle and women stolen away. Lord Tannis implored my father to permit them to invade. My father would not.

“Tell them again,” Khoorlrhani-Tah growled to his messenger, to whom he handed his response in rolled papyrus.

My father’s message read, the wax impressed by his royal sign: Not one mehra is to enter that territory until word comes back from the high mountain.

But word did not come back from the high mountain, and Lords Tannis and Shokuba did not obey. As stories of Kandahj’s exploits spread like wildfire throughout the Khoorlrhani nation, the gossip was that the tah did nothing as a rogue army burned villages, killed Khoorlrhani, and tested the borders of both Kamina and Tanaga.

Lord Tannis answered the dare, readied his army, and implored Shokuba to do the same. Their communications were intercepted, and so before their flags were raised and their divisions organized, my father sent for them, demanded they come to him at once and answer for themselves.

On the back on Nanui, I watched as the keepers pulled against the massive levers to unlatch and open the one hundred and fifty foot main gates of Arkaya for the northern lords, each accompanied by fourteen warriors. They flew the proud standard of Tannis, a front facing square flag adorned with the mark of the golden tiger claw against a red background. Filing in behind Tannis, Shokuba marched flying his standard, the silver set of adorned and conjoined mehra horns against a square of turquoise. Each party of warriors with serious faces wore their lord’s respective colors, their leather armor covered by an ornate formal tunic of red and gold or blue and silver.

With my brothers, I filed in behind the lords as they nodded their helmet-covered heads in slight recognition as they passed on the backs of their mehras, their stride and countenance striking and regal. They each carried heavy scimitars against their backs.

In my father’s court, the lords entered in silence, their entourage seated behind them, and remained there for an hour in uncomfortable silence, waiting for my father to make his appearance. Minot then broke the silence.

“Lord Shokuba,” he said, first bowing. “How is your son, Emenik?”

This seemed like small talk but it was a subtle conveyance of the tah’s displeasure that Shokuba presented his son to Tannis, interfering with my marriage plans.

Shokuba glanced at Minot, smiled, and simply said, nodding to me, “He is well, and he sends his regards.”

“Any marriage plans?” Minot asked.

Shokuba’s grin deepened, his nostrils flared in enjoyment of the enquiry, and he issued a deep and confident belly-chuckle. Tannis raised his thick eyebrows from beneath his triangular helmet, which he removed, placed on the floor beside him, and nodded.

“Ahh,” Tannis said, glancing at Shokuba.

“Is it a husband you seek, Prince Minot?” Shokuba joked, and his entire entourage began to laugh.

“It is your head on a spike I seek should I ever hear that you’ve gone against my instruction again,” my father said as he entered. Boutage, adorned in feathers, crossed the room with him and presented my father in a formal fashion I had never seen before. He placed a stool beneath my father’s feet, bowed to him, and took a yellow cushion by his side. My father wore the traditional face paint over his powerfully lined eyes. He wore his crown, his eagle feathers, and his leather vest of armor. He was a fearsome sight.

Instead of the lords losing their own heads, a man was randomly chosen from each of their entourage, a most shocking and cruel display made by my father. I tried to leave but was held to my seat by Toumak. I only stared at the floor. After the gruesome example was made of the two innocent men, my father, without batting an eyelash, moved on to talks as the servants cleaned the mess made of the court. Even Minot was visibly shaken, and the northern lords were now devoid of their smugness.

Just then the lords of the southern and eastern territories were ushered in by ten of my father’s Bakuwella guards. The lords entered just as the bodies were taken away. It was deathly quiet now. Lords Bombanzu, Chobaza, and Dajaai sat next to the tah, facing Tannis and Shokuba, a seated configuration confronting the northern lords. These lords, now humiliated, diverted their eyes and gazed at the floor.

My father sighed, sucked his teeth, and then said, “I say again, my noble friends. We will wait for Unat Mayak-Tah of the mountain tribes to give word on how to best proceed in handling this matter of the rebel. Unat will shoulder half of the weight in this matter as was agreed. What say you, my proud friends?”Khoorlrhani-Tah said plainly.

Lord Shokuba, shaking, thinking only of his son, swallowed hard, threw himself onto the floor, and begged for forgiveness. This annoyed Tannis. We could see it. He was not yet humbled. My father made no gesture to Shokuba at all and only waited for Tannis to respond. His eyes remained fixed on him.

“Enkosi,” Tannis managed. “The rebel kills Khoorlrhani and tests our borders.” His voice betrayed his anger.

“No! He tests your sense of pride! He fills you with ambitions! If he enters your land, do what you must, but until then feed your army of dogs the blood and beef of the land I’ve given you, not of this rebel gang who I’ve commanded you to not engage! Have I made myself clear on this?” my father yelled.

Tannis sat stoically, a slight and dangerous smile on his lips. The challenge was unmistakable. He merely lowered his eyes, which inspired Boutage immediately to his feet, his hand to the hilt of his blade as he quickly strode to Tannis.

“No!” my father declared as he rose and picked up his own blade, unsheathing it and throwing the scabbard to the ground. The scabbard slid across the room and landed beside me. My heart beat rapidly. I was absolutely terrified.

Tannis then saved himself before my father could strike him down. The bold lord placed one hand to the floor, which was followed by another reluctant one, his torso held evenly above the ground as he lowered himself in obedience in a controlled manner.

“Enkosi. I obey, enkosi.” He declared, but his eyes were like two black pearls of anger looking off to the side.

My father glared at me, his hand pointing at his scabbard, his fingers clapping against his thick palm in the gesture to command me to bring it to him. I rose and ran over to him. He snatched it away, sheathed his blade, and turned his larger than life feathered shoulders away to return to his jade and ivory chair, on which he leaned to one side.

“Lord Chobaza!” my father called. Chobaza came forward and threw himself to the floor.

“Your grace,” he said.

“Your two daughters are of marrying age, correct?” my father said.

Chobaza smiled. “Oh yes, Lord.”

My father looked at me and then to Darlian. “I have a proposition for you. I feel our families are destined to develop stronger ties. We shall talk this evening.”

He then rose and directed himself to Lords Tannis and Shokuba. “Good! Now you two understand me! Get the hell out of my gates!” he barked.

My father’s guards then pushed past Khoorlrhani-Tah in a most inhospitable manner and beckoned the lords and their entourages to quickly leave Arkaya without the benefit of resting up before they departed.

I was in shock. The master, seeing it on my face, asked regarding my father, “Taking up the cause again, is he? I knew it wouldn’t be long. I’m sure the lords have not missed that side of him. You stay clear of this, Jeshoya. Do you hear me? It is high time you choose for yourself who you serve.”

I rationalized my father’s actions, explaining to the master that the lords were indeed conspiring. Then I told him how Boutage thought Kandhaj was only Unat’s pawn to divide the Khoorlrhani nation and to start a civil war.

“You are intrigued with the wrong thing, Jeshibian. Let it go,” the master implored me, but I would not let it go. Instead I seemed more and more to feverishly give it chase as if in fascination.

In private council with Khoorlrhani-Tah, Toumak, my father’s general, and my brothers all agreed that there might be trouble with Lord Tannis. It seemed obvious that he wished to be the sole ruler of Kamina and independent of Arkaya. Should it be so, we were ready to lead a large party into the north to facilitate the transition of a new lord.

During that time, I was alive with an unconscious patriotic flutter in my breast that had the effect of another colorful butterfly flitting past me and leading me to my sense of belonging and of purpose. I could not see it, even though all the while Mandee’s trappings were right before my very nose. I did not obey my master and stay with him. Instead I chased on elsewhere. Why was this?

Well, I simply did not understand Jandee. What was prior to her, to Jandee, who was the very doorway to Mandee, the other where all madness led! What was prior to that was the master. That was what I should notice and cherish, what would outshine her, but having given my attention away, my personal whim to the unfolding drama of the Khoorlrhani nation, Jandee’s veil was only reinforced—everything was separate. Mandee was intriguing, the stuff of adventure. I did not recognize Paen, and so Jandee could not be exposed! I did not notice! I did not seem to care, and yet Master Paen seemed to know all along and attract me toward him.

The master said that to be happy all I had to do was be with him, love him, serve him, but instead I only entertained myself. I was preoccupied in the story dictated by traditional callings, presented by the cultural norm of taking up the causes of ego. As Arkaya became threatened, like my father, I ran to her.

But as all was given, all would be learned. Paen told me to not worry.

A party traveled from our kingdom two days to the north. The four men, a messenger and his protectors, traversed foothills and the thick forests of the highlands into the snow regions. They were met by three Mayak warriors, who recognized the secret markings that identified them as the tah’s own. The warriors took the sealed scroll the messenger carried and delivered it to the calloused three fingered hand of Unat Mayak-Tah, who sat by firelight in the warmth of his large buckskin tent. He was just finishing up a meal of elk stew. He broke the seal on the document.

It read:

Noble Tah, in regards to the renegade south of your mountain, reports are now commonly made of his mischief. As you have agreed, the cost of what is Khoorlrhani must be paid for fairly and not taken by force. Likewise, what is Mayak is not ours and thusly I have pulled back my men and dealt with them. This new territory is common to us both and so we wait for your response. As I honor your wisdom, how shall we proceed? This outlaw Kandhaj is your man, and so I leave you to him, but I implore you to take action against him. As a gesture of good will, I am sending you four trackers to double our efforts to locate and bring the Wolf Rider before the law of the Mayak land. They will arrive in two days’ time to match the number of your own party. If this does not meet with your approval, then we must hear word back and set a new plan in motion.

The peace must be held.

- K
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In the main room of the royal dihj, my brothers argued.

“You are blind, Minot!” Boutage yelled.

“No, I only do not see it the way you do,” Minot responded.

“You cannot see that Kandhaj is Tannis’ man?” Boutage argued.

“Why would he be, brother?” Minot argued. “He rebels against the restraint placed on him by Unat!”

“He wants the northern territory, just as Tannis wants it.”

“That doesn’t make him Tannis’ man,” Minot said.

“It does for now! Tannis will use him to divide us and then make him an ally against our father with the promise of sovereignty in the Nook. It is that simple.”

“All the more reason to ally with Unat, Boutage, to quash this rebellion entirely. We can then stamp out the minor conflicts later,” said Minot.

“No! You don’t see it! Unat will not police this man! Do you see how he strategically drags his feet now and makes no real gestures to control him? He is waiting us out! He wants a civil war among Khoorlrhani! Kandhaj is the stupid pawn on both sides, brother!”

“I don’t see it. How will Tannis fortify himself against us?” Minot asked.

“You have no devious thoughts, do you brother? Kandhaj appeals to many young Mayak who desire to break away from Unat! Tannis will surely make an alliance with them. If this is successful, what makes you think Shokuba will not back Tannis? Do you really think that he won’t simply because he touches his forehead to our father’s floor?”

“Hmm.” Minot thought. “It would not be an easy victory, but I see your point,” Minot relented.

“The more power Tannis assumes he has, the more likely he will strike. That is what this has come to,” Boutage explained as he stepped closer to Minot and leaned against the wooden post in the center of the room.

“He would be stupid to make a move like this,” Minot said, shaking his head, but I noted he was sounding more and more convinced.

“Tannis is a great general, Minot. He has been hardened by being on the edge of the kingdom for decades. He will do it. Father is already on to him, but he is blinded by his hopes for peace!” Boutage said. Then he held up a hand to stop Minot’s knee jerk response and quickly added, “Now put yourself in Unat’s position, knowing now what Tannis plans.”

Minot blinked, stepped closer to Boutage, and folded his arms. He sighed and said, “The more independent Tannis appears to Khoorlrhani-Tah...” Minot followed the dark and complicated thread. “The more likely Father will deal with Tannis, which would create the perfect time for Unat to attack again.” They were silent. I considered the argument. I was convinced.

“With our forces divided, if civil war successfully got off the ground…”Minot murmured.

“Tannis, Shokuba, and Unat will have a chance. Everyone makes a grab at the power!” Boutage interrupted.

“Are you suggesting we attack Unat?” I questioned.

“No, we don’t attack Unat, Jeshoya. We make it impossible for any of these opportunities to build momentum. Boutage is suggesting we clip the bud before it flowers,” Minot said.

“Exactly. We attack Kandhaj quickly. Put his head on a stake, along with Tannis’ head beside it, quietly in the night. Then the sun will rise with a new lord in Karnina, and then we will see what Unat thinks.”

“This is crazy,” Seleth said. “It sounds paranoid.”

“I agree, but there is some merit to your thinking, Boutage. I feel, though, that we should at least send out scouts to see if Unat is amassing warriors. We need some kind of proof,” Minot said.

“Bahhh!” Boutage snarled, fed up. He left the room, as was typical.

Who was right, I wondered? I spoke with Paen about it that evening.

“Who cares?” the master said as I served him tea in his dihj. “Boutage could be right, but what are you doing? Who are you in this unfolding drama? What are you buying into? If a tree threatens to fall on you and I say, ‘Stay where you are,’ and you do it, the tree will miss you. If you move and disobey me by moving to the left, well… I guess I will have to dig a hole for your broken body.”

“Yes, Master, I understand this, but should I not do my duty as a warrior like Boutage?” I questioned.

“You are not seeing it. Neither Boutage nor you will ever be content, for if you both were to do as I say, regardless of how the world seems to contradict what I say, you would begin to see clearly. Boutage would begin to loosen that fat warrior’s fist he has clenched about his livingness. He would see how his livingness actually flows on the tide whose source is prior to his self-assertion—the source where I AM Everywhere. It does not matter what happens if you are with me, Jeshibian. But, since I know you, all I can say is whatever happens do not worry.”

But, of course, I did. I could not manage the detachment he alluded to, and instead stepped into the drama and was interested.

Two days later, Boutage entered our stables where I groomed Nanui and spoke with Minot, more about the political situation of the kingdom. My head ached with it, from our endless postulating. Minot had learned though that the matter of Kandhaj was settled. It seem a relief to us and we were about to share this news with Boutage.

Boutage seemed agitated. I sat with Minot on the clay floor polishing Maburata. Boutage smelled of sweat, of a long hard journey, typical of him. He tied Onyx and then he stood at the entryway staring at us. He breathed heavily, and over his shoulder was slung a large sack. He just stared at us. I heard footsteps running toward us, then a mehra.

“What is it?” Minot asked. I then saw the sack was stained and crimson drops fell to the dirt. Boutage, in one movement, un-slung the sack and dropped it on the floor. It had a great weight to it, and the contents spilled out of the mouth. I gasped, horrified at the sight.

Just then Nandee appeared in the entryway. She was exhausted from running. Her eyes were gaping wide, shocked. She seemed to know already. She had noticed Boutage’s demeanor and understood that he had disappeared for two nights. Toumak rode up behind her. Upon seeing what was on the floor, Toumak threw up his hands.

“No! You stupid... No!” He grabbed Boutage by the shirt and pressed him hard up against the wall. “What were you thinking?”

An hour later, a messenger reported to Khoorlrhani-Tah that Lord Tannis had been murdered in his sleep and his head stolen away. Seven of his guards were also killed, poisoned. The rumors were like a shockwave throughout the kingdom. The other head indeed belonged to Kandhaj. In only a few weeks, with the incident with Tannis in court and now this, my father was again the feared tyrant.

That very day my father received the response from the mountain:

Rest assured, Great Tah, Kandhaj’s wolf riders will be dealt with. Have patience, old brother. I acknowledge our ancient ties and do not waver on this matter. I must confess now that this is a most sensitive situation as Kandhaj, my nephew, is impulsive and ambitious. I can reason with him, I assure you, and when he is apprehended, he will be disciplined severely according to our ways. The final obstruction in handling the matter has been removed. The damage done to our process of peace will be repaired many fold from my end, I assure you that the wives of the Khoorlrhani men killed by his party will have lawful satisfaction.

- M
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The sharp line of my father’s jaw flexed in anger, and he leaned to one side of his jade and ivory bench. His fingers gripped the jade ends of the armrests and nervously scratched at the diamonds encrusted within them.

“One hundred lashes will kill any man, enkosi!” Geeda, his second brother implored Khoorlrhani-Tah to reason, to be merciful on his son. My father was an ashen statue, angry, volcanic.

 “After this it will not be over,” Toumak said. “Spare him, brother.”

My father finally looked over at the master who answered the summons to appear.

“You are tah,” the master said, putting the choice squarely on my father’s own shoulders. “You taught him this. He has followed your example since that fateful day you robbed me of my crown,” Paen said and then left.

Boutage was tied to a post and whipped, forty hard lashes. His screaming was heard throughout the estate. He was stripped of rank and held in his wife’s dihj, which was surrounded continuously.

“Keep him out of my sight,” my father growled.

“We must respond to Unat,” Toumak advised. “Your hands are tied.”

Toumak was right. Unat Mayak-Tah was not pleased. The message he sent read:

Tah of the wretched ones, you have spoken of justice, of what is fair, and yet you have taken one who is like a son from me and send word that the one responsible has been spanked, stripped of rank, and will be kept away from me. Do you think I would be satisfied? Instead of the head of your own son, you send me these words and the head of my nephew to bury. You spit in my face! What shall I tell my brother, that I do not love him enough to avenge such a wrong doing? I would rethink your definition of a worthy sacrifice.

- M
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My father wrote:

Great Tah of the highlands, understand me. Though he is a stupid boy, I could not participate in the destruction of my son. Such insanity is not a Khoorlrhani trait. Is this common among Mayak? I beg you, can we steer this away from a settlement of blood. I wonder if you would not think twice if the roles were reversed. I understand your plight. The family of Kandhaj, is there no consoling them? I do not bargain to save face but to avoid reentering the old feud.

- K
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Then the response:

Coward Tah, did you not think the story of your treacherous acts would reach my ears? A little bird tells me of the death of a chief in your midst and the quashing of a plot to shift the balance of power beneath you? These are the insane Khoorlrhani traits I am familiar with. What is this I hear of assassins and of your constant fear of civil war! Tell me, Tah, is there a poisoned needle with the name Unat scrawled on it in your pouch? There is only one item to console this family, the head of your son on a spike.

Cows and coins do not matter to us. We are not interested in a cut of land for like wolves we roam free on the Great One Land despite your hoarding of it. In my time, I have never failed to deliver justice even if it cost me the fingers on my hand, the toes of my foot, or the life of my children. It surprises me that the Khoorlrhani have flourished during your time since you shrink away from what is true. I will give you two weeks’ time to decide.

- M
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My father sat, bent over. That final message was on the floor, tossed away and rolled up before his feet. He stroked his beard. Toumak sat on a cushion before him as did my brothers.

“If we attack them now, perhaps…,” one of the captains called.

“No,” my father said, putting his hand up to silence the speaker before he could finish.

“We can’t just give them...,” Seleth began.

“They were prepared to deal with their man. We must deal with ours,” my father said. By ours ways, Unat was implying that Kandhaj, a thief, would have lost a hand. Unat Mayak was not one to shrink from such things. It was quiet as my father wrestled with the decision. Boutage killed a lord outside of the advisement of the tah. For any man, death was the penalty for lesser offenses, but killing Unat’s nephew demanded Boutage be handed over to them.

“What insanity!” Kuba cried. “We don’t do this to our own,” he pleaded, forgetting how wretchedly Boutage treated him all his life.

“This was your brother’s deed!” Khoorlrhani-Tah yelled. “His madness, if absorbed, will poison the soil. Nothing will grow, only die! Do you do the right thing only when it is convenient!?” he yelled at Kuba. All of my brothers protested.

“Be quiet!” my father bellowed.

“Toumak, you are to ride to Kamina,” Khoorlrhani-Tah said.

“Yes, brother.”

“There you will make sure that Tannis’ own brother continues to fly the flag of the claw. Kamina will belong to his family as it always was. I will not change that. Instead they will know that it was my own ambitious fool of a son who…” Then he gasped and painfully exhaled as he looked about him.

“But Father, it does not matter what you do in Kamina. It will not change their suspicion for Kamina knows you were angered by Tannis. You beheaded his own man in court, right before his eyes. This is just as much your fault!” Minot yelled.

“Master Paen,” Minot then pleaded, “what do you think?” But as if Khoorlrhani-Tah did not hear Minot, he went on.

“And he, Boutage, will pay his debt to him and Unat.”

Paen sighed and said, “So you observe: thus are the sins of the father the sons’. Minot, I have given the best advice to everyone already—wake up from this dreadful nightmare. My work lies beyond this drama here. Your father is tah and it is his duty to decide, not mine, but I will say this: each avenue of desire requires payment. To make emotional decisions never accomplishes anything. The question is, are you willing to make the sacrifice for what you want.”

“Damn you! I want my son to live!” Khoorlrhani-Tah yelled, pounding the armrests.

“I do not doubt it,” Master Pen said. “It is your desire for peace that I doubt.” He then left the room.

Ten days later Boutage was bound and placed backward on the back of a mehra. Two Bakuwella guards were also on animals, one at each side, as they prepared for their journey for the highlands. My father looked on from his balcony as they prepared. Boutage then glanced behind him, and saw Khoorlrhani-Tah. Boutage’s eyes betrayed his confusion. He did not understand. They then pulled a black sack over his head.

My father’s mouth trembled as he whispered, “Forgive me.” He closed his eyes. The riders were then off, their black mehras heading into the midday horizon.

In the master’s dihj, I was troubled and asked him, “Master, how could any of this be right?”

“If you steal gold from the tah, should you not be whipped?”

 I was silent for a moment, and then said, “Yes.”

“Yes because it is the law. If you rape a woman, should you be castrated?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Again, the punishment is nothing personal, just the law. So in knowing the law of the culture, why would you steal gold, rape women, or act against the tah?”

“But...”

“Bah! No! Would you ever do anything so stupid?”

 “I don’t think so. I hope not, at least.”

“Me too for I would not like to see you sent away to the gallows, my friend, or have to hear your voice in torment as ogres whipped you within an inch of your life. Do not worry, Jeshibian Khoorlrhani. If Boutage dies, it is because it is his time, not because you failed him.”

Boutage had been married a year prior and had his own dihj constructed. Minot was also married, and his wife Kama served us dinner in his dihj. My brothers were quiet, serious. The sun was beginning to set. We ate quietly. Boutage’s wife, Andek, sat with us.

On the subject of Boutage, Master Paen said one last thing: “No, your father could not kill your brother, and that’s admirable, I suppose. What is interesting is that he seemed more reluctant to hand him over to Unat. I think Unat would have gleefully adopted your father’s most dangerous son, the legendary black diamond, as his own nephew as is customary among the Mayak, and I believe your father feared that most of all.”

We learned that Boutage was exiled, placed on the back of an aging mehra and led to the far west. The men who traveled with him did not return for ten days. The master was right. My father could not bear to execute his own son, but to not punish him would have, in his mind, sent a message to Kamina that he condoned the death of Lord Tannis, which he never intended.

By winter, the war resumed. There was an uprising in the north as Boutage had predicted. Unat did indeed capitalize on the rebellion, dispatching his armies to Ketique and Isiwa as we fought against rebels in Kamina. My brothers and I took up the cause to defend our cities. I would fight. I wanted it.

The master disappeared into the jungle. I could not find him. I could only hang on to his last words, taking them with me as I naively entered the whirlwind of our resurrected tribal wars.

Darlian and I rode in Seleth’s party patrolling the eastern most territory of Ketique. There were timid skirmishes, all of which I did not have to draw blood. In another month though, that began to change. The Nook towns were burned to the ground.

The new Lord of Kamina, Genonda, Tannis’ brother, vengefully pressed at us from the north while Unat attacked from the east. Thousands of riders from the deep south of Kushite joined us in Arkaya. Shokuba held the line, awaiting the reemergence of the wolf riders who had fled.

Soon, the Mayak came down the hill. They intended to take Isiwa, where Minot and Toumak fought, and Ketique where the rest of the brothers were. The day we met the Mayak was the day I regretted ever disregarding Master Paen’s advice. All of the war drumming, the chanting of our tribal name, the feathers, leather, iron and steel hauteur made none of what I was to see worth it.

I was involved in many a savage battle set against grassy hillsides littered with downed mehras and fallen men in armor. I worried that one of my brothers would not return as I watched death in the form of flame-tipped arrows fall from the sky. The Mayak stormed our lands, their wails, yips, and yipes like hyenas’ descending on us. I had nightmares of bodies pounded into the ground, of entrails cut out and scavenged by crows.

Seleth and I were separated for long periods, given commands in different towns. Minot was fighting in the north, between the great lakes, and driving Genonda’s forces back to Kamina, and Kuba and Darlian led divisions to defend Arkaya.

After some hazy length of time spent in the hell of riding in blood soaked mud and being hammered by monsoon storms, I rode with Seleth again. We led a small party of young warriors together. We were to meet Lord Dajaai and defend Ketique from the hordes descending from the eastern portion of the highlands.

We were all boys still determined to show that we were men. However, our pride in our bravery was no longer consolation. Sweat covered my hands, and my heartbeat was a dull throbbing. I wanted to go home each time I saw the Mayak riding toward us.

Seleth’s eyes had ferocity, a thirst for vengeance I had never seen in him before. His endurance was uncanny, admirable. I gripped Maburata, and Seleth gave the order to charge.

I had never before experienced such violence, so much blood spilled into the firmament. I saw my friends hacked by blades and trampled by hooves. We were nothing like Minot’s company of the most skilled and confident warriors; we were a vision of bewilderment on the battlefield. I struggled each day knowing that I sat on the edge of my own death. Any day now, I could be run through.

The brutality, the raw and awful hatred of brother against brother, shocked me, and I was hesitant. I wanted out. I could not take it any longer.

Master, oh Master, where are you? Then, after weeks of carnage, with wave after wave of attackers, I stopped trying to get away. It did not matter if I died. It did not matter. With one exhalation, the touch of a smile on the corners of my mouth, I no longer worried. I ceased to care what would happen next. I had no energy to worry, only enough for each action. I let go to it, deep into the rotted entanglement, its taste, its smell, so that it could not be mistaken for anything else other than putrid, rancid, gross, and degrading business. This was the battlefield of ego.

Then, at that moment, a yellow, wild war-painted face came at me screaming. He knocked me and Nanui to the ground and held death’s instrument over me intending to plunge it rightly, hatefully, into me. I almost welcomed it, and yet instinctively, I pulled Maburata from her scabbard that was attached to my back.

I did not think. There was only a flash of action. I was suddenly in fluid motion, as if being moved. I can only describe it as being in perfect synchronicity with the events unfolding. Suddenly, I felt that I WAS Master Paen. He was not just with me! He was me!

I closed my eyes and yet still fought in his formless form. It seemed in that moment that there was an infinite amount of space, of time between each action, each push, pull, grab, turn, jump and parry. And I could see but without my eyes doing the seeing! My attention was so concentrated that my head burned inside and my spine was like a hot needle, lightning moving through me. My breathing was even, my body a dancing doll being played by a starry puppeteer. It was not my time to die. When this combat was finished, I sat in the grass, a marionette with cut strings. It was raining again. I was breathing, hard and steam poured out of my nostrils in the cold. I remember Seleth putting his hand on my forehead and then snatching it away in pain.

There were others standing around me. They were staring at me. I could not hear much for the weight of the silence. I could not see much for all was too bright, everything washed out by white hot light.

I was drunk on it. I threw back my head, inhaled, and then I fell into its white infinity, which was burning me away, my face an insane smile, tears running down my face. I could not think. I could only be the master! He was larger than this drama of war playing out, larger than the death I was afraid of.

What happened? What was this? How was it that I would walk like the master? I only knew that he told me not to worry. I only managed for one small second, managed to actually do what the master asked me to do. I had taken him for granted, only listening superficially all the years I had known him.

One must hear the master, listen completely and not as I did, which was to regard the words as if they had been uttered by an ordinary man! No, you must actually hear the master, for when you do, what the master is stands bright and obvious. It was God who told me to not worry, and all those years I foolishly regarded it as a small recommendation in passing rather than the very instruction to free me entirely of Jandee’s spell!

After that glimpse, I knew now that, even upon risk of death, I should not worry, but instead, let go. Do not check for progress; do not check for failure; do not worry. Do not stop to look at your reflection; do not study that of another; do not worry. Paen showed me to hold no value for deeds done, my head neither hung low nor raised to the sun. And that one small thing the master asks us to do or not to do, depending on our nature, that is the one thing we are hell bent for and vice versa.

Paen knew me like the back of his hand, and so he did not ask me to ride into a town and liberate it. He knew me like his own son, and so he did not ask me to give my gold and crown. He knew me like the very heart beating in his chest, closer to me than I would ever imagine, and in being that close knew how lost I was and how I suffered. And so all my beloved master ever asked me to do was to never worry.

They cheered my name when I returned home with Seleth, who could not stop telling the story of what he saw.

“Seleth,” I said to him, my arm around his neck. “It was not me who did this!” I tried to explain but to no avail.

“There must have been fifty off them!” Seleth went on, excited and so not listening, not hearing.

I did not bother with it. My smile had nothing to do with a personal victory. It was because I knew now how wrong I had been all along, in my reaching, in my search. The master was everywhere, was indeed everything!

I saw Her, glimpsed Her infinite face, stars as bright diamond eyes, clouds of cheek, wind of hair, our lives Her life, our deaths Her food, and so I did not worry!

I cried, I laughed, I cried, I laughed, a madman standing as every man on the field and yet untroubled by the awful war taking place. Oh wonder!

There was nothing that wasn’t Her, and therefore, I was no one. I was no one separate from Ashuta for there was only Ashuta, and the telescoping mirages of Mandee and Jandee were withdrawn deeply into the bright seed of no thought.

The understanding enjoyed by this glimpse lasted for three days, this gift of sight, where with humor I watched the world turn, life and death happening without the pinch of fear I normally endured. Death itself seemed an unreal and non-ultimate event.

Then that boundless feeling faded, and the agonizing feeling of limitedness returned. I was again greeted by my concerns, the tick tock clockwork of my thoughts and my desire to be informed by them. Mandee was before me again as Jandee was assumed, the rain dark streaks of paranoia and threatening madness.

How would I manage this again, I wondered? All the others, my comrades, would no doubt expect more of the same on the battlefield. Overnight I achieved the status of a legend. I saw it in the eyes of those around me, expressions of naïve boys who thought I was somehow special.

Maburata shone brightly on a few more occasions, and again I had no words to explain myself to anyone around me. It was pointless, reasons reasonably offered, reflections reflecting. I only killed the master’s gift whenever I tried to do anything but let go to, and be led by, it.

This is the only reason why Master Paen gave me the sword—to see myself. To see that I was causing my pain by asserting self, Jandee. I sat on a pile of broken bodies and wept in recalling more fully the fairytale that Paen told me. That tale took on depth and beauty and sweetness and was finally recognized as a sacred gift, a golden key, given to me by Paen. I was crushed in seeing how I did not value it enough.

I had made a mistake. This war was not truly what I wanted. Seleth and I received word that we were to return to the front lines at Isiwa. Outside of our hut, I vomited.

What kind of prank was this? How could I return to this bloody war? I saw only death and felt my desire to escape it desperately.

Upon returning to Isiwa, to the battlefields, after looking upon the broken bodies all around without the means of Paen’s infinite humor, my heart broke. I could not fight. I was not a soldier. Was this what the divine was showing me? Did Master Paen give me Maburata to prove I am not a warrior? Did he feed me this experience so that I would come to this broken place, vomiting in reaction to the wretched stench of war? Was I to be shown, piece by piece, severed arm by severed leg by severed head, that I was indeed nothing?

Was my destiny to suffer defeat of my ego, my will, by having it crushed beneath the weight of its own limitations? Was this, then, my father’s yarn, his web that had become my own as a son whose tendency is just as much to wonder and wonder and yet not ever notice what is real, profound, and sacred? Now seemingly committed to this war, a prince, a young centurion, a recognized warrior among warriors taking up this empty cause of un-love, I was a walking contradiction and I wanted nothing more than to run.

What would I do, desert my brothers? How could this be reconciled? For months I bore the weight of this dilemma. I fought in cold, rainy, bloody battles. I gritted my teeth each time I did harm to another soul, and I died a little more inside.

How did they manage this, my brothers? How did they not lose themselves utterly to this awful, pointless preoccupation, and in the name of the Khoorlrhani nation? It was nonsense! I then knew without a doubt that I did not want what my brothers wanted. I only wanted their love, their acceptance, and so I did my best to be like them. I was not like them though. I wanted the simple recognition of loving eyes, but somehow I mistook the qualifications earned by competition among my peers as that recognition.

The Mayak were not my enemy. They were strangers and yet my peers, my brothers, and each time I killed one of them, I felt more diminished.

This did not make sense and only served to uncover what did make sense: my father’s machine was unreasonable. Paen was right. We were not a tribe anymore. The warrior was no longer the protector from the beasts, but the predator hunting other men, the predator who killed to control the land.

Paen was right. Khoorlrhani pride was used to control others, to keep a few men in power and to further the cultic propaganda of self-interest, personal interest. Me and mine, you and yours: this dichotomy the goad that kept a person searching for their private kingdom and assuredness in their separateness within the hierarchy of egos. I began to hate everything about Arkaya, how this idea reduced us to slaves, to brainwashed fighting drones whose attention was drained from our being like the bloodied bodies on the battlefield before me that day as I swooned in my anger.

As we rested at camp, no one considered this. They only considered the benefits of being a Khoorlrhani- centurion. “If we make it back,” many of my comrades would say, “I will have my own land.” And those who made such utterances, I would pile their carcass onto the mound of others who bought into this insidious dream!

I was alone, it seemed, or rather, others were afraid to express an alternative viewpoint, their hearts breaking but their minds aware. My father’s machine was unreasonable because it only considered the ego, unmastered.

This all came to me during those months, my heart misting in the reality of what the Khoorlrhani and Mayak were up to. I was eighteen then and had killed twenty men, all those faces I remembered. As if being propped up to take a hard look at my world by the divine Herself, I endured it until one day, under a grey sky, with our company en route to the north to accompany Minot and retake Kamina, I looked hard to Eastern Genia. I snapped Nanui’s reins and bolted.

“Jeshibian!” I heard Seleth cry out as I put the war and dreams of being a warrior of the tah behind me.

Without a worry to keep me, I rode hard and strong. No one followed me.



Ursya
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I traveled east for a great distance, rode to both eastern cities but saw no sign of Master Paen. Beyond, I only passed riders, scouts, and messengers of Khoorlrhani headed back to Ketique. I rode Nanui for four days until I reached the eastern foothills where not many traveled. It was quiet, and as I pushed on, the jungle became so thick that I had to cleave through it with Maburata. I then traveled upward, higher into the hills. Once in open ground, I set up camp and ate the remaining dry meat I carried. At sunset, I started a campfire, Nanui quietly nearby. Haunted by those I killed, I buried my face into my hands and wept for their forgiveness.

I fell asleep, and in the morning, I pushed onward. Where was Master Paen? I half-expected to see him each time I asked, but I searched to no avail. Instead, Nanui and I traveled higher into the mountains, and I knew I would be entering the eastern fringes of Mayak territories. I didn’t care. It only grew quieter as I traveled, attracted to go beyond were Nanui was pointed.

I followed the silence happily. I thought for sure, and deeply hoped, I would find Paen traveling to visit different chiefs or perhaps to just be in solitude. I wished to join him.

Although edgy in my search, I soon enjoyed the natural surroundings, and my mind slowed to rest. The time seemed to slip easy, and soon I found myself enveloped by the peace of the land, no culturally infected aspect of mind superimposed over it.

We came to a gentle stream and followed its course for some time, until the sounds of a waterfall could be heard through a thick patch of trees ahead. I thought it might be a good place to fish and spend the night. Nanui and I pressed through the trees and passed a gateway of moss-covered boulders. We entered a nicely shaded area in the center of which was small lake being fed by a waterfall. The sun seeping through the canopy of trees overhead created spots on the surface of the water and against soft ferns around the grassy edges.

In the water I saw the bubbling of fish and their randomly appearing silhouettes. We pressed along the edge of the lake for a bit, and near dry rocks I set up camp, making a simple shelter out of fallen tree branches and leaves. Later I speared two fish and cooked them. As I stared at the fire and ate, I was miserable company for myself as I began to worry that I should head back. Then feeling drowsy and full, I decided to leave my decision until the morning.

I disappeared into dream. I was riding Nanui in a flat and open savannah. There was red cracked mud all around. On the ground were many broken tree boughs of seemingly infinite lengths. I followed them to where the single tree trunk stood. It was several hundred feet tall. I dismounted from Nanui, whispered that she should stay, and then intuitively walked into the dead tree.

Paen was before me!

“Ah, Jeshibian. Finally some focus. You’ve found me!”

Maburata beamed brightly.

“I was beginning to wonder if you’d dream of me again.” He laughed, but seemed disappointed in me.

“Why did you go?” I asked. He only chuckled and began to look at me the way he did my brother, as if I were insincere. “I don’t understand. I’m so…confused,” I said.

“Yes, confused and in pain. You’re worried, afraid, threatened and depressed. Is that all you ever have to give to me, a report of your condition? Is it all you ever notice? You give me your troubles. And what I give to you, you seem to treat so casually.”

I lowered my head. “I am sorry, Master. I have been…”

“You’ve been an idiot is what you’ve been,” Paen finished for me. “I had such hopes for you.”

“But what will I do without you, Master?” I was afraid that he would send me away. He laughed loudly.

“You haven’t noticed a thing, have you?”

“All I see is death, lately.” I sighed.

“Yes…death. We are all destined to die, though.”

“But I don’t want to kill men! I don’t want to live for death,” I said.

“Men die when they must, Jeshoya. Why wouldn’t you be the very instrument to facilitate it, especially when you have wished to be recognized as a soldier? How else would you be recognized except to kill legions of men? Isn’t that what you wanted, to kill legions of men? It is the duty of the soldier to do so. This is life, Jeshibian, the one you are living. You’ve seen it now.”

He then grew quiet and looked at me with a kind softness in his eyes. He patted this lower gut, narrowed his eyes, and said, “Now you’ve seen the bowels of what you want. There is no certainty or meaning in any of it, of ANYTHING. Nothing to comfort you, only what you must manage with intelligence and humility. Everywhere, not only here, Jeshibian, but in all the worlds, the rewards for every kind of war are threadbare and a mockery of your suffering. You are afraid of the world you live in like everyone else, and you are buying your time by doing something meaningful. That is war. To assert self is war! When your brother retaliates for not sharing his vision, this is war! Then there is war between tribes of egos, whole states of egos, whole countries. War is nothing like what you fantasized, is it?”

“I also saw such beauty when…you lifted me,” I cried.

“I lifted you for a moment and then let you right back down so that you could never forget the reality of your actual condition, that it is suffering, limited, and so you could no longer carry on the way you have been.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Now you see what the world really is. What is it? You tell me.”

I swallowed hard, my lips trembling over gnashed teeth.

“An awful…hell, Master, to be endured,” I said, and I lowered my head.

“Full of limitation, egos, wars, and dramas, and when you feast at its banquet table of escape and potentiality, you only grow sick with disappointment and degradation until one day, hopefully, you begin to stop stuffing your stupid face full of this dead flesh and recognize the great hall itself that hosts every banquet. You are the feast, not the guest! Get that!” he shouted.

“That recognition is the point. This is why you are here, not to decide if you are a good warrior or bad warrior. This is why I’m here, to show you what is real, not to aid you in secondary matters.”

“But I’m not like you. How do I recognize this big...reality you’ve shown me? How will I ever see with diamond eyes?”

“That is it! You will do nothing! Look to ME, come to ME, and find ME! I will do everything. Jeshibian, forget your problems! Cleave them into bits my apprentice.” Paen laughed. He looked deeply into me, and I looked back in return. The knots in my center seemed to loosen and I felt myself focused. He did this. I could only want him, need him, look to him like he said.

“By calling my name as you did, to find Me everywhere on every world, as you are doing now...in this dream…”

I then realized that I was dreaming! I looked around me, shocked to realize it. The place we were at was nothing like any place I could remember. It was a strange rocky place with a purple sky and rolling seas. It was the strangest place I had ever seen. I looked up into the sky and noticed there were two pale moons! A large beast with wings like a bat’s flew over the straight horizon in the distance. It was exquisite!

“Should I go back to the war?” I asked

“It doesn’t matter. Remember…,” Paen began

“Keep Maburata as long as I want, and do not worry? When will I see you in the flesh?” I asked

The master laughed, winked at me, and then disappeared.

“In time, in time,” he said.

I stepped out of the tree, back into the savannah, and rode back to where my body lay asleep.

I awoke, happy.

After a small breakfast of more fish, I decided that I would return home after one more day. I would face my family, perhaps face being dishonored, whipped, stripped of rank, or simply returned to fight. It did not matter. Nanui and I pushed further up the lake to where I could see steam rising not far from the waterfall. Perhaps there was a hot spring in that direction, I thought, and the idea of a hot bath sounded good. It was noticeably colder at this elevation, and with the winter fast approaching, a hot spring seemed inviting to me.

Once there, I tested the temperature. It was hot but not boiling. I stripped and placed my clothes, leather armor, and skins onto some nearby flat rocks. Once in, I unfolded, closing my eyes.

After a long time, I awakened. I opened my eyes to the sound of a voice in the distance. I could see in the waterfall above me and a figure beneath it’s down pour, gasping at the frigid temperature. It was a woman.

Not knowing if she was alone, I thought it best for me to leave without being discovered. I moved to get out of the hot water when I was captured by the woman’s form, curvaceous, and beautiful. I stirred inside, paralyzed by the sting of desire.

She then disappeared beyond the ledge. She could have been headed my way, and I wanted to leave before being discovered. Who was she? Whether or not she was a Mayak, I could not really tell. I got out of the water and dressed hurriedly, but from behind me I heard her startled scream at the sight of me.

I jumped involuntarily, not expecting her to have made her way so close so quickly. I lost my footing and fell back into the spring, headfirst, and hit my head. All went black.

I regained consciousness and could feel the sensation of a hand lightly patting my face and the sound of heavy exhausted breathing.

I opened my eyes to an exquisite face, a beauty I had never before seen. She smacked my face as she leaned over me. She breathed heavily, apparently after having to pull me out of the depths of the water to save me.

I coughed and then grabbed her hand to stop her blows, which at that point were quite enough. She lifted herself from me, and I rolled to one side, heaved, and then water spilled out of me. I was still naked. She however was wrapped with one of my animal skins.

Sensing my modesty, she handed me my buckskin pants. I tried to get up but felt a little dazed. Embarrassed, I laughed, and so did she.

I remembered Minot speaking the Mayak tongue often. This was my perfect opportunity to test my own facility with the language. I eventually said in Mayak, “I am Jeshibian.”

She sat opposite of me, against a rock. Her eyes were an intense dark brown. Her hair was short and twisted into small dread locks, some wildly sticking straight up.

“Jeshibian?” she said. She seemed worried as she looked at Maburata leaning against the rocks. She looked about herself with sudden fear.

“I am alone,” I said, hoping I used the correct words. “Thank you for not letting me drown.”

“You’re alone?” she said, obviously not trusting me.

“Yes. The war... I ran away,” I said, stammering in my explanation of myself. She just looked at me oddly, then at Maburata. It seemed as if she was hoping she did the right thing in saving my life. She could have let me drown and she would have been fine, but she didn’t, even after seeing my Khoorlrhani garb.

“You are sure?” she said in my language. Her eyes narrowing, her face betrayed a certain desperate need to trust someone, intimating that she had been lied to too many times.

“I am telling the truth. I don’t intend to harm anyone.” I motioned for her to take my sword. She seemed to grow calm, only taking a step nearer to Maburata but with no real interest in taking it.

“Are there...Mayak?” I asked, worried now for my own safety.

She lit into a grin and said, “No one comes here, only me.” She then rose wrapped in my wolf skins and disappeared around the ledge. My head now clear, I got up.

“Wait,” I said. “Who are you?”

I dressed, and as I pulled my fur boots on, she reappeared wearing her own clothes, a thick beige fur robe with a sash and her own thick fur boots.

“Ursya,” she said, and she handed me my wolf skin.

“Ursya,” I repeated.

In that moment we looked at each other as if we recognized the other in a lasting gaze, instantly befriended. It felt good to know her name, to be familiar with her.

Awkwardness then came over us as there did not seem much else to say. I only gawked at her, my insides fluttering. Smiling, she said, “Come with me. I’ll show you something.”

We climbed the stones that led to the waterfall where I first noticed her. She led us quickly upward to the downpour, and then I watched her walk through the falls, quickly, tensing her shoulders from the cold spray.

I hesitated for a moment, wary of the frigid temperature, but then entered, also quickly. I gasped from the coldness! On the other side was a cave, a passageway leading more deeply into the granite. Ursya was there waving for me to follow. She disappeared behind a shadow offset by a glow against the smooth wall opposite her.

When I found her, I was taken in by the view from the ledge outside as seen beyond the other side of the great Mayakan Highlands. An endless folding row of lush green hills was backed by high snow-covered peaks and the dark blue sky. I had not realized that I traveled so far. The depths below us were unfathomable, tiny pine tree trees miles below. The silence of the place enveloped me. I smiled.

“Wow,” I whispered. Ursya’s eyes flashed an expression of delight in my reaction.

She pressed further along the wide ledge to our right and took me to the mouth of another cave entrance in which was the small glow of a fire. Opposite the entrance, sunlight broke through a small opening at the top of the cave. There was the sound of a mehra. On the floor were a bed of furs and hides and a mat of woven palm leaves. In the center was a small fire over which hung a kettle.

The kettle was boiling over. Ursya went to the fire and dipped an iron cup into the kettle. She then beckoned me to drink, smiling.

It was sweet and hot. She sat on her mat then, her knees held into her chest. She seemed a happy uncomplicated soul, unperturbed, sitting, smiling and staring out the mouth of the cave at the splendor. She then looked at me with a wild look in her eyes and great grin.

“Good?” she asked. I nodded. I heard her mehra whine behind me.

“That is Bujo,” Ursya said. I then thought of Nanui. I had to go back for her! I ran out of the cave and back down to my camp. I found her eating plants not too far away. I collected my things and then went back up to see my new friend.

I convinced Nanui to pass through the frigid curtain of the falls with me. When I entered with Nanui held at the reins, Ursya jumped up and gasped at the sight of her. Nanui shook the frigid water off from her, sending it throughout the room.

“Ahh!” She clasped her hands together and approached Nanui, who was not very social but took to her. Ursya caressed Nanui’s horns and her nose. Then she dried Nanui with a large cloth. She patted her neck and spoke in her native tongue into the mehra’s ear at a speed that that obscured the meaning to me.

“Such a beautiful, mehra,” she then said, her head popping out to one side of Nanui’s mass to catch my eye. Ursya’s smile was wide and strong. Each time I saw it, I was overwhelmed with attraction.

Ursya went back to loving Nanui, delighting in her, scratching her nose, noticing everything about her. Ursya traced her toe lightly against the rock floor as she spoke to Nanui, almost like she was putting a love spell on her.

Nanui whinnied, her ears twitching. The spell was working on her. Nanui took fruit from Ursya’s opened palm, and then licked her hand gratefully, won over. I may have even become jealous at one point as Ursya seemed to steal my companion!

I was convinced that she was the most charming girl I had ever met. She obviously had a naturally creative soul, and though I did not realize it then, I instantly fell in love with her. I would have given Nanui to her if she asked.

Ursya took Nanui’s reins from me, and Nanui bobbed her head and trotted in Ursya’s direction. The moment I stepped foot in her home, I apparently was done for. She brought Nanui over to where I could hear Bujo demanding to know who the company was. I followed.

Bujo was a slender white-horned albino, uncannily similar to Quanon, the master’s animal. He had large grey eyes and his horns were big and curled with deep dark ridges. His mane and tail were yellow, almost gold. Bujo approached me, not shy at all. I patted his nose and stroked the side of his strong neck. He was very affectionate.

Ursya handed me a fruit, and I fed it to him. “This is Jeshibian, Bujo, and this is Nanui.” Ursya whispered to him, her Khoorlrhani, though charming, not very good,

“They are our new friends. They are Khoorlrhani, but we don’t care, do we?”

I laughed at her take on things.

Later we sat on the ledge outside. We cooked and ate the remaining fish I caught earlier in the morning.

“Why are you here, Jeshibian?” Ursya asked me.

I didn’t know quite where to begin, so after a long silence, I just said, “I hate the fighting, the war?”

“Hmmm?” she said, her eyes widening.

“Killing..Mayak, the war,” I said, motioning swordplay with my hands.

“Oh...war. Yes. Mayak are stupid,” she said, waving her hand at the mountains.

I laughed.

“Khoorlrhani are stupid,” I said, agreeing.

She took a bite of fish, swallowed it. She then held up two fingers, joined them together, and in her breathy voice said, “There should be one great clan.”

I then remembered the master’s story and nodded. I remembered then that I wanted to find the master and get back to Arkaya soon. I felt I should be elsewhere and began to resist, but the more I did, the more overcome I was by the desire to stay and to not worry.

“Why are you here?” I asked her. She smirked, then sighed.

“Mayak are stupid” she said again, her tone more serious. She then went on to tell me about her people, how the war shifted the power among them as head warriors did not come back to the mountains, to their wives, and how the women were given away to other warriors like property.

“When my father does not return…”She struggled to say this in Khoorlrhani. “My mother was…um…takes by a warrior, an awful man. He beat her, and did awful things to me and my sisters.”

I was silent, listening.

“One night, I sneaks into where he laid asleep.” She looked down at the dagger tied to her waist. She didn’t have to say anything more. The sun began to set. It seemed the time had slipped through our fingers, pleasantly.

“Are they looking for you?” I asked Ursya.

“For a long while they hunts me, but to them, I’m just a stupid girl,” she whispered. She then looked at me and said, “Anyway, they did not care much longer to find me. I could go back possibly. There are so many groups of us now. I don’t want to though.”

“Could Unat protect you?” I asked; a stupid question, I thought, the moment it slipped past my lips.

Ursya threw back her head and laughed, “Unat! He would feed his own flesh and blood to his dogs! What do you really know of Chief Unat Myak Tah?”

I recoiled in my blushing. “Only what my father and the master told me?”

Ursya then cocked her head to one side and sipped from her iron cup. She passed it to me.

“Master?” she asked. I told her his name and she smiled. She obviously knew of him, her grin unmistakable proof.

I then shuddered inside. I had all but forgotten myself in Ursya’s company. I was reluctant to say more. She pressed me with her eyes. She glanced about my face and looked at me with sharp, perceptive eyes, putting it all together, and guessed.

“You are...noble family?” She pointed at Maburata, which was now bound to Nanui’s back.

I smirked.

“I knew! Nanui has told me!” she teased me, and I was baffled by her powers of observation. She shook a finger at me. “So, you are now my hostage.”

“Nanui!” she yelled, and Nanui snorted.

“Go back and tell tah, give the Mayak girl gold, or else!”

I laughed hysterically. I then noticed the sun sinking fast, and in remembering that I intended to head back to Arkaya this day, I thought that I should take my leave.

I rose, bowed to her and said, “If I go now, I’ll be able to make it beyond the thick.”

She seemed utterly shocked by that statement, and she seemed almost hurt. She glanced about her. “Why go back?” she said matter-of-factly. “You can stay here.”

My shyness got the best of me as I did not know what to say, and so I only stood, stunned. Ursya glanced back to the interiors of her quarters, looked back at me, and smiled almost questioningly. It then seemed obvious to her, as if she put it together again, that I had no experience with women whatsoever. I had not realized I was being seduced until the moment she placed her hand in mine and she pulled me close to her.

“No. Stay with me, hostage.”

The next morning, Arkaya was the furthest thing from my mind. Awake, I watched Ursya, admiring her beside me. I was happy. Was I in love? I wondered but then forgot the question altogether as I looked at her sleeping.

Suffice it to say, I did not leave. In fact, Ursya and I kept each other warm for the remainder of the winter. We spent our mornings hunting for food in the forest, our afternoons preparing it and tending to the cave, and our evenings wrapped in each other’s arms beneath warm hides. I felt restored by her, in awe of her beauty, in love with her. I was sure of it. It was what my brothers described to me. It was as sure as the sun rising, my happiness in our togetherness. My thoughts, day by day, all became Ursya.

I would lose myself in the depths of her fierce stare, the shape of her large deep brown eyes, and I was consoled by the softness and taste of her lips, the curves of her body, the sound of her voice when we made love. I would caress her face and kiss her, drink her, breathe her. She was mine and I was hers. I was happy!

By the glow of fire we lay, and through the opening of the cave I could see the snow covering the mountains. We were safe together. I learned her language and soon forgot everything that was Khoorlrhani. There was no nation, no war, only us, one clan.

As the winter ended, the snow melt from above made the falls increase their flow by ten times. Ursya’s cave shelter would have to be abandoned. We decided to move further up the mountain where I would build us a dihj.

We slept temporarily in a primitive shelter I created out of bows and woven leaves. Ursya gathered palms and began weaving a sturdier roof while I dug a basin into a spot we agreed on. I then mixed the clay as I was shown back in my days in Arkaya.

It was the first structure I built by myself. The last one I built, Seleth, Kuba, and Darlian helped. Our new home turned out fine though, large enough for our things and good enough to withstand the imminent spring rain.

Our days were spent improving it. Ursya was a splendid hunter. We would often go together, and she was not only enthusiastic but, I would have to admit, a better hunter than me. She was a natural. Her instincts were solid, though her archery was something to be desired. She would lead; I would shoot. I would then skin and clean and she would cook. We would switch sometimes.

I taught her to be a better shot with her bow. I placed a target against a tree and showed her what my brother Darlian taught me. Darlian never missed. In our adventures together, he refined my technique, to setup, to breathe, to hold, to release. I did this for Ursya. She learned and quickly surpassed me.

“More breath first, Jeshibian,” she would criticize me now, and I’d roll my eyes at her. Of course, then she would be the one to bring home the meat. We were a good team though.

One day while hunting, we split up. I went a few miles upward with Nanui, hoping to spear an elk or deer. Meat was hard to come by that month. I found some tracks in the mud and tied Nanui. Then I followed them. I pushed through brush to see a pair of deer. I started to hurl my spear when I heard an ominous growl behind me.

It was a manju tiger following the same game. It hissed at me and I froze. It stared me down and I knew it was about to pounce on me when it roared, and pawed at the air, an arrow sunk into its shoulder. Then another and another arrow. It ran off, spoiling the catch for all of us as the deer scattered.

I looked behind me to see Ursya atop Bujo. My heart beat wildly, glad to see them.

“Ah! Thank Ashuta for you. How did you know?” I asked, trembling with fright.

“Instinct,” she said. “I thought what it would be like if you did not come back to me, and so I followed you. I’m still awaiting my ransom, hostage,” she said, her teeth exposed in a wry smile. She leaned over and I kissed her. Though we had no meat for dinner, we had each other.

Later that spring, the land yielded more food. Game was more plentiful and the rivers gave us fish, which allowed us to sometimes play games with each other. Ursya would hide from me and I would spend the day finding her. Though at first I found the game innocent enough, I eventually found it annoying as she would test my limits. After a while of looking, it was hard not to assume something dreadful happened to her. I was always glad just to find her.

In the heat of summertime, we returned to the cave. Naked, we swam in the streams and lay together on the rocks. One day, with her in my arms, she turned to me, lay on top of me, caressed my face and said, “I wonder if your son would have your eyes or mine.”

I kissed her and looked into hers. “I hope yours,” I said. We smiled at each other and celebrated in our hearts. I was going to be a father!

As the summer moved on to fall, then winter, the bliss of our romance became strained. The doubt that I was all too familiar with began to descend upon me and I grew restless, as if trouble was sure to come. Surely this pleasurable simplicity would pass, I thought, as if trying to brace for its impact. How would I manage it? Why couldn’t I simply enjoy this time together detached from the knot that was forming again in my breast. Why did it constantly return, this dark foreboding, this hook in my heart?

I then wondered if what I was doing was right, and I began to fear that it was not or that this bliss would soon end. I began to dream of Arkaya then, of my brothers and of Master Paen. What kind of life would there be without the master? Would I ever know his secret? Was this play of Ursya and I more of my feasting at the banquet? I felt compelled to rise from the table and flee.

I would awaken, no longer free as before but with a problem to solve, a riddle to answer. I kissed Ursya and asked her, “Perhaps we should travel to Arkya?”

She turned, her eyebrow arched strangely as she inquired, “Why go back to that place? I don’t want to go there,” she said flatly.

“Do you not feel solitary here? What if I were to die? How will you…”

“Ohhh! Shsssh,” she said, a finger over my lips. “If you die, I will be heartbroken, but I will take care of our child. Nature will take its course. We all will die, right?” she said.

She was always present. She did not wander to the future or her past. I did my best to forget my troubles with her by my side, as I put all of my stock in our land and made my worries into small items hidden away beneath the carpet of my consciousness, making our new life work. I did not worry, and I knew deeply that I would again see the master in time.

In the fall Ursya’s belly grew. She still rode and still hunted with me in the forests, and we still played our games in the thick wonderland of the mountain. I would catch her and we would roll about laughing.

Then I had a frightening dream. I dreamt one evening that Ursya and I sat against a rock. Somehow we could see the city of Arkaya in the distance, the glow of torches beneath a starry night sky. It seemed to beam with happiness, and somehow the Mayak and Khoorlrhani had come to know peace after all the fighting. Torchlight marked where riders descended the northernmost mountains and entered my father’s great fence. My love and I decided that we would return to live among my people. Then, suddenly, a fireball fell from the sky. It was large, white in the center, and seemed to move with will, bending along a path as it flew over our heads. As it passed, it roared so loud that we covered our heads. Then it plummeted, big as the sun, into the center of Arkya and the land was consumed in a great fire. The heat of it singed us. I then looked over at Ursya, at the terror in her eyes. I looked down and noticed she was bleeding. She held her belly as if she were in pain.

I awoke shaken and covered with sweat. Though she soothed me, I could not forget that dream.

The winter again, Ursya was large. In a few months she would be ready to give birth to our child. I did most of everything, but she protested. She was strong, she insisted.

We rode out together one morning intending to hunt mountain deer that Ursya intuited were nearby. We found tracks, tied Nanui and Bujo, and armed with full quivers and bows, struck out under a calming snow flurry. We quietly followed the tracks. Then, seeing the herd had divided, we agreed to split up. Ursya went uphill and I went downhill. We agreed to return to the mehras after an hour.

“Be careful, Ursya. No games,” I said, trying to temper her mischievous side.

She laughed at me, kissed my cheek, and then trudged off. I watched her beautiful form, the kettle of her belly, her sinewy strong legs carrying her as she crunched the snow with her fur boots. The wind gracefully played with the small feather that dangled from her earlobe, and as I watched her from behind, she disappeared beneath a mound of snow.

I found a small herd of the deer grazing by a small opening. I crawled in the snow to them, got close enough, and without being noticed, got off a shot, striking one between the ribs. It ran and the others scattered The deer eventually fell, struggling until I finished it off with my dagger. It not being too heavy, I slung it over my shoulders and headed back.

Thank the Goddess, nice and quick, I thought.

It had seemed that somehow good fortune had been coming our way. Knowing that Ursya would be both pleased and miffed that I captured some meat, I hurried back to wait for her and gloat.

When I got back, I found only Nanui. Bujo was gone. An uneasy feeling came over me, a pinch in my gut. I traced Ursya’s tracks from where Bujo was last tied, and I saw that his tracks ran down hill to where I started to hunt.

The snow had covered my tracks sufficiently, which would perhaps explain her not finding me. I tied the deer to Nanui’s flanks, mounted her, and was off after Ursya.

I said no games, woman! I cursed. The tracks went further south, deeper into a valley. Then my heart stopped at the sight of other tracks, three other mehras! They were perusing her. I again snapped Nanui’s reins.

I then saw spots of blood in the snow. This was definitely not a game. The tracks led to a grove of trees. I saw them, three mehra men and my Ursya. One was on top of her, struggling to pin her down. I rode furiously to them. I broke past the other two whose attention was on the struggle taking place on the ground, and I flung myself onto Ursya’s attacker. We rolled in the snow, and a savagery was awakened in me that blinded me as my dagger was about to plunge itself into the heart of another faceless man.

“It’s Jeshibian!” I heard, a familiar voice exclaim from behind me.

I hesitated, then Seleth, the man I was on top of, smacked the side of my head. My ear rang with the blow, and then Seleth punched me. He grabbed my attacking hand and managed to throw me off of him. He was a good fighter.

I still did not recognize him at heart, my nerves over-charged, and I was only ready to kill him. He came at me and I cut his side and whirled the opposite direction to deliver the handle end of my knife to the back of his head. He fell.

I saw Ursya in the snow bleeding, crawling deeper into the grove to get away. She was hurt. I pounced on Seleth, ready to stab him through, but then someone else was on me.

“Jeshibian! It’s us!”

Kuba was on me, his arm around my neck. Seleth looked at me as if he saw a ghost as I indeed intended to end his life right there. Seleth saw it in my eye, a metamorphosis in that moment, all familiarity forgotten. In that moment, he was Khoorlrhan and I was Mayakti! I, his own brother, would devour him. I would defend my wife. I would kill him!

And as I felt this, I heard Darlian yelling to me, “It’s us, your brothers, Jeshibian,” The words and dialect were foreign to me. I did not hear. I only saw Ursya go to Bujo. Her nose was bleeding and she trembled. She looked at me. She gripped her side.

“Run!” I gasped in her tongue.

I was no longer Khoorlrhani. My brothers could not believe it. I fought in a frenzy. I would not submit. Ursya removed her spear from Bujo’s side, but she was too weak to help me.

“Etchoa!” Run, I gasped to her as I struggled.

My knife hand again found its freedom and I plunged the dagger into Seleth’s shoulder. He howled and growled. Then Kuba tightened his grip around my neck and air was denied to me.

Ursya was crying, angry. I could see her in the shadows of the trees. She would fight for me. I knew it. She held the spear, gripped it, but her throwing arm seemed limp in some way. My eye sought hers from across the expanse between us. In my heart I begged her. Run! Etchoa!

Then she mounted Bujo and turned him into the woods. I fought, but Kuba’s arms held me still.

“Don’t let her get away!” Seleth said. “She will bring the others!”

Then, in the snow, I saw the shadow of Darlian standing behind me. I saw the shadow of an arrowhead against clear edges of silvery whiteness. I saw the shadow pull back the doubled string of the bow, breathe in, and then before I could remember the words in my tongue.

“Let her go! We are alone! Dar, no! Please!”

I saw a hand drown out the light, felt something over my eyes, felt a blow to my head, then heard in the distance the sound of Bujo’s hooves riding off and the awful gasp of my lover as the arrow struck her squarely.

The sound of hooves continued. I strained against all the force to subdue me and growled like a captured animal until I had no more strength.

“Well, there’s a storm. She won’t get far with a wound like that,” I heard Seleth say.

All else was a shadowy nightmarish dream. I was blindfolded and put on the back of Nanui. I would not talk. My heart was dying as it reached out for Ursya. My eyelids were shut tightly against tears, and every ounce of my being called out to her. She was alive. I knew she was alive. I would come for her. I would come for her.



Love’s Ever Strong Heartbeat
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I awoke dehydrated in a dark room. My hands and legs were bound. The blindfold was removed. I saw a figure, backed by light, enter the room and approach me. He unbound me from the floor and then pulled me up by my restrained hands. It was Minot.

He gave me water and food. “Jeshibian,” he said.

“How many days has it been?” I asked desperately.

“Two.”

“She’s still alive. I must go,” I said, and I went to rush out of the room but was stopped by two guards. I put my face to my hands and felt Minot’s hand on my shoulder.

“Who is this you keep talking about?”

“Ursya. She’s alive,” I said.

“The Mayak they spoke about?” Minot said, looking at me sternly.

I nodded.

“The Mayak, who tried to kill Seleth?” Prejudice colored his phrasing.

I then remembered the blood on the snow.

“Minot, she carries my child,” I cried, and I held my shaking and bound hands out to him, begging to be freed.

Stunned, his eyes widened, he stroked the stubble on his chin. I could tell Minot struggled with the idea of where I had been, what I had done, and that I now loved a Mayak as my wife. It seemed a blow to him. He could not overlook my anguish, however.

“I will come back and stand trial, pay any debt. I swear!” I pleaded with him.

Minot’s eyes still betrayed shock. His hands still stroked his chin as he began to pace the room, a holding cell.

“Please let me go. Come with me if you must, but...”

“Jeshibian, Darlian sent an arrow through her. She can’t be alive.”

“She is!”

“How do you know?”

“Because she’s strong!” I wailed, and then I sank to the floor. Minot seemed paralyzed, confused.

“I can still feel her, her heart beating in mine, but she can’t hold on for…”

Minot grabbed me by the shoulders. “You must forget her, brother! Your life is here among Khoorlrhani.”

And I looked at Minot, I wondered where my real brother was. I smacked his hands away from me and yelled.

“Is this how Paen has taught us, to be paralyzed in our prejudices?! Oh, Minot. If you don’t free me and she dies I will forever hate all Khoorlrhani! I will never have a place in my heart for you, Minot! If she dies, you will have killed any love I ever had for you. I will pray to the highest form of the goddess to turn my heart black against you!” I cried, the words daggers.

And then I sank to my knees, driven mad by my love’s ever strong heartbeat calling to me, and I planted my head to the ground before my brother. I kissed his feet, pleaded and begged, a broken dog.

“Let me go, brother. I beg you. Let me go to her.”

A drop fell to his feet, a tear from his own eye splashing on his sandal. He left the room.

A few hours later, I was before my father, Khoorlrhani-Tah. He looked grim, and he looked upon me like I was a foreigner. My brothers were there too. They had no words for me, and only Darlian looked at me. I could see him peripherally. I could tell he wished to speak to me, but I would not give him my eyes. I could not forgive him, not now. I was resolved not to.

“Son, you have turned your back on us. Why?” my father asked. His face seemed aged.

How long had I been gone from among them? Perhaps more time than I counted, perhaps years. It looked as if the war and the absence of Master Paen had resurrected Khoorlrhani-Tah’s former dark self.

I had no words for them. I could not explain myself.

“You were given the master’s gift, his sword, his sight, and then...abandoned us in our darkest hour.”

“The gift of the master is not a gift of invincibility,” I said. “The master’s invincibility is the reflection of his love of Ashuta. It is the gift of vulnerability,” I muttered.

My father chuckled in a low patronizing voice. “Where is the sword, Jeshibian?”

I was dumbfounded. Surely it was strapped to Nanui when my brothers placed me on her back.

“I do not know,” I responded. I welled up again, as we were wasting precious time.

My father glared at me, sighed, then said, “Until I figure out what to do with you, you will remain in Toumak’s dihj. Clean him up and get him out of those rags!.”

“No, Father! Exile me! Please release me!”

My father leaned forward, slammed his hand against his ivory armrest, and bellowed, “You are not free to do what you please! Haven’t you learned that yet? The world is not your personal playground! You are a Khoorlrhani prince, not some...stud to Mayak bitches!”

In that moment I saw my father’s ugliness, his blind hatred for the Mayak. He could not recognize me anymore, as I surely stood as a Mayak to him and not his son. As I looked about the room I saw the same mode of bigotry expressed on my brothers’ faces. They were ashamed of me, a deserter, a turncoat.

The palace seemed so utterly devoid of Master Paen’s graces, the air heavy and wretched. My insides turned. I could think of nothing but Ursya. I felt her fading, slipping from me. I could not sleep. If I could not break free, I was determined to at least feel her, that tangible faintness, until it could no longer be felt.

Later, I heard a noise from where I sat on a solitary mat. It sounded as though the bolt on the door was removed. The door was set ajar, and then it opened slightly letting in the cool nighttime air. No one entered.

I approached it to see no one outside, neither guard nor officer. My winter skins and boots along with a water bag and food was packed for me. Outside, beneath the moonlight, was Nanui.

I went to her and noticed Maburata securely fastened to her side. My brothers hid the sword! I cut my bonds, mounted Nanui, and immediately set forth to the east. I looked back once and saw a familiar silhouette beneath the glow of torchlight. It was Minot, watching me leave Arkaya once again. I regretted the harsh words I said to him.

I pushed through the rest of the night, and soon the glow of dawn was upon me and we did not stop for many hours! Nanui dug in and served me as no other mount could. We stopped for a short time for water, but we were soon back on the trail.

We traveled for two days, only resting at points but not camping. The third day Nanui could only trot as we headed into the foothills. With the altitude came snow and howling winds, but we did not stop.

We pressed on, and all the way I could feel Ursya. I knew she was alive. Through the cold winds, the warm thread of her life, which was linked to me, called me to her. She was waiting for me. She was indeed strong.

Nanui and I came to the cave. I dismounted and ran upward to where Ursya and I once made our home. It was dark, empty, and lifeless.

We rode on, further up icy switchbacks, beyond to all the places Ursya and I had once camped. She was nowhere to be found. I wrapped myself in my heavy animal skins that Minot returned to me, but they were not enough for ripping winds and sleet and snow. For however long I lived with Ursya in the mountains, I never acclimated completely to the low temperatures among these peaks, but I was determined to travel higher than I had ever been to find her.

Nanui trudged along, and I could only hold on as we traveled up the face of the mountain. I knew Ursya was still alive. My conviction of this was deep as marrow. I would come for her.

For hours I saw nothing but hues of white and grey. All I felt was the stinging cold. My heart sank as the sun began its descent to conclude our fourth day of travel.

Weak, I began to rethink this journey and began to crave warmth, honey, sunlight and breezes. I was still the small boy from Arkaya who only wished for the comfort of his mother, and yet I hoped somehow that boy would magically change and have strength. Still, I was unwilling to let go and so endured more pain. After some hours beneath the white moons, I came to a broad portion of mountainside, a white hill marked by sparse trees beneath the intense lunar radiance, the twin orbs full and large.

I swayed on Nanui’s back, hovered between consciousness and unconsciousness before I saw a dreamlike mirage, two riders in the distance of silvery glow. Their heads were wrapped in rags that billowed in the harsh wind. The snow covered the hooves of their animals as they watched me from a distance. The two riders, like apparitions, then approached.

I swooned. My eyes shifted out of focus, and then all of a sudden the riders were right before me. They were horrified by the sight of me.

I coughed, “Ursya?”·

One, recognizing me as Khoorlrhani, laughed and drew his sword, ready to make an easy kill. I welcomed the idea of being beheaded, as I could go no further.

I did not draw Maburata for I was too weak. I only focused on the name and pleaded: “Ursya? Ursya?”

Before the warrior could strike, the other stopped him, blocking his elbow, and with a gesture of his hand asked me to repeat what I said. He peered through the eyelets in his head-wrap.

“Ursya!?”

He stared at me as he said something to the other, and then he grabbed the reins of Nanui, pulled himself close to me, and withdrew a dagger. He said something to me but I could not understand at first. I was too tired, the dialect too strong and harsh. He yelled at me and looked at me with eyes that did not trust me.

“E keje de badme... Koo-ran-ee dog.” I should kill you Khoorlrhani, dog. I understood Mayak now, my lover having taught me to listen with great care. I expected death from these men, though I was not entirely concerned, infected with an illness that only looking upon Ursya’s face again would cure.

I shivered, then over Nanui’s side, vomited, coughed, and managed once more to utter the word. “Ursya.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder, pulling me up. The warrior held a small water bag. He patted my shoulder and beckoned me to drink.

The fluid was hot, harsh and biting, but made me warm. I coughed from it, and the two warriors laughed. He gestured and said in my language, “Drink, boy! Bring back Koo-ran-ee dog soul!”

I did, and the warrior squeezed the bag to force more into me. Much of it spilled against my face, thawing my cheeks.

I felt calmer. They led me up the mountain, randomly patting my shoulder to keep me awake.

“No sleep. No die yet. We see her.”

An eternity passed as we rode beneath the moons, up the steady slope until we finally came to a circle of large skin tents obscured by large ice covered rocks. Behind them was a large frozen lake reflecting the pale glow of the moons. My body trembled with the realization that I was entering a Mayak camp, but in the pit of my stomach I felt Ursya. I knew she was there.

The warriors were greeted by others, and a commotion was made about my presence. Dogs, their large black wolves, growled at me, but were beaten back by their masters at the behest of the warriors who guided me. There was some violence, but it did not escalate beyond shouting and shoving. A young warrior, angered at the sight of me, spat on me, but the two I was with prevented him from doing anything more. They sent him away, telling him to go to his wife.

I was escorted to a tent. The lead warrior then pointed. I dismounted with some difficulty and was brought inside. Nanui snorted with exhaustion. They took her, telling me they would give her water and food.

The room was warm, a golden glow inside, and in the center of it was a large bed of animal skins by a generous fire. There she was, my Ursya. From across the dirt floor, a short and round woman came to me. She spoke to the warrior, glancing to him then back to me. Her eyes were large and grey. Her hair was straight, pulled back tightly and tied into a bun. She listened to the warriors telling of me, gasped, and then said, “Jeshibian?”

I nodded. A tear escaped her eyes. She took my hand and brought me to Ursya, who slept. I fell to Ursya’s side, put my face to hers. I merely looked at her and felt restored. I touched her face, and she woke up. Our eyes on each other finally, we smiled. I kissed her.

She then coughed and winced in pain. I moved her covers down along her right shoulder. Her wound did not look good. She coughed more violently, and then the woman came to us and tended to Ursya. She gestured Ursya to move to one side. She then worked to clean where the arrow entered from her back through the collar bone. I put my hand on Ursya’s belly. The woman looked at me with an expression that confirmed my fears. Ursya had miscarried. I was adrift in waves of emotion. Was I to have nothing to hold to?

Ursya turned on her back and took my hand. The realization then set into me that Ursya was really dying. I remembered this moment with Suwan, my mother, the moment of our saying goodbye. The old woman looked at me and Ursya, then softly wept. I did not run from it. I would accept it. I had learned now that death is a part of life, the people you love all subject to death at any time. I knew that hopes and ideas all die and that in love was the only dignified response.

Why not play in love? The master’s words rang in my mind.

By those words I knew I would heal, and I did not regret loving Ursya nor begrudge God for taking her now. I only wanted to look into her eyes and feel, to love being grateful for our final moment, to love and regard her and her family as she went.

We did not stop looking at each other. She whispered.

“I wanted to give you this baby, Jeshibian,” she said.

“I wanted to raise it with you,” I said.

“I waited for as long as I could for you.”

“I came as fast as I could.” I trembled

“It was not written in the stars for us though...” she said, then laughed. “But you will love again,” she said softly. I understood her to mean that I should move on, that I should not stop.

She began to cough more, and then managed to say, “I love you.”

I lay beside her and stroked her hair. “I love you,” I whispered, and I grinned and looked deeply into her.

I reached into one of my bags and produced a single Khoorlrhani gold coin and showed it to her.

“The ransom,” I joked, placing it in her hand. She laughed, her smile wry and her eyes shining as she curled her fingers softly around the coin.

“Okay, hostage, you behaved well. I let you go now,” she said softly, and she waved her hand to free me.

Our eyes lingered for some time throughout the night before she went to sleep again still holding my hand. She gripped my hand for as long as she could, and then dawn took her away from all of us.

Again I died inside, but I was so happy to have loved her.

What a grace you are, Master, I thought, knowing that, as I stood, it was somehow him standing in my heart to show me, to teach me, to slowly fix my vision to notice the wonder of surrender, the enormity of value in the surrender to this love always given, this love recognizable despite the tragic passing of dreams, fantasies, lovers, and life itself.

I cried into my hands, the sense of loss so great, so overwhelming, but somehow the gratitude for her in life also so alive in honoring and accepting her death. Loving her made the pain only natural, almost beautiful, not offensive unto eclipsing the joy of love itself.

This is what my master taught me. This was what being a true warrior was about.

The old woman took me into her arms. Others then came in, those who clearly loved Ursya and who grieved for her death.

An older man came to me, an old warrior. He spoke my language, “Khoorlrhani centurion, I am her uncle, Theseron.” Then he pointed to the woman. “And she is her mother, Adla.”

I remembered that name, Theseron, and he seemed to recognize me. It was years ago we met, when I was not yet old enough to ride my own mehra. He was Unat’s ambassador, the peace maker who transported gifts to my father. His face was now lined with age though he was still a mountain of a man, a fighter no doubt.

I rose and went to him. I composed myself, wiping away tears.

“Adla, Theseron. I grieve for you,” I said in his tongue.

Theseron nodded. Adla then spoke in a different dialect, and Theseron translated: “We both know that you loved Ursya. We grieve for you. She called your name in the nights.”

I fought back the tears but was overwhelmed.

“If I had fought for Adla, Ursya would have been my child. She would not have run away,” Theseron said.

“If she hadn’t run, I would never have known how beautiful and dignified the Mayak people are,” I said, and Theseron translated. I held up two fingers joined together, the gesture Ursya made to signify the Great One Tribe Clan.

Adla cried as she embraced me. Just then the warrior who guided me to the camps threw open the flap of the tent opening.

He yelled at Theseron, who told me, “He says you have to leave. There are others who know you are here now, others who wish to kill you or hold you for ransom. You must go. They will put you on a pole. Now go!”

I was rushed out of the tent, but not before one last look at Ursya. My heart was torn in two, but I still had a will to survive. Soon I was on Nanui and riding hard to the south as instructed by the guiding Mayak warrior.

“Go for two days. Hide in the caves.”

Perhaps he referred to the caves Ursya I once lived in or to another more obvious location, but I did not know. I just rode, the sound of pursuing mehras trailing me.

My head throbbed, my body still weak from the previous night’s journey. I had not eaten for days. Nanui pressed on ferociously for at least an hour. I began to fade, the sound of hooves behind me, yips and yipes of an enthusiastic death squad too. I wondered how bad death by impaling would be, but I now had no strength to worry, none whatsoever.

The white snow on the ground seemed to envelope me, to blot me out as it took me into its eternal maw. I felt myself fall, float down the a cliff, poor Nanui falling too, her sounds blending with mine. Then the snow stung against my skin, and I felt branches snagging and tearing my clothes. The chaotic mélange lasted for some time before my body hit something hard.

I felt nothing then, but I heard water, a brook running, footsteps in the snow approaching. I thought I rose, was on my feet, the sound of steel against steel, the sound of bodies hitting the ground, dreams of the form of the asp, of the ape, of the tiger, and then it was quiet, so quiet, followed by sharp deep cold pain.

Was I dead? Was this the end of my story?

Then I heard rustling and grunting, and I felt a sensation of being lifted like a sack of grain on someone’s strong shoulders or perhaps across the rump of a mehra. Through all of the jostling I felt a red-hot stinging thread of pain. I had hoped I would die before they took me back to that pole to be displayed as a trophy of hate, but I understood. I would have killed my own brother to save my Ursya. I would have run him through to protect what I loved. I knew I did all of what I stood accused, and therefore payment was due. I understood the viscous circle of it. It was my time to die.

The master was right about me. I was no longer an innocent boy chasing butterflies, but a man chasing dreams and demanding Ashuta’s light shine on my terms.

I too, like all of us, invested more into what appeared and less into the deeper truth. Oh what a game! What a tricky game. I chased my desires rather than hold to him. This would be my fate, I thought.

Then I heard more rustling, the snapping of twigs, the crunching of more footsteps, and then digging. Perhaps I was already dead and would be buried. I thought, Do Mayak bury their dead? I could not remember if they did. Then time was a long, thin black line, and then I felt cold, wet, and then warm and dry and I smelled dirt. I then felt a great deal of pain in the center of my chest and could smell smoke. I heard a throat clearing and the tinkering of things, and then sleep released me after an awful and helpless eternity and my eyes focused and took in a small thatched interior; and over my face I saw a pair of eyes staring back at me.

I smelled tea, and then I tasted it. The face above winked at me.

I grinned even as I winced in pain. Before me was Master Paen!



The Master’s Discovery
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We were silent for days as I could not talk. I traced a finger along my chest and felt a grisly scar, a deep cut across it that traveled upward along my neck and to my earlobe. The master had stitched me up. He noticed the curious wanderings of my index finger against my wounds, and he said, “Be careful you! We don’t want to reopen that.”

“What happ...erghll,” I gurgled, cut short by the pain.

“And try not to talk. I will tell you everything, but first, eat this.” And he fed me a kind of soup, spooned it into my mouth.

“It’s a good thing I happened upon you when I did. You were fighting fiercely for your life. You are tougher than you give yourself credit for, Jeshibian. Even though you took quite a fall, you managed to best two of the five men who were on you.”

I had no memory of it whatsoever.

The master’s eyes lit as he elaborated on the story. “I came upon you after one of your five pursuers cut you nearly in half. He was about to finish you off. I couldn’t allow for that so...here we are.”

“Nanui,” I whispered.

“She’s fine. Only a chipped horn, though I don’t think she’ll be inclined toward a joy ride with you anytime soon. Rest. Sleep,” he instructed.

And I slept indeed, for an immeasurable amount of time, all the while conscious of the pain in my chest and neck, in my gut and in my heart. Sadness hovered above me as I dreamt of Ursya only to awaken to the reality that she was gone. Paen fed me more, and one morning I awoke with regained strength only to again fall back to sleep.

The cold seemed to have broken somewhat when I next woke. I saw Paen seated, legs folded before the entrance of our low-ceilinged shelter, which let in a shaft of light onto the dirt floor.

Master Paen was quiet, his attention gathered into him as his hazel eyes looked into the distances I imagined were before him. I watched him for some time as he scanned intently, and then his voice cut though the silence.

“This has been the worst snow storm this region has seen in years.”

I cleared my throat but could not speak yet without feeling a sharp pain.

“Welcome to the highlands, Jeshoya. I suppose, before you left home, you did not realize you were quite underdressed. I suppose love does that, motivates a man beyond reason, beyond sanity.”

I drifted back to sleep.

The next time I woke I could finally sit up, finally speak. We ate together in the quiet, however, within the warmth of our tiny shelter as the winds raged outside.

“Why so glum? You survived quite an ordeal,” the master then asked, trying to cheer me up.

I told him my story, of how I searched for him in the foothills below, of meeting Ursya. I told him about our time together and how much I loved her and why, and I told him of the events that led to her death. And at that conclusion I found it hard to speak the words to describe her leaving me.

The master placed a hand on my neck, then my face, and he said with such warmth and compassion, “Ohhh, my, my, my. What a story. Oh, Jeshibian. I am so sorry for your loss. Losing a lover is so difficult. It will be difficult for some time, but you will heal and you will see there is so much left to live for. You are alive, and you have so much growth to look forward to.”

I nodded and managed to smile as I looked into those eyes of his. I remembered his lesson about my mother, and in my heart I agreed. I did not avoid the pain life dealt me this time. I was happy that I could manage that, even though I was so disappointed. I did not want to be a mere soldier, but the warrior Paen was, seeing, hearing, unafraid to love, tireless and unafraid to feel, and most of all compassionate, strong in the ways of the heart.

“It will be at least two weeks, I say, before this damned snow will clear enough that I feel it safe to travel. The rocks are too icy for old Quanon.”

I knew his concern was for me. I was healing but the master did not want me to suffer the journey down from the mountains.

“So, you traveled deep into the highlands to find your love! What an amazing story, my friend.”

“Master,” I said, “I could not live without her. I did not think twice.” And in my heart, I was sad, but I was also so happy that I knew love was that and would have surely died for her. Knowing that about myself made me happy.

“And you traveled against odds that would normally keep a boy at home, at the skirts of his mother. I wonder what that says about bravery, what inspires it. Hmm.”

I recalled my self doubt as a boy. It seemed clear that the love of another is what made men brave and was not a self-manufactured quality.

“Now you get it,” Paen said.

 And so I began to wonder, did Ashuta play this all out for my sake? Was she leading me about the chapters of my life, dangling hopes and desires from a string so that I could learn these truths?

I asked the master this as I cleaned out our shelter after serving him a meal.

“Life all happens to purify, to move attention toward her, Jeshibian. There is not a soul she does not play, no man, woman child, or creature in the wild.”

“Master,” I said, “when I left I was really looking for you, but I got distracted.”

“There you go again. You are always looking for Me, Jeshibian! You mustn’t feel guilty for following your attractions, my friend. The problem stems from the possessive assignments you make—my journey, my mother, my lover, my bravery, my loss, my gain. Who has these things?”

“You still don’t understand. By not asking ‘who got distracted?,’ and by not becoming obsessed with answering that satisfactorily enough to really connect with it, you contract as a self who is objectified in the manner of the mythic character Jandee, . You then struggle with Mandee, the others who oppose or attract a You to your journey, your mother, your lover. You must see how this reinforces your sense of being separate from me. There is only ONE that stands as all that attracts you. That One Is Me.”

I was quiet, happy with his good news, his teaching that I had again forgotten so easily.

“You were looking for Me when you wanted to be a centurion and ride in the army. You were looking for Me when you happened upon your next distraction, your new love. You wanted to be a lover, a father, right?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing wrong with that, and that may happen again, later,” he said, stretching his hand out. “But...,” he prompted me.

“But I was not truly satisfied.”

“And was it the fault of war, of Ursya? No, but as beautiful and loving as Ursya was, as wonderful as your life together may have been, your heart yearned to know something else, something at greater depth that you could not locate if you lived out your life here in the mountains, away from your worries—in your private kingdom, eh?”

I struggled with this because I did not want to reduce my experience with Ursya in any way, but at the core I knew that, as events unfolded and though in a sort of bliss with her, I became troubled, doubtful.

“Is it because, no matter what happens, it cannot deeply satisfy?” I asked.

“Your thirst, your true Self, comes to you in dreams to rattle your cage and destroy everything standing between it and you until it and you are reconciled. So, it seems to you that there is always some unsettled business, all the time and everywhere, somewhere and somehow. And why does it seem this way?” He asked.

“All attainment is for naught. It’s based on illusion, Master.”

“Okay, what is the illusion?” he challenged.

“Me?” I finally said. “And so all my loves cannot satisfy to the core, because…I don’t know myself to the core.”

“What do you mean? How will you know yourself to the core? Who will know it? Who is IT?” He leaned toward me, his eyes bulging comically to give me the answer.

“No one can know this One. I…I speak only of an idea, Master. There’s only devotion to you,” I said.

“Well, finally you can manage to say these words but it sounds only like the right words. I recommend devotion, but who will do this devotion? You cannot know this deeper One that I know you to BE by doing anything because you cannot locate the person that you vaguely refer to. That is my point, Jeshibian. Investigate the idea that you speak of. You must simply be Me so that I am recognized to actually Be you and am thus understood completely. That is the devotion that is required, the devotion of keeping your hands open. I AM that open handedness.”

And indeed I did not recoil into thoughts, wondering, and shifting internally. Instead I quietly was HIM, my beloved master as is, gazing at the thawing countryside by his side.

Later, I cut up meat that I trapped, a rabbit, and prepared it, my head bent beneath the low ceiling as the master began to talk again.

“So much is changing.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I am Her instrument, but it seems the pattern is really about to change. I don’t know how yet.”

I then became afraid as I looked at Paen, who flashed his wordless glance at me to stop what I was doing. I let it go. I obeyed.

He then said, “Don’t concern yourself with it. You just stick with me and do as I say. Remember the tree analogy? I almost had to bury you, remember?”

I stared blankly at him, then nodded. He clapped his hands and beckoned me to continue with my cooking. “I’m starved.”

“Master,” I asked, “why did you leave Arkaya?”

He sighed, then said, “No one sees me, Jeshibian. I am here and I am true. I am the One everyone wants to appear, the One unfettered, the master with diamond eyes, but no one wants ME. They want me to be their friend, their ally, their political advisor, their personal slave, but no one wants me—God.

“I wander the lands of a world of souls that do not see Me. It is very difficult to live among children who do not wish to grow, who only want more and give less. So I left to enjoy the Great One Land as I see it naturally, the land not cut up by lines of ego conquest.”

I knelt before Paen, bowed and said, “I will do my best, Master. I do not wish you to go.”

His eyes fell on mine, and he smiled as he said, “I know. That is why we are here.”

The weeks passed on, and soon there were only small patches of snow against the grassy mountainside. The master whistled loudly, and our mehras, Quanon and Nanui, came at a trot. Happily we descended the mountain, and in four days we arrived at Arkaya.

Before we were seen, the master said this, “One thing.”

“Yes.”

“Your brothers, whatever wrong they have done you, you must forgive them for all of it.”

I looked at him and met a serious gaze.

I sucked in a breath and agreed. “Yes, master.”



Turn of the Tides
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When the master returned, it seemed the whole of the kingdom stood still. In being in his company for those weeks, returning to Arkya felt to me like descending into a cave.

Town after desolate and war-wrecked town, faces were downturned as we approached and then uplifted at the sight of him. Crowds developed and soon the warriors fell in line behind us. Messengers shot ahead of us to prepare Paen’s way.

Every preparation was made for him, humble homes opened to him, and yet, when after many days of travel we approached the Arkayan gates, we were only reluctantly allowed to pass. As we entered my father’s court, I was struck by the feeling of the room, an awful contradiction to the splendorous decor. It seemed so small to me now, almost laughable, a mouse hole. It was emptied of wisdom, and instead, crowded with reactive bodies on large cushions.

My father was visibly in anguish, but nevertheless he maintained a faint aura of the highest and yet unwarranted sense of self-esteem that obstructed the flow of his real freedom. I could see it now with new perspective. I gasped in that moment, having realized how, in Paen’s company, I had completed a cycle with him. I had traveled away from Arkaya in my search for him and was now returning with him to look upon my father with different eyes! Upon my reflection it occurred to me how Minot traveled in this same way with Master Paen as a part of his work. He was freeing us!

“You,” the master said, looking at my father. Then he circled a pointed finger around the room at the chiefs and warlords who were discussing the fate of two armies sent to the north.

“You have created chaos in my land! You slice up the world with your silly designs, only interested in the divinity that justifies your means and protects your investments. You all overlook the primary, only real and only sane investment. You throw it away as soon as a sacrifice is demanded, as soon as a feather is ruffled!”

My father swallowed and lowered his eyes. He was obviously startled to see Paen before him.

“Well, time is running out,” the master said as he looked about the entirety of the room. No one dared speak against him.

“It will not be long before most of these leaches, in one manner or another, turn their swords against your precious Arkaya. Soon you will all be greedily fighting to establish new territories as the idea of Arkaya fades from your minds, overshadowed by more little kingdoms within little kingdoms! Do what you want. I’m done with it.”

How dare he, was scrawled on the stern faces of those gathered, and the chatter throughout the hall was like a thick smoke, making the eyes burn and the head ache.

The master quickly left the room, and he returned with a fat pouch in his hand. The warlords, lower chiefs and warriors, mayors, and merchants continued in their political and business-matter mutterings. My father sat on the throne seemingly paralyzed.

The master held the pouch in the air, then in overturning it, dropped the contents of it onto the clay floor. The sound of metal spilling onto the floor chimed, quieting my father’s mob.

The master emptied the bag slowly, the contents bouncing, clinking and rolling about, bronze colored objects half a finger’s length and cylindrical in shape. One rolled before Darlian. He picked it up and sniffed one end.

“Fire,” his mouth shaped.

My father leaned from his chair and picked one up as well. The crowd was silent.

“I know your days are numbered because I’ve seen it. It is too late. The power to create peace is no longer yours. Now, here comes the whirlwind. You are wedded to this destiny, I see now!” the master yelled at my father, who seemed high on opium.

“Master,” a voice called from the second row of onlookers, “what is this?”

“Your beloved seventh and ninth legions are not coming back! This is why! It will not be long before this weapon is common among Mayak,” the master said. “But there’s more...”

“Then we must get this weapon for ourselves!” a voice interrupted. And the court was again incensed.

Paen nodded as he said, “Yes. I thought you would say this.”

He left and I left with him, and we would not return again, I knew. The master left behind the life he knew in Arkaya and left Khoorlrhani-Tah to it. 

We rode to the east several miles, and Darlian followed, and behind him, Sasojeda and Banwedo. A certain edge came over me, being now in Darlian’s company. I still could not look at him directly, and I gave him marginal regard. I knew I was disobeying Paen, but I could not seem to help it. However, it was not long before Paen, having a sense of everything, took our minds off ourselves.

We entered the dark of the forest with only the master’s single torch to guide us. After several hours of following Paen in his hurried pace, we came to a tree-covered hill overlooking another expanse of trees. There was a tangibly bright feeling of openness here. The master dismounted Quanon and walked into the thick jungle. We followed him on foot to an area with fewer trees where he suddenly stopped. I bumped into his back.

“Here,” he said, then abruptly turning to me, he grinned and his eyes flashed. He then flashed his eyes at Darlian sweetly. Darlian and I looked at one another, wondering what he meant.

“Build it here,” he said, and then he whirled in a circle excitedly. “Clear all of this and build me a dihj here! Right now.”

And so Darlian I spent the entire evening clearing away the jungle plants. We had no choice but to work together and forget ourselves. The following days were spent digging with the shovels Darlian went back to Arkaya to retrieve along with other supplies. We broke our backs, the four of us, creating an impressive bowl in the jungle floor, mixing the clay for a floor and building a frame out of tied bamboo and tree logs. Until it was done, we slept beneath the stars, away from the madness that was Arkaya. Darlian and I then began to speak to one another. The master beamed brightly, happily, and commanded us to rebuild all bridges of our love, inspiring us to finish. When the structure was done, beloved Paen clapped his hands.

“Very beautiful,” he said as he walked into the entryway of his new dihj, our new home.

Darlian traveled back to Kushite, back to his wife and his post in service to the tah. He was caught, unable to let the old way go. Paen kissed him, held him, and said to return to him. Darlian seemed haunted by ghosts. I knew my cold heartedness, my distance, had contributed to Darlian’s malaise. I tasted the subtle sweetness of vengeance. The other half of his malaise, I knew, came from the battlefield, but I refused to help him heal.

Though Minot successfully defended Kamina, Ketique had fallen, conquered by Unat Mayak, he told us. Their new guns, the weapons Paen spoke of, decimated our legions in the east. The tides had certainly shifted.

Then there was even more disturbing news. In the west the regrouped wolf riders, greatly enhanced in numbers, overran Tanaga and ousted Shokuba, who fled to my father’s gates with a message: “Soon, Father, we shall meet.”

“They were led by Boutage.” Darlian trembled.

Compelled to visit Arkaya one final time, Paen traveled back, accompanied by Sasojeda, Banwedo, Darlian, and me. My father looked worn. Minot did well to care for him, but it was my fathers time, and it would take this for Paen to set foot in his gates ever. I saw that Khoorlrhani-Tah did not have many years left to him. Paen wanted me to witness it, and it would not be long before Minot would inherit my father’s crown, along with the age-old war, now against his own brother.

Paen prepared me in this way for the day that my father, the tah of all Khoorlrhani, died. It was his brother Toumak who found him, the life gone out of him, sitting on his throne. We mourned him, burned his body, and scattered the ashes at the great waterfall where his brother Kalid died.

Paen told me that my father’s debt was enormous. He said that peace fostered by my father’s will was an impossible feat for Khoorlrhani-Tah to actually achieve because of his karmic debt. Paen revealed to me that the price of Kalid’s death, Paen’s previous incarnation, could only be absorbed by my father’s first five sons. I was free, Paen told me. He impressed upon me the importance of why I should obey him, for the work to free me from the madness of Arkaya could be undone.

Minot was now tah of the Khoorlrhani nation. The day of his coronation seemed dark, stormy as the winds howled and entered into my father’s court that was now Minot’s.

The master and I left; I knew then that it would be the last time Paen would ever set foot beyond those gates. I was not so sure about myself, and that troubled me.

As I sat with my brother Darlian at the falls where our father’s ashes were spread, I traced my doubt to the source. I had not obeyed Paen: something remained of my anger, and beneath my politeness to him, I felt it. I had not forgiven Darlian. Though we had traveled much together since the day he killed Ursya, we had not spoken one word about it. Knowing that Boutage and Minot still had much between them that was unresolved, I could feel my clinging to a latent sense of anger, the intensity a spare few degrees from hating Darlian. And yet I could sense Paen nearby watching us and showing me that my choice to not forgive Darlian was the very seed of total war. I had to obey or disobey truth’s champion, my master, Paen. I had to choose.

I sensed that Darlian knew too and we both hung on the edges in avoidance. We sat on a rocky ledge as the flow of the river dropped downward and sent up white mist. Paen, again by his grace, framed this moment for me. It was important that I obey him. It was important that no fragment of self stand in the way of love. It was important if I were ever to escape the destiny of following my father’s course. With that, I saw that day again, saw the shadow of an arrowhead against the whiteness of snowfall, and I felt my clenched fist begin to open. I began to open my mouth.

“Jeshibian?” Darlian spoke before I could. “I…have wanted to speak with you.” It was as if, by opening my hand, my heart, I allowed him to confess.

I flung my arms around him before he could finish and just said, “I forgive you, Darlian. I am sorry. I forgive you.”

“I have been so haunted by my deeds. I remember the day so clearly. I’ve killed men on the field, and yet I cannot shake how awful that day was to me.” He said, “And in your silence I only expected us to grow…uh…more apart, you never forgiving me and me never confessing my…deep remorse.”

I clutched him as we sat dangerously on the ledge, unconcerned with the danger of falling together where the former master was killed by my father’s careless act of jealousy.

“I am sorry, Darlian. I have held to my anger like some pitiful dark pearl. I know she did not want that for me. My heart is open to you, Darlian. It has been hard, but I forgive you, and I love you brother.”

“How can you?” He seemed to shrink, to crumple in grief as he cried.

“With as much love as I can muster,” I replied. “That is Paen’s way.”

We cried a moment, then sat in quiet observance of the sunlight shifting behind distant clouds.

“Tell me everything about my sister-in-law,” Darlian said, and I did. We sat for hours as I told him about Ursya, her quickness, her wry humor, and the fact that I taught her all I learned about archery from Darlian. He smiled, though with a marked measure of pain in his expression.

We rose to hike back a half mile, following the river to where our mehra’s were tied. We crossed the river along the rocks where Kalid and our father used to spar, and we ran the dusty trail along the winding river.

Darlian updated me on the war. He told me that Minot, Khoorlrhani-Tah, had secured rifles from the plainsmen who had sold them to the Mayak.

“There are thousands of them,” Darlian remarked.

“Yes, but who did the plainsmen get them from?” I asked.

“Well, they’re plainsmen, you know. They only say, ‘The Gods, the Gods.’” Darlian smirked.

Just then I heard a terrible rumbling. It was like the sound of the largest herd of animals coming our way.

“Dar,” I said. He did not notice the sound. The sound triggered a fear in me like a wild bird that knows when the volcano is about to blow.

“Dar!” I shouted, but he kept walking ahead of me, and the sound seemed to transcend logic as it felt to be nearly on top of us, and not about to run at us from the woods but to fall literally from the sky!

“Dar!”

Then Darlian heard it. Instinctively I ran over to him, the sound getting louder than life and death itself. It screamed like a million banshees in flight. I tackled Darlian and we slid into the wet dirt along the embankment. I felt the weight of it pressing the air, whatever it was, the heat as it passed over us quickly. It was large, fast, heavy, and on fire!

Darlian trembled and yelled in terror. I watched the fireball skid up the river along the water, sending spray upward with force. Then it skidded against the shore, ripping a large track into the firmament and breaking apart into the trees that it destroyed along the way. Darlian was screaming still, and I covered his mouth. He calmed down, but his eyes were alight and his body still trembled.

After a terrible BOOM, the rumbling subsided and it was again quiet, only the hollering of monkeys and screeching of birds in the distance. Over the tree tops in the distance was a large plume of smoke.

Darlian got up to run. “A demon! We must go, Jeshoya!”

“Wait!” I exclaimed.

“No! There is no waiting, idiot! Please, let us get out of here!”

I rose coughing from the acrid smoke in the air. I was afraid but felt fully prepared to meet this. I had to see it. “Stay here,” I said to Darlian.

“Jeshoya, now is not the time for foolishness. Ashuta is angry at me for laughing at her!”

I laughed, thinking him most exaggeratedly dramatic. Darlian then began to laugh at himself.

“What the hell! What was that? I…I mean…” Darlian laughed again.

“This is not about us, Dar. I think I dreamed this,” I said.

“Well, did we survive in your dream?” Darlian hissed.

I slowly crossed the stream, alarmed that the temperature of the water was tangibly warmer. Darlian followed. We crossed the river and came to the giant ditch dug into the ground. I marveled at the strange chunks of debris left along the fireball’s trail. The smell of the jungle being baked assaulted my nostrils as we timidly moved along. The birds and monkeys offered up an insane cacophony in the background.

We then came to a clearing where the trees were obliterated, and from behind a small brush that was spared, we hid and could see it. I never before in my life imagined anything like it, only witnessed it in a dream, but I knew it was an exquisite a machine.

“Jeshoya, that’s like a…”

“Like an air-carriage! A craft,” I said, remembering the Cwa peoples in the south and their airships that utilized balloons.

“Yes, but where’s the balloon?” Darlian wondered.

“It’s not a Cwa ship,” I said.

“You don’t have to tell me that.”

The craft was sleek, made of steel, and beige in color, and pieces of it were scattered all about with strange writing on them. I went to move in closer, much to Darlian’s displeasure. But I had to get closer.

It was magnificent! I waved for Darlian to approach, and as he did, we heard a sound from it. It seemed to be turned on its side. The dark canopy, at what looked to be the front, slid open. We heard someone coughing. The pilot struggled to get out. He dangled his lower half outside and seemed to be searching for something in the interior. He freed it. It was a child. It was strange looking and seemingly unperturbed by the upheaval.

The stranger staggered out into plain view, coughed and gagged as he held the child in one arm. He saw us and obviously felt threatened because he then pointed a weapon not unlike a rifle but more sophisticated. It was shorter, made for one hand to grasp, black, smooth, and oblong with a wide opening.

Darlian and I put our hands up. He did not seem terribly frightened of us and only wanted us to leave him be, as if he had more pressing matters to tend to. Still, he pointed his weapon and seemed to swoon. His gun trembled in his hand as he held it. He wore a strange shiny black helmet from which black cables hung. The man put the child down and struggled to remove his head piece.

When he did, Darlian and I were shocked to see his odd face. It was pinkish and white, his ears blunted with rounded ends. The man inhaled laboriously, and then he frantically searched his black one-piece garment for something. He found the searched-for object in one of the many pockets and exposed an end of it by removing a cap. It was needle tipped, and frantically the stranger tore away the fabric on his leg, exposing white skin.

He wheezed, coughed, and then stabbed himself with the needle while pressing the other end with his thumb. He shook violently, sighed in relief, and then seemed to breathe better. His eyes were irritated and watery. He then said a word to us, tried to compose himself, his weapon shaking more rapidly. He then fell to the ground unconscious.

The child sat by him. She lightly smacked at the white man’s face. She was just as strange, her skin bluish-black and intricately patterned, like a fish or reptile. She frightened me by her exotic appearance, but then she began to cry in her humanness. She needed help, needed comfort. They both needed help.

I went to her and picked her up, and she stopped crying. She was marvelous. Darlian could not shut his mouth, which gaped open as he looked on.

“I told you we’d be fine,” I said, holding the baby girl who dropped from the sky and marveling at her long jet black hair and iridescent skin.
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Darlian backtracked and found his mehra, White Mane, then rushed home. I told him not to go to the palace but to the master. Only Paen would know what to do. The pale man remained unconscious, lying on the grass stretched out, as I watched the girl child.

I noticed a rash on the back of the stranger’s shoulder where he had been struck by a poison dart. By the pattern of the welts, I knew what would best work as a remedy and had much of what I needed in Nanui’s saddle bags. Though the stranger’s own antidote saved him from suffocating to death, the poison could still decay his flesh. So I quickly worked hard to save the man’s arm.

At times the baby girl cried. She was no doubt hungry, and I nervously tended to her. She was so foreign to me, her eyes solid black orbs, and her teeth, tiny and fanged, her skin dark and beautifully patterned. Still, I picked her up as she reached for me. She quieted. She was gentle, and the loveliest being I’ve ever seen. She was warm, and in no real way that I could sense, cold blooded. I suddenly and quite naturally felt myself to be her protector as I held her to me. She looked up at me, smiling. A baby, just a baby, I told myself reassuringly. Not knowing where her gaze fell, I did not look fully into her eyes. I recognized my still prejudiced apprehension in this, but I soon felt her innocence taking me in. I fed her what I had. She seemed to like fruit. She rested her head against my shoulder.

Just a baby.

The hours passed. When the master finally rode to the site, Darlian was with him and the moon was high in the sky and lit the crash site. Paen, upon seeing the child in my arms, stopped dead. He then walked to us with his lantern held out before him. Visibly astonished, Paen smiled at the baby. She laughed at the sight of him and her arms reached out for him.

“Ahhh! Ohhhh my. Now just who do we have here?” Paen enquired with obvious delight. “A fallen star, I see!” He laughed. He took her from me, and she flung her arms around him and giggled. He held her to him and looked deeply into her, his forehead against hers, her dark tiny hand against his cheek. He kissed her again and again as he held her.

It was a marvelous show of recognition. They were happy to see each other, as if they were reunited from some distant land.

Paen then looked at the pale man on the ground. He walked over him, examined him, and then looked around at the crash site.

“We will need to get them both back to my home, quickly before others see this mess,” said the master.

“Should we clean this all up?” Darlian asked.

“No. Let it be for now. There’s no need to hide anything, but we must get these two back to my home,” Paen replied.

When we returned to the master’s dihj, we stretched the pale man out on a bed that Darlian and I created out of hides. The master tended to the child and made a small bed for her. He fed her and told Darlian and I to do the same for the man. As we did as the master said, we marveled at the look of this man.

“Where is he from?” I asked.

“I would assume from over the mountains, east, far east beyond our known territories,” Paen said. “But I think his home might be even further than that.” He was still quite captivated by the baby girl. She was unique to say the least.

“Take care of him. He is not doing well at all. If he lives, I’m sure in time you will ask him where he’s from and he will tell you,” Paen said, the inflection indicating my service would be to Paen in caring for this man. I took that to mean that I should learn to speak the man’s foreign words, a task that excited me.

I served him remedies to help him heal from the poison. For days the situation did not look good for the stranger, and I lost myself in obsessive vigilance over him, making sure he did not stop breathing, and working to break his fever. Finally, after the fever broke, he awoke.

When he did, I tended to him and helped to restore his strength. When awake, the stranger’s eyes were like blue ice. His gaze was intense, but there was a charisma in him that I found inviting. He looked at me oddly, as if he somehow recognized me. Perhaps I reminded him of someone. He nodded his head in thanks for the soup, his gratitude expressed with a great smile, but his forehead broke out into a sweat upon ingesting it.

“I always told you that you use too many spices,” the master muttered, then returned to his meditation with the girl child. For hours they sat together silently.

After a few more days, the stranger arose. When he stood, he swooned and held my shoulder. I guided him out of the master’s dihj and into the open air, where the man sat on an old log and scanned the horizon with his icy gaze. He stripped his trunk of the black one-piece garment he wore, exposing his bone-white torso. The top piece hung along his backside.

He removed his black rubbery shoes and tossed them aside. He gestured to me with his hands, inquiring the whereabouts of a box. He gestured the shape of one of his parcels, trying to describe it.

“Wo ist mein Koffer?” he asked. “Es ist ein schwarzer Kasten?” he added, his phrasings odd to me but nevertheless intriguing, like a strange music. Having a good memory of what we decided to bring back from the wreckage, I had a good idea of what he referred to.

I fetched a black box from the pile of wares the master instructed us to bring back. I placed the box before him. He sighed, and then he grinned tiredly. Strands of his black stringy hair fell into his eyes. He pulled them backward to where their lengths hung right above his shoulders. Darlian came out of the dihj to have a look at what was going on.

“Ahh sind Sie, ein kluger Junge wunderbar!” the man said with tones of affection.

He opened the trunk, and from it he removed a heavy pair of black leather boots and dropped them to the ground. They were well made and I admired them. He then changed out of his black garb and into a simple grey pair of pants and a billowy white shirt with long sleeves. He then sat on the black box and pulled his boots on. He then reached in and pulled out a small package, fumbled with its edges, and removed a long and thick rolled object, holding it in the straight rows of his teeth. I was not sure if I liked the strong smell of it. Tobacco, I thought. The stranger glanced at me with his blue eyes beneath thick dark eyebrows, and he offered me one. I accepted.

He pulled out a small silver metal object, square in shape, and abruptly shook it, making the top of it fling open; and in one motion of his thumb, he produced a flame. Darlian grinned, fixing his eyes on the contraption.

“Ja, ich dachte dass Sie das mochten,” the stranger mused to himself as he placed the end of the cigar into the flame, then sucked from the other end of it. I noted how he took pleasure in impressing us with his wares.

He took the smoke into his mouth and then blew it out of his nose. He then handed me the cigar and gestured to me to do the same, though warning me to not inhale. I did, and I coughed from the intensity of his strange tobacco, my eyes burning and watering. I knew that these splendid little items would go over well with the chiefs and captains in my father’s council room. I felt a wince of pain upon remembering that my father was dead. The stranger slapped my back, laughing at me.

Heaving, I handed the lighter to Darlian, who fumbled with it for some time before producing the flame. I continued to watch the stranger and imitated his smoking. I began to like him more as I placed the roll between my thumb and two fingers when bringing it to my mouth just as he did.

The stranger, taking in his surroundings, seemed to relax. With his thumb, he dug at the corners of his eyes, removing the sleepers. He snorted and then spit. He dangled the burning cigar from between his bared teeth and searched for more objects in his trunk. Finding what he was searching for, he then gathered his jet black hair back and tied it by a red strip of fabric into a neat bow at the back of his head.

Darlian handed the stranger’s silver lighter back to him. The man put his hand up and gestured for him to keep it. He patted his chest, then pointed to Darlian indicating it was a gift.

“Danke,” the man said. He then tossed me a pack of his cigars and again said, “Danke,” his eyes piercing. He approached me squarely, making me nervous as he placed the smoking ember of the cigar between fingers, and with open palms, he grabbed my shoulders and gently shook me, saying, “Ich schulde dir mein leben.”

I was intrigued. I wished to know how to speak his language, and as the day progressed, we smoked more of his tobacco and exchanged words. I learned that his name was Bren Edgewood.

“Braan Errtchwoo,” I struggled. It was difficult to pronounce each other’s names without laughing, and to compromise he would call me Josh and I would call him Bren. He rose and stretched, and from his trunk, he removed a brown leather harness, which he fashioned around his shoulders, adjusting the loose shirt beneath it. Beneath his right armpit, an empty holster hung. Bren fixed his icy blue gaze on me, and with an arched eyebrow inquired where his weapon got off to. He pointed an index finger out, his thumb up, to illustrate.

Darlian came back quickly with it in his hand. It was heavy looking, shiny and black, nothing like the rusted rifle that belonged to Darlian. My brother was fascinated by the weapon. He handed it back, and Bren quickly took it and returned it to its rightful place in his harness.

Bren wished to return immediately to the crash site. Though sunset was upon us, he insisted. Once there, he began rattling instructions to me by motioning with his arms and hands. I could barely keep up with him. He wanted us to help push his craft over, but it was too heavy for the three of us. Frustrated, he smacked the side of the craft and uttered phrases that no doubt were curses.

He was now full of energy, not at all the man who barely escaped his death by a poisonous dart of a plainsman. He seemed to move about with urgency, to continue on with whatever he was doing up to the moment where he dropped from the sky. He was on a mission, from what I could see. Darlian and I fastened our mehras to his craft, attempting to tip it over, but Bren just waved his hand to indicate never mind.

He rummaged through the craft’s compartment, mumbling to himself until he found what he was looking for, a slightly square object, black, sleek, strange just the same as everything else in his possession. He fumbled with it until it made noises, whining and hissing. He spoke into it.

“Falcon ein, um Bergnest, hören Sie mich? Ich habe das paket, über.” Bren said. Darlian and I looked on as he kept repeating the same phrase. “Falcon ein, um Bergnest, hören Sie mich? Ich habe das paket, über. Antworten Sie auf mich!”

The device only continued to make the same sounds, as Bren continued.

“Falcon ein, um Bergnest, hören Sie mich? Ich habe das paket. Ich habe neue koordinaten für rendezvouse. Bitte responde?”

He listened for a response but to no avail. The sun receded and the night was upon us. Darlian and I squatted next to a lamp that Bren removed from his craft.

Darlian yawned as we watched the fireflies floating upward to the stars. I did the same, and then we smiled at each other.

“What do you think it is?” Darlian said.

“Antworten Sie auf mich, bitte, bitte.”

I scratched my head as I watched Bren speaking into his device. “Some kind of...messenger.”

“Yes, but who will carry it? How does the message travel?” Darlian asked. I threw up my hands, my eyes bulging at him. “He seems to be waiting to hear a voice at any time.”

We both grew tired, and soon we could not fight off sleeping.

“Falcon um Bergnest, kopieren Sie? Ich habe das paket. Ich habe neue koordinaten für rendezvouse. Bitte responde?”

I seemed to carry that phrase with me into the netherworld of slumber. I had no idea what the words meant, only that by the growing tone of desperation in Bren’s voice, he was a long way from home with no way back.

I had a strange dream. I rose from where I was sleeping as if having awakened and walked several yards to where Bren’s ship crashed. I looked down into a burnt out crater, four times bigger than the actual site. The ship was gone as if sunken deep within the charred dirt. Beneath the harsh glow of the moons, both full, I could see the most peculiar object in the dark center. It was the sweet green leaves of a plant. It grew before my eyes and turned into a sapling tree. I grinned as I watched it expand.

I awoke the next morning to the same phrase.

“Falk ein...um Bergnest, kopieren sie? Ich...habe das paket. Bitte...bitte responde.”

With a long sigh Bren slumped against the hull of his broken vessel, his sleep-deprived face flushed, his hand held against his face, stroking his temples with his fingers.

Then he snapped to his feet and violently threw the device into woods. He stood a moment, his face red, conveying a sense of embarrassment for his rage as he tried to cool off. He then glanced at me, winked and smiled, and ran after the device.

From the woods I heard a cry: “Scheize!” His howl was filled with the tone of regret.

He brought the shattered pieces of the device back in his open hand. He then paced back and forth. Darlian was snoring, still asleep. Bren looked at me.

“Josh! Sie haben...,” he began, and he then drew shapes in the air, pointing to the mountains and drawing shapes in the sky all about him. “Karten...eh...mappez.” The word “map” he said in Cwa.

“Maps?” I asked

“Maps! Ja, maps!” He pointed east.

While Darlian ventured back to Arkaya, I focused on Bren. His language was like an intricate puzzle to me, and my focus in learning it was akin to the engaged and fascinated mind of a child at play. The master had always encouraged me to follow my impulse to unlock languages, saying that it was a good thing. Paen said that I should listen carefully and try to feel beyond the veil of words so the verbal aspects would flow to me easier, and so Paen pushed me toward Bren, making me his advocate.

Each night Paen would ask me how it was coming along, and every morning he reminded me to listen deeply; and so I did. In a matter of days, I found myself daring to communicate with Bren in his own language, shamelessly stumbling over the words. Seeing my student’s zeal, Bren happily corrected me.

He wanted to talk about the land, in Bainish. He wanted to know more about where he was. I took Bren, who took to mehras quite naturally and was a more competent rider than I thought he would be, riding into the east. He was a rugged and stubborn sort of man, not easily shaken by anything, and he seemed to have sharp wolf-like instincts.

I was shocked to learn that he spoke Cwa rather fluently, a tongue known by most of the tribes of Genia and spoken by the plainsmen in the east. This made learning the Bainish language much easier, but the fact he knew the dialect intrigued me. Who was this man? How far east was Bain?

“Bain is a world,” he said in a mix of Bain and Cwa. The only word he could use to translate from Cwa was dream door or portal, but I could tell that the description was not right. Finally he used the word for the moons to explain. I did not get it, for the sun and the moon were divine objects to Khoorlrhani and Mayak. I realized that Bren, in his discomfort, was being careful not to describe himself as being a god.

I took him up to several high ledges that Darlian and I used to travel to. We sat one afternoon in tall grasses and spied on Khoorlrhani youth playing hand drums beneath tall trees. Bren grinned, seemingly quite taken by Arkaya’s beauty.

On our return, we stayed hidden from the waves of Arkayan legions passing, soldiers deployed to fortify the Khoorlrhani defensive in the east. Bren cocked one eyebrow at me in seeing their numbers pass us as we avoided being seen. I told Bren all about the wars. He listened with a sharp attention.

“And your brother, Minot, is now King of Arkaya?”

“Yes.”

“So Boutage-Tah was your father. Paen is not your father.”

“No. Paen is my master,” I answered.

From our perch, we saw Darlian approaching from across the open field, returning from his errand from Arkaya. We went down to intercept him.

When Darlian returned with the maps, we spread them over a flat rock outside of Master Paen’s dihj. Bren debated with me for hours over the best route to be taken to the plains. To Bren’s displeasure I insisted on a route that ran deep to the south to avoid the war campaigns. Darlian, looking at the course, shook his head, his eyes wide with surprise that we were considering this route.

Bren looked at me to explain Darlian’s demeanor. “Tigers,” I said to him. I then redrew a course. Bren shook his head, and his expression seemed to say he was not worried about tigers.

“How long, Josh?” he asked. I held two palms out, extended my fingers, fluttering them twice. Bren acted as if he did not understand me, and he looked at me like a teacher looks at a student who has neglected his lessons.

With one eye brow arched over his spectacles, he prompted me. “Bainish word?” He then snapped his fingers. “Quick!” A smirk of a smile settled on his excited face.

“Zwanzig?” I replied. He then fluttered both hands at me twice,

“Ja, twenty!” he said, saying the Cwa word.

He then shook his head in frustration in considering the number of days travel to get back to Berg Nest.

“Any shorter route you can think of?” He struggled with the Khoorlrhani.

“Shorter? No. Unless you wish to climb,” I answered, pointing to the mountains in the east.

“He’d get captured trying,” Darlian muttered.

I shook my head at Bren to make it clear this route was unsatisfactory. Bren was undaunted. He lit another cigar and began to ponder, to put his plan together despite my insistence of the dangers.

“Tigers? Meh.” He shrugged.



The Devotee
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I returned to the master’s dihj. My mind was on fire with the day’s events. Inside it was quiet, and the master and Mediha, the girl child who arrived with Bren, were seated facing one another. Bren had taught me her name. She and the master had not moved for almost two days. I was jealous. Who was this girl who so occupied him, so captured his attention, I wondered. Still I could not help being fascinated by this mysteriously silent play between them, their regard and recognition of one another. Her attention for Master Paen seemed unbreakable. I wanted to speak with the master, but I sensed he was not interested in my chatter tonight. He was only interested in the girl and that I took care of Bren. As I ate, I thought about our mysterious guests, and then fell asleep.

In dream the tree was now a full grown baobab, its trunk thickening before my eyes. It filled the pit that was the crater and began to grow tall, slowly reaching upward into the skies. I could see through the ground as if it were transparent, or as if I had a kind of oracular vision of the trees root’s digging deep into the soil, pressing downward, expanding, penetrating rock and going further down into wet firmament. On the grey trunk was a prominent mark like a bird with its wings spread. Its long tail feathers hung straight down, and beneath each wing was a circle. I looked up into the purple sky and noted the two full pale moons shining on the growing tree.

In the morning, the master and Mediha were still meditating, perfectly still. I was bothered by this, threatened, but I held to my instructions to take care of Bren. I returned to the crash site where Bren was hard at work. He had ripped a device out of his ship’s cabin and had the essential parts strewn over the makeshift table that used to be a wing. The device resting on top was another radio. I asked him how it worked.

“This radio is stronger,” he said, “stronger signal.”

The more I was around Bren, the more inquisitive I became. I wanted to know how everything that surrounded him worked, and enthusiastically I struggled with the concepts. I watched Bren tinkering, and from time to time he would stop to wink at me.

He told me he would travel up the mountains to the east, that he would bring the radio and get a better signal. The master insisted that I go with him. We made the trip in four days, Darlian coming with us.

We traveled uphill, avoided being seen by war parties, to where the air was still chilled. Bren said this place was clear enough of the initial mountain ranges that could have blocked his transmissions, but still no one answered. Bren looked upward into the sky. He took in the great expanse of mountains before him, its endless jaggedness fading into the purple-to-grey horizon. He sighed.

“Falcon ein um Berg Nest; hörst du mich? Ich habe das paket. Ich frage nach neuen rendezvous-koordinaten. Hörst du mich?”

Falcon one to Mountain Nest, do you copy? I have the package. I am asking for the rendezvous coordinates. Do you read me?

Mysteriously, in the short time of hearing Bren speak, weeks, I somehow understood more of the words. Quickly, by a growing obsession, I was learning the language of his homeland, a place called Mountain Nest—at least I thought then.

We traveled back to Arkaya over the next four days. Along the way I observed Bren seeming to open. The edge that seemed to motivate him to move at a frenzied pace softened. He now rode the course given rather than balking, taking in the deep green silence as we slipped through shaded passages in the jungle, past the dust particle infested light rays that pierced the vine canopies and glowed against the waxy leaves of plants on the jungle floor. Darlian and I led him through our favorite places, enchanting Bren with the beauty beyond Arkaya. As Darlian and I rekindled our love for wandering the land as brothers, Bren relaxed atop the large black mehra that Darlian loaned him, Bren’s loose sleeves filling with the gentle winds that whispered promises of rain. He looked less ragged now, stronger as he held the reins. He noted my observing him, and he grinned heartily. Temporarily at least, what haunted him had been exorcised.

When we camped along the way, Darlian and I told Bren stories about our people, the Khoorlrhani and the Mayak. He listened intently, and as I translated for Darlian, the two seemed to become friendlier. Despite this, it seemed to me Darlian looked on Bren with suspicion. It would take weeks, months perhaps, before Bren surrendered and became Khoorlrhani enough, his fine hair becoming matted and braided and his face painted by Sasojeda. His foreign clothes were being christened by Genia’s unforgiving elements, so much so that he wore less of them and one day donned a kaftan given to him by Paen. And Bren’s tongue loosened up when speaking our language too, so much so that Darlian began to share meals and hunt alone with Bren.

Still we did not learn much about him. He seemed a walking secret, his emotional body encrypted, the cipher thrown away long ago. He slept roughly, was disturbed in his dreaming, and seemed to look at me with an odd sense of shame. Paen only encouraged me to take greater care with him, to win him over.

So we adventured deep into the jungles as if the abandon of our early years had never left! Bren showed us how to fire his advanced weapon, the gee riot. We brought him to outskirt villages to attend sunset drum circles beneath tall trees, where he surprised us with his own wildness and at times even tried to teach us a song for all of us to sing!

He was inclined to our various ales, and in his drunkenness seemed to exorcise his demons with great abandon, throwing his arm around my shoulder, laughing. He wished to tell me his story, but having drunk too much, he would only slur and then nod off. Behind his many veils, however, I knew Bren regarded me well.

Word of him spread, but it did not matter for he was not Mayak. The days were spent on green hillsides, beneath the splendor of yellow sun as gentle winds caressed the manes of our mehras.

Wearily one day, after coming back from the east with Bren, I entered the master’s dihj. He was seated before his low table. He smiled at me and gestured for me to come in.

Knowing the bond was strong between Bren and me, Master Paen said, “It is time. Take him to Minot. See if he can help us deliver them beyond the highlands, to the plains.”

“Master, do you know who the girl and Bren are? Why they are together?” I asked.

Paen sighed and smiled gently. “She is my devotee, and he is her deliverer,” he said. “Now it is time for her to return home.”

I was speechless. What did that mean? Where was her home? But I could not ask as I simply melted in the peace of Paen, who was shining, his simple calm and graceful grin a gift.

 Darlian decided to head back to Arkaya. My heart darkening with his decision, I could not persuade him to stay. Missing his wife, he left for Kushite. I knew my brother would return to the war. I waved to him as he and White Mane disappeared into the jungle.

I went into the master’s dihj, into the main room. In the back corner the girl was seated on a small blue cushion, quiet, still, a straight line in posture. Sasojeda, after some time, rose from where he was seated, bowed to Paen, and left the room for the evening.

As days progressed, I could not get around my own edginess, a certain weight held within Paen’s gaze, a seriousness that made it so I could not escape it, this edge. I could not help but want to skulk by him as he sat with Mediha most nights. I was terrified of what I suspected he wanted to say to me.

Still a rebellious child, I was committed to not hearing what he had to say, but rather, to persistently insulate myself with my private interests. I busied myself with Bren, with listening to his marvelous stories and examining his devices. I was simply avoiding the bigger picture, the massive story arch that was being set against the backdrop of my life.

In dream the tree was so high now that its branches seemed to fill the entire sky, the moons like two silver eyes in the twilit sky. The roots, I could see, had completely set to the lowest of the low depths and curled, wrapped like fingers, around a massive diamond in the core of the world. I was dwarfed by the great tree, and its symbol of the bird over the two moons was a massive etching in the bark.

Finally, one quiet evening, I turned a corner from within my private section of the dihj, and ran straight into the master. We stood face to face for I had walked directly into his gaze. I could not run or hide or fail to acknowledge the fact that something serious indeed was going to be put to me.

He saw me tremble, and his eyes softened a small bit as he took my shaking and sweating hand and sat me down beside him at the table. He sat ever so quiet, waiting for me to calm down.

“You are my son, Jeshibian,” he said so kindly, removing all my resistance.

I breathed. “I love you, master.”

“I know you do, and I love you too. What I have to ask of you may be difficult for you, but I must ask.”

“I will do it, beloved,” I said, shaking still but knowing that I would do anything for him.

“You must go with them,” Paen said.

His words lanced me, but I knew this would come, and that was why I avoided him. I did not want to ever leave him.

“Oh.” I sighed.

“I need you to leave Arkaya, to leave Genia entirely. You have to go wherever the Bain takes her. You must be with her.”

“But Paen, she has Bren to guide her. He is a skilled...”

“No. It has to be you, Jeshibian. You must never leave her side. What she represents you must protect to the day you die. What she represents you must nurture, care for, feed and have the utmost love and affection for. You must be with her. She is the child of your sadhana and that of the All And All. She is, our victory! She is what You are to live up to and to turn to as I do to Ashuta.”

“But Master!” I cried. “I don’t want to leave you!”

“Oh… Oh my boy! No you cannot leave me, Jeshibian; you can only refuse me and establish your own independent and private kingdom as did your father the rest of your brothers.”

“Have I done anything wrong?” I cried, reeling.

“No! I love you, my son. I love you! Now be the warrior I raised. Take on this mission for me, will you? Can you not see the signs of the times, Jeshoya? Arkaya is done for, and I am done here, in this way at least.”

In the end I agreed. I would do this, and I knew deep within that I could be happy to do this. I didn’t, however, know where to start for sure and so went back to my commiserating with Bren Edgewood in the jungles where we passed the time riding and learning each other’s language.

Still I could not be engaged or distracted well enough from the zig-zag line of worriment that was my tendency. I could not imagine a day passing without Paen in my life. Better to have been waiting on my father’s gallows for the hangman to end my life than to live without my master. I could not help but feel rejected, disowned, the edges of the world coming uncomfortably into view as now I must be something more without anything to point my way. Or rather I had only this heart that the master believed in, and that now I had to believe in for myself, to point the way.

When I asked Bren, but in a vague manner to disguise my actual intentions to come with him, how one would come to Bain if they could, I marked a protective discomfort in Bren as he presented the many reasons why it would be impossible. What I heard was that I would be a burden to him. So without my really having asked him, and his really not having rejected me, I simply left it there and hoped something else would present itself to me.

Of course I worried though, because I could think of no other way to follow Mediha than through Bren Edgewood. I felt humiliated by my failure at this task before it had even been undertaken, seemingly unable to take charge of it.

“Just pay attention,” was all Paen said in response to my many complaints.

The roots of the dream tree grew into deep cracks, thousands of strands of them, their numbers forcing the rock in bowels of the world to crack into large pieces. The trauma caused the ground to shake, and the diamond that the tree grasped pushed in between the massive slabs that shifted over the orange magma within the core of the world. Under the enormous pressure of the world, the diamond released a great energy, tearing open my heart. I could see beyond the sky! The world rumbled, and I awoke sweating.



Seven Hundred Pounds of Gold
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From the Scrapbook of Joshua Korani

Bainish Thought Magazine, February edition interview with Milo Banxisi

Milo Banxisi: Is tension phasing time travel, or is it something else, you ask? It depends entirely on your point of view. If you asked me forty years ago whether it was time travel, my answer, which would have been less guarded, would not be so tainted by all my reservations to believe in such a catastrophic possibility.

Bainish Thought: Time travel, catastrophic in what way? Explain?

MB: Well, obviously it is a matter of our survival that phasing is not time travel! Is it our future or our past that we are destroying? It would be like the snake eating its tail. We have one hundred and fifty years of commerce built on the backbone of an anomalous constant, a bridge that could stop being a bridge should the universe hiccup and tear her scaffolding down. Should it do so, we cannot just pick up and rebuild the bridge because no one really knows upon what basis it actually exists. It is completely out of our control!

BT: So you would rather Sten just remain there?

MB: No, it is just there. I hope that it could be understood as arising as a portal of sorts. 1

Banxisithine culture would rather Sten just remain there. Our way of life depends on it, our standard of living. Collectively we all are just ostriches with our heads in the sand, stupid pigs trudging our snouts in the soil in a blind frenzy. For one and a half centuries we have taken for granted that, when tension star liners achieve rift, they will appear right there, in front of the marvelous green giant planet, Sten.

BT: So, in your opinion, science is no further along in unlocking the properties of the tension effect.

MB: Well, where’s the evidence of our prowess in the matter? There are wonderful theories but not time or energy enough to conduct any of the experiments. We only have the fact that there it is. So, no! We are only better at exploiting the rift as it remains there. Navigation systems are cleverer in setting course, getting us back across without being jettisoned to unknown sectors of the galaxy, but still no one from any camp you care to listen to can answer the important questions: “Where or when is Sten?” Until one of those questions is answered, we cannot really say what tension phasing is. Tension phasing is just a concept.

BT: You once were excited about taking up your great grandfather’s work. Would you say you lost your optimism?

MB: You see, the thing is, I’m disturbed. I mean, by how you just pushed past me to that question, changed the subject, without really considering what I was framing a moment ago. I say that one hundred and fifty years ago our entire culture based its future success on clay feet of a cosmic anomaly, and you ask me where the glimmer in my eyes has got off too.

BT: I’m sorry. Would you like to finish about the tension rift?

MB: Don’t be sorry, and let’s not be polite here. Let’s really examine things. The way you handle me is really just to illustrate my point that it does not seem to matter what science does, how many breakthroughs there are. The excitement for my forbearer’s work became a burden when I realized that breakthroughs did not matter really because the rest of the culture was not investigating a thing, only consuming. We have a bad habit of accepting what is only when we think we can control it.

BT: My apologies, sir...

MB: No apologies necessary. It really is quite alright. I don’t mean to attack you personally. My point is just that our optimism and pessimism are merely survival modes we enter. You see, that little question of yours was, in my view a form of protest that I should buy into the optimists’ solution. This delusional idea that we are in control allows for the collective estimation of our potential to either plummet into the darkness, something uncommon for modern cultures, or rise into the stratosphere where we are entitled to take what we want and think what we want about it while we do the taking. You think I should express optimism as a Bain, a Jole really, by acting as the noble philosopher who sees Bain as the great godsend to all sentient creatures. The lesson is this: we are learning there our bigger fishes out here…

BT: I see, but then what about the rift?

MB: But you don’t see. You want facts, right? Control? Milo Banxisi, tell of the facts, right? Okay, let’s see. Is the effect of the rift classic time travel or is it an interdimensional doorway? Is it the mating of the natural tension fuel elements with our machinery achieving a kind of astral projection initiated by A.I. systems? There are so many theories. I would only be guessing. I will say that I find it quite interesting that to phase requires quantum A.I. machines for a ship to return from the rift. To me it suggests the need for intuition and memory of a pseudo conscious self to find home, and without A.I. leaves a sea of mathematics and indecipherable code. All this said, though, the truth is that Sten IS there. That is the only truth. Tomorrow it might not be there.

BT: That it IS there is not really an answer.

MB: Exactly! You want an authority that validates your takers’ lifestyle and preserves the idea of it without threat of interruption of service. You want guarantees. I understand that. The answer I gave you is entirely unacceptable, of course, unless you are not wondering what’s in it for you.

My world seemed dwarfed by an unstoppable force that I could not conceptualize. Most nights my stomach ached with nervousness. The fireball in my dreams was a seed germinating, the plant growing at an alarming rate, the branches almost an infestation, filling the skies of my destiny. The master worked by putting me on this edge, making me forget Arkaya, and soon I felt dead to the world I knew. I only stayed with him, Arkaya and the war a distant background noise.

Then I learned that Tanaga, under Boutage’s direction, was rumored to be planning an attack on Minot’s gates in Arkya. It was also reported that Kamina was overrun by Unat Mayak-Tah. My brother Seleth, who took Minot’s command in the north, had been killed.

Bren was with me when the messenger with the news left. His eyes were on me as I sat on a rock processing what I had heard. He squatted before me.

“Were you close?” he asked.

“Not for a long time,” I said, recalling how we battled each other in the snow. Bren seemed to sense where my mind was.

“Brothers always fight. Mine,” he said, “put a rapier into me here.” And he pulled up his shirt to show me the scar, a pink and twisted length along his side.

“He didn’t mean it,” Bren said. Bren revealed that he had a family once but had lost them. He could say no more, only this tidbit to console me by sharing his pain. He changed the subject as I sat in silence and he began to share more about himself.

“A spy?” I asked him when he described his job.

“Of sorts, at times, yes.” He struggled to tell me then, but then he seemed relieved by the confession.

“Who did you spy on?” I asked.

He threw his eyebrows upward, blinked and looked about himself. Then he turned to sit next to me as we both looked into the thick jungle.

“As of late, it has been hard to tell.”

The sun began to dip, and as the fireflies danced, we watched for some time. Bren then sighed and said, “I cannot take you with me, Joshua. It is a long, hard journey. I’m sorry. My mission...”

“I understand,” I interrupted. “You have to take care of Mediha.”

“Yes. Exactly,” Bren agreed. “But I know of a way to convince your brother to help us get to the east.”

The next day we rode to central Arkaya. Days earlier, the master dispatched Banwedo and Sasojedo to confirm for Minot the rumors of the mysterious white man and to request an audience with the tah. Minot was told an offering would be made.

Upon receiving word that Minot would see Bren Edgewood, we traveled to Arkaya, Bren riding his own mehra, a large black beast with grey horns that the master had requested for him.

We set out westward, toward Arkaya, descending deeply into the jungles to familiar trails that would lead us there. However, we rode a more southerly route to avoid any war parties traveling to the north gate entrances to Arkaya. We circled around and approached the southern entrance.

As we entered the surrounding towns, Bren attracted many eyes. Word of his presence traveled quickly and many followed us for fifteen miles to catch a glimpse of the exotic white man before we reached the royal gates.

Kuba rode out to us. He could not disguise his happiness to see me, nor could I to see him. He took in the sight of Bren with great curiosity.

I said, “Kuba, this is Bren Edgewood from the land of Bain.” Bren extended a hand to Kuba, who did not know how to respond.

“He’s white like a ghost!” he marveled in his usual uncouth manner, ignoring the extended hand.

“Take his hand into yours,” I said. Kuba then gripped Bren’s hand and Bren enthusiastically shook it.

“Kuba!” Bren nodded.

My brother laughed at his oddness, then asked, “Does he have any of those cigars Dar spoke of?”

“You can ask him yourself!” I laughed.

“You mean he understands me?” Kuba, goofy as always, asked.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand a word you’re saying. I’m a bit deaf. You might have to speak louder, slower,” said Bren, handing a cigar over. Kuba turned dark with embarrassment, and then he began to laugh hysterically. We all laughed as Bren lit cigars, one for Kuba and one for himself.

“Glad to meet you, Kuba. Well, here’s to cleaner living,” Bren muttered, taking up his reins and taking a puff.

Together we rode deeper into Arkaya, to the royal estate. The warmth of familiarity charmed my heart as once again I took in Arkaya, its sprawling green valley as seen from the heights of my father’s estate. There were many armed divisions in formation and making ready for the imminent attack on Arkaya’s fence. Then I saw the deep green hill of the estate, its flattened sections and the outcropping structure of the dihj and royal palace. As we approached, we were met by servants and guards.

We were taken inside, but first Bren was shown that he must remove his boots when entering the council room. Reluctantly he did so. He obviously did not trust the servant girl with his precious footwear.

“Hey!” he shouted after her.

“It’s okay, Bren. She will give them back.”

At least two heads taller than us all, his blue gaze taking in the surroundings, he was nevertheless like a lost child as he followed us. He was sweating from the great heat and humidity, his skin flushed red. He stared at everything, the stone work of my father’s dihj, the engravings on the vine covered stone walls, the fields, the great fence and stone towers in the distance as seen through passing windows, the nakedness of the women servants who flocked to him, offering him water and fruit, the monkeys being run off by other servants. Finally, as we descended into the dark cavernous dihj along a torch-lit hall, Bren stared at the great numbers of warriors who were gathered in the smoky parlors of my father’s court room, now my brother’s.

We passed the old stone statues of Tiaga, the tiger goddess, and into the large parlor of ceramic floor tiles with multicolored carpets over them, countless attendants seated on them.

There were three chairs now where my father’s one jade and ivory bench once stood. In the center sat Minot, to his left Toumak, my uncle, and to his right Minot’s wife, Jaya. Minot stood upon sight of me, grinning. Toumak seemed stoic.

I went to Minot, moved to bow as I would the tah, but he prevented it. He quickly took me by the shoulders and looked to me. His eyes were lined, his hair braided with gold. He embraced me and kissed my cheek.

“Jeshibian, brother, welcome home,” he said, his grin strong and splendorous.

“I’m happy to see you, Minot. Despite the times, you look well,” I said. I introduced Bren, who bowed to the tah in his manner, a sweeping gesture of his arm before him and bending one leg. This seemed to amuse Minot, who nodded in acknowledgment.

“Welcome, Bren Edgewood,” said Minot, and he motioned for servants to fetch cushions. The court was full, the lords still loyal to Arkaya all present, with the exception of Dajaai who still fought fiercely in the east, as Minot explained to me. They were all curious to see this pale man and to hear what he had to say.

Minot seemed changed, the crown upon his head worn reluctantly. Toumak sat to Minot’s left as his chief advisor, his wife Jaya also his trusted advisor.

“Did it not frustrate you that Suwan, our mother, the tas, never had a chair set for her in court?” Minot asked. “It certainly did me.” Minot looked back at his beautiful wife. Things had changed. The metaphor of Paen’s sanding away the old ways came to mind.

We expressed grief for our brother’s death, spoke about the impending attack from Boutage, and as two cushions were provided for us, Bren and I took a seat.

“What is it that you request, Jeshibian?” Minot asked.

“Enkosi...,” I began only to be met with an eye roll from Minot.

“Brother,” I restarted, “we need a traveling party, guides, and at least fifty men.”

Toumak burst into laughter. Minot looked at him angrily.

“Traveling party to where?” he asked.

“East to the plains,” I said, “to Berg Nest.” I botched the translation.

Bren shook his head as Minot said, “Berg Nest? I’ve never heard of such a place.”

“Your grace,” Bren spoke. “Forgive me, but Mountain Nest is a fort…a station.” His subtle correction seemed to indicate that to speak unclearly before royalty was not acceptable.

“I don’t care if it is the next town down,” Toumak protested. “Arkaya is about to be sacked and you ask us for warriors!”

“Jeshibian, Toumak is right. I cannot do this. The stakes are remarkably high.”

“I know, brother. I am aware of this, but perhaps if you listen to our offer.”

Toumak laughed again. “You are too much of a dreamer, young Jeshoya.”

“Perhaps he’s brought his magic sword,” a voice muttered, and the whole room exploded in laughter.

“Silence!” Minot yelled. He sat on the edge of his chair. “I will not have anyone disrespect this man! Have you forgotten he is a devotee of Paen and an heir to this very throne?!”

“We should at least see what he has to offer,” Jaya said.

Minot nodded agreement. Toumak sighed and pushed back into his seat.

“So?” Minot gestured.

I nodded to Bren, who rose and unsheathed his pistol.

“With m’lord’s permission,” he said to Minot, as he pointed to his target, the statues in the hallway beyond the room. The posted guards scattered out of the way at my behest.

Minot nodded. “I’ve always hated those statues.”

“Brother, we offer better fire power,” I said, and then Bren pulled the trigger. The explosive projectile shattered the sculptured rock, then fired again, the round blasting a deep crater into granite. Many warriors in the room bolted in shock as a third blast tore the granite through, sending large chunks into the air and onto the floor. The one statue was obliterated, a crater left in the wall behind it.

“All this with three shots,” I said, “setting it up,” as Bren called it.

The blasts were deafening, our ears ringing, and the hall thick with dust. All eyes were wide with shock and awe of the destructive power.

Toumak, greatly impressed, moved to the edge of his seat almost hungrily as Bren bowed and again took aim. Minot quickly stood up.

“No! Wait…”

But it was too late for Bren emptied the rest of the gee–ryot’s ammunition clip, destroying the remaining statue and leaving the hall with large chunks of rubble on the floor.

“I did not hate them that much,” Minot lamented for the twin tigers, shocked that they vanished completely by way of the small pistol. He shook his head in disbelief.

“How about a statue of Ashuta then, love?” Jaya joked.

Bren, while walking toward the tah, cleared the chamber and, handle first, safely placed the weapon into Minot’s hands, sealing the deal.

“For one thousand of these,” I offered to my brother.

“Yes!” Toumak shouted, and the hall erupted with laughter. Even Minot laughed.

“You want safe passage, guides, and fifty warriors in return for one thousand of these nasty little beauties?” he asked, examining it thoroughly before passing it to Toumak, who passed it to Jaya, who then handed it back to Bren.

“No. I offer five hundred for fifty warriors. If you throw in seven hundred pounds of gold, I’ll throw in the other five hundred,” Bren said, driving his bargain hard. He flipped his weapon around to show off its many attractive qualities, a flash in his eyes, one eyebrow cocked. He then slipped it into his shoulder holster.

Toumak never stopped nodding his head, at which Minot grinned, and he agreed.

“It seems you have Uncle Toumak’s interest after all,” Minot joked, to which Toumak kept nodding.

“Very interesting.”

“Bren, that much gold will weigh us down and mark us!” I said in Bain. “Everyone will have their eyes on it the whole way!”

“I realize that, but it is necessary. Trust me, we’re going to need it,” Bren said plainly.

“What is the problem?” Minot asked.

“Enkosi,” Bren said. “Mountain Nest is an armory or sorts. They will deliver me these weapons, but I will need this much gold to convince them to part with higher-end stock. You see, they are engaged in war as well.

“For years Mountain Nest has sold weapons to the plains folk, but only from their stockpile of most ancient weapons, which are traded to gain certain political leverage with them.”

“I see,” Minot said.

“I believe the Mayak are using weapons from these stockpiles. These pistols, as you see, are state of the art and so are costly. As for the gold, your brother is rightly concerned. No doubt bandits might…”

“Say no more. We will send you with two hundred men. I have your word that these arms will be traded, then?”

Bren bowed and said, “I guarantee it.” I was impressed, and almost disturbed. I could see then that information about him, who he was, and what he was involved with, came with a price. I felt used, the bargaining chip for gold and security. I did not know what to think about Bren.

That evening there was a celebration in the palace, much feasting and wine. Bren was made at home, and slapping the backs of the warriors gathered about him, he bellowed along in laughter, coughing clouds of smoke, negotiating his way about the crowds—and always protective of his wares mind you. He passed out his cigars and produced another lighter from his pockets. He charmed them all, even sang Khoorlrhani songs with them. Suddenly all of his sophistication seemed to reveal itself as the exploitive weaponry of the adventurer.

Minot’s guests were lost in the insane drumming and chanting within the smoke-filled court room and halls of the royal home, which were packed with writhing sensuous forms dancing in circles as if rubbing the cure of celebration into their beings.

I watched the insanity from a distance, from the corridors that peered into chambers, keeping my eye on Bren. He had a woman in his lap, his hands cupping her backside, his tongue mingling with hers.

An angry warrior snatched her away unsheathed his sword, the blade firmly against Bren’s neck, but with Bren already on his feet, the barrel of his weapon pushed deeply into the chest of his opponent. They glared at one other, but then broke out into drunken laughter together, embraced, and resumed their merriment.

“Why are you not joining in, Jeshibian?” a voice called from behind me. It was Minot.



Minot Wears the Crown
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Sensing this would be our last conversation, Minot bade me walk with him to the passageway that led to a balcony. Beneath the stars we talked the evening away. He had brought a leather sack of wine with him. I began to drink with him.

I felt raw, having left so much unsaid between Seleth and me. The last I remember seeing him, his shoulder was scarred and did not heal well. We spoke about him.

“He deserved that scar, Jeshibian, if you ask me,” Minot said. The balcony led to a private room, the one from which our father watched Boutage being exiled from Arkaya two years ago.

“If the tables had been turned, it would be you that had that scar, or worse.”

“He was Boutage’s protégé,” I added.

“Pretty much, with the big exception that Seleth defended Arkaya and did not plan what Boutage plans.” Minot sighed.

With that we were at a loss of words, the muffled sounds of the celebrators below.

“And once we have those one thousand guns, it should all be settled, right?” He said with sarcasm in his tone. He poured wine for us and drank. We sat at a large table by the glow of candles.

“What happened to you?” I asked, boldly, plainly.

“I inherited the crown, brother, and became lord of this land,” he answered, again with sarcasm.

“Exactly,” I said, to which Minot took a quick breath.

This would be the last time we looked upon each other, and so in knowing my entire story, Minot was obligated to tell me his story. He knew I wanted to know those details he guarded in our more youthful days.

“You know,” he began, “I could have been kinder to Boutage, really. We all know his temperament, that he was hot headed, not subtle or delicate, not entirely too bright. We were quite evenly matched though, I think. Though he could blacken my eyes or bloody my nose more easily, I had my own favored tactics. I did well to leave him as the insecure louse I thought him to be by my own passive and clever means. Paen knew it,” Minot said.

“There was nothing he didn’t know,” I said, laughing.

“This is true. Paen observed how I often let Boutage…make stupid mistakes.” Minot cleared his throat. He obviously found it difficult to say more, as if the weight of it all was too real.

“You did not believe a word of his suspicion of Lord Tannis, did you?” I guessed.

Minot grinned. “Not a word of it. I played along, thinking him the stupid idiot. You see, I knew Boutage to always project what he wanted onto others and not see it himself. Paen always said it was my duty to help Boutage see, but he knew I would not. Tannis was an ambitious man, yes, but Boutage… Well, we all know he is ambitious.”

“So after Kuba, you know, ‘fell and broke his arm,’ I was done with Boutage. I knew that, in all my years of withholding from Boutage, that one day, if I agreed with him, having looked him in the eye, he could feel validated enough to ride off a cliff if that was the stupidity he was thinking of.”

“And you agreed to let him make that stupid move, knowing he would do it?” I asked.

Minot nodded, his expression conveying a sense of shame. “Yes. We were bitter rivals and never looked out for each other. Paen taught us how, but we never did it ourselves. We never learned,” Minot confessed.

Minot told me that, when he was a child, and before I was born, our father was possessed. He was paranoid, and so Suwan, the elders, Toumak, and Nandee were convinced that Boutage Khoorlhrani-Tah was planning to murder Minot, thinking Minot born to carry out a curse believed to be placed upon him. The elders faked Minot’s death and sent him to Ketique to be raised by Lord Dajaai and to be kept safe. It was there that he met Master Paen.

“When I returned, young Boutage at first was happy that I was not dead, but it was the attention that I got that angered him. It didn’t help that I flaunted so much. That story I told you about me and the Bakuwella, how Paen used me as an instrument of his grace, was true. It was real, and I sought to posses what was given. In that bright moment, it seemed as though I could not be stopped! It was…unbelievable.”

I grinned. “You know what I am speaking of, then?” he asked, and I nodded, recalling how I had been so moved by Paen, saved from the trenches of war.

“Well the stories about me, or who everyone assumed was me, overshadowed Boutage; and he resented me, and at every turn over the years he did his best to be seen as better than me. Even Father seemed to hold me in higher regard than him, and I flaunted it as I said. This dust speck of acceptance from our crazy father and my pride calcified and became this hard, smooth, and glossy pearl to which I would refer myself over and over, my self-referring sucking the grace out of my being like marrow from bone. Paen told me that, unless I gave him my pearl, I would wear our father’s crown. So here I am. In retrospect, I know why Paen offered his hand to Toumak, why he surrendered. It was to test me. I failed,” Minot said.

The master talked to me over his table, a single candle glowing between us.

“You are right, Jeshibian. In spite of better choices presented, your brothers only chose the crown despite what I’ve shown them. No one can be forced; otherwise, I am the great oppressor. It is over. As you can see now even your brother has drawn certain lines against me. There can be no bargaining, I hope you can understand that there cannot be an ounce of ego to be the freedom that I AM.”

We returned to the master’s dihj, Bren drunk still and snoring in his tent.



A Glimpse with Infinity’s Eyes
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The gold was collected from my Minot’s treasury and the men assembled, but to no avail for the master interfered.

“The rains will be starting in three days’ time. In that weather, Mediha will suffer.” Word was sent to Arkaya, which upset my brother Minot, who wished to quickly fortify his army, as well as Bren, who seemed eager to get on the way. The master turned the party away in spite of the tah’s command that they leave despite the weather.

“What do they know, stupid greedy men?” the master grumbled to me.

The rains did indeed start, and a day earlier than anticipated. It was a hard, and long down pour, the air thick and the sky grey. I passed the time with Bren. We sat together indoors and he taught me how to play chess. He had a small board with tiny pieces, and he showed me their relationships. I did not do to well against him for many games. I insisted on speaking to him in his language, but at his request I told him the story of how Master Paen rode into Arkaya against my father’s army in Khoorlrhani. Bren listened intently, then pursed his lips in an uptight manner and nodded his head.

“You don’t believe the story, do you?” I asked.

Bren put up his hands and said, “I didn’t say that.”

“But you need proof to accept it, eh?” I said, laughing. Bren admitted it. “What do they believe in the land of Bain?” I asked.

“In my country, Tel-Allal, there are many different religious groups,” he said, and he clarified that Bain was a planet.

“How about you? What do you believe?” I asked

“I don’t really know, Joshua. I’ve visited many cultures and I still don’t understand who people pray to.”

The master and Mediha sat and meditated. I could see them from across the room beneath a dim glow through the thick multicolored skylight in the master’s roof.

“Why do they just...sit together... like that?” Bren then asked in Bainish.

“You mean you don’t know?” I asked. Bren looked at me with a steely expression,

“Should I?” he asked.

“You don’t know who she is?” I ventured, which seemed to strike an uncomfortable nerve.

“What are you implying?” he said.

Suddenly I saw a shape on the board, and moved my knight to a place that I intuited to be a good move. I took his bishop and checked both his king and queen. His queen was trapped. It seemed my learning in relationship to Bren was becoming mysteriously accelerated.

“I mean, Bren, that you should tell me more about her.” He stared at the board, bewildered, then looked at me, the implication of the chess move having significance in the context of my question. He appeared to struggle to find a way out of sacrificing his queen and getting out of telling me about his involvement with Mediha. No piece directly threatened my knight, and my request was logical, one that he should honor unless he wished to raise more suspicion—this point framed well in that moment.

“Interesting,” he muttered in Khoorlrhani. Still I could see past his coolness. He was slightly nervous but willing to play it out.

“They call her Neada or Mediha,” he said reluctantly. “She is not from my world, from Bain.”

“Why is she with you?” I asked. There was a long pause as he looked for his own shape on the board, the solution, the counter measure. He seemed to concentrate, careful now to not underestimate me.

“She is with me because I rescued her from those who wished her harm. My…tah sent me to stop them,” he said, and then he went on after a heavy sigh. “You see, on her world, there are those who need her, worship her, and those who want to…kill her.”

“Kill her! Why?”I gasped in shock. This brought a disturbing light to it all, to my mission.

“Because of what she represents to some, a potential rebellion, great purpose against a growing tyranny in her country,” he said.

“And who does your king sympathize with on her world,” I asked, probing deeper.

He switched to Bainish. “Don’t worry. Though King Dauphile could not be described as a necessarily good man, he and Tel-Allal certainly do not wish to kill her, Joshua,” he said as he moved his king to safety. I was then quiet, looking at the board and considering Bren’s story. I could have taken his queen, but then I saw another move to checkmate his king, my bishop taking a pawn.

“The master said Neada will open her eyes soon and she will see like he does. This is why they meditate,” I said, a coin given for more information.

“That’s checkmate, Joshua. Quite good.” Bren said, “I shan’t be so easy on you next time.” He stood to go for another smoke.

“And this is why the rain is here,” I said to him as he left. “It isn’t time for her to go yet.” Bren glanced at me. He could not pretend to not hear me. “But you probably don’t believe me,” I said.

The rains stopped for a moment, and Bren and I stepped outside. He smoked a cigar, and after a few puffs, he asked, “What did you mean in there, about her seeing like your master? How does he see?”

The question revealed an intense curiosity, and I told him about the master’s enlightenment, that he saw with infinity’s eyes and that he lived beyond body and mind. Bren nervously blew out smoke rings, his eyes darting at me.

After a long pause, he said, “Well, that is exactly what they say about her—about her potential. It is what they fear about her, the conservatives. Tel-Allal, my people, wants her safety. The conservatives of Banx, the Hoctoine, are who we should worry about.”

The rain drops began to fall again, and Bren seemed momentarily delighted by the revelation. Perhaps he underestimated Paen as well. Perhaps this is why Mediha, Neada, was not afraid of Bren, because a thirst existed deep within him that not even Bren was aware of. I believed Bren that he did not wish to deliver her into harm’s way.

“Planet Banx,” Bren said.

“What?”

“Mediha’s home world is called Banx.” He made the shape of a circle with his hand to help me understand the idea of a planet.

The rain began to pour hard again, beating the mud into submissive pools, and we went inside.

He told me about the complexities of his world, that Planet Bain conquered Planet Banx six centuries ago but granted its independence two centuries ago. He told me grand stories of that history, about the great civilizations of each planet and the awful wars they fought, and I was intrigued.

I imagined the places he described, grand cities made of stone and metal, and the impressive means of travel that were common to his race. He seemed delighted by my drive to know more, and he drew rough sketches with my quill pen to accompany his tales.

At one point we could not stay inside, rain or no rain, and we walked into the jungle together along the deepening river. While on a green log by a flooded pond, Bren told me more about Mediha’s people, the Hoctoine.

“The present government of the Hoctoine has declared her religion illegal. She is Nadthsade,” which he pronounced Nod sadi, “a religious minority,” Bren explained. “When we finally agreed to Banx’s independence, the modern thinkers, their ruling class, did well to cleanse their culture of old religious models in favor of pure materialism, science, and militarism.”

“Cleanse?” I asked naively.

Bren looked at me from beneath a wet brow, his black hair stuck to his neck in sweaty circlets.

“They are killing them, Joshua, all to, in the Sanhedrin’s narrow point of view, prevent terrorism, fundamentalism. Basically the want to quell any kind of resistance to what is being taught and accepted now.

“They fostered so much resentment against Bain during our colonial times that the Hoctoine closed all its space ports and bulked up its navy, much like you Khoorlrhani and your fences.”

I shook my head.

“The Nadthsade are in hiding, what’s left of them. When Mediha was born, she fulfilled a prophecy that the Nadthsade goddess would take form—from dragon to human—and teach among all Hoctoine. I’ve read quite a bit about her. Their legends say that, before the child is born, she will appear as the dragon flying between the two Banxisithine moons.”

“My dream!” I then exclaimed.

“What?”

“My dream.”

“Joshua, you’re not making sense. What do you mean?”

“I dreamt that I found Master Paen. I had to chase after him, but I found him; and the place I found him was just like that, purple sky, large endless oceans, two bright pale moons, and a dragon flying in the sky!”

Bren stopped walking and took a hard look at me. A look of suspicion crept over his face, then consternation.

“How would you know that?

 “Know what?”

“I didn’t say anything about oceans or the purple…”

“No, I did, but that’s the place, isn’t it?”

He did not answer. He only laughed. He shook his head, puzzled.

 “Bren. That’s the place! That’s Planet Banx, isn’t it?” I pressed.

“Yeah. That is what it looks like mostly, purple sky, vast rich and deep oceans bigger than any landmass. I loved it there when I got a chance to see it.”

As we made our way back, he told me more about Banx. Inside, we dried off, and Bren was now quiet, seated beside the fire, the glow strange against his face.

He looked at me after some time and said, “I had this dream too, the one you described.” And he laughed as if it was ridiculous, but then he looked serious again. He seemed agitated, eager to get moving, but he also knew the rains were too severe. Bren left the dihj and busied himself with more preparations.

Later, a kind of thirst came over me to see both the master and Mediha, a sweet attraction to be in their presence but it also occurred to me how unique an occasion this time was. I sat with them. It was quiet, only the sound of rain as candlelight flickered, and the master gazed beyond me. I did not often times meditate with the master, which only occurred to me to when I saw Mediha sitting so perfectly with him. She was an example of divine perfection. Only now, at this critical time, did I have any inclination to practice thusly, stilling myself before him. Never once had I even asked to be with him this way. I felt so foolish.

I again felt the possessive and pathetic center of the universe, and yet the master only smiled as he gazed at me, undoing my worst. So I dropped my inner conversations and stories of self-affliction as I only felt love for him.

The silence drew me in. I sat with him, and it was clear that all I wanted was to be with him, but then he rose, wrapped himself, and went out into the rain, leaving me alone with Mediha.

Again I teetered on the tightrope of attraction and utter fear as she sat by me, not moving. I then braved looking at her. What was this great fear-laced attraction to her? She seemed terrifying, and I felt I should beware in contemplating her. Her snake like patterned skin reminded me of the day death stood before me in hooded reptilian form. I could not escape the association, and so I looked off to the left of her, at her cheek, the attraction and terror simultaneously together in my heart and gut. I then felt her small hand on mine—an invitation. I entered into her white-less eyes, into her infinite gaze. She was indescribably beautiful. I could not resist her, and so I stopped avoiding her and stepped into the death of my ideas of myself.

I fell into her. She was gentle, her heart so bright, so dear, innocent, but somehow I knew she had the very wildness of a dragon. It then occurred to me that it was her need that inspired me to learn Bren’s language. It was her need that I should have an intense curiosity about his world and her world. Suddenly, a greater intuition could be felt: everything was occurring because she appeared and my volition was her whim. I was being fed by her, my capacities given to me by her in the same manner that they rose while wielding Maburata on the battlefield years ago. She was the same as Paen, and he served her need as well, as her guru, helping her to awaken. And with that intuition, I saw that now was the perfect time for my own thirst to come forward, for me to sit. I understood that the years I thought I wasted were just the years that the divine did not call me to this moment, here and now, before Mediha’s wonderful, infinite gaze, so sweet, so pure. There was no one, only God, the Great One consciousness; I was but her stringed puppet!

Mediha then touched my forehead, and a great force rushed downward into me! It is difficult to describe it as anything other than facing death. My point of view was drowning in this incredible white ecstatic flow. It opened me, ripped me so!

It threatened to fill me to bursting it at the seams! It was huge, dwarfing me, quick, intense, and quite beyond my capacity to withstand. In shock, and in complete terror, I fell backward. I breathed heavily as my heart beat at a frenzied pace.

I calmed though and could feel Mediha as if, by this necessary entry into me, she made me sensitive to her, created a link between us. She seemed to be calming me. I no longer heard my own voice in my head as if it had been absorbed temporarily, eaten perhaps, and my mind was perfectly quiet with no thought related to me, Jeshibian Khoorlrhani. There was no rising, no binding, none of his desires, none of his guilt. I then could feel Mediha speaking.

One day you’ll be ready…

I looked at her and she smiled at me.

And you will come to me completely. You will be prepared. I swear it. I swear it. I will prepare you, my friend…

She was indeed the master, the same as Kalid, the same as Paen! I felt a great joy as I clasped my hands and bowed to her. As the downpour intensified outside, I sat with Mediha, gazed into her infinite eyes, and loved her. There was no distance for me to travel! It was all my imagination! Paen only gave me away to what he was already!

It rained fiercely that night, and I fell away to the dream tree. This time I watched as its hundreds of glowing branches reached upward beyond the heavens. They seemed to dig into the sky, planting themselves deeply into the heavens. They then pulled the sky open, revealing bright white light, which then subsided and revealed through the hole in the sky a constellation never before seen. Climb, the tree commanded me, lowering many of its branches.

I awoke. The rains had let up.



The Journey
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The weeks passed and the rain lightened to barely a drizzle.

“It is time,” Master Paen said, and then I heard mehras approaching the master’s dihj. Bren and I went outside to greet Sasojeda, Banwedo, my brother Darlian, and the large party of men assembled to make the twelve day journey east, warriors fit and ready for a long journey. The pair of carriages that most assuredly contained Bren’s payment of gold, and which would transport the guns for Khoorlrhani-Tah’s armory, rolled up before the master’s dihj. Bren inspected them. He was cheery, eager for the adventure, his white shirt billowing with the slight winds and reflecting the breaking sun. Bren wore his spectacles and his shoulder holster, and he had shaved his chin.

I wore Maburata along my back and was dressed in a beige tunic, a strong leather belt, and my suede boots. I also wore a pair of leather gauntlets given to me by my brother. I also carried a rifle—an off-worlder relic—slung over the other shoulder.

It was a humid day, the earthworms wriggling in the mud, the frogs chirping throughout the whole jungle. I brought out the maps that Bren and I used to chart our journey. We sat over a large flat rock and spread them out, reviewing how we’d start out.

I fought against a nervous edge again, a light shakiness, a queasy surrealism in the morning air. This would be my last day in Arkaya. Mediha was placed in one of the coaches and all seemed ready, and yet I had not seen Paen.

Was I to go with no uplifting words? Was I to man up now? Would I ever see him again? I could not say the words. I could do nothing. I grew heavy inside, paralyzed by indecision. As men came to me to give the command, I balked.

I felt I could not focus. I looked everywhere among the crowds of men for Paen. Finally I saw a figure in the distance wearing a white wide-sleeved kaftan. He was approaching us.

It was him! He smiled at me. He took me aside, placed his hands against my shoulders, and said, “Did you really think I would not accompany you at least part of the way? We will go as far as we can together, of course.” He then winked and embraced me. He instructed me to add Quanon, his mehra, to the team that would pull the main carriage. I did this happily, adding him to the center of the leading row, now five in all, with two following.

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world, Jeshoya,” he said, grinning at me.

I helped the master into the carriage and placed all of his things within it to his liking. I fetched additional water bags for him, collected his teas and his teapot, and Darlian configured the bench of the carriage with shading and netting.

My brother and I then added ourselves to the protective line of mehras that would ride along the sides. I rode on the left side on Nanui, Dar on the right riding White Mane.

The master drove the main carriage with Mediha riding along with him. A softly padded bench was created for her to sit or lay on in the multilayered and protective confines of the white square canopy.

The second carriage contained all our provisions, ammunition, and tools as well as Bren’s payment. It was pulled by four mehras and driven by Bren.

By midday everyone was ready and we headed south. The master, Darlian, and I rode second in the order of mehras; Sasojeda and Banwedo rode in front of us. Bren rode behind me. The sun hid behind thick cloud cover, and the humidity was heavy.

Late that morning, after a heated debate with Bren, it was decided that in order to ultimately avoid the imminent dark clouds of battle approaching, the only real danger in Paen’s eyes, we had to travel as far south as possible along the northern edge of the great river and almost to the coast. The master stressed that Mediha’s safety was of the utmost importance. The Khoorlrhani men in our liege obeyed without question. Our guides were confident we could push through the oppressively thick jungle by cleaving through it. For this, we carried ample supplies of machetes.

“They are sharp. We’ll cut it down and get you there, Master,” one of our guides said, smiling through his half-rotted teeth. Despite being men of the tah, I noticed that each of these men became Paen’s completely the instant they arrived in his sacred land.

Many had bowed their heads and expressed their gladness in being chosen to join us on the journey, most knowing it to be the last Paen would ever be seen. Most of the morning, in fact, Paen was presented with various gifts. Our brothers sent gifts with their men. He blessed everyone and left no one unnoticed.

All mehras were turned toward Paen, a perfect circle of two hundred looking at him, the master, who sat in the carriage silent. We were still as he regarded everyone. The sky then released the sun from the clouds and we were off.

Two lines of mehra men, ten on each side, rode beside the master and Mediha’s carriage, and each man had a fully loaded rifle slung along his back. The two up front, Sasojeda and Banwedo, carried long spears. The rest followed behind us, their own supplies carried in bulging saddle bags.

We traveled south along the great river and arrived at Kushite after the a few days. Replenishing our supplies, we followed the river until it bent eastward toward the Bantu territories, where we pressed through thick bush.

Despite the dense vegetation, our pace was quick as we did not want to be seen. The Bantu were not our enemies, but we wanted attention from no one.

We went as far as we could that day and cleared an area where we camped. We formed a tight circle of torches, and the guards took shifts at the edges with their guns to watch in the blackness for tiger eye’s hunting in the night. Thankfully, the first night in the southern region went without incident.

Nights later, however, a warrior was taken in his sleep, devoured. This set the tone for much our journey along the river. Two more men were attacked another night.

To address the situation, the captains doubled the guard assignments. Occasionally a rifle crack would shatter the silence of the night. Fascinated by the beasts, Bren took charge of patrols that hunted the manju tigers.

One night, Bren sat by firelight and fussed with the radio he had torn from his ship. Mountain Nest still ignored his pleas. The humidity of the far south was thick, and we were tortured by the mosquitoes that swarmed us.

Darlian, I could see, was pock marked by their feeding on him. Mosquitoes, I believe, were the least of his worries, though. He still seemed relatively high in spirits as he drank from his water bag and looked over Bren’s shoulder as he tinkered with the machine. Dar and I played chess by firelight. The master and Mediha rested in the protective confines of the tent we brought. Two torches on poles stood in the ground at the tent’s entrance, and Sasojeda stood at one end. Several of us took turns guarding the perimeter, twelve men on three hour shifts with torches and rifles to keep constant watch for the tigers.

No one seemed to sleep much most nights, nervous about what would emerge from the brush, and so days traveling were always rough. Going now was very slow, as hour upon hour we painstakingly advanced, following the team of men with machetes hacking through the southern jungle.

Our guides began to bicker, one worried that the other was getting us lost, but we pressed slowly onward, occasionally graced by easier terrain that lifted our spirits only to be lowered back into the thick. Dar and I took our turns hacking the brush and clearing any obstacles that stood in the path of the team. We did this going uphill—thorns and green spray assaulting the skin. We did this going downhill—roots and vines frustrating our footstep. At times we got an overhead view of thick green before us, daunted by the expanse of it and our apparent lack of progress in advancing through it.

To keep our spirits high, Darlian and I sang old Khoorlrhani songs. After about an hour of it, the master said, “How about a song about the divine?”

Darlian, more musically inclined, started a line and sang:

Paen is THAT, He is THAT

Ashuta’s HEART, He is that Heart!

And it was so simple and sung so sweetly that I easily joined in. We kept cutting rhythmically to our singing, disappeared into it, and soon over my shoulder I saw that we had cut a good amount of distance ahead of the caravan, allowing them to keep a good pace. We kept singing, not stopping, and a few more men ran up to join us, machetes in hand, and added their voices. We became more unified and worked together now. Men came forward with water bags to offer drinks to those cutting down the thicket. More machetes held by inspired hands then came forward, helping us to press deeply.

Soon men added torches behind us as the sun began to set. We seemed to have descended noticeably deeper into the jungle, and after a few more miles, the master declared that it was time to set up camp.

All the torches were lit, a circle of them around the main fire ablaze in front of the master’s large tent in which Darlian and I sat with him. Darlian and I were exhausted, itchy, and sore.

Paen only seemed to look at us with an unending grin, satisfied with the day’s work. Mediha slept nearby, exhausted by the Genian heat.

“I am happy for this journey with you,” he said, and we smiled. “I’m happy that Mediha has arrived and that my final journey is underway!”

He said to us, noticing our faces shocked by mention of his final journey, “Now don’t be unhappy. Don’t possess me by being that way. That is not the way I taught you. Sing! Keep that song of me alive in your heart! Don’t ever stop it, my sons. You are my sons, and so, be happy in your love of me. I know you look at me, Jeshoya, and see the age fully on my face now, and I know it makes you sad. What I say to you is what I’ve always said to you: I AM everything. What you ever experience as being removed from your company is not what I AM. What I say to you, what I’ve always said to you, and will continue forevermore to say to you in your heart of hearts, is Be what I AM. Yes, don’t look to me but BE what I AM. You have my permission to be THAT free. Yes! BE that free!” And he laughed even as I began to cry. It felt as if a lance had punched through the membranes holding all that I really felt about this journey and let it all out.

I threw myself down before him and kissed his feet. I could not bear to let him go. He lifted me as he rose, smothered me in his loving embrace, kissing my cheeks, imploring me to hear him. He held me strongly and pressed his heart to my own.

“The time is near, yes, but I AM always here. You will see it. You need only do what I told you: Be what I AM.”

Many days later the jungle loosened and our party moved more freely along the great river. We camped by it and rested our mehras.

While alone with the master by the river as we walked, I carried Mediha and he reminded me again, “You must never leave her side.” He framed it as an imperative requirement, and beneath the sunlight, I could not avoid the lines in his face. I knew the master was returning to Eastern Genia, returning to the goddess, to no longer carry his body.

“Yes, Master,” is all I could say. I did not know how to fulfill this request as so much of it was beyond me. I kept throwing it off as I did the reality that Paen was leaving. I could not face it.

“You must swear it to me,” he said, taking hold of my arm.

“I swear. I swear I’ll never leave her side.”

“Good. Good. You are the last Jeshibian, the last of my Khoorlrhani. Each one of you, mine, each one of you my work,” he said, making the circling motion of sanding us to smoothness with his open palms.

“And now you are the last one, my warrior, to protect Her.”

“But Master, how can I protect her? I don’t…” I started, bewildered.

“Well, because God says so! I say so, so…relax! It will be clear to you. If you intend to do it, you will succeed, but you must take care to do this in the same manner I took care of you. She is your child now. I AM placed innocently in the palms of your hands. Your practice is yours now, your child now. You no longer have the luxury of being a boy. You must take care. You must intend to enter your practice at the next level. Do you understand?”

“Yes. I think I do,” I said.

“Good, now don’t worry or you’ll foul it all up!” he joked, laughing uproariously. Then, throwing an arm around me, he fed me dates as we walked along the shore of the lake. Behind us was the deep green jungle against the rolling hillsides we had traveled down. To the south, a blue ribbon of ocean could be seen. I had never seen the ocean before! I took in the sweetness of the air, a calming breath.

“Doubt is an exercise in Jandee,” I muttered.

“That’s right. Stay clear of self-esteem, high or low. I say it is garbage. It slows you down along the path. I say sing my name…”

“And BE what I AM,” I parroted.

“And who is that?” he asked.

“Eternity,” I said.

“And so you will really find this out, if your practice is truly your child.”

There was a commotion that night, gunfire. Ten men came out of the darkness to report that Bren killed a manju tiger, one of three that had been following us. The next night another of our men was killed in the night.

Bren intended to skin his catch and enjoy it as a trophy, but Paen would not have it. Instead he instructed us to take the carcass with us to a place of the master’s choosing. We did so, and then we were not followed by any more tigers.

Many days later, we finally approached the southern Genian highlands majestically jutting upward into the horizon. Many cheered at the sight of them. Slate-grey clouds loomed above them. We knew that, in a few days’ time, our journey would become an uphill endeavor, perhaps the most dangerous portion of the journey.

I rode in the carriage with Mediha at times and played with her. At times we walked alongside the caravan as I carried her against my hip. The master watched me with her, and he winked at me. She napped, her head resting against my shoulder. She was always perfectly silent, seeming to not make much of any sound at all, only a mere breath in her laughing or crying. She liked to walk in the tall grasses by the riverside or wade in the shallows of the river. She would squat over the water and point at the small fish she observed. As we journeyed, I loved her beyond words; and as the master’s words resonated within me, I only wanted to love her more. So, when her arms were raised toward me, I picked her up.

I found after three days’ of this that I could not bear to be without her. I noticed where she was all the time and what her state was. I became protective of her. Darlian noticed.

“She’s really taken to you, Jeshibian.”

I grinned as I walked with her holding my hand. She was smarter than any child her age of our kind. She would hold the end of my index finger and lead me to items hidden in the grass, nesting birds or strange rocks.

We began our ascent up the side of the mountain. A small party scouted ahead to plot the best course for the carriages to follow. Our trek was grueling work as the teams of mehras that pulled the carts struggled with their loads. Bren tended mainly to the second one that carried his payment.

The master walked outside of the carriage holding the child, his other arm supporting himself with a heavy staff.

It struck me deep just then, that I would not be returning, that everything that I would see from this moment on would be for the first and last time! I had not even considered exactly how I planned to leave or even where I would be leaving to.

Banx? I wondered.

Pushing the thought off, I focused on making it up the steep ridge that the mountain led us to. It was narrow, and the drop beyond the ledge was intimidating. We slowly traversed it for what seemed an endless number of hours.

Two men attended Paen, walking beside him to hold a shade over his head to block out the searing sun as we climbed into higher altitude. We rested for an hour and then resumed for another eternity.

The entire time Paen was but a walking grin. He kissed Mediha’s cheek and could be seen whispering to her. My ankles and knees ached as I pulled Nanui behind me, but I could not help a certain giddiness as I looked out at the expanse of the land before me, its velvet and purple rows backed by several gradations of black and grey, softness in the approach of twilight. I was happy. The mountain leaned back, my thighs and lungs seeming to burst! I grinned with heat in my belly for this life!

I reflected on my life, how Paen so moved me. He helped me see the insanity of us all, the insanity of our being entitled princes and princess all dreaming for the ego’s crown of self-esteem, its broken promises of fulfillment. I knew him to be victorious in always profoundly demonstrating what was true, what He Is. But the tah and his progeny, all those lost in the spell of inwardly beholding privacy, I knew were being left to this realm and its petty judgments. No one would be saved. I knew now that’s what my dream of the fireball meant. Only those who noticed Him and truly investigated beyond the coil of the two-headed dream snake could behold themselves standing as He Is, as everything high and low. Only then could eyes be as diamonds like Master Paen’s.

I looked over at Darlian and felt love for my brother. I wept knowing that Paen had won for I knew forgiveness, knew love, and I yearned to hold love beyond the fading of our time.

The mountain pitched steeper still, and upward he pulled us, the Khoorlrhani, his men now, devotees to bring him home. And I was to never cease to walk with his most cherished beloved. He kissed her.

I was happy because I would never forget his profound demonstration. I was happy for being so graced, so honored by his divine company my entire life. I was happy for my pure luck! I was happy because, even though he was leaving, I knew he could never be gone for he was eternity.

“Stop here!” the master commanded. “Jeshibian Khoorlrhani!” he called out to me, and I ran up the front of the line to meet him. The ledge had widened out onto an expanse of a large dome. Granite stretched far north and the descent we would make was before us. Electricity was in the air.

I came to him. The master was beaming, glowing, holding Mediha. He handed her to me.

“Darlian!” he called, “Come with me, my sons.”

We, along with Sasojeda, and Banwedo followed. Bren instructed the rest of the party to set up camp.

We followed the master northward along the face of the dome, then along ledges that went further upward. His pace was relentless and we pushed on for a good two hours before we stopped. The air was thin, cold. It was dark now and windy. Darlian successfully lit a fire using Bren’s lighter.

“Ah.” The master said, “Good thing you brought that.”

We sat at his feet, troubled, but the master said nothing for a long time, only radiated and greeted the mountain with loving force. I knew that he was home. In the distance I saw lightning wildly striking the tops of the highlands. An intense storm was brewing, the wind gathering cloud cover.

“So,” the master began, and there was then more lightning, the rock beneath us seeming to build a mighty charge. “What you must know…” He pressed his hands at me and I felt a great force of him enter into my body. I saw it again, Banx. I saw the purple sky over the ocean that was in the vision given to me by Mediha, but my sense of it was now complete and vivid and unmistakable. It was a sacred place of black cliffs against ocean, and within those cliffs resided the greatest power that could never be lost, never again. And in my breast, in my heart and my mind, was the revelation of complete and utter victory. I saw a beauty so profound that I threw my head back in ecstatic surrender and yielded, disappeared. I accepted it, and it untied me at the heart and belly. My eyes were no longer of my head but of what flooded into me—ever present and unending divine reality. And this time I was only that, no self to be goaded back into the worriment of character.

That pleasure of open heart was so sweet, so gentle, so pure, so real, so IN LOVE with the majesty of already-perfect-and-here heart of an innocent at play, kissing the splendid rings of the DIVINE.

Paen sat before me, radiant. His eyes were on me but looked beyond that me to where that One really was located as His heart, and he drew me there where we were bodiless, formless, Him, As He Is, non-separate.

I am that.

I wept in gladness of such oneness, of this singular confidence of no one, of such grand freedom, this profound homecoming!

I am free!

I sat, quiet, for some time. Then I began to wrap myself in mind and returned to my body, again looking outward.

Paen’s gentle grin was there as he sat still, leaning against his staff and wrapped at the shoulders. Darlian anointed his feet with oil. Sasojeda and Banwedo were present and they also tended to his body.

That night of all nights, I thought we would have words, but the master was silent. Our hearts communicated, and he insisted that I listen this way. I bowed before him, kissed his feet, and cried. I even laughed at his comical nature in silence.

As the wind began to soften over time, and the lightening ceasing, we all made our beds, and laid near him as he ceaselessly grinned, taken in by Her, Ashuta, Paen’s beloved.

That night I dreamt of Paen. “Just use my old teapot,” he said, teasing me, and pushing me past my funeral attendant’s mood. “And bring me to this spot right here.” I took in the space around me. It was beautiful. Before me was Paen’s dream tree!

In the morning, Master Paen was no longer in his body. The fire that Darlian began had been fed over the night and was large enough to cremate the master’s body. Darlian and I collected the ashes into his old teapot, and Darlian and I, as he instructed, hiked six miles north until I found the master’s birthplace.

It appeared exactly the way it did in the dream. There was a small river that cut through the mountain, and we followed it until we got to a small waterfall that gushed heavily, bands of color in its spray. A magnificent bristlecone tree, large and full, was nearby. The master only described these trees to me. This was the first time I saw one.

“That’s it!” I said. “That’s where Ashuta gave him Maburata!”

Darlian placed the master’s ashes next to the tree, and then I leaned Maburata against it. Darlian and I wept and we bowed and wept some more. Then we exchanged a few funny stories about Master Paen. As we left we went on more in that manner. Just as we started down to get back on the trail, I looked back and by the rainbow falls was a large tiger seated by the master’s sword.

The five of us met and descended together, rejoining the caravan by sunset. Our camp was encircled by pit fires and lit torches held in the ground. Many of the other Khoorlrhani wandered along the great granite expanse of the dome. They came to us to hear word of the master. We told them that Paen had died. They all sat grieving, many in disbelief.

Bren met me, his face somber, his eyes cast downward in remorse. I then realized how inconsolable the world had become, and that the mission of consolation was up to me now.

I went to Mediha where she was standing in the tent and squatted before her. She smiled and gestured that we should walk together. I rose, offered her my index finger which she took in her small hand, and we walked.

After we returned, Mediha slept in the tent and I had a meal by the firelight. We were all quiet, somber. Then we heard a screech from Bren’s wooden paneled radio. It hissed and then: “Berg Nest Falcon, müssen Sie uns lessen? Berg Nest Falcon, um Sie zu kopieren, zu Ende?”

Bren jumped to his feet. “Ahhh!” he yelled, and he jumped around, hooting. Several of us jumped with him in celebration. He then quickly sat down and removed the bronze mouthpiece and spoke into it.

“Bergnest, das ist Falcon! Ich habe gelesen, Sie laut und deutlich! Wir kopieren. Bitte senden auf encription chanel sieben einundachzig, wiederholen chanel sieben einundachzig.” Mountain Nest replied. The accent was harsher, not understandable.

Bren removed a small piece of metal from the radio compartment, made a change to it, and then reinserted it. I paid closer attention, wanting to understand.

“Okay, Bergnest sind wir bereit,” Bren cleverly responded with the same accent.

“Die Linie ist jetzt dunkel. Gehen Sie vor, Falken.” The line is now dark. Go ahead, Falcon.

“Mountain Nest. This is Byron. I have the package. Repeat: I have the package.”

“Glad to hear your voice, Major. What is your location?”

“I’ve made it around to the southern end of the western mountain range, headed for the flatlands. Any chance for a pick up.”

“You’re a long way off, and about four months too late, Major. It was just blind luck I checked to see if you were still out there. Command’s given up on you. We’ve got no ships that aren’t engaged in the north already.”

“Fine. I’ll be there in four days.”

“Major, the situation has degraded. You’ve only got two days before the last transport leaves. Otherwise you’ll have to stay in orbit here for six months or more.”

“Two days? You listen to me. I have her! Do you copy that?”

“I do, but I cannot…”

“No, quiet! Answer me this: is Geraint Gardard still rift-side? Put the radio down and get him on the other end, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

It was quiet for an uncomfortable amount of time, all of us pressing together in the circle until another voice broke through. “Byron? You saucy bastard, are you there?”

“Geraint! Yes. It’s me. It’s me. Look I’m not dead and neither is she. I need transport for her. I can wait, but she can’t.”

“Fine, get here in three days and not a day later. Can you do that?”

“Yes, but look, I need another favor.”

“Why am I not surprised? What can I do for you, Major?”

“I need munitions, G-RYT pistols, maybe some rifles for the indigenous Odan that are with me.”

“What? What do I look like, an armory?”

“You need to make this happen, Geraint. There is an empire ripe for the picking over these hills. I don’t know how any of us missed them, but you need to send that package and some advisors.”

“How much inventory are we talking about?”

“At least a thousand.”

“Oh, that’s all?”

“There’s gold, Geraint. It will do all the talking.”

There was a measurable pause, static, then, “I’m listening.”

“Look, it will be well worth your while, but now’s the moment, and I’ve made a reasonable offer. If we don’t make good on it…” Bren’s silence insinuated the rest.

“The Trikes will for us.” Geraint finished his statement.

“My man, yes, you understand. We don’t want this army fighting on their side.”

“I’ll make it happen. Anything else, majesty?”

“Just hold that goddamned ship by orders of the Pal-Jalian Congressional Space Authority. Use my call sign if you have to, and drop two crates of the best you can get under the circumstances to Nicajo. I have two hundred Odan with me. Inform Nicajo command not to open fire on us as we cross the fields. On our best behavior, okay?”

“Okay, Byron. You’ve got it. Don’t spend all that gold.”

Certain nuances escaped me, but I was fast learning to hear Bren’s tongue and understood what was said. He placed the brass mouthpiece back on the handle and walked about excitedly, pressing his attention to the east as the sun ducked behind the mountains. I followed him.

“Who are the Trikes, Bren?” I asked. The question threw him. He visibly shook with fright as he whirled to look at me.

“Josh. I… You are impressive in your listening. You understood?”

“We are Odan?”

“Our word, yes, for well…you. I heard the word Khoorlrhani for the first time after my crash. We on Bain refer to you as…”

“What will the Trikes do to us?” I asked.

“Josh, so many questions I cannot make them all clear right…”

“Answer me! Who are the Trikes,” I yelled at him.

He held out a hand, his white sleeves billowing in the wind. “Okay!” He took a breath and then squatted, black boots shifting over dust and rock. He then stood up and gathered his hair by the red tie. With one arm pointing to northeast, he said, “The Trikes are there.” Then he turned to his right and pointed more directly east and said, “And we are there.”

He walked toward me, his form sinewy, his more warrior-like aspects apparent now in his manner.

“A century ago, Bain settled there. We have four colonial towns, and the Trikes followed us five years ago. We have been at war for many more years. Bain fights for Sten, but mainly we fight to protect our home worlds beyond the rift,” Bren said, his gaze somber and deep.

“What is Sten?” I asked, unsettled, angry.

“Oh, for fuck’s… Sten! A planet! Your planet. Your…world. Your One Great Land. Bain wants it, and now so does Triken.” He threw up his hands in frustration.

I lowered my eyes. That moment I felt like a veil had been lifted and I could see the agonizing truth of what was likely to be the Khoorlrhani’s future—subjugation by an even greater army. I could still barely believe what I heard: empires greater than Khoorlrhani fighting over the horizon and now heading our way.

“I’m sorry, Josh,” was all Bren could say to me.

“What is the rift?”

Relentlessly we pushed on. I rode in the carriage with Mediha, wanting only to be with her, feeding her and tending to her. I occasionally stopped the caravan, despite Bren’s displeasure, to allow her to walk, to explore the land, the small streams and dry lake beds we passed. She was interested in everything, and so I only delighted in her delight.

Twice we camped beneath the open sky, beneath the glittered dome of Sten, the name for my world as I now knew it. I sat by Bren and looked at him, the same question on my face but no longer with the sting of my blaming him for what was happening.

“It is hard to explain it, Josh. The rift is like a hole in space. It’s the only way we can get here, to Sten.”

He drew two straight parallel lines in the dirt, and at the end of the first line, closer to him, he drew a circle to illustrate the hole. Dragging the stick along the first line to the hole, Bren said, “We travel through the rift, this hole, and when we come out the other end, we arrive here.” He then moved his pointing stick to the beginning of the next line. “To where Sten is. The lines are planes of reference, time-space dimensions, realities… I don’t really know. I’m no Sergio Banxisi.”

He explained in some detail what he knew about it, confessing his knowledge of it was limited. I listened as carefully as I could, noticing Darlian’s face grow long. I lightly punched his arm, smiling at him.

“A dream portal,” I mused, “like Paen’s tree.” I grunted, glancing at Darlian, whom I had told about my dreams. Darlian was not interested.

“Okay, sure, whatever.” Bren said. He went on to explain that Bain and their enemies, the Trikes, fought for control of the regions in the plains where diamonds were mined.

“But not actual diamonds,” Bren said. “Tension.”

The next morning, we both rode on the carriage, I holding the reins, our mehras tethered to the rear.

“Nothing will be the same when we return, will it?” Darlian murmured. His heart was heavy.

I reassured him that he should not worry, but I could not meet his eyes.

On the horizon, manmade structures came into view. In the greater distance I could see a giant spire. It was bulky, fat. A drill, Bren explained. The expanse of the nearby town, backed by a distant row of mountains, was considerable, many multi-leveled structures in a single enclosure, a dark metallic fence with tall posts surrounding it.

Bren looked back at us, pointed and grinned. “Nicajo,” he said. My stomach turned. What was I to do? I looked back at the sleeping child, Mediha, resting on her bench. Soon a detachment of vehicles headed our way. They buzzed along on six wheels, my first encounter with the mechanized transporters that Bren had told me about.

Bren told us to slow to a halt and then rode out ahead. As he met the men, and showed them his mark, rapidly spoke to them, instructing, ordering, and then snapping the reins of his mehra, he rejoined our group with one of the vehicles circling to the back of us. The rest rode ahead of us.

We followed them to the opening mouth of the fence. This was it! I was leaving and yet I could not simply ask Bren to take me. How would I pull this off? Would I be riding Nanui back to Arkaya along with Darlian?

Once in the fenced area, my attention was diffuse. The sun was high and yellow and dust was blowing in the air as the vehicles passed us and led us deeper into the large camp. The buildings were sturdy, made of metal and beige material, plastic, Bren called it, and they sat in straight rows, at least four of them. Above the rooftops of them, I could see the tops of many landed ships, their silhouettes, some like the one Bren crashed north of Arkaya. Some were massive.

The Khoorlrhani riders looked about themselves curiously. Bren came to us followed by four men whose eyes were obscured by plastic lenses. He looked up to me and said, “Mediha must go with them.”

“W…where?” I stammered.

“Josh. We are here now. They must take her home,” he said.

“Why was she here, Bren? Why must she go with them?”

He climbed up on the carriage and pressed behind me, waking and picking her up.

“We don’t have time. That ship will leave without her,” he said, jumping down with her, everything happening quickly. Bren handed her over to the strangers.

I then jumped down and ran toward her, but I was held back by Sasojeda, who in Mayak, said, “Not yet.” His eyes were stern, but it was comforting that he saw my plight.

The strangers ran off with her, and my heart felt like it was ripping apart as I saw the figures becoming obscured by the dust and distance. I noticed one of the largest ships, its hulking mass a hunched silhouette against lavender sky, was preparing to lift away by the noise it made.

“Josh,” Bren called. I turned and he stood alongside another man. “This is Geraint. He will show you to the weapons!” he yelled as the sound of the distant ship became deafeningly loud. My impulse to run for her was again held in check by Sasojeda, as he stepped in my path.

“Yes. Okay,” I said, and I looked at Bren. I told Sasojeda to go with him, to go with Geraint, to trade the gold.

He looked at me, and cleverly in Mayak said, “I will help you.”

Darlian was by my side now. “Help you what?”

The men all moved to a large black tent where my brother’s precious armory awaited, and Sasojeda ordered the others to remove the gold from the carriages and bring it, to follow him. He kept looking at me, subtly signaling to me that I should stay right where I was and call no attention to myself. He was big and broad in his movements, taking on the lead role for the Khoorlrhani, who were all armed with rifles, spears, and swords and followed by armed Bainish men who were keeping the area secure.

“Help you what, Jeshibian?”

“Dar…” I looked into his sharpshooter’s eyes.

“Oh, You’re leaving me, brother?” He sighed. “Well, it figures, you know.”

I embraced him and said, “The master said I should never leave her side. I didn’t really know that it would require this…” My hands were sweating, my knees weak.

I saw Bren and Geraint in the large black tent nod at one another, shake hands, and then Bren waved to him. Then he ran the dusty road toward the ship.

“I knew already, I did, but I tried not to think of it until now,” Darlian said. “I knew, and so you must go Jeshoya!”

I looked over at Sasjeda, who nodded, and then he became belligerent with the traders, complaining, yelling, making everyone nervous. He was creating a dangerous diversion. I glanced around me. I was well beyond the sphere of being noticed.

Darlian picked me up, and nearly crushing my ribs, he then said, “Go!”

And I did, but I ran back to him.

“Hey, will you take care of Nanui?!”

“What?! Of course, idiot! Now go!” And my brother waving to me was the last time I would see him.

I ran another route, another road that paralleled Bren, pushing past the Bains who were not concerned by me as I no doubt was assumed to be an Odan worker, a plainsman working the Bainish mines. I ran hard to where the ship could be seen in its entirety. The idle roar of its engines was an assault to my ears as I pressed against a wire fence. It was huge! I saw Bren run to the vessel across a black smooth surface, asphalt, where he passed two guards in deep green clothing who greeted him and then moved off of the surface, their backs turned to me. I shook, trembling to the core. I, a simple Khoorlrhani, dared to approach this dragon of a craft before me. Could I do this, my knees buckling? I then thought to run away, back to Arkaya. I sighed. It was no good.

Then in my breast I felt her call, Mediha’s heart beating as my own heart. Her ever-strong heartbeat felt as a yearning that could not go unanswered. Despite all my shaking and sweating, I could not refuse!

The hatch doorway leading into the belly of the black and grey behemoth began to rise. Suddenly I heard voices behind me, a group of guards headed my way!

I bolted across the black asphalt as the doorway slowly came up, and I jumped into the mouth of the beast, the doorway shutting behind me, pressing tightly against a shiny metal surface, a closed doorway. I was trapped neither in nor out of the ship! Against the reflective surface, I could see clearly behind me through a small round window looking out at the black surface.

The ship then roared, and I felt lifted and saw the asphalt surface become a square framed in the circular edges of the window behind me. The black square shrank and disappeared, a mere spec held now by the amber-colored square of Nicajo framed by the black fence, and this quickly shrank and disappeared, engulfed by vapor, clouds, as all around me shook violently and rumbled like a volcano.

What a stupid thing I am doing, I thought. I was certain I had stepped into the moment of my death, for as if in the mouth of a beast, I felt the enclosure of this space, the heat of its breath, and the viciousness of its fangs as they mercilessly pressed into me.

Horrified, I could barely breathe and felt faint and unbearably hot. My voice was a high pitched scream, the explosion of it heard but muffled, made anonymous by the roaring of machinery as blue fire lapped at my back, singed clothing, burned hair, and curled skin!

I was being burned alive! I could smell my own destruction, and my wailing was but a useless gesture frustrated by bonds that would not free me. I writhed and tugged, but to no avail, oddly aware of tears streaming down my face and the urine down my leg.

I knew I was a dead man, and with my head threatening to burst, to be snuffed out, just before I could no longer hold on as pain well exceeded my ability to endure it, my eyes rolled back and then forward again to fix themselves on what was reflected against the metal. The composite of the mountain, cloud cover, and ocean all neatly edged by the blackness of the starry sky, which then revealed to me the entirety of the One Great Land swimming in the emptiness of the heavens. An orb, Sten, my world, a planet.

Ready now to die, to let go and leave this agony, everything went mercifully black. In dream, the branches of the Paen’s tree released me, sent me adrift. Am I dead, I wondered, my subtle body floating cartwheels into the bright sun.
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Rebirth

[image: image]

My breath returned to me, cold air rushing into my overheated lungs. My eyes slowly registered a sight before me, a blurry shape backed by soft yellow lights. It was a face, the expression troubled, a thick brow.

I felt two hands against the side of my head. I then remembered. I occupied this body, but I could not remember where I was.

“Oh, you stupid, stupid boy,” said a voice in Khoorlrhani.

I then felt pain all over my body, burns. I then remembered the face, Bren’s.

“I saw Sten!” I coughed, and I pointed to somewhere. Bren laughed.

“You are a sweet idiot,” Bren said. “Don’t talk. Sleep.”

I felt no pain only a surge of opiates.

When I awoke, however, I was reintroduced to the pain from being burned along my arms and shoulders. I rose, lifted myself from off a low bed, and followed the glow of light in this new metallic environment to where Bren was reclined along a shiny black lectus. Before him was a large window through which I saw the most amazing vision, an illuminant orb contrasted by the darkness of space.

It was like a copper, blue, and white marble. I knew it was Bain, how Bren described it all coming back to me. My lips parted at the sight, letting loose a gasp. Tiny lit objects floated about Bain, golden and silver crafts like angels descending to it, like fireflies busily buzzing about it.

Bren, with his back turned, his face peering into a folded piece of thick paper, said, “Your burns are mainly healed. It’s a miracle you even survived. In the ignorance of your slumber, I don’t think you can appreciate this.”

He rose, putting down his papers. He was dressed exquisitely, his boots a glossier and shinier pair than what he wore in Arkaya, his pants navy with disciplined creases. He was wearing a matching jacket with a high folded collar edged in vibrant gold. A golden insignia, a cross centered by a star, hung over the breast pocket, and a long length of white sleeves extended beyond the knuckles of his hands.

“I guess you were lucky your clothes caught on fire or the alarm would not have indicated your presence until, you know, you were dead.”

“Where’s Mediha?” I pressed.

“Questions,” he said, reservedly, turning his hands upward in consternation as he paced about, the sound of his boots echoing within the small enclosure we were in.

“My pilot had it in him to plunge a heavy wrench into your skull and jettison you into space to avoid having to account for you with the inspectors. Couldn’t have that, could we? So we put you under for your journey to the liner so that you were not screaming, not much, and then once there got you off to the onboard medical unit where luckily they were able to stick you in one of their tanks and repair the damage. You actually look well, Josh. I am amazed.”

I did seem well, as if nothing happened. I looked at my hands and saw mild scarring, my arms hairless. My hair was shorter, no longer waist length because no doubt singed.

“Where’s Mediha?” I asked again.

“I’m insulted. You mean it was her all along? You stow away on my vessel and nearly foul up my work, and you have the nerve to ask more inane questions!” He yelled in a manner that I never imagined, as if the sheep’s clothing had come off to reveal a wolf’s nature.

I was quiet, stunned, and almost fell back feeling weakened by it. I felt short of breath.

“How rude of me,” Bren said, and he approached me quickly and guided me to sit on his couch. I looked over my shoulder at the outside.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I was quiet.

“To answer your question, Mediha has been rushed back to Banx. She more than likely arrived there weeks ago. We, however, have only just arrived to…” Bren stopped and began our game of fill in the blank.

“Bain,” I gasped. Not Banx. I slept the whole journey. I felt crushed by my apparently staggering failure. I began to cough, my chest aching. Bren sat next to me and explained that the rift liner, a larger space vessel that I did not get to see, transported Bren’s commissioned vessel back across the rift to Banx first. There agents met him and picked Mediha up and brought her home, and from there Bren’s vessel…

“Traveled, well, at this phase of Banx’s orbit, a good thirty million miles over thirty days and brought us to our final destination. We are docking with one of the orbitals in another two hours, and then we’ll take my private shuttle down to the surface.”

I had failed utterly. I brought my knees into my chest and buried my face into my folded arms.

“So what am I to do with you?” Bren said, again rising from off the couch.

“I suppose you are stuck with me. All that leftover gold, well that just paid the fuel bill, really, then your doctor’s bill. I don’t understand what possessed you to jump onto this ship. Can you explain?”

I told him again about Master Paen’s vision, about Mediha, about her being his devotee. I told him what I must do. Bren handed me a glass of water, long clean fingers extended from beneath laced sleeves.

“Cruel of him,” he said.

“What?”

“To make you believe such things.” His grey eyes were dull in their condescension.

“He…” I reacted.

“Again, I’m being rude, but Mediha is just a child, nothing more, Josh. To ask you to ruin your entire life is shameful, to ask you to come…here, mind boggling. I would kill to have had your wild and free life in Arkaya.”

“Won’t you then?” I bit at him, becoming accustomed to this sarcastic demeanor. Bren raised an eyebrow, and he apparently again remembered that he underestimated me.

“Hmm. Point well taken, Josh. I am a warrior, just like you, a soldier. I follow orders from command.”

“Do you know what command loves, what their appetite is for?”

“Pff, really! Now, listen. Nothing is so black and white. Look. It is obvious that you have talents, Josh, and I rather like you.” He marked my expression of disbelief, sighed and huffed, “If I didn’t, old Barton in the control room back there would have succeeded in braining you when he discovered you, and he would have just wiped the stain of you off his windows. Now the old geezer has to show off that black eye I gave him once he brings us to port. I suppose it’s you who owes him an apology.”

My expression softened and my eyes put away their daggers. Bren then said, “At any rate, I do like you, Josh, so very much so that it is my own home that I am opening up to you until we can sort out this wretched mess you’ve made of your life. I cannot bring you to Sten though, and Banx even more so.”

I listened intently, knowing that I had little choice. I had no guide whatsoever in this level of the madness that my life was fast becoming.

“Now, If you don’t accept, I can only point you to certain unpleasant avenues to traverse independently on the surface once we arrive, but it would be a disservice of me to not enlighten you to the fact that under no circumstances would you ever be able to climb aboard a ship and simply travel to Banx on your own. No, my friend, it is utterly naïve to think it so simply done in this mean, mean world you’ve found yourself…well rather reborn into it appears. No one, not even the best of us, goes to Banx, and not because of the war but because it is off limits. You had no idea, Josh, just how well you already had it on Sten.”

My heart was heavy because of him, his presence, his hubris. I sighed and felt a slight tug as I remembered the vivid purple horizon and the feeling of that place that allowed me to release my clenched position in Bren’s company. Bren began to walk away.

“Bren,” I said.

“Prince Jeshibian Khoorlrhani, yes?”

I laughed. “Thank you for saving my life, Bren Edgewood. It was stupid of me to jump aboard uninvited.”

“Yes, you could have been burned to a smelly cinder and we’d be smelling it for weeks. Awful! You are welcome, and now, so that you don’t jump into my house uninvited, you already have my welcome to join me below in two hours.”

“I will join you on Planet Bain.”

“Not dressed like that, you won’t. I had you measured while you slept and ordered some clothes be delivered. They should be waiting for us in Orbital 3.” And Bren departed into the darkness of the secondary cabin, headed to the control room to speak with old Barton, the hired pilot, a man I would not meet.



Tel-Allal and Edgewood House
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My new costume was much like Bren’s, black shiny leather boots with brass buckles. My pants were grey, creased and uncomfortably tight to me. The coat felt too tight as well but was considered a perfect fit by Bren. It had two breast pockets that were bare of decoration, only simple red lines stitched in a rectangular pattern at the top of the button flap. On the two shoulder flaps, before our leaving the orbital en route to Bren’s shuttle, Bren slipped two blue canvas insignias with yellow crosses much like what Bren wore on his jacket.

“Anyone approaches you, you are a second year Tel-Allal cadet, and refer to me as...”

“Byron,” I interrupted.

“No. I am Major Edgewood, your commanding officer, and you study—and you will study, mind you—at Canovidge Military Academy,” Bren instructed and pulled my shirt sleeves further out over my hands, and inspected and straightened the lace tie around my neck, flaring it out a little, and then pulled the thick material of the jacket edges neatly around it. He had bound my hair in the manner he did his own, but with a blue ribbon, tying what was left of my dread locks together tightly.

“Awkward, this,” he complained, much the way Minot did when preparing me for official appearances in Arkaya.

We debarked at a massive military space station where we entered a busy flow of people, an ocean of souls all dressed in our manner and all of Bren’s complexion and walking in different directions across a smooth black reflective floor.

Many were dressed in slightly different colored uniforms, grey being the most common color, made distinct by emblems on the breast pocket and shoulder flaps. Crowds of them, young faces like my own though stern in their intent to quickly move on with their business, pressed onward through the many avenues of the busy Orbital 3, which is where Bren said we were.

“It’s the third of six, all positioned over the sovereign nations of Bain,” he said, apparently beginning the next phase of my education. He must have noted my interest in the giant red “3” painted on the columnar slabs of metal that arched upward into the high grated ceilings. Bodies rushed by at a frenzied pace as if preparing for an imminent attack.

I was impressed by the glass windows, their sheer size and thickness, held in sturdy frames with massive bolts, the windows bold oversized rectangles looking outward to space where a swarm of vehicles could be seen making their approach or departure.

There were women in the ranks of their military, their hair bound or cut short, some standing guard at certain entrances, their steady eyes seeming to look nowhere.

I noticed officers, captains, and majors who wore black uniforms, some beige, with round flat-top caps that flared out, gleaming patent leather bands decorated with that now familiar golden cross and star at the center at the front and held over a modest and stiff bill that cast a serious shadow over their eyes.

“Do not make eye contact with officers, not unless they call you to attention.”

I averted my curious gaze and then looked outward to space, to Bain and all the stars in her solar system. It was extremely frigid in the walkway, steam emitting from my mouth. I became excited by the scene as I walked next to Bren, and I listened.

“The war with the Trikes is bad now. It appears we suffered in our last battle here at Bain. Another attack is coming. I’ll explain more once we’re in the private shuttle, but for now, one two, one two, eh?”

I nodded.

At the gate, we were alone, waiting and looking down at the edge of the planet. The shuttle arrived, a small golden craft that gently docked and fastened itself to the gate’s access hatches. A gentle breeze brushed by as the access doors opened, revealing a much more welcoming interior.

A servant stepped out of the warm glow and bowed to us. He wore a long dark coat buttoned at the breast and opened beneath to expose an ornately gold patterned black waist coat, matching breeches with gold buttons at the knees over his tall leather black boots.

“M’lord,” he said.

“Harlan, thank God,” Bren said.

“Quite good to see you, sir. Welcome back,” he said. The two shook hands and then Harlan approached me, bowed, and said, “Prince Khoorlrhani, I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance.”

“How’s the old girl?” Bren joked, speaking for the first time fondly of an intimate whom he had never before mentioned to me.

“The countess is well and looks forward to your safe return,” Harlan replied warmly.

We entered the small but comfortable confines of the shuttle, the interior of warm tones, oranges and reds, offset by the deep tones of wooden panels and bronze and copper instrumentation.

Bren began to remove his uniform jacket. his hat. I did the same, following his lead.

Once we were seated, Harlan depressed a copper button in a panel beside him and communicated to the pilot that we were ready to make the descent. I waited in eager anticipation and yet was terrified, drawing upon memories of my last encounter aboard a shuttle craft.

We disengaged from the hatches with an audible thump and glided downward, the shuttle dipping nearly straight down. Outside I could see thousands of craft like giant floating logs alight and lined infinitely outward along the curving edges of Bain. Most were giant grey or black hulks, but some were an audacious and regal silver—all carried that proud gold cross emblazoned on their sides. At least two of them I could see dwarfed the size of Orbital 3. I pressed my hand and face to the glass, unable to take my eyes off of the activity. The craft were like hornets leaving their nest.

“You’re looking at the Red Fleet, Joshua,” Bren said, and he and Harlan spoke of an awful battle that ended only hours before our arrival.

“Yours was the last private shuttle granted access to Orbital 3,” Harlan said.

As we dropped, the shuttle began to shake and the window went white with the reflection of sunlit clouds. My heart raced. I was afraid, anticipating the same rough treatment I endured last time; but the shaking soon stopped and instead I just felt pressure. We seemed to level out, and after some time I noted that the craft was flying. I looked out the window for hours, taking in this bird’s eye view. Bren watched me, enjoying my reaction to what I saw. I grinned as we gently flew.

Then, unable to fight it, I fell asleep for what seemed like hours, my head still against the cool glass. I was awakened by the sound of Bren’s voice as he groaned, “Oh…my…God.”

The shuttle was flying low, and I could see the terrain more clearly below. Tel-Allal was a majestic sprawl of a city, many of its tall ornate spires forming the line of a silvery horizon, but as I looked closely, the place seemed wrapped in smoke, soot. Directly below us was unbelievable destruction, paved roads decimated and littered with rubble and dirt, most of it ablaze and releasing smoke into the atmosphere. Just outside I could see a small and agile craft flying alongside ours, two more above it. A military escort.

“I’m afraid this round they’ve given us quite a walloping, sir,” Harlan said, quietly standing over Bren, who was looking outward and obviously fighting back emotion. There were large craters where tall majestic buildings once stood, Bren explained.

“Any reports of the dead?” he asked.

“Hundreds of thousands, sir.”

“And how many of them are dead?” Bren stiffened, his tone revealing a thirst for vengeance as he spoke of his enemy, who I now began to hate as well as I felt Bren’s deepening pain.

“Well, sir, the good General Mallory has performed with his usual competence and bravery, destroying at least two flagships, but they say the Triken armada has pulled back beyond Petras only to regroup with another approaching wave of ships. It seems they are only intent on wearing us down. They seem to keep coming from nowhere.”

“And keeping our attention well away from the diamond regions, by God.” Bren gnashed his teeth angrily as he looked at the devastation below, pressing his hand against the rectangle of glass.

“Have those damned Hocts pulled their heads out of their asses yet? This is what’s in store for them, shield or no shield!” Bren growled.

“Sir,” Harlan reassured him, “General Wilhelm’s Black Fleet is giving chase and giving them hell as we speak, and Planet Banx is finally committed to an offensive at this point. We will no doubt draw compensatory measures of Trike blood,” Harlan said, then snapped his own lapels proudly in a neat line. Then, in graceful movements, he sat in a yellow chair and turned it on its base to face Bren. He offered Bren tea and he accepted. They seemed like brothers, sure of their suffering, and sure that they would indeed carry on.

This did not seem to calm Bren’s nerves, however. He leaned back in his own yellow leather chair and folded one leg over his knee, his expression grim. He noticed me, sighed and then said. “Perhaps it was best you left Sten after all, Joshua. This is what’s in store for it. Oh, damn!”

“The Trikes are enemies of Banx?” I asked. He nodded.

“Of every inhabited world they encounter.” Harlan sighed. “The ghost ships of manifest destiny upon our seas,” Harlan hummed.

“Please, no poems. Not now,” Bren complained.

I thought of my dream of the fireball, the destruction of Arkaya. Where am I? Why am I here? I thought.

“Harlan,” Bren said, “I feel as though I’ve wasted too much time chasing wild-geese beyond the rift. I should have been here.”

“Sir, you’re duty called you beyond. We are glad you are home,” Harlan reassured him.

The craft trembled as it hovered over a smooth black surface below that was edged by blue blinking lights. Bren and Harlan were in the midst of laughing, reminiscing.

Below, a large vibrant field of green grass stood in contrast against the black landing area. There were four more of these circular and railed pads with short roads leading to them, bridges running across a moat. In the center of these extended roadways, I could see a large grey building, Edgewood House. It was a massive beige square with large windows with panes of gold, a green courtyard in its center. Four backlit spires at each corner reached upward, glowing against the setting Bainish sun, as the ship turned and slowly descended.

On one end of the great house I saw damage, rubble, and large craters in the green fields. I could hear Bren swearing through the sound of my ears popping from the descent.

“Harlan, however did we manage to make it through this one?”

“I would say by the help of the entirety of the Seventh Jolelian Fighter Squadron, sir. If you look down the way there, you will see they are clearing a downed Triken bomber, one of six. Damned impressive dog-fighting, sir. A fellow by the name of Carridian caught that one.”

“Sounds like a Jolelian pilot alright. I wouldn’t mind shaking his hand. How is my aunt taking this?” Bren said, obviously shocked.

“Unshaken of course, as expected, but thankfully she was not here and will not be returning for some time.”

“Things to do elsewhere, I do understand. I find it interesting that our small house has drawn the protection of the Seventh,” Bren said, and I picked up on a certain mystery in his tone.

“I thought you would, sir.”

The craft touched down and the hatch opened, letting us out onto the wet landing pad. As we stepped out, I was struck by a penetrating blast of coldness and sleet. Bren tossed me my grey coat, which I quickly put on as I followed his urgent footsteps to the house, which was lit in front.

This was nothing like anything I had ever seen, four times the size of the royal estate in Arkaya. Bren surely must have been a king, I thought.

A vehicle approached us, and to my amazement there was no driver. It brought us the length of the road leading over the lit bridges across the moat and to the front entrance—two large wooden doors several times my size. The doors automatically opened as Harlan approached, and as heat spilled out of the entryway, the glowing and massive interior was revealed.

To our left a giant fire was burning, to our right another, each in a pit big enough to walk into. Before me was a giant balcony revealing the second level, over which again the Bainish golden cross and star was flown—a pronounced canvas banner with a black background hanging against the marble surface.

“Well, now isn’t that a wee bit of patriotic flare,” Bren mumbled.

“Under the circumstances, sir, I would say a necessary wee bit for now,” Harlan said while taking Bren’s coat and then mine. He walked to the rack to hang them.

“Any messages? Did I ask that already?”

“No, sir, and yes you did, three times. You are tired, sir.”

“Yes.”

Above the banner was an enormous candelabrum of jade and crystal. I leaned my head back to take it in and was struck by the azure and gold work in the arches of the vaulted ceilings. All around me were gold and rubies, emeralds and ornaments. But I was exhausted from the millions of miles Bren informed me we traveled and did not have the strength to wonder any more of my surroundings. Then there were passageways leading left and right beneath the stairs, which Bren headed for.

He waved back to me and said, “Harlan, make sure Josh gets everything he needs, any of the quarters upstairs. We don’t have any guests, do we?”

“No, sir. Right away, sir.”

And so in silence I followed Harlan upstairs, my final effort before I would fall into the deepest of sleeps.



The Reeducation of Joshua Korani
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When I awoke in perhaps the most luxurious bed imaginable, in the quietest of rooms entirely devoid of the smell of animals or the bite of insects, I looked outside of the house windows to see that it was still dark outside. I ventured out only wearing the new pants Bren gave me.

I went down stairs and wandered about the many rooms of House Edgewood. There were swords on the walls that I admired, and portraits of interesting faces. The floors were covered by large squares of patterned rugs that my feet sank into. I ventured through many empty parlors, some cold with disuse. I passed servants who tried their best not to be too curious about me, the shirtless savage running about without shoes.

Finally I detected a glow down the distance of a hall, and I followed it. I came to another small parlor with a humble fireplace glowing against the sheen of a leather chair in which Bren was seated and reading his papers.

“Ah, Joshua,” he said. “I was wondering how long you would rest.”

I yawned. “Have I actually slept through the entire day?”

“Indeed. It will take you a few days to get acquainted with our shorter days. Sten was such a big, slowly rotating world.”

He motioned for me to sit in the empty chair across from him. I did so as Harlan entered the room.

“I think he might enjoy some tea, sir.”

Bren nodded. “Food as well, no doubt,” he added.

“So,” Bren said, “any questions?”

I only widened my eyes to express that I did not know where to begin. I was overwhelmed, removed entirely from myself, reborn as he said, the past two months a strange and distant dream.

“Well, there’s much I’d like to explain to you.”

Harlan brought in the tea. I sipped it until the fog was lifted from my attention. Bren leaned forward over the mahogany table that separated us and flipped a golden switch imbedded in it. A hatch opened in a corner section of the table and out of it a golden box was raised at the end of a small rod. Bren then flipped another switch and light came out of the box. Before me, projected over the table, were the heavens, dust, space, stars. It was a map of their solar system called the Banxisithine, as Bren explained. I then saw the constellations that were in my dreams months ago!

“The rift, Joshua, is here,” Bren said, picking up his explanation he began two months ago. He pointed with a laser to a spot near the tiny purple representation of Banx. He explained that the rift was a wormhole in orbit around the planet. “But before we tackle the rift, you have to know that we go through it only by means of this.” He tossed an object to me, a white crystal.

“It’s called tension, a kind of fuel. That is what you saw them mining in Nicajo. I encourage you to read more about it, but simply put, its properties allow us to travel through this hole that otherwise we would travel across as normal space. Tension is rare on Bain, but not on Banx where our colonial excavators found it initially.”

Bren explained, “With it Bainish ships travel faster, which in turn led to the discovery of the diamond region.” He showed me the image of my home world.

“We call it this because of the uncanny amount of tension found on your planet, Sten. There are great stores of tension mined by both Bains and Trikes. We are competing with them for tension, for Sten, and obviously for our very own star system, which they intend to relinquish us of entirely.”

I listened intently, the tea waking me. Two spotted hounds entered the room quietly and sat next to Bren, who only with an index finger commanded them to lie down as he went on.

“Bainish ships at first seemed to vanish in orbit around Banx, but soon we learned about the rift and its effect on tension-propelled ships. It seems best described as an attractant of opposite poles—an activated tension vessel passes through here just above Banx. When we later intentionally penetrated through, we found the graveyard of our lost ships in decaying orbit around your planet.”

“But you said that it was impossible to get to Banx. How then does Bain get to the Diamond Region?” I asked.

“Diplomacy. For centuries we have had trade agreements with Banx for access. Now, though, only their liners provide transport for our corporations, and we trade in technology and military services.”

“I don’t understand. Bain has the stronger military and yet pays to pass through?”

“We could take it by force, yes, but Bain is not interested in conquering Banx for it is too expensive. Those were the mistakes learned from colonialism, which proved too costly. That was centuries ago, but still there is bad blood from those years, which brings me to my next point.”

The image of Banx returned to view, now bigger. There were small satellites in orbit around the planet, which now had a subtle yellow glow around it.

“These satellite stations emit a shield that prevents any foreigners from landing on the surface of their world. Any attempts to break through results in triggering a pretty sophisticated weapons system. They are a closed society now,” Bren said.

“Quite brilliant actually,” Harlan added, passing through. “Bain unknowingly built the infrastructure for them, the orbital systems we sold them. They turned it into a wall.”

An Arkayan fence, I mused.

“Well,” Bren said, “we also brewed the resentment to motivate their intentions.”

“Quite true, and now we have this bloody business with the Trikes to share between us and the reluctant allies that are the Hocts,” Harland said. “Seems ironic, no?”

“Who are the Hocts?” I asked.

Bren explained that Hoctoine was the native word for the Banx people, particularly the ruling class. He went on to tell me of conflict on their world whereby the governmental body, the Sanhedrin, run by their conservative parties, had subjugated the Hoctoine Nadthsade, the humanist parties for nearly a century. I assumed he was speaking of Mediha’s circle.

“No. You see, there is a difference. Hoctoine Nadthsade is different from pure Nadthsade. Nadthsade is of itself an ideal of purity that both parties ascribe to,” Bren explained further.

“You must say that Nadthsade means ‘children of God,’ sir,” Harlan said.

“Yes, Harlan, I was getting to that. Both sides have fought over who rightly is that, the children of God, a conflict no different from the struggles of our many ancient crusades here on Bain, Joshua. Mediha, and those like her who fulfill age-old prophecies, is considered to be pure Nadthsade by the Hoctoine Nadthsade; and according to that political group, the pure should rule as they once did. This is their agenda, that the old model be restored, placing their holy ones above all political bodies as it was centuries ago,” Bren said.

“Until we arrived and changed all of that,” Harlan said.

“The ruling conservatives reject the old way, of course, and believe their own will to be divinely ordained without a need to submit to the old model,” Bren said. He then sipped his tea.

I could only think of Master Paen whispering into my father’s ears to trust him.

“Each side uses her as a scapegoat of sorts, the right hand to declare her invalid in the face of modern times and to destroy, and the left hand to rally around her in violent uprising to bring back ancient times,” Harlan added, now sitting cross legged on a wooden chair and sipping tea.

Once she and her small circle were found, the rumors circulating that the prophecy of her birth had been fulfilled, each side pursued her, they explained.

“There are death squads, Joshua, countless numbers of secret murders going on, as both sides try to invalidate the other. We believe the Sanhedrin have carried out the worst. Indeed, we fear genocide. The Hoctoine Nadthsade, well, they simply shout Mediha’s name as they carry out their acts of terrorism,” Bren explained.

I could take no more of it. “Where is she? Is she safe? Why did you not bring her here?” I demanded, standing. I trembled. Here I was safe, before comforting firelight, and out there in the black void of space, my master’s devotee was unsafe.

Bren leaned back in his chair. He removed his spectacles and dug into the corner of his eye. He sighed.

“I…was told. I was assured…that…” he stammered.

I buried my face in my hands at what I was hearing. I grabbed my hair.

“I was lied to, Joshua, used. At times, I am only an end to a means.”

“What does that mean? You handed over a defenseless child to men who would use her or murder her!?” I was so angry that I began to cough violently and felt nauseated. Bren stood up, trying to reassure me. There was a marked show on concern on his face.

“No!” he exclaimed. “You need to listen to me. I did everything I could. Sometimes you can do no more. The conservatives came to our ship while docked in the belly of the liner with several armed men. They intercepted me, and the worst of it was that it was my own government that sold her out, that told the Hocts I was aboard with her!”

He seemed to ache with regret, and so I calmed.

“Why?” I asked, still coughing a little.

“Apparently BSS used her whereabouts as leverage to negotiate.” He sighed, obviously frustrated and bewildered.

“Negotiate?”

He became agitated with me. “Negotiate better terms for access to Sten, and now terms for Banx’s active military commitment to the offensive taking place, terms for the release of Bains held captive from previous wars! It’s my job to create leverage for our terms to be met, often at the cost of my own soul.”

“I should say! What kind of warrior hides in the shadows and delivers a child to devils?” I attacked, the caffeine rushing through me. I could see that stung him, the guilt showing on his face. There seemed more to it. I breathed heavily, committed to getting answers but gearing up to fight him.

Bren stood up over the coffee table and threw his hand at the floating hologram, splintering it violently.

“The kind of warrior who survives the realm you’ve just entered into, Joshua, a realm where there is no justice, only dogs eating dogs, and where honor is only the decoy of the left hand held high while the right one conceals a dagger low and behind the back! I have been naïve in handling Mediha, but I should remind you that it was no heaven, your Sten. It was full of just as much war and treachery.”

“You’ve made an unforgivable mistake!” I shouted, then wheezed and sat.

I had no words, only anger and anguish. I did not want to be there. I could not understand what this failure of mine meant, other than being the worst insult to Paen and a dark betrayal of Mediha. I gave myself no option to succeed in going blindly forward into that damned ship!

I sat in the parlor and stubbornly waited to wake up again in the dewy grasses knowing Minot was nearby or with Ursya’s arms around me. This world was confusing, deeply layered. The warmth of the fire was like a single narrow wave and all around it, in this musty Bainish parlor with this peculiar man, was deep cold.

“Will they really kill her?” I asked, remembering Paen, remembering Mediha at play in the riverbeds on Sten.

“They will. It will take some time, though. They will hold her for some time. There is a chance to save her.”

“What do you mean?” I pressed, snatching my head upward.

Bren sighed as Harlan reentered the room, this time holding a large bronze tray of food. He placed it on the low table before me.

Bren said, “There are plans involving Bain itself that, if they go as hoped, will allow a more direct approach.”

“Without getting too far ahead of ourselves, sir,” Harlan warned, seemingly afraid of who might be spying on us. “Let’s just call it a much needed deep cleaning,” Harlan joked, then turned on a device that played music. It was uncomfortably loud.

Bren inched closer to me from across the table and said, “My aunt is working on this; I should not have even referred to it so openly. She has the support she needs to make a significant change here, one that will surely retool the machinery that was careless with both of our lives rift-side. I can’t explain it all now. Just know, Joshua, that I am not your enemy. I owe you my very life, and I will make good on that debt.”

He said, “I know you are frustrated, Joshua. I know that I don’t truly understand what she means to you quite yet. Be patient, my friend. If I’ve learned one thing in my line of work, it is to keep quietly adapting, even if given signs that should shatter all your hopes of success.”

I sucked inward, feeling sick, and nodded. “I’ve insulted you again, Bren. I apologize.”

“Being a stranger in a strange land sometimes gives a certain edge to our lesser qualities. I am no stranger to lesser qualities within myself, but I certainly would not willfully destroy the life of one as beautiful as Mediha. In fact, I cherish her and what she means to you,” Bren said, nodding to Harlan to lower the volume on the audio system.

After Harlan reported that the house was clean of spying devices, Bren told me the story of how he tracked Mediha down on Sten, took a liner rift-side, evaded his overseers, and stowed away on a docked Hoctoine shuttle for thirty days. Once on the ground, he investigated, looking for Mediha’s captors from town to town.

He was masquerading as a man named Byron Pentax, a tensionman contracted to extract crystal tension for several buyers. BSS financed his cover, knowing that the Hoct government would hid her in an outlying town until they could safely extract her. Bren kept losing Mediha because her captors were sure either Bain agents such as Bren, or Nadthsade monks were tracking her. He was not finding her, was on the verge of giving up, getting drunk and being beaten up in taverns until finally something caught his inner eye. Something tugged at his consciousness and clued him in on where to go.

“It was like I only needed be worn out, broken and humiliated before it dawned on me. The indigenous! She was hidden among the Odan tribes!”

He bought a mehra and set out, and in another ten days of looking he finally saw her. He told me the details of how he secured a two-man shuttle craft and stole Mediha from the plainsmen tribe paid to protect her.

“It turned out her captors were actually her circle, not the Hocto-conservatives. I snatched her from the Odan, and that’s how I got that damned needle in my ass, packing her away and getting into the ship! In retrospect, I should have just helped them.”



Seven Hundred Years of Bainish Interplanetary History





	3500

	Bainish Interplanetary Exploration Begins: Bainish construction of Orbitals 1, 2, and 3.




	3579

	Jolel, Phases 1- 2: 300 men and women are sent to the moon, Jolel, to establish first outpost terraforming colony.




	3590

	Bainish Colonization of Banx




	3600

	Jolel Final Phase: The “New Moon” enjoys an agricultural boom and becomes a military base, production plant, and home to many Navy men and women.




	3605

	Bainish Colonization of Arcana: The tenth planet colonized and the beginning of most ambitious terraforming project to date. Arcana is a source of rare minerals and ice.




	3875

	Interplanetary War I: The modernist Hoctoine of Banx wage war to oust Bain from their world over a bloody six year period.




	3885

	Banx Independence: The end of the war marks Hoctoine independence, and shortly afterward the beginning of hostile isolationism and rapid military buildup on the part of the conservative parties in reaction to lingering Bainish influence and involvement in Hoctoine political affairs.




	3891

	Discovery of Rift and Bainish Colonization of Planet Sten




	3892

	Interplanetary Rift Treaty: The Rift Treaty saw to it that Banx and Bain would jointly explore and divide Sten. Banx would allow for Bainish ships to travel through their space to Sten so long as Bain ships served Hoctoine interests.




	4160

	The Triken Visitation: At the Arcana outpost, the Trikes, visitors from another star system, make their presence known. Bain increases production of its navy in anticipation of an attack.




	4163

	Intergalactic War I, Triken Invasion of Arcana: Bain declares war on Triken! Banx refuses to join the offensives in the 3rd sector, despite pressure from Bainish Emperor Dauphile.




	4166

	First Battle for Bain: The Jolelian elite pilots fight off the attacking Triken bombers, and in twenty days of legendary dog-fighting, free the planet from the clutches of the over confident Trikes who lose all their destroyer class vessels in the battle. General Mallory of the Bainish Red Fleet regroups and engages the Triken battleships in what was called the most impressive show of Bainish grit and military might ever seen in the history of Bainish modern-day warfare.




	4186

	First Battle of Banx: Also the Battle of the Rift – The Bains and Hocts engage the Trikes in a bloody battle as the Trikes finally penetrate the Banxisithine shield and successfully invade Sten. They “dig in like country ticks,” as Bainish General Manning of the Gold Fleet puts it, entrenching themselves in northern plane territories on Sten, setting the stage for the first ever ground campaigns to begin rift-side.




	4191 (current year)

	Second Battle for Bain: Again withstanding wave after wave of attacks, the capital city Pal-Jal is nearly destroyed but left standing and victorious. Another Triken attack on Planet Banx is imminent as the planetary oppositions begin to open, leaving Banx vulnerable. General Mallery’s Red Fleet is drawn inward to Bain in preparation, and General Wilhelm’s Black Fleet is joined by a Banxisithine naval force poised to liberate Arcana. Manning’s Gold Fleet remains in position, orbiting Banx.





Edgewood House

Edgewood House is a grand 39th-century country house near Oldeston, Greenshire, Tel-Allal. Its park was laid out by Lewis Black, the Tel-Allalian landscape architect dubbed “Tal-Allal’s finest gardener.” He designed over 150 parks, many of which still endure.
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The Edgewood House was built by order of Emperor Edwin I in 3897 for Lord Henry Edgewood, a general who participated (then as a Pal-Jalian captain) in returning the Pal-Jalian Dauphile family to the throne in the end of the 39th century (See Ephrasian Empire circa 986 A.D). Edgewood was given the title of Earl of Oldeston. The great house was subsequently the residence of Edwin’s descendants, marriage linking the two families, and now is currently run by Countess Gwendolyn Edgewood, a great grand niece of Edwin I and hereditary heiress as designated by letters patent 3896.

The house is noteworthy not only for its fine Norman architecture but for it symbolizing of—along with the construction of three other great houses in Tel-Allal—Pal-Jal’s return to power and the reunification of the kingdom. House Edgewood was often thought of as the house of the king’s enforcers, as the family generally stayed clear of local Tel-Allalian affairs, only serving as a reminder of the emperor’s supremacy as each member of the Edgewood family held high military positions and fought in numerous wars both planet-side and interplanetary.

Many sections of the famous house were rebuilt over the centuries, but the entrance tower—with its famed fan vaulted ceilings of azure and gold, ornate tracery, and pinnacles at each corner of the house—are the original and have only been minimally restored in keeping with family tradition.

The sound of air raid sirens became a normal thing to me, but my second night at Edgewood House the sounds of bombs exploding drove me into a wild panic, forcing Bren to hold me to the floor so that I would not run from the basement shelter.

Instead, now as sirens blared, I read more and more from the Edgewood library. The library contained countless books and pressings, the thick and folded papers Bren subscribed to. I read as if deaf to the bombing raids above. As I sat in the dusty basement with Bren, Harlan, and the servants, I read The Opposing Tension Rift Theories or The Hoctoine Wars of 3876, so engaged that each boom and the sand falling from the cracking ceiling to the concrete floor could be ignored.

After ten or so minutes of the sand falling, Harlan would impulsively place his own reading down, fetch a broom, sweep up the dust, and return to his reading.

 When it was done we all went upstairs to stake out the damage, a shattered window here, large craters at the landing pads, and sometimes the unfortunate grazing of a wall.

The Jolelians, the pilots flying atmospheric fighters, were unbeatable! After a raid they flew over Edgewood House in a V formation as a salute to the countess.

“All of this is quite unnecessary,” grumbled Harlan. “They cracked two windows in the south end last time around, flying too damned close.”

“Look at them. Magnificent!” Bren hollered over the roar as he waved at twelve fighters overhead, their craft blinking lights at him in acknowledgment. The noise was deafening and the treetops swayed by the rush of them.

I waved as well, raising my fisted hands like Bren, whooped and celebrated along with the servants. We were all happy to not have been obliterated as the fighters pulled away and rocketed into the dark indigo sky. They were impressive, dark grey and copper night daggers flying in noisy authority.

Bren passed me a cigar and chewed on the end of one for himself, patting me on the back as we all walked in the entry way.

“C’mon, Josh. We survived another, and so time for a brandy!”

“I wonder if they know her grace is not here,” Harlan complained of the flyers.

“I for one am not going to radio them that, Harlan,” Bren said. “You should be happy she still has a home to come back to.”

To soothe our nerves we also drank! While seated around a grand table, Bren, Harlan and I, bottle-by-bottle, day by day, cleared out the countesses’ cellar stock of brandy. Harlan had been broken of his formalities. Bren insisted he take off his coat, drape it along the mahogany back of the dining room chairs, and sit to read and drink with us until again that dreadful sound of the air raid sirens warned us to turn off all lights and take shelter.

In that time Harlan taught me his native tongue, French. He was fascinated that I could learn it, and he was interested in a challenge put forward by Bren, who wagered that I would be speaking fluently by the end of the bombing campaign.

“Joshua! Vous êtes un communicateur né naturel!” Halon exclaimed, drunk after we carried on in our first conversation in his language.

“How is it even possible?” he asked me.

“I don’t know.” I said, honestly. “I only needed a few words and then a certain anticipation of the rest comes forward, marked with a certain voracious hunger to meet it,” I explained. “Does that even make any sense?” I asked, then swooned from the alcohol.

They laughed, also intoxicated.

“Absolutely not! I’ll take your…word for it!” Harlan slapped the table and laughed some more.

“Did you see what you did there?” Bren belched, laughing more intensely.

“Ohhh,” Harlan groaned.

“I suppose it’s just interesting, fascinating, you know? There’s only one sound, the root sound in the heart.” I said. “All the variances come from it. I like that idea, but I cannot explain. I suppose there is no alien tongue in truth.”

Their laughter subsided, heads lying on the messy table. “That’s quite profound, actually.” Bren sighed. “If only I weren’t so drunk. Well Harlan, you owe me five pounds.”

“I’m speechless. Ha! Ha! Well, let’s drink to Joshua the communicator!”

“A speech, then?” I quipped?

And they doubled over again laughing and clenching their guts. I laughed as well but still felt agitated by the weeks of confinement, sitting and waiting for the bombs to stop. I wanted to be outside. I wanted to be going toward something, toward Mediha.

“Is there anything to read from Banx, maybe to learn their language?” I asked.



Mallory Victorious in 1st and 2nd Sectors!

Relief for Tel-Allal and Pal-Jal has finally come as General Mallory’s Black Fleet has decisively pushed the Triken armada beyond the 2nd sector line, freeing Bain of the bombing raids and missile attacks that have caused tens of thousands of deaths and destruction to several cities… (page 6)

A great many servants arrived to Edgewood House, returning to fill the east wing, and they busied themselves restoring the place to meet the expectations of the countess. It was rumored she was returning in the next few days.

“There goes our free rein of the place,” Bren joked while stroking the stubble on his chin.

I stood in the passageway, in the way of passing maids, where Lady Gwendolyn Edgewood’s portrait hung. In the painting she wore an exquisite navy blue and gold gown. She had deep dark eyes, a square-ish and yet delicate jaw line, and her porcelain-colored cheeks were accented by the deep and rich brown circlets of her hair that hung to her shoulders.

“She’s quite young in that one,” I heard a voice say, Harlan’s.

“Beautiful,” I said.

“She is a distant relative of the Dauphiles, of course!” he said with a touch of Pal-Jalian national pride, an assertion to distinguish himself from the other servants of the house.

“Look here,” he said, and he handed me another paper. It was an article written about a Hoctoine traditional musical act.

“They are defectors living on Bain. They are loved by the countess, who finds their music fascinating. I will make arrangements for them to come for the celebration.”

My heart split with happiness as I looked at the picture in the article, looked into the face of the young girl singer, a face so much like Mediha’s face. The article said she was a blue woman, a Hoct who could only seem, in my ignorance of their kind, to be a picture of Mediha when she was fully grown. It was only my imagination at work, of course, but still a lovely reminder of her.



Against Royal policy, Gwen hosts Refugees

January 7, 4189
A family of Nadthsade refugees, musicians, arrived at the Edgewood House in Tel-Allal Thursday. Countess Gwendolyn Edgewood personally hosted them before the family embarked for the journey to their new home in the Tel-Allal metropolis. The family of Tiela Adu is one of three who escaped the concentration camps rumored to exist on Banx. The Hoctoine Sanhedrin vehemently deny the existence of these camps. (more on page 12)



The Countess Gwendolyn
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I went to bed most days feeling a fracture in my heart, still this problem of my predicament and my search for an answer. My thoughts still bounced me backward and forward: blaming Bren, Bain, Banx, the conservatives, and blaming myself. I placed the article Harlan had given me by my nightstand, and I felt humiliated. Somehow I had been reduced to hoping for something by someone who merely resembled my master, Mediha.

I dreamt of a pale grey and purple horizon, straight and perfect, and then a floating yellow moon drifting by so clearly with a face in it. It was Master Paen’s. He grinned and then laughed at me.

I awoke early the next morning feeling edgy. I put on my uniform and joined the others below. Then, after breakfast, we heard the roar of a ship approaching the bomb-blasted remainder of the northern landing pad. All the servants were assembled in the main room, standing in one line waiting. Harlan stood next to Bren. I stood behind Bren, who smoked one of his cigars.

Through one of the cracked windows I could see in the distance a large silver shuttle shaped like a fat beetle gently putting itself down onto the black pad. It looked as if lowered by unseen angels backed by dawn’s early light and casting its own orange glow off the black surface.

The many maids were obviously fighting off excitement. There was then more roaring overhead, no doubt the large military escort that accompanied her, pulling off into higher altitudes.

Harlan barked a few orders to the maids to prepare this and that, and that they missed this or missed that, and in moments we all went outside in formation to await the entrance of the countess and her personal servants.

She stepped out helped by her maid. Another man servant and Harlan began to remove the baggage from the car.

Lady Gwendolyn was a tall woman. Her hair was no longer the deep brown of her portrait, but grey. However, the circlets captured in the image were the same, and she had the same penetrating dark eyes that seemed to hold the warmth of sincerity. Her garb was black and more modern than in the picture, a simple skirt, long black boots formed by strong legs, and a high and folded-collar military jacket over which a modest navy blue cape was fastened by a golden Bainish star and cross. The cape was draped across one shoulder. She wore a modest hat, a navy blue beret of sorts. Her eyes were deep and serious.

She slowly walked, acknowledging all of her staff members with a grin, each curtsying according to their custom. She then took Harlan’s hand and patted his shoulder before arriving finally at Bren.

She beamed at him, pressing an opened hand on her nephew’s stomach and the other on his shoulder. She leaned his way affectionately. Then they laughed and embraced and Bren kissed her cheek.

She took the cigar from him and smoked herself. She let out the smoke with a sigh.

“Well, this is a better kind. Still not better than the Pal-Jalian stuff,” she said to Bren quietly. The servants began to circle around.

Lady Edgewood handed Bren back his cigar, their eyes still engaged with one another expressing gratitude. She patted his face.

“I must say I worried about you and your last clandestine affair beyond the rift. It is so good to see you, nephew.”

“I’m well, Auntie. Rest assured, it takes more than Hoctoine and Odan to keep an Edgewood down. No offense, Joshua,” he said.

“None taken,” I said.

“Oh? How about a government keen to expose an agent while in the midst of his enemies?” she quipped.

Bren sighed. “Yes, that. So you’ve heard.”

“Of course, given my circle of friends, nephew, how would I not? And so now, who is this? Prince Khoorlrhani, is it?” she said, her pronunciation impeccable as she fixed her eyes on me over Bren’s shoulder. And with an elegantly authoritative gloved hand she gestured for me to come forward into her glow.

She looked me over, smiling, revealing a jagged line of her white teeth, lines forming at the corners of her beautiful face, at the eyes, and the corners of her mouth. Hers was a patient and observant noticing of everything that was me, so much so that I blushed. She was a queen!

I bowed in the manner Khoorlrhani, on my knees with my forehead to the floor. When I rose, she approached, held my shoulders, and then kissed my cheeks twice.

“Thank you. Welcome to Bain, Joshua. I look forward to learning more about you and your culture.”

“She should have you eating out of her hand by the end of the day, Joshua,” Bren quipped. Harlan and the others suppressed a laugh.

“That’s my nephew. Well, if that is to happen, it will have to wait until this evening’s dinner. Right now I’m exhausted. Look at my house!” she exclaimed her eyes darting about, not missing any of the damage from the bombing.

She clapped her hands and then held them to her chest. She merely said, “Okay, everyone!”

The servants began to disperse and prepare the day’s affairs.

“Oh, Harlan. Today I want you to extend an invitation to the two lead pilots of the Firewing Fighter Brigade. I want to thank them personally for ensuring that my home still stands.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Bren?”

“Yes, Auntie.”

“Let me have one of those nasty things after all,” she said, referring to his cigars, and lightly patted his face.



More Piracy in Banxisithine!

More merchant vessels traveling to the safety of Bainish orbital stations have been intercepted, boarded, and ransacked by the same vicious ring of pirates believed to have been operating near Banx a year ago. (page 6)



Red Carridian

[image: image]

The question of what to do with me was never put to me. It seemed as if I had a new home, and it was not long before I found myself falling in love with Bain, the seduction of its comforts and its quiet natural side. After the bombings, I was drawn out to explore the vast acres of the gardens, the groomed mazes of hedges, and expansive, gently sloping lawns. Although less wild in comparison with Sten, Bain was a different kind of gem. An even expanse of white barked trees obscured a lake in the distance, and I wandered to it through the orchard, missing Sten but making friends with my new home.

“What an entirely dreadful experience of Bain this must have been for you, Jeshibian,” the countess said, speaking of the months of bombing.

“I must admit I’ve only yet experienced Bain mainly through the windows of your home,” I replied.

“Well now that Bain has pushed ahead in the struggle, depending how long it lasts, I hope you can see more,” she said.

The dinner conversation pushed on to the effort to liberate Arcana, a precious outpost world taken by their enemies, my enemy. Then talk moved on to how to guard Bain from not only the Trikes but from enemies within. As Bren explained to me, sipping water from the edges of a crystal glass, Triken intentions were to reduce every city to rubble on Bain.

“I think next time they’ll be bringing their nukes,” Red Carridian, the fighter pilot and a guest, said.

“There’s no profit in it,” Bren said, his eyes looking over his specs. He wore a crisp white shirt, and over that a navy blue vest. He hung his jacket on the back of his chair over the protests of the countess. “They are after all in the colonial business as are we.”

“You mean the same business as Pal-Jal,” the Countess corrected him, making her position clear to the two men seated at her table. The other man was also a pilot, a hero, the two of them Jolelians. I detected from the pilots a certain reluctance to take the bait. They were obviously protecting themselves. Whatever the countess and Bren were doing seemed to be working, as more wine was poured and the two kept the conversation controversial. Though she was a blood cousin to the crown, the member of a favored family that co-governed Tel-Allal with two other families, the countess was working to distance herself from Pal-Jal, King Dauphile.

In time, Bren hinted to me that a plot was slowly simmering, and so I saw that the countess was obviously gathering support for all those involved. She only had a ground force, a formidable army traditionally used to keep Tel-Allal in line in the name of the Dauphiles. She was letting these pilots know that, with Jolelian support, her forces could invade Pal-Jal now that the Gold Fleet had transported much of the king’s ground forces to Sten.

 “Well, Auntie, I think you might need to explain that damned flag hanging in the entryway,” Bren quipped, seeming to voice the question for the two guests.

“Only as a sign of solidarity, Bren,” Lady Gwyn protested. Would you rather I openly raise resistance colors?” Her emphasis made a definite impression on Red Carridian, who nodded his head and gazed with narrowed eyes as if reading between the lines. The other man, Wing Commander Ash, was only sweating.

Earlier, before coming down for dinner, as I dressed into my uniform, Bren said, “Another game of planting seeds.”

When I asked what he meant by that, he said, “Jolel is only loyal to the crown because of our family. If this is still true, we may have leverage when the moment is right. Of course, now the war is of utmost importance, but an opportunity has arisen.”

I looked at myself in my neat blue formals, admired the concise edge of the mandarin-style collar that was decorated with two gold crests, and I noted the pride within myself was that of the same idiot who felt a sense of belonging in holding his first Khoorlrhani dagger while back on Sten.

I decided instead to admire the chandelier over the set dinner table. It was constructed of three tiers of white crystal candle holders extending from the golden bases. Each base was draped with strings of pearls that fanned out to each candle holder, underneath which hung large teardrop-shaped crystals strung together and hanging over the ornate golden centerpiece before us.

The servants served a fine dinner. The fireplaces were lit and the countess’ presence made the room glow with her hospitality.

“Mr. Carridian,” she said,

“Aye, ma’am, but please call me Red,” the pilot said. His superior officer, Commander Ash, rolled his eyes.

The pilots were dressed in the formal Jolelian attire: beige jackets, dark green kilts, brown folded-over and low-cut boots, flannel sashes across their chests. Red’s hair, a striking Mohawk, was the color of his namesake, nearly bright orange and lopped over to the right side of his head. The left side was short, partly shaven, but in a clever checkered pattern of red stubble.

“Tell me, Red, were you born on the New Moon?’

“Aye, I was. Fonny, ’tis not such a new moon any more, at least to me. It’s a bit odd for me to hear it referred to that way,” he said, a bit riled.

“Please forgive my old-fashioned conventions. I do realize that phrase seems to imply Jolel is still but a child, a testament to the Dauphiles blind sentimentality, I think. You know, our family settled here in Tel-Allal hundreds of years ago, and I find it difficult to parallel my thinking with that of the Western continent,” she said, drawing an audible chuckle from both pilots. She had obviously captured their attention.

“But sometimes, an old phrase such as New Moon slips out of me like an old relic not properly done away with.” She said this so delicately but with such control so as not to veil her message to them.

“So, Wing Commander, Lt. Major, you must make a better impression of me in your reports to our Jolelian officials, if you know, my meaning.”

The room was then dead silent.

“Well, I must again thank you for your bravery and for having saved our house in that savage attack,” the Countess said.

“’Tis no problem, ma’am. Where I come from, the name Edgewood is a household name. If there is a high house to defend, it’s yours, ma’am,” he said, and I could hear he was testing her.

His commanding officer whispered in his ear to say no more.

“Thank you, Red,” Lady Gwendolyn said.

The male servants began to remove the emptied plates before us and to serve dessert.

“Not to say there’s a noble house not worth protecting, your grace,” Commander Ash said.

“Oh, there are some,” Red shot angrily.

The countess began to laugh, then said, “I actually agree, Mr. Carridian…Red. Please speak freely. We are not in Pal-Jal, men. You know from our history that the Edgewoods do not shy away from political discomforts or avoid the truth that change is upon us. The question is who, besides the rest of the houses of Tel-Allal, will stand with us?” And she pressed her deep brown gaze at them, her position now revealed.

Wing Commander Ash’s eyes bulged as he glistened with sweat. He stood up, shocked.

“I say, this is mad. We are in the middle…”

“Walter, sit down. For all your tavern talk, here it is, man, your moment. It’s coming right at ya,” Carridean said.

Walter Ash sat down, blinking in disbelief, but in listening to Red, he managed to say, “Well, for one, House Edgewood has always supported the outposts over the centuries. Pal-Jal only extracts from us, like we don’t have a say.”

He paused a moment, cleared his throat upon considering what was presented, sighed, and then the commander said, “Well, forgive my queasiness. I say, your grace, that you have my support.” He raised his glass.

The conspirators then drank more wine. They erupted with laughter and engaged one another in a conversation that went on for hours. After finishing dessert, shirt buttons undone, cuffs loosened, and elbows on the cleared table, the sun dipping below the horizon as seen through the high windows, all were smoking cigars, including myself.

“And you’ll read in all the papers and online scripts how General Mallory is this big Pal-Jalian when we all know…,” Bren went on.

“He was raised on the New Moon,” The Countess joked, blowing a cloud of cigar smoke into the air.

“Aye, a fookin’ Jole, like me and him,” Red went off, marking the countesses nodding in agreement,

 “My heart goes out to those poor bastards at Arcana,” Bren said.

“We should have been there in forty and forty one, like we were supposed to be,” Walter Ash added.

“But no, we had to guard Dauphile’s arse, if you’ll pardon me ma’am,” Red added.

“Not at all, Lieutenant.” The countess shifted in her chair, took up her wine glass, sighed, and almost whimsically said, “You know, the Dauphiles sent the Edgewoods to Tel-Allal centuries ago because they were a threat and not because, as revisionist history retells it, as some great honor for them to secure their power.”

“Yah! I know, and with all the male heirs dead in past wars, they figured you as no threat to claim the crown.” Red slurred, but then he caught himself

“Ah, I’m sorry. Oi… I am drunk,” he spewed.

“No. You’re quite right,” Lady Gwen said, grinning, a flash of the bottom row of teeth. “But of course now that we have entered the second interplanetary war, they might not be prepared for such potentialities,” she said, winking, the message received, both men’s eyes serious as they gazed upon the zeal of Lady Gwen.

“Aye, well, you’ve got my plane already, ma’am,” Red said.

“And I believe you already have Jolel,” the commander said.

After an uncomfortable silence, the countess, said, “Well, of course time will tell. The other houses are weighing it. In the meantime, you men simply must come back to our home soon. I will be throwing a celebration for our victory against Triken just in time for the winter holidays!”

“Of course, but we’ve won only one battle, ma’am,” said the wing commander.

“Bah. It’s time to celebrate! No more hiding in cellars, people!” the countess erupted.

The night passed with Bren and the pilots moved into one of the smaller parlors where Red and his commander sang along to Bren’s attack upon a piano. I was seated by the fireplace, and Lady Gwendolyn joined me.

She asked me more about Sten, about the Khoorlrhani. I told her many of our stories, of Master Paen, my brothers and sisters, and the saturated greenness of the Genian jungles; but in shame, I avoided telling her my plight, embarrassed of my apparently being stranded in her home.

“I want you to know, Joshua, that I am aware of your predicament. Though I don’t understand your relationship to the Nadthsade child, I can see in your eyes that you simply must get through to Banx.”

“Yes,” I said.

“I will see what I can do. I will see about applying for a visa. It will take much time, however, for the Hoctoine government is quite particular. It will be difficult, but I will try.”

I smiled and thanked her for her kindness.

“We have caused much suffering for them, centuries of it. Bain has been an awful and slow learner as a sister world,” she said while gazing into the fireplace, her legs crossed and her long gown draped over her knee.

“The Khoorlrhani are no better,” I said. “And now I see how we are all the same.” Unoriginal, I thought.

I excused myself after some time and returned to my quarters, hoping to sleep off the edge that was conspiring to drown me in self pity.

I awoke to the sun breaking through the lace of curtains. It seemed I had wrestled all night, lost, and then fell into a surrendered rest so deep that I finally awoke in natural sync with the Bainish morning sunrise. I am no longer Odan, I joked to myself.

I had been somewhere in my dreams, but could not pull memory of it back entirely. The feeling of the dream was clear but its wrappings, the stage and characters gone to me. And yet Paen’s name seemed spoken by the lips of my heart. I knew I had dreamed of him, and a flash of imagery came to me: tree branches reaching across white infinity.

As I lay in bed, I wondered why I was here. How in the world did I find myself on this particular track? I knew Paen suggested in my dream, and with humor, that I not worry so, that I not tear at myself as I did; but with each blink of an eye in which my surroundings registered to me, the dark wedge of space put distance between me and my goal, indeed made a taunting mockery of my goal to reach Mediha—reminded me this failure was all mine.

Then I recalled more imagery of my dream of Master Paen’s teasing laughter—a floating comical face in the moon passing by against a surreal sky. I rose out of bed, looked into the mirror over my bureau and saw my reflection, my boyish features, my shoulder length, dark green, and still slightly singed brown dread locks. Behind me in the reflection was my new jeweled womb of Bain that kept me in the infantile warmth of ignorance and fear of life, the warmth of colonial promises, of safe and decorated rooms. I knew all this was enjoyed at the expense of slaves unseen to me.

I was gripped by a sudden nausea, my eyes seemed dark and bloodshot.

I put on my clothes and new boots and went out alone, exploring the outside of the manor. I walked in the lush cultivated gardens, no longer seeing only the deep incendiary craters of shelling but the nature of Bain, its calmer aspects: exquisitely sculpted hedge mazes, hummingbirds, beautiful daffodils, and roses, and the coloring of the maple orchards beneath the glow of sunrise.

On the way back, I noticed the two Jolelian pilots’ copper jets at the front of house. The two small forms were parked diagonally and backed by the autumn leaves of the trees behind them. I went to them, inspecting them, fascinated by the symmetry of their mechanics. I trailed my fingers along cables, bolts, rods, and imagined how such an amazing thing could have been conceptualized.

Red caught me out on the landing pad as I studied the plane, its sleek lines perfect, a grey metal bird with that pronounced snub end of its wide hollow and copper nose. I had been there for hours, thinking to myself, as I studied the fighter—an impressive predator bird. I fantasized about taking off in it and traveling beyond Banx’s shield.

I turned to see Red’s approach, his thin form against the green fields and the house in the distance, only to get something thrown into my face. It was heavy beige overalls like those he was wearing, which were padded at the shoulders, knees and chest—a flight suit.

He held a perverse looking helmet beneath his arm. It was red, shiny like a child’s toy, and with the face plate painted over with an obnoxious yellow smiley face. Red’s swagger and confidence spoke of his professionalism whereas everything else about him seemed a play of complete and utter rebellion!

“Oi, suit yerself up, Josho! You need some cheerin’ op!” he yelled.

“What?” I asked.

“C’mon. Put ’em on. I’ll take ya op!” He had a strong freshly shaven jaw line, which was pronounced as he chewed on his gum, and he had the sharp look of morning espresso about him—no signs of a hangover. He seemed intent on flying with or without me, his orange eyebrows raised over the tops of his mirrored sunglasses as he waited for my response.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yah! A quick ron,” he snapped as he chewed. “With no bombers, the place bores me to fookin’ tears, it does. Time to play.”

Grinning, I hurriedly changed on the pad as Red climbed the step ladder to the cockpit.

I sat in the back portion of the canopy, looking at the back of Red’s chair. The jet rocketed and Red veered the dart to the right so hard that I was pressed into a small corner of my own chair, the speed unfathomable as Red rolled the craft round and round, my view from the plastic cockpit changing from sky to treetops, sky to treetops. Then it was all an indecipherable blend, flaring circles of sun against the glass. The roar of the engines was like that of a mythological beast screaming with absolute authority of being the ultimate fighting machine.

 “How we doing back there, Joshy? Ready for another pass?” Red taunted.

I laughed as we climbed so high that Edgewood House was nowhere to be seen.

“Wooooooooooo!” Red screamed as we rolled again and plummeted straight down, all the way down until again I felt like I was slapped to the floor by unreasonable force as we leveled off over the vast expanse of the orchards and the parks of Lady Gwendolyn’s land.

I could see right through the branches of trees as Red zigged and zagged the fighter until a final zag softened into a strong and mellow pulling upward back into the clouds.

“You’re not gonna puke now, are ye?”

“No!” I screamed, “Wooooooo!” I laughed.

“Woo-hoo! Now that’s what makes her scream, know what I mean, Josho!?”

“Yes! This is awesome! More!” I yelled, my heart beating with life!

“Now that’s the spirit!” he teased, and he pulled at the control stick, and with a boom the craft made a hard left heading for the city. We were over it in seconds, streaking over the devastation below, smoke, buildings reduced to rubble. There were many people working on the surface, and they lifted dusty faces as we streaked by.

In seconds we shot over green fields and then mountains, traveling a distance that would have taken us weeks by mehra in Arkaya. Red rolled the dart and then banked left, showing me a wide expanse of ocean that the mountains wrapped around. He dove, and my heart leapt out of my mouth as he streaked over the top of the water, sending up vapor behind us, the cabin shaking violently as he maneuvered it like bird of prey trying to outmaneuver its rival. I then heard his radio.

“J-41, J-41, you are not authorized to fly in this area. Repeat, you are not authorized. Land your jet now or…”

“Ahhh, or what, cha pencil-poshin’ bastard?” Red quipped between chomps of his jutting jaw against worn chewing gum.

“Carridian! You land that jet now or…”

Red switched off the radio and sighed. “Whal, party’s over…”

He then brought her back up, punched the engines again with a loud booooom, and in twenty minutes we were back over the pad. Red engaged the landing thrusters to set her down right next to his commander, who was seen below shouting at Red, pointing for him to land this instant.

Red popped open the canopy and began to climb out. I excitedly started out after him.

“Aw, for Christ sakes, couldn’t you have kept it together for one more bloody day?” Commander Ash asked.

“This gig’s getting old, Walter,” Red snapped. “I need a drink. How about you?”



The Wolf and the Refugee
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The celebration saw the arrival of other nobility, and rumors circulated among them that the princess from Pal-Jal would attend. Entire entourages—servants, valets, maids, footmen—were accommodated, and the house was decorated with strings of lights. There was a large lit and garlanded tree in the entryway, red ribbons on all the columns of the house with golden angels, and the ball room full of tables all bearing large cakes and other ornate dishes.

A new spark snapped me out of my self pity. I had no idea what I was doing, but a conversation with Red later that afternoon helped. I would try my best and so began that night “taking it as it comes,” Red’s good humored advice, as I descended the spiral staircase to stand before Bren and the countess.

I stepped out into full view.

 “What in...the world?” Bren said.

“Joshua, you’ve cut your mane!” the Countess said, shock on her face.

“He looks like a new man, if you ask me,” Bren said.

“I certainly did not ask you,” She quipped, and then she looked at me tragically as if I ruined her party. They both scanned me with their eyes adjusting to my new appearance, my head no longer with the dyed green locks of an Odan savage and now wearing the black uniform of a petty officer. I was no longer settling for being taken as an off-worlder curiosity.

“He looks the part, somewhat,” Bren said, laughing and patting my shoulders. “We should talk more about the academy this evening. Things are changing quite rapidly, my friend. I have something to ask you.”

I had cut my dreadlocks off myself and asked one of the valets to shave my head military style, the sides close and only a small neat tuft on top. I hated it but I was resolved to fit in here, to play the part.

On this day, which marked my fourth month of on Bain, the great house was buzzing with chatter. Conversations intensified within the halls, charged with their enthusiasm. The socially starved elite class was finally able to spread their peacock tales after the long months of hiding away from constant Triken shelling. Hundreds of guests gathered today for a double celebration: for Bain’s atmosphere being almost entirely clear of enemy presence, for now, and a traditional celebration, Christmas, honoring a sage from ancient times. In their winter coats, guests arrived and were announced, and attendants were served and shown to the dining hall.

It was brutally cold outside, like the worst highland winter back home. I did not know how these people could bear it. Inside glowed with firelight reflecting off golden and red decorations, while outside, stark trees jutted upward through a thick blanket of snow.

Many guests were led to the center-most hall, a sitting room with low coffee tables and thick couches by firelight. A few men were escorted to the small parlors that edged the house’s periphery. They were no doubt headed to where a cigarette or brandy could be enjoyed after their journey.

I was introduced to many of those present, nodding of my head and the accepting this hand and that hand. I was presented as an Odan prince and thus universally found to be absolutely fascinating—my exotic appearance made even more so by the pronounced exposure of my “elfin” ears because of the miscalculation of my haircut. I longed only to get away.

I was not alone, for as I made my escape to Bren’s study at the back of the house, I found him there already.

“You too, eh?” he said as he looked for something in the room, pulling a few books from off his shelf. “I think we should make our escape upstairs.”

I agreed and followed him as we headed back out into the corridor and up the rear staircase. As we went up, ladies making their way down recognized Bren, who was quick to offer up simple and polite, though tight lipped, acknowledgment as we pushed by them. I nearly laughed.

Finally we pressed on and found ourselves locked away in secrecy within another of Bren’s work rooms where he laid out one of the objects he was looking for, the chess set we used in Arkaya. The other was a book of poems, and from out of his red velvet coat he pulled a box of cigars, one of which he offered to me but I declined, feeling somewhat nauseous just viewing it.

We were alike in that we tended to shy away from crowds. I had my fill within the first hour, and Bren the same, and we found one another allies in escaping. Bren set up the chess pieces, eager to lose himself in efforts of private strategy. He then moved to retrieve two glasses and a crystal carafe and poured two brandies. His edge seemed pronounced, as if he were a trapped animal.

Taking note of my observation of him, he sighed and opened the game with his king’s pawn, moving it two squares forward.

“What is it?” I asked him.

My question went unanswered, and remained so until the game developed. Calm reclaimed Bren in deep concentration. He sighed, and then said, “I sweat, Joshua, because I’m undergoing a metamorphosis.” He said this after taking my bishop with his queen.

I took the bait. “What was it that you were going to ask me about earlier?” I threatened his queen with my knight.

We played in silence for some time, the sound of the party emanating through the floorboards, but our solitude was guaranteed by the fact that Bren locked the door. Those trying the crystal knob quickly moved on to the other rooms of the house.

“I have something for you,” he said, moving his knight to check my king. He then rose from his chair and went to his desk of black mahogany. He inserted a golden key into the center drawer and pulled out a thick folder of bound sheets. He placed the folder on the edge of the table before me. I looked at him as Bren resumed the game, staring at the chess pieces.

I could not take his queen, and instead was forced to move my king to safety, which wrenched my other bishop free for the taking by his knight’s attack.

“I have an idea, Joshua, one that might help you along. Bear with me.” Bren explained that the plan was to create a profile for me, a fake identity at Canovidge Military Academy, where he himself and a few other operatives used their covers as program directors and trainers to conduct work as BSS agents.

“The academy is a way for me to gain access to the orbital stations without using my actual identity. Now you would only actually study there for four to six months to help create your cover, and really only to prepare for what I propose.”

“Planting seeds?” I asked.

“Yes. Now that’s just the start, Joshua. To further legitimize your cover, I propose you come with me on a mission that I’ve been commissioned for. It will be dangerous and difficult, but if you succeed, if we succeed, I’m confident I could get you transferred to the Gold Fleet stationed in Banx. You would be on your own then, but you would be exceedingly close and experienced.”

His plan seemed convoluted, but he had my interest. I could not think of any better plans, and so I listened.

“Bain simply must win an offensive against the Trikes. This mission would help to make that happen. It involves a long flight beyond the Banxisithine, into space unknown to us. As senior field agent, I get to choose my own crew, but before you decide, there is something I need you to consider.”

I calculated that, after moving my king to safety and losing my bishop to his knight in the next move, Bren would have checkmate even after I managed to take his queen, the setup for a brilliant sacrifice. He was not playing easy any more. I stared at the board, unable to decide to accept my fate.

“And what is that?” I asked.

“I want you to read what is contained in this folder, each journal, order, report, manifest, and communiqué—and understand it all. Know that what you read about me will be read by all of Bain before I, or we, leave. You must base your decision to come or not on what is revealed to you about me.”

I eyed the folder, three inches of paper neatly bound by silver clips, the Bainish star and cross stamped in red ink on the cover.

“In here are details enough that, if the colonels and generals downstairs knew my intentions, they’d charge me with treason and put me in front of a firing squad. I see a certain talent in you, Joshua. I think you should come with me, but first things first. You should know who you are dealing with,” he said, and then he held the golden key up for me to see before placing it on the beige folder.

“For when you are done,” said Bren, indicating that I should place his secrets back in the drawer and lock them up with the key.

He stood up and looked down at the game, preparing to leave it behind, and again terror seemed to seize him as he apprehensively glanced toward the door. I noticed the perspiration stains on his shirt. He would have to face someone out there among the party guests this evening.

Bren said, remarking on my king’s dilemma, “The game is never about the pieces but accomplishing the mission.”

My mistake in the game was meditating on his queen, and I now saw now that I had overlooked other possibilities. I relented, took his queen and earned my defeat.

Bren then stepped out into the light of the hallway, leaving behind his secrets.

The first few pages of the file told the story of an agent who showed loyalty to the king, of medals awarded for impeccable service, of sacrifices made for the security of the nation and of the planet. Black and white photographs showed Bren in uniform shaking hands with officials, princesses, and King Dauphile. There were other pictures of well dressed fat men decorated with the Bainish insignia standing next to Hoctoine senators.

Then there were reports of the agent being dispatched beyond the rift six years ago, to Planet Sten to prevent the escape of twenty Nadthsade criminals from Banx into the diamond regions, “terrorists who are a threat to Bainish interests.” The next document reported the mission successful, the ship located by BSS agents and all terrorists returned to the Hoctoine authorities to face sentencing.

Then there were orders, transmission transcripts to “pursue and process on orders of the crown,” those named in an attached ships manifest. There were sixty names, all delivered back to Banx to face the Sanhedrin.

Next was a communiqué sent to high command from the agent. He relayed his concern, stating, “The manifest of passengers matches only in number. These are women and children.”

The reply from command read: “a clerical error.”

More photographs, of medal ceremonies, handshakes.

A recommendation for a promotion.

New orders: apprehend rogue vessel Timmets and process forty terrorists.

The next series of communiqués sent back and forth were all answered in the same manner by high command: “Designation of sex on said documents was the result of a clerical error.”

Then there was one letter written and sent to the Lady Gwendolyn Edgewood, stating, “Timmets will dock at Banx soon, and you simply must negotiate their release to us.”

The reply: “We could only get the musicians. It is madness! You must return to me. Walk away.”

The last set of orders read: “Follow rogue vessel, Essence, then pursue and apprehend Nadthsade child Mediha (photograph provided). Her safety is of the utmost importance. Await further instructions.”

A communiqué was sent to Lady Gwen by the agent: “They will not have her.”

I rose with the thick pile of documents in the file folder, which was open, and I walked to the desk, trembling as I sat in Bren’s chair. What was to follow, the next one hundred and eighty pages, brought the deepest and coldest chill to my blood. It was only a list of names typed in the smallest font and with the least amount of line space: Nadthsade men, women, and children. These were the names of those who were exterminated by the Hoctoine, the names uncovered in an investigation spearheaded by Lady Gwendolyn. I wept as I passed through each page until I could take no more.

 I knew that I would go. I realized I had my eyes on only one piece on the board, my singular concerns represented by a bishop, the unfolding of its private thread to achieve a private victory, to capture the queen. Bren’s thread, perhaps that of the knight in my chess analogy, was just as legitimate, and in fact necessary. I understood the burden Bren carried, the guilt he endured. What he did not see was that he was the very instrument, the very agent that delivered Mediha to Master Paen. It was his hands Ashuta lifted, his sails she blew wind into! I would have to help him see this in the same manner that he was helping me to see that my arrival to Bain was not a private failure but a development in the unfolding game for all of us.

I locked the file away as Bren instructed, slipped the gold key into my jacket, and entered the busy hall. I slipped past several guests, many of them crowded in the red and gold throughways. Just then Bren came up behind me.

I him in the eye and said, “I’m in.” He responded with a facial expression of shock. I think the question on his face was: How could I forgive him? I forgave him because I knew he wished to change, and he was willing to fight.

I leaned toward him, placed my hands on his shoulders, and whispered what I needed to tell him: if it had not been for him, I would not have met Mediha, and their falling from the sky was no mere coincidence.

“If it was not for you, she would not have met Paen. There is more here, and you are right, it’s bigger than the two of us,” I said.

He grinned and nodded. “I thank you, Joshua,” he said with deepest sincerity, and I saw that he felt some relief. Still, his nervous edge was alive. His eyes darted about as if in anticipation of seeing a face he was unwilling to behold squarely.

We descended the upper half of the house to the lower half, and Bren insisted we have a drink, demanding two glasses from one of the many tended bars. Laughing at him, I agreed. With brandy glasses in hand, with the stride of Bainish gentlemen we moved from room to room, parlor to parlor, the evening winding on beneath the glow of crystal chandeliers. Within the haze of cigar and cigarette smoke, costumed bodies—black coats with ruffled ties, multicolored gowns that pushed up cleavage, black patent leather caps, and boots, medals of honor, wigs, white gloves holding serving trays high—swam as the debris in a turgid cresting wave flowing throughout the one hundred rooms of Edgewood House. The sound of them all was deafening, the laughing voices and exaggerated expressions of Bainish polite fakery.

In our wandering we met Red Carridean, who was dressed in his formal blacks, his hair gathered in a single braid that dropped beneath his black wedge cap and along his back. He leaned against the wooden ledges of the bar.

“Mr. Carridian,” Bren said, and as Red turned he swayed a bit in his drunkenness.

“Aye, Brenny!” He shook Bren’s hand hard and pulled him near to him. Bren could not resist him, his grin a betrayal of his usual coolness with others.

“Glad to see you’ve stayed. Do you have a ship, Red?” Bren asked, cutting to the chase.

“Does a noble house have drama?” Red slurred, not missing a beat, and laughing exaggeratedly loud, he slapped the bar.

“Does yer auntie wear stockings?!” He laughed more. “Aye, aye, of course I do. ’Tis not tension 3.0 quite yet, but…” Red stammered.

“If you can fly her like I’ve seen you fly that Jolelian dart, she can be slow as a snail. Look, tomorrow, before you leave, we should talk,” Bren said.

Red nodded, threw his drink back, and then cut an eye to me as if he just realized I was standing there—my haircut.

“Perfect time for a vacation, eh? What…the… Haaa! Joshy! C’mere!” he belched and threw an arm around me.

We left Red at the bar, and as we walked Bren whispered to me, telling all the stories beneath the social face being projected in the room, all of the deals made, sealed by the flash bulbs of cameras, all of the political machinations. Bren could see it all.

“It has been my life’s work, and that of many here, to learn to quickly ruin a man simply by attending a party,” he said.

I marked that a beautiful young woman with blond hair and wearing a yellow form-fitting gown, a woman with striking eyes, looking at me as I passed. Then a redhead dressed in blue whispered in her ear.

“And so for example,” Bren said, “what do you make of that?”

“She wants to know who the curious brown elf is who was invited to your aunt’s party,” I joked, becoming steadily drunk. Bren laughed, but then he glanced away, turning me away with him.

“Have you been paying attention? Who is she?” he tested me.

“The daughter of a Pal-Jalian…” I tried to recall. I marked the expression on her face as almost predatory.

“Which Pal-Jalian?”

“The princess?” I asked.

“Yes, the princess, here to mark her territory and to make sure diamonds return from Sten to adorn that neck of hers. She notices you because she fancies you prince of all her slaves behind the rift—a confused and power mad thing, really. She is nervous because Lady Gwen is taking too much interest in refugees. So here we are, the opening move. You must simply sell her the story we discussed.”

He left me and insisted I turn round and introduce myself. I went to her, and I bowed in the customary fashion, taking her hand and kissing it. She nodded.

“Princess Dauphile, I am Joshua Korani.”

“Delighted, Joshua. Prince Joshua, I’ve heard of you from the Lady Gwen. This is my cousin Elaine,” she said.

I greeted Elaine in the same manner.

“You are no doubt Odan.”

“Yes. I am from beyond the rift.”

“How, by heaven, did you get to Bain?” her maid asked.

“Well, I served Bain for two years on Sten. Our people worked the mines in Nicajo. I was able to speak both tongues and so I translated and….”

“Yes, I’ve heard from Harlan that you’re quite a linguist!” she said, interrupting me after taking obvious comfort in my story, which made me the docile slaver. She then began to talk endlessly about herself, her voice cracking, straining above the noise of the gathering.

“I’ve since studied at the academy,” I tried to insert into the conversation.

“Canovidge?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Is that how you know Major Edgewood? He seems to have run off.”

“Quite,” I yelled back.

The noise then peaked with a loud booming sound, the music of a timpani and cymbals and then the eerie sound of a hollow voice and the exotic deep and rich sounds of a stringed instrument being plucked.

“I hope to…transfer to the…” I again tried.

“What!?” she said, looking off, distracted.

“I said I hope…” My voice cracked. The princess motioned for me not to try, then motioned for me to come with her, taking my hand and leading me through the throng headed toward the music.

She pulled me through, out into the entryway where the musicians were, and then up the curved staircase so that we could see from the balcony. The music was so loud, so powerful. The music was sparse, rhythmic, not Bainish, and the voice was open throated, the words not Bainish. The song was like nothing I had ever heard before. As we rose up the staircase, I could then see the source of this voice.

It was like looking at Ashuta herself. She was Nadthsade! She was blue with scaled thighs and arms and beautiful black on black eyes. She shook her head with each intonation of the strange melody as she sang open heartedly, whirling with raised elbows, bangle covered wrists. It was a tragic song, a devastating song she sang, the tale of a lonely blue star gone missing from her beloved. I noted a flash of white sharp incisors with opened mouth and thrown back head as dry ice filled the entry way with dramatic fog to further convey the edges of our suffering.

The guests were mesmerized. I noticed Lady Gwen smiling, wiping tears from the corner of her eye. She stood at the edge of their small platform. The song rose, the singer’s voice a fading and slowing vibrato, while the churning low drone shook the walls of the place. The singer’s voice steadied, softened, and nearly fell off before a wild and sudden boom, a thunder clap of ecstatic rhythm exploded, finger cymbals and drums pounding frantically and gathering as an insurmountable force. The effect was great joy, the intention to call down the wildness of a goddess. And then she sang over this gyrating rhythm, whirling in her yellow tunic, whipping her hair, free, wild!

The room disappeared from my eyes. I hadn’t noticed that Princess Dauphile left the room, either uninterested or offended, as were many others. I only had eyes for the performers below. They sang a song I wanted to hear, the one that made my heart ache for Mediha, this wild song, this savage unabashed call to the gods! In hearing this and seeing it after Bren’s revelation to me, I felt it strengthen our bond and renew my trust.

They musicians finished, and soon the remaining crowd loosened. I saw Lady Gwendolyn kissing the singer, embracing her, then the musicians. Behind the countess, Bren could be seen, seemingly paralyzed with guilt by the sight of the Nadthsade. She was the warily anticipated party guest, and he was like a wolf shamed by an unseen master.

I could not get downstairs quickly enough, and the singer, smiling, disappeared into the throng just as I touched down onto the marble floor. I pressed onward, my heart swelling, expanding, full of emotion, my forehead feeling like it was being pressed into as I remembered this most clean energy, this purity.

I looked for her, but only saw the yellow length of her tunic whip around the heels of a black boot by the bar. I lost her. And then I found myself headed down the cellar to get away from the crowd.

I let myself go to bliss, recalling Paen. I sat quietly on the stairs leading to the wine cellar. I enjoyed a sense of having been transported to Banx, as if I dwelled there simultaneously, existing in two places at once. I wanted to let go completely, but I did not know how.

I rose from my seated place and had turned to go to my quarters when there she was, the singer right before me. We looked at each other deeply, unable to avoid each other. She was beautiful, her skin a blend of many hues on the edge of blue, her form straight and perfect. I stepped toward her and she toward me. We embraced, and we kissed and held each other strongly, passionately kissing one another, then relaxing as our foreheads connected, our noses caressing, eyes wandering into each other’s. My hands moved to the backs of her arms, hers my shoulders.

We were drunk on one another. I saw the edges of her black pupils, the subtle lines as she looked at me. We released one another, still in the bliss of that moment, unable to speak for some time until finally we both at the same time said, “I don’t know why…”

We laughed together and held each other’s hands. We then let go in our mutual self-consciousness.

“Strange,” she said.

“Yes. I should apologize…” I began.

“No. Don’t. I’m Tiela,” she said, presenting her hand.

“Josh,” I replied, accepting it.

“Josh?” she said, not believing me.

“Jeshibian. Jeshibian Khoorlrhani,” I explained.

“You’re Odan?!”

“Yes.”

“You are Paen’s!” she said to my utter shock. I said nothing, only looked at her with a wide-eyed stare.

“Master Paen? she said. “Do you know him?”

“How do you know Paen?” I asked.

“I dreamed his name only last night!” Tiela said, taking my hand and leading me downstairs, deep into the dimness of the basement. We went to the wine cellar, her hand in mine, where it was quiet. Her touch was electric.

Again I asked, “How?”

She only embraced me again as if I was her long lost brother, clinging hard to me, rocking from side to side.

In it, all was beginning to make sense to me, our embrace and our kiss. It was a passionate greeting, a recognition that went beyond us. We were quiet, and then she said as if she knew me, “In my dream, my guru told me to sing for Sri Mediha. He told me to come here, to not avoid the invitation given to me by the countess. He said, ‘You will see Paen.’ I did not know what that meant, but I of course obeyed.”

“Who is your guru?” I asked, still shocked, and yet I did see her! We did see eye to eye!

Tiela told me the story of her journey, which was not unlike my own. She said she and her master’s circle fled the persecution of the Nadthsade by the conservatives on Banx. They were exiles, some now refugees living on Bain. It was her master, Anandani, who sent Mediha, his pupil, to my world. They traveled on a ship that slipped through to Sten via the rift. The SS Timmets, I recalled.

“The journey claimed his body, and now I am here. His name is Anandani.” She smiled, and I saw Mediha in her. Again the ache in my heart drew me closer to her.

“Paen was my guru,” I said.

“Was?” she asked, and I told her my story of Paen, our life together, our journey after which he dropped his body. I told her of how I met Mediha.

She was still smiling and said, “You are hers now.”

“But I cannot be with her.”

Tiela laughed hysterically, then teased, “That is what you think, Josh.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s easy for me to see. You are with her now, you fool.” She giggled.

I looked about myself, trying to understand.

“You’ve been among these fools for too long! The same way Anandani will never be gone, it is she who recognized my guru, she who recognized yours in your heart and drew us together like this. Can’t you see this link?” she asked.

I welled up with emotion, unable to see. We sat on the floor.

“They are both here. You can feel it, can you not? You cannot deny such an embrace.”

“No, I cannot,” I said, and weeping, I surrendered.

“She speaks to you, only you run and hide, like we all have done. Don’t walk away from the embrace, but hold her and always be by her side,” she said.

“Is this what you do?” I asked. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Yes, I say his name, Anandani, Anandani, with each breath, with each step, with each action. What the master IS can never survive our seeking. You must be a warrior against it, your search. We must give everything to the guru; otherwise we selfishly search void and world, through fields, sky, space, galaxy and universe, in personal anguish,” she said as tears streamed down my face.

“We rise from the blackness of the cellar in search of life, afraid of death, unwilling to question who lives down there, unwilling in this void to remain unmentioned and disregarded as self.”

And I could feel her guru speaking this to me, Mediha’s name in the center of my heart.

“So the name of the holy one, Josh, there is no space between it and what it represents, and so in holding Mediha in your breast there is no space between you and Mediha.”

And so I said her name: in my heart: Mediha, Mediha, Mediha… And time receded. I was with her in the heat of white-lit presence, clear and bright, forgetting everything that was Bain. Mediha, Mediha, Mediha…

I awoke in my bed. I could not remember ever leaving the cellar. I could not remember saying good bye to Tiela. I only remembered my dream, a powerful unmistakable sense of traveling a great distance.

I rose immediately and went to the small desk across the room, and in Khoorlrhani I began to write everything down:

Standing only three feet high, so sweet, dressed in a simple white tunic, she waved to me to come. I went and she and I played a game running through the passageways where she was, again and again. Her hair is so long now! I became tired, but she did not let me rest. Instead she would hop and take me by the hand from one room to the next, and she would not let me lead her out until we spent a good amount of time in each room before moving onto the next. We did several rounds of this place, over and over again. She has boundless energy and I wonder why she does not take me outside. I say, “Wouldn’t it be better for us to play outside, Mediha?” She responds only by waving for me to follow her and play in the next room.

I want to stop, but then she begins to cry, and so I again pick up with our play of running and hopping about. I notice the place is confining, white, all stone walls and cinder block.

I realize there are armed men sleeping in chairs. I realize I’m dreaming! I’m with her in her prison! She’s showing me what the place looks like. When I finally look at her, she notices my lucidity. She gasps and then whirls happily like a little angel and hops around joyfully, and then she leads me by the hand to the front of the building.

We walk through all the doors, and she leads me out, showing me what looks like a compound. All around are the tops of simple white stoned structures. A village. We are on a road that is cut off by a gate. A giant hulk of a ship floats in the sky, grey and made opaque in twilight clouds.

She reaches up for me, and I pick her up, holding her to me. I kiss her cheeks and tell her, “I understand.”

I then heard a knock at the door. “Enter,” I said. It was Harlan. He held a small envelope in his hand.

“From the Lady Tiela,” he said as he handed it to me. “She did well to make us aware of your illness last night. Are you feeling better?”

“Ahh. Oh, yes. I’m doing much better now.” I could not remember being sick.

Harlan left and I frantically opened the letter. Out spilled a silver chain with a small emblem attached. The emblem was of a small dragon, its wings stretched, its pointed tail dropped straight down, and beneath its wings were two spheres. This was the symbol on Paen’s dream tree!

I removed the enclosed note: Though I selfishly longed to remain by your side, having given you the message from our master, I must let you go to this mission. You are a warrior, Jeshibian Khoorlrhani, a lover of God. Remember Her, dream of only Her. In your waking hours wear this amulet. It is Nadthsade, the great dragon, destroyer of illusion. I pray that we shall meet again – All my love, Tiela.

I put the chain around my neck, folded the letter and placed it in my drawer.

The morning after when I awoke, I wrote:

The building has changed. They are moving her. In this place we played in the same manner as before, hopping and running about. We walked the length of a deep cavernous bunker, three large rooms linked by doors with no halls in between. She took me to the roof and we passed through a metal door, right through it without opening it. I looked to where the sun rose over the tops of trees. A craft the like of which I hadn’t seen was on the roof, a spinning blade to achieve lift.

“A helicraft,” Bren said. “Where did you see one of those?” We ate breakfast in the southeast dining hall, the wing Bren occupied in privacy.

“In an article ran off in the library. Where do they have these?”

“Well, they are a bit old school really. I suppose there are a few left in Tel-Allal.”

“What about Banx?” I asked.

“Banx would be full of them, a common craft really. Not as fast as a jump shuttle. Why the interest in them?”

“No reason really; I just saw a picture.”

“Well it seems our plants are taking root. Your name seems to be circulating about, Joshua Korani, fourth year student of Canovidge Military Academy. Now we have to circulate your face there for the next few months. Ah, and look there. This article mentions your intention to join the Gold!”

Bren placed a paper before me, an article about the countess and her 2nd Battle of Bain Victory and Christmas celebration. Bren traced his fingertips along the stiff paper to where my name was printed, mingled with other names more deserving of notoriety.

“Bren, these helicraft. How common are they?” I asked.

He looked at me, obviously sensing I was up to something, but he did not resist giving me an answer.

“Most common in outskirt towns, more than likely a city police force, my gut would say, but which city or continent I couldn’t begin to tell you. Do you have the picture?”

I shook my head. I thought it best to investigate with some detachment. Though allies, we saw things differently.

“Well, starting next week, you’ll have your hands full learning to fly real ships.” And then he looked at me seriously and began to speak to me in Trike: “Women miànqián you tài duo de gongzuò, suoyi women yinggai zhi guanxin shénme shì xiangguan de.”

I translated aloud as much as I could understand by way of answer: “We have much work, and yes, I will focus only on what is relevant.”

“Amazing. You know, Joshua, of the two hundred agents in our organization, there are only three who can speak Trike, which says more about your gift than it does for the current apathy of the BSS.”

I knew that my gift had nothing to do with me. I saw now that the moment with Mediha, when she touched my forehead, she gave me everything I needed. I only needed to take care of it like a child, nurture it, notice it.

I spent my days practicing japa as Tiela’s master instructed me to. I did that as I focused and prepared for Bren’s mission, which if successful would help me get past the Hoctoine blockade where one day I would actually be with Mediha. Until then, I focused on what was before me.

The deep wooden and marble passages of the Academy’s Mallory Hall echoed with the sounds of cadet boots walking the surface. The campus was large, nearly a hundred buildings surrounding a large green park.

As Joshua Korani I was assigned to a unit of four men, and we spent our days running and rerunning flight simulations, learning to take off and land craft in an array of atmospheric condition.

The instructor, a Lieutenant May, without batting an eye, acknowledged me. “Cadet Korani, let’s see if we can do better than almost certifying this quarter,” she said, echoing a story that was totally fictitious.

“We are running out of time and ‘almost’ just won’t cut it with me anymore. Do you understand?” she said in front of the others, her certainty of my back story now their certainty.

“Sir, yes sir!” I said.

The smallest angle of a smile turned the corner of her mouth upward as she showed me again and again the principles of flying the K-101 transport shuttle. It was difficult. She was difficult.

“I’m beginning to have my doubts that Bain needs you, cadet,” she said, and then moving closer to me, gestured in subtle ways to keep trying.

Finally, in my eighteenth embarrassing hour, while in the enclosure of the simulator I began to get a feel for the basics. Suddenly the control stick made sense. It was nothing like riding a mehra! The tests kept coming, though: docking, piloting in storms, and learning the complexity of coordinates given and then suddenly changed.

I did not leave the chamber, repeating the tests over and over, until I heard a sigh in my com link.

“Finally, you passed a level. I don’t know what it is he sees in you, but they don’t pay me to wonder.”

The simulator opened and Lieutenant May’s face was looking in at me. She helped me out. “Come on, everyone’s gone. You’ve been at it for twelve hours straight.”

“Look, I didn’t mean what I said earlier,” she said. “You just have to relax. Flying isn’t in your head; it’s…like riding a bike, you know.” I met her assertion with a blank stare.

“Never ridden a bike, right? Look. I know this is your first few weeks, but I have to kick your ass in front of the others.”

“They think I’ve been here for years and I still cannot even pilot,” I said, nodding.

“Yup. It should be embarrassing for a four-year, cadet.” She smirked.

“I’ll work even harder, sir,” I said. “Can I…”

“You can run that simulator all night if you want.” And she started to laugh. “There’s time still. Keep at it. Turn off the lights when you’re done,” she said and turned to leave.

“Ma’am…I mean, sir?” I called. “How do you know him?”

She turned with an index finger pressed to her lips, shaking her head.

I climbed into the chamber again and resumed my attempts to master this. My focus getting better, my interest peaking, the hours pressed on and the machine indicated more and more success.

I rested, then fell asleep. I dreamt I flew the craft over the bent purple horizon. The instruments showed the precise readout of the area. There were several white buildings on my monitors, and the heat signatures on my scanner monitors were very few. I knew which one to key in on, but I wanted to be certain. I landed the craft. I knew this building. It was the compound where I found Mediha the first time. She was not there still, but just as we did in our playing, I ran through the compound doors and traversed the hallways, counting each room. The place was all but abandoned. They will not be bringing her back here, I thought.

I went back to the shuttle and took off. Once at the proper altitude, I engaged after burners, rocketed over black canyons without using the instruments to guide me but the beating of Mediha’s heart, which I could feel strongly.

The second compound of three rooms was not empty, but her signal, her heartbeat, was not coming from there; and so I flew onward until I intuitively banked the shuttle behind a mountain that seemed to jut out in the distant horizon. In a clearing was another white building, a simple square. I landed and jumped out. She was there!

I ran to a gate and leapt over it, my boots sinking into black dust as I landed. Something, a creature, was then before me, a being that shifted in the light, nearly invisible! It struck me, sent me hurtling against the bars of the gate, my body bending them with my impact. Angered that a beast now guarded Her, I called upon Maburata. I intended to free her.

The sword appeared in my hand and I held her high, her brilliance radiating in a manner never seen before, bright but with a deep hue of green as if Ashuta, Sten, and all of the masters were merged together as a single force that outshined the dark beast! It screamed and retreated several paces, visibly shocked by this force, and so I ran for the door of the bunker out of which streamed an army of demons.

Maburata left my hands and sought the neck of every demonic head. Inside the compound I could see my beloved caged, her bondage only in effect because her Nadthsade devotees were kept away, their links somehow hindered. Her captors could not harm her but she was being kept from the world.

A roaring force like a lumbering punch knocked me out of the bunker and through the black gates. I fought, but the force overcame me, expelled me, and then it was on top of me! The beast then began to press into me, to invade me! I began to feel cold, numb, and heavy.

Then suddenly another presence appeared. I heard the beast scream and felt it being pulled away, thrown off me. It was Tiela decked in black and purple armor, standing firm against the demons who feared her, feared her sword that, like Mabarata, glowed magnificently! I rose and Maburata again appeared in my right hand.

“Well, you fool, so much for the direct approach,” she said.

“They cannot seem to kill her!”

“No, they intend to kill the world’s response to her,” she said.

“What do you suggest we do now?” I asked.

“Be creative.” she joked.

I laughed even as I disappeared, and then I simply reappeared within the black heart of the compound and touched Mediha, my finger reaching past the bars and touching her finger for the one second necessary to get instructions from her before again being blown outside.

“I’m impressed,” Tiela said while vanquishing more demons.

“Like riding a bike!” I joked.

“What did Mediha say, Jeshoya?”

“A name,” I said, “Amon.” Then we retreated to the shuttle and pulled away quickly.

I was shaken but piloted well, and I took note of the distances, looking for any sign through the deep purple cloud cover, hoping that something would reveal itself. There was a street where three others met, and in the center a statue of a dragon with one wing broken. I would not rest.

Just then I heard, “Brother.” I looked over at Tiela. “We will free her, but for now we must regroup.”

I took her hand. I knew I would meet her again, and so I awakened.

My eyes would not open, stuck together with sleepers. The chamber was freezing and I had to relieve myself. I crawled out of the simulator and noted that the next session of classes would start in an hour. My grey uniform looked a mess. I hurried off to shower and find breakfast before joining everyone.

“Cadet Korani,” the lieutenant barked, “congratulations, you’re a certified shuttle pilot—God help us all. It only took you three and a half years to get you there. Stick to linguistics, okay?” And she winked at me.

“Now we can all move on to the engineering aspect of the K-101.”

I discovered that Lieutenant May’s role was much deeper than an instructor who was simply in the know as regards Bren’s plans. She discouraged me from focusing on the K-101, but rather, to focus on another ship, a “prototype” she called it, while limiting the other cadets’ access to me or what I was doing. She was teaching me more about the actual ship, the G-150, that would be flown for the planned mission beyond Arcana.

She also focused my attention on actual Triken systems, particularly their communications systems. I was not simply learning to fly but getting the general idea before moving on to more specific requirements, tasks that would be my job now that I understood the Triken language better.

The simulations began to involve interfacing with what is known about Triken standards, everything from basic engineering—engines, designs—system specifications—their logic, and flow—and devices—those most likely to be encountered. It was mind numbing, but with focused attention, I could follow. Still a passing grade was difficult. In between twelve hour sessions, we ran the track and practiced at the shooting range.

My training lasted for six months. By the end of it I was speaking Triken fluently and had learned how to use the reverse-engineered Triken computers with the help of scripts prepared by mission analysts who reported to Lt. May. She was training me to be her right hand.

“All you need to know is which of these to run,” Lieutenant May said, beginning to speak more plainly with me. After a month’s time, she “advanced” the other cadets in order to work solely with me.

At the house, Bren sensed my doubts, and upon asking him why on Bain he would bring me along, he simply said, “It is all role playing and taking risks, noticing things and not limiting yourself to conventional actions. I get to choose my crew. You’re on it. Are you up for the sport or not?”



Operation Eagle Eye
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Background: New intelligence verifies the means by which Triken military strength has amassed throughout the 80s on Arcana, and it also confirms the existence of Triken interstellar liners. New intelligence also reveals the location of the Triken home world, Walayan. Agent Bren Edgewood, an experienced twenty-year infiltrator and source of all pertinent intelligence gains in this regard, is to lead a critical mission in conjunction with the Black Fleet’s advance into the 2nd sector of the Banxisithine. For the Bainish fleets, and by this mission, faster than light speed (FTL) capability must be achieved, and Triken liner advances thwarted in order to endure the invasion forces.

Mission: At optimal window, set out for Trike-occupied Arcana and await the arrival of the Narswa, a star liner scheduled to arrive in nine months’ time. While cloaked in the prototype G-150 stealth vessel, the team must secretly dock with Narswa and travel back to the Triken home world, Walayan. Once there, Agent is to board Narswa and retrieve all information regarding the vessel, such as manifests, system specifications such as faster that light travel (FTL) capabilities, broadcast communications, schedules, and all data related to any further attacks planned against the Banxisithine star system. Agents are to obtain any useful information regarding Walayan. Immediately transmit all relevant data from cloaked vessel along requested encrypted channels, prior to FTL jump.

Exploit any means to sabotage the operation and cargo of Narswa upon her scheduled return trip to Arcana.

If Agent is successful, the cloaked ship and her crew are to join the Black Fleet and await further orders.

“The window is open, Joshua. We will have to leave in one month’s time. I know your training has been a lot to absorb. Are you ready?” Bren asked.

“Wo zhunbèi haole, Bren,” I said. I was ready.

“Though I feel a fraud…,” I began from behind a veil of mesh. “I mean in having been picked over candidates who have studied four to six…”

“Of course you’re a fraud,” Bren interrupted, pointing his sword at me and lowering his fencing mask, “The idea is, to be the best fraud there is!” And he attacked me and I defended myself. He pressed and I defended him to a tie, which made him chuckle.

“That is the business. You’ll do fine, Josh.”

“We look nothing like them. How will you gain entrance undetected?”

“That’s where my makeup artist comes in.”

That afternoon, I went to the library to search for a lead on the name Amon. I searched the network, cross referencing the name with Hoctoine, Banx, Nadthsade. The program searched for several minutes, during which I rose and stretched my back. A moment later, a printed card was run off from the brass press. Amon was a Nadthsade name meaning protector. Amon was also the word for a guardian statue, a dragon commonly set outside of a church or ashram.

The protector’s wing is broken, I thought. I then wondered what this force was that kept me and her devotees away from Mediha in my dreams. I then thought back to the party and how each and every night leading up to meeting Tiela I was so sad, made heavy with it. Whatever this force was, it operated here on Bain. I then recalled all those who left Tiela’s performance, offended, when she sang that night.

Princess Dauphile, I thought. Did she charm me? Was I was the fool to go to her?

“I would say so, brother, but…” Tiela said to me while in dream.

“The dark agents resonate unconsciously. Many don’t know they are being used,” Tiela warned.

“Many of them don’t know what they stand for and are only puppets, but they are also doorways to that which can harm you if you bind to them. So, relinquish your attention to them. This is why I only say my master’s name.”

That was sobering to hear as we walked along the edge of a black granite cliff.

“Bain is dangerous,” I said.

“Unconsciousness is dangerous, brother. Bain is a realm that worships the idea that being unconscious is the same as being free. They deny what is happening on Banx, the holocaust of my people, as Banx fast aligns to Bainish ideals. It is high time we enact this plan of yours, Jeshoya.”

And I smiled upon hearing her call me that. The mission was this: In dreams we would find and free the protector, Amon, and he would then free the others of Mediha’s circle. Mediha made it clear to me that her circle was indeed alive but all were convinced that she was dead and that all was lost.

“It is a dark spell, Jeshibian, one that wounded their spirit, and led them to accept her disappearance.”

We did not fly. We simply appeared at the statue that I marked on our last adventure. We both felt urgency, as if something were aware of our intentions to free Amon. The base of the statue was a tomb. I knew Amon was there and so kicked the door open, the doorway a black and inky mouth.

“You go in,” Tiela said. “I’ll stay back and keep them off of you.”

I grimaced at her.

“It will be like riding a bike,” she quipped.

So I traveled deep within the darkness, Paen’s name resonating in my chest, the distance seeming great and getting greater unto never ending. The passageway grew longer and tried to blunt my focus by making me tired. I visualized Maburata, and she shone, and then I was immediately where Amon lay, his body a blue-scaled mass. His eyes were turned upward and he was on a stone table. Without thinking, I leapt on top of him and plunged my hand into his heart, grappling with what was rooted into it—the spell that broke his will to intuit his master’s grace.

I struggled, calling upon Mediha and Paen while pulling and pulling, my veined hands straining, arms spiking with pain, until the serpent, Jandee, gave way and I fell backward onto the floor. I cleaved the snake in half, and then in hearing air suddenly rush into Amon’s lungs, I went over to him and quickly pressed my forehead to his. I could hear Tiela fighting outside, the demons desperately trying to prevent our rescue of Amon and prevent me from revealing to him what I needed to reveal.

Amon’s eyes opened; and he saw Mediha in my mind and felt her in my heart. I was transmitting her message to him to now rise. Telepathically I yelled, SHE LIVES! Then a gentle smile came to his thick purple lips.

He rose, his indigo body growing ten times in size, and then with one crouching gesture, Amon stood up straight. Now one hundred times his original size, he destroyed the tomb, sections of the rooftop rolling off his massive shoulders.

He spat out Mandee, the snake that objectified him and held him prisoner in sorrow, the snake a mere worm in size now. Now Amon was a giant, and he lovingly looked down at Tiela, his comrade, his sister, and then he scooped us up and placed us safely on his shoulders. Amon’s eyes then became like two bright stars.

The demons, the vile herd of them, panicked and tried to flee. Amon stretched his arms out, inhaled deeply, and like rolling thunder, called out:



“M E D I H A!”
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In his ringed right hand a massive hammer appeared, its handle long golden and ornate, the head of the weapon an impossibly heavy black block. Amon raised it high with both hands as he leapt and brought it down on the demons with devastating force. The entire sky turned white with lightning, an enormous ripple of white fire spreading outward from where he struck. The shockwave went out into the farthest reaches of space and we could see stars sparkling as this wave bent the light between them.

He then walked toward a mountain where the demons kept his master, our master. Over the mountain top, Amon peered, and then reaching down, his fingers pulled the rooftop off the compound. Mediha was not there.

They moved her again! Damn!

“No, we’ve won this battle, brother,” Tiela said, sensing my distress.

“The circle will be enlivened again, Jeshoya! It worked!” Tiela exclaimed.

I grinned as we sat on Amon’s shoulder and he lumbered over the purple horizon. In the distance was another tomb. I noticed that Amon was still growing.

“He’s already found another!” I said.

From the Journal of Bren Edgewood

February 22, 4178 BSS Recruit Lecture: Hoctoine Nadthsade Revolution (Transcript Excerpt)

When Banx was finally given their independence, they quickly became a closed society. No Bainish ship has touched down on Banx’s soil since the mid-3890s. Nothing gets in or out without direct clearance. No one visits without applying for a visa, which takes years of processing before more than likely being denied. The Hoctoine Sanhedrin, post reconstruction, quickly made sure that Bain would never again interfere in their affairs.

Having played this game for centuries with our other colonies, we knew exactly where Banx was headed. The handles were all there for our intelligence efforts to manipulate—to play the long game.

What Bain was not prepared for was the efficiency and cunning with which Banx converted their space stations for the use of their light membrane blockade, effectively cutting themselves off from us.

What they were not prepared for was the rebellion, most of their population rejecting their plan to govern according to the Bainish societal model. We saw it coming and exploited it. Have a good look at the treaty of 3892. I’ve often noted it as a more refined statement of a drug pusher to his addict client [laughter]. We sold the power of our model as if it were a drug, masking our true intentions behind the machinations of politics. As an agent working in this sector, you are the mule, the drug runner, the prostitute. It is that ugly. But I digress.

It was not long before there was great civil upheaval in an attempt to oust the Hoctoine Sanhedrin and put the Nadthsade priestesses back in power. The Nadthsade were a formidable force then, around a hundred years ago.

[a question asked by recruit]

The question was, “Do I regret the part I played as an agent in tipping the scales against the Nadthsade, and was it ethical?” Well, you don’t go into this line of work not expecting that your hands will get dirty. Will you have ghosts that haunt you in doing what we do? Indeed you will. What are our jobs as intelligence agents? You must always have the end game in sight. The bigger picture is that it was all in the name of Bainish interests, something I was never proud to state as my motivation but nevertheless something we all are motivated by as the clothes on our backs suggest. The Bainish Security Service did its best to keep the Banx ruling class talking to us. We needed to keep the tension mines in operation, our passage to Sten open, our colonies there on our leash.

Before the Hoctoine minority took power on Banx, the word Nadthsade meant pure of heart, child of God. Now even among Bains the word Nadthsade is associated with the fanaticism, with bomb vests, with antics like poisoned coffee and the ideals of personal jihad. Not spiritual jihad or spiritual rebellion, mind you. Ask yourself why this association exists, especially here among Bains thirty million miles away. The answer you will find is sitting in those chairs among you.

The real Nadthsade, the esoteric order that consists if the devotees of Neada, were strong, unshakable in their belief that all beings inhered in God. Their position to those engaged with the political upheaval was nonexistent. They did not think for a moment that the Nadthsade’s mere existence was a real threat only because they truly were not a threat.

They did not run or hide, seemingly unconcerned with the Hoctoine parties brewing genocidal intentions. They sat in their ashrams and mosques and meditated as they always had as the reckless youth, a group I refer to as Hoctoine Nadthsade, took the esoteric order’s name and used their faith, ruined it with the stain of fundamentalism, a stain that BSS made sure to use as propaganda among Bains and among Joles so that no one would ask questions about our participation in certain events. We police for them, extract diamonds from Sten for them. It is that simple.

And so, as an agent, I used the expected, observable social patterns, patterns that we at Security Services anticipated due to our experience with Jolel and the nations within our own world, and encouraged it, helped to create awful momentum. This is what you will do.

And so, having killed their own faith, denied their own faith, so to speak, Banx developed at an alarming rate and became a legitimate power in the Banxisithine. During this time, Bain found itself losing its grip, like an abusive father suddenly realizing his son was now a head taller than him and eager to prove his strength.

This is what actually has happened there, helped all along by Pal-Jal. This is what will never hold for the Bainish consciousness because of the layers of manipulation that keep our citizens safely ignorant. We provide that ignorance. This is what you have signed up for.

Congratulations to you, and good luck.

Our shuttle docked at Orbital 1 station. The station was immense, and it had been busy in its service to the Red Fleet ships stationed there.

After a long drawn out battle with command over my accompanying Bren as a crew member, we were given the go ahead. They insisted Bren take one of their agents. Bren refused to comply and called their bluff on all their threats. No one else was better suited for this mission, and Bren knew that the bureaucrats knew it.

The goal is to be the best fraud there is. I knew now what he meant. I was convinced that there was no other ready to take on this mission, to travel to the darkest corner of space, infiltrate the ranks of the most fearsome armada ever seen, and come back alive. Bren had done it before, twice, while others were caught and never heard from again.

I piloted the shuttle and was pleased with the ease of my docking effort. We wore no military garb, only black clothing. I wore a nylon flight jacket, black cargo pants and boots, and Bren the same only a long coat, his collar turned up. As we let out of the shuttle, I carried my own equipment, two portable computers, one a reverse-engineered Triken rig.

We walked out of the mouth of the boarding outlet and into the main hangar. Surprisingly, there were not as many soldiers in this section. To our left were windows looking outward into space. Hordes of the second Black Fleet, large and menacing dreadnaught class battleships, could be seen readying for their attack. They were scheduled to arrive months behind us. By the look of it, this would be an epic battle.

I grinned as I marveled at the glow of the planet below. In my ear was a small device, a com link that we would be using to communicate. I was testing it out, listening to the various broadcasts, their signals clear and strong within the station.

Bren also had the fresh grin of adventure on his face, the sweet smell of cigar smoke trailing behind him, in his eagerness to get far away from Bain. We pressed through a small crowd of civilians and merchants and eventually came to a section of the hanger where ships landed within Orbital 1. Each ship was held in its own pressurized cargo area seen through a series of large thick windows held in large grey metallic walls. At the end was a bulky ship. It seemed to burden its copper colored landing gear. Its engines were an elegant array of copper and cobalt blue fanned disk, its body like an armadillo. Bren headed its way. and I followed, pulling my rigs with a small dolly.

A broadcast on the com link caught my interest: “A young Nadthsade priestess, successfully rescued in a dramatic sting operation by rebels, has utterly shaken Hoctoine Sanhedrin to the core. Reports of a genocide that has been going on for seven years…”

Bren apparently noted that I stopped cold, and he turned around and saw the look on my face. By his smirking grin, he seemed to know what I was listening to. He walked to me and only said, “Seems there’s a leak in the BSS.”

Bren would be on the far reaches of the Banxisithine, headed to Arcana, before anyone could reach him, the traitor. The timing was perfect.

“By the time we return,” he said, “I’m sure Pal-Jal will be too politically exposed to do anything about it… I hope.”

“And no one from BSS will be here to apprehend you.” I laughed.

“Bingo. I choose my crew. The long game, Joshua.”

Just then Red appeared out from the belly of his ship, the Corsair. “Oi, Brenny, you’re famous!”

Free from the prisons of secrecy, Bren’s name was now out, not to be vilified in the foreground but as a neutral tone in the background of a story of how a morally bankrupt Bainish king was linked to genocide. The fires of regime change were now being lightly fanned. The countess, the remaining houses of Tel-Allal and Jolel would take care of the rest.

Bren and Red embraced. Red was dressed in black too, his hair wild and disheveled, his jacket black leather with a white skull painted on the back. The Jolelian crescent moon was painted on his sleeves along with various emblems and medallions of his fighter squadron, the Firewing.

He grabbed me at the shoulders and said, “Look at you, all manly now!”

We boarded the ship, and as Red suggested, quickly got on with it. As we entered the main cabin I was met by a familiar face, Lieutenant Ansa May. She grinned as she organized her equipment, making way for us. She looked at Bren, approached him and threw her arms around him. They kissed.

“That was perfect. Perfect, bloody perfect. Thank you,” he said to Lt. Ansa, looking deeply into her eyes as his large hands gently stroked her dark shoulder length hair.

“They never saw it coming. We couldn’t have leaked it at a better time either. Check this out,” she said, speaking of BSS and the brewing scandal taking place below. She placed a card run off in Bren’s hand.



Mediha Found, Guilt of Crown!

The last known Nadthsade priestess, Mediha, was found after a daring rescue by rebel commandos who killed several Hoctoine guards. Several men armed with machine guns were able to locate where she was being held captive, apparently awaiting an illegal execution. The report of her rescue was leaked by a reliable underground source for the Hoctoine rebels, who were able to provide video footage of the rescue implicating the Sanhedrin and exposing their ill intentions toward the child.

With this event reigniting the Nadthsade movement, the streets of all major cities are again full of demonstrators.

Coincidentally, reports on Bain of leaked Bainish Security Service documents from an active agent, Bren A. Edgewood, detail and corroborate the long standing rumors of death camps and the Bainish crown’s knowledge of them for over two decades.

Bren’s eyes widened. “She’s…safe? They got her, Ansa?”

“They got her,” Ansa said. He seemed to gasp, happily surprised by that bit of news. I only watched, marking the victory in my heart, knowing how very profound it was. We were brothers embarking on the same mission, and what we could not readily appreciate was this divine magic beneath the currents of our personal stories, the ideas of ourselves, this power beyond us that seemed veiled, wonderfully hidden from ourselves and only made available upon the whim of the One greater than us both. We were a couple of chess pieces, a couple of frauds in this gorgeous interplay of true agency.

“They got her, Josh. They got Mediha!” Bren yelled, and I nodded to him. When he looked at me, he could see that I knew it already, knew it deeply, completely, and intimately. I already knew our beloved was free. Bren and I embraced, celebrating.

As Ansa and Bren talked, Red shouted, “Let’s go already!” And with a gloved hand he beckoned me to follow him up a level to the control room. I dropped my gear and went up the ladder. He insisted I steer the Corsair out of the bay. Taking the second seat, I started her out, opened the bay doors, lifted the landing gear, and gently glided her out into the openness.

Other crafts whizzed by as we queued up. According to the controllers, who I could hear in my ear-piece, we were next. Then we heard: “Hold that one.”

“Control, hold to Corsair, hold to Corsair.”

“Fook!” Red grumbled, and then he took control of the ship. He punched the thrusters and we moved quickly, passing the many ships to our left and right.

“Corsair again…hold! You are ordered to hold!”

Red, then noting on the dash that we were being pursued by two smaller crafts, rocketed the Corsair away from Bain and beyond the Black Fleet at an impressive speed. She was agile for her size, thankfully. They could not keep up.

“What’s going on?” Bren shouted.

“Are we being chased?” Lieutenant May asked.

“I dunna care to find out! They can mail me a ticket when we get back,” he shouted.

Red then engaged the tension engines and space bent before my eyes.

“Four months, Josho!” Red said, obnoxiously chewing his gum. “Hope you brought yer coloring books!”

As the craft sped along a sub-light speed, the screen before us white, the outside not quite recognizable as space, I could not help but swoon in Mediha’s grace. I could feel her pouring over me like rain, unmistakable beauty, power, and grace. She seemed to hold me, to kiss me.



Dream Darshan
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I fell asleep and directly into Her sphere. Amon the guardian stood before me, powerful, his skin strikingly indigo, glowing with each inhalation. He was massive, muscular, wearing only a silver skirt and sandals. He held his hammer by his side, the head resting on the floor and the long golden handle held like a cane—his hand resting on the end of it.

He looked at me with two black eyes, pupils alert and white, sharp but expressing the deepest heartfelt gratitude as he knelt on one knee and beckoned me to approach him.

I moved one step closer and he pulled me in and held me to him. He rose with me in his arms, pressing his heart against mine, throwing me upward into the air, catching me, and hugging me. His voice was like a lion. He only said, “Khoorlrhan!”

He was nearly crushing me in his thanking me, and I loved him, happy in the most real embrace of a loving brother. He put me down before a smaller man, his hair long and tied at the top of his head. He was wearing a full toga. In my heart I heard his name: Dolji. He was perfectly quiet, gentle and attentive, and again in my heart I heard, Come. Tiela was present. We embraced and then held hands as we followed Dolji.

He held out his hand and I took it with my free one. He placed his hand against my cheek and lovingly gazed at me, and we disappeared beyond the subtle antechamber and deeper to Niehembreth, Her place. Before me was Mediha. She was no longer a child but now a strong, fully grown and strikingly beautiful woman. I fell to the floor weeping, kissing her feet.

She picked me up to my feet. Then she lifted my chin and encouraged me to look into her face, a face so beautiful that I thought I would die looking into her. My heartbeat quickened with unfettered attraction as the bright light refracted against her jeweled indigo skin. She kissed my cheeks and then my lips, deeply, and held me to her. I died in her embrace, walking past the fearful propaganda of death as presented by the twin snakes.

I awoke next her, at her feet in a sitting room, her name beating in my heart. She then stood. She wore a toga, and sashed around her was a large weapon, a heavy rifle. Amon and Dolji stood by her.

Mediha in my heart only said, “Very good,” nodding as they disappeared.

I awoke knowing that she could never be forgotten.

The G-150 was attached to the Corsair’s belly, close to the engine. It was a small short-range stealth craft designed for a crew of our number. After my ordeal in learning to fly the 100, Lieutenant May taught me everything about this craft. I could see the hull of the craft through the thick glass panels in the floor of the Corsair.

We all sat in the circular enclosure of the main cabin of the Corsair drinking Champaign from plastic cups that had been smuggled aboard by Ansa. We toasted the mission and to change. If we were successful, the Banxisithine would have struck its first major blow against the enemy—the enemy I had not yet even seen but only heard stories about.

Bren bragged about his encounters, and in his telling framed the Trikes as fierce fighters. I could not help but feel a profound sense of déjà vu as I listened, like I’d had this experience countless times. My attention drifted and I tried to remember when I felt this duplicated sensation, this seemingly replicated moment. I then recognized the memory. I was ten and listening to Minot tell about taking on my father’s guards in the palace—an exciting story.

I tripped along a thin thread of insight. By Mediha’s grace, I recognized the same experience, though masked by differing languages. There is only One Free Being expressing all stories, and that being is masked by a slippery idea. I could not go there. It was a slippery fish popping out of my grasping hands, just as Paen illustrated to me as he reeled in his catch; and as I tried to see beyond, journey beyond this partition that obscured the depths of the root memory that only left behind a subtle taste, the insight vanished and I again refocused to hear the conversation taking place.

“The time is ripe,” Ansa May said. “She will not balk.”

“Jolel and their squadrons are ready. She’d be bat-shit crazy to balk,” Red said.

“I will be surprised if the king resists. The rains of his unpopularity have been beating down on his shoulders for nearly fifty years,” Ansa mused poetically, leaning on one shoulder, crossing her legs. Her black cropped hair was a straight line hanging to the floor, and her face carried a hearty grin.

“Oh believe you me that asp of a daughter of his will fight,” Red said, crouching, leaning forward, engaged enthusiastically.

“Yes, but alone. Her own army won’t defend her against an essentially Pal-Jalian ground force. This confrontation will be fought out politically. That has been the idea. It’s over. Right now Jolelian forces are no doubt transporting Auntie’s troops into the capital while Parliament encourages the king toward a clean abdication.”

“Whal man, don’t be surprised whun weh get back if things are all fooked op and yer farniture is laid out all proper on the lawns o’ tha great house along with an eviction nautice signed by the Dauphiles!” Red hollered, laughing.

“You bastard, Red.” Ansa chuckled.

“A wager then, man?” Bren said, smirking as he leaned back.

“Nah,” Red replied. I know better than to bet against myself. I’m just sayin’ ya never really know. You might wanta crash at my place for a while, lay low, you know after we take care of this little errand.”

“We really need to succeed in this little errand,” Lieutenant May said. “If we can gut that star liner, it’ll buy us the time, leverage, and...”

“And cover my ass?” Bren asked, looking from the small grey room into the yellow light flooding in from the walkway. “If we fail and Red’s right, then an eviction notice will be the least of my worries.” He sighed.

“Nah! Come on! I’m joshin’, Brenny. We’re good here. You’re aunt, the countess, is rough as rusted nails, a fookin’ Edgewood, eh. Hey, Ansa’s right. I am a bastard, but I can’t help it ’cause… I just am.” Red laughed, waving his hand at Bren’s show of insecurity. He slapped Bren on the back.

“Obviously the mission is still a go. I think Bain has bigger priorities than to chase after the man who leaked a few sealed documents.” Ansa said reassuringly.

“Agreed,” Bren said, taking a breath. “I suppose they would have sent bigger guns after us back there.”

Then Red laughed. Everyone looked at him. “Look atcha, so lovely in the center of yer own universe! You thought those darts were after you, eh sweety?” he asked. “No, they were…errand boys of an old friend. Thas why I wanted us to leave straight away. Now let’s get a look at this craft o’ yours.”

“I should have thought twice before hiring you, eh?” Bren sneered.

“As I recall, you asked me to this dance when I was drunk. It’s I who feel taken advantage of, a bit swept off my feet, but…” Red parried.

Bren handed Red a small disc, and Red loaded it into a receptacle that was attached to the metallic table he was hunched over. A hologram appeared in the center of the room. It was a rendering of the Triken star liner Narswa. It had the appearance of a strange fish with two small fins flared straight outward and a giant one protruding from its belly, a massive hull. As it turned, I saw the back end as a diamond shape enclosing four massive engines.

“My, oh my,” Red said. “What a sight. Is this thing as big as I think it is?”

“Quite big, like nothing we’ve ever seen,” Bren replied. “Imagine packing the entirety of the Red Fleet away and transporting it to any star system you’d like.

“It’s like a do-it-yarself kingdom maker. Conquer-o-matic!” Red marveled. Bren smirked.

“Bren, I never got any of your background files. Where did we get this data?” Ansa asked.

Bren half grinned. “You were not supposed to know yet, not until we were underway. I thought it best to hold onto what I’m about to tell you.”

Ansa stared blankly and nodded.

“The information that BSS has enjoyed from the past ten years has come to us by way of an actual Triken source.”

“Wait, you mean like an asset?” Ansa queried, shocked.

Bren stared blankly at Ansa and nodded.

“Who knows this? Does BSS know this?”

“They suspect, but only I know,” he said. “As you know, I’ve been the one gathering intelligence on Narswa during my missions at Arcana. That is where I made contact. However, I was not sure what I was on to and so reported vagaries. I only verified the existence of the mole, a high ranking officer in their fleet, many years later while stationed on Sten. I actually communicated with our mole’s colleague, who was also rift-side. The details on Narswa were provided to me along with pieces of intel that saved our skin in last battle for Bain, something most don’t know. I held on to information and doled it out as I saw fit to gain leverage with BSS, who were hanging me out to dry, so to speak. They thought it best to reinvest in me once I produced a photograph of Planet Walayan along with coordinates to the Triken star system. We now know something about them, where they live.”

“This was your card to play against BSS,” Ansa said.

“Quite so, otherwise they would have handed my contacts over to younger, more impressionable agents, and no doubt imprisoned me for my wavering in regards to the Nadthsade missions,” Bren said.

Red shook his head in disgust.

“So, what we know from our source, a Triken general, is this: Narswa is the third of her kind, a super carrier designed to deliver their entire fleet quickly. This is why their navy seems to keep coming, and more than likely why the first Black Fleet offensive was caught off guard last time around. We have reason to believe the other two like Narswa are committed to other Triken wars. Narswa is for the deepest deployment, and always far, far behind their offensive. She’s only to keep the front supplied with ships. She is not agile, and while deploying, must be defended. As you can imagine, offloading her is time consuming. Also, and most interesting, these ships travel faster than light, tech that we do not have.”

“Bren,” Ansa called. “What is it that this source wants? I mean, what’s in it for him?”

“I don’t know yet. I can only speculate but it seems mostly his reason is dissatisfaction with the current regime. I’m hoping we can find out if we make it that far,” Bren said candidly.

“They really know how to bring home the bacon, don’t they?” Red joked.

“They certainly have a lust for war,” Ansa said.

“What the hell is a Narswa, anyway?” Red asked.

“It means the Justified,” I answered. “Our once ever sighting of her was actually an error on their part. We were never supposed to see her.”

“Yes, good. Narswa came out of light speed too close to Arcana, and our instrumentation within the first Black Fleet picked up on the signature by blind luck. That’s when I got orders to get closer, monitor, and report—and nearly ten years later here we are.”

“It won’t be so simple to see her this time,” I said.

“No, she’ll probably not appear as near Arcana. Still, something that big will not be invisible to sensors. She’ll leave a detectable radiation signature, and thanks to the beautiful lieutenant here, we’ll be casting a wide net with the G-150. We have at least seven hours as their engineering crew inspects and prepares her before she turns round and goes back to the mother world.”

“To begin our sweep, we’ll be shooting well beyond Arcana,” the lieutenant said. “Almost beyond the second quadrant, where we’ll hide the Corsair. Here.” She pointed at pink and purple clouds in holographic space, the shadow of her gloved fingertip falling across my eyes.

“Floating all about and sniffing for her,” Red said. “Then what?”

“Once we get something we all load into the G-150 and slowly make our way to her while cloaked,” she replied. “The cloak, which is new tech from your asset, should keep us well hidden. It makes sense to me now why the Triken military hasn’t used it against us. It’s obviously tech from their rebels,” Ansa said to Bren, who nodded in affirmation.

“Yes. It’s desperately being sought after by the Trike military,” he said. “Now we have it.”

“Anyhow, our cloak was tested against the Banxisithine blockade with some success. It should grant us a forty percent likelihood it will work against Triken detectors,” Ansa said.

“Forty percent?” Red grumbled.

“Still, it is a small stealth vessel and so we should be able to get close even without it.”

“How do you figure?” Red asked

“They’re not looking for the approach of a dingy, only attack ships. We’ll mix in nicely with all the debris scattered about from battles in sector two,” Bren said.

“A little space-trash camouflage, eh?” Red sighed, hunching over, his wild hair spilling onto the table.

“Bren,” I said, “once attached, how are you going to get inside?”

“I’m not sure. We will have to figure something out.”

“Well, don’t candy-coat it for us, Brenny. Are you serious?”

“There should be a hatch somewhere. I’ll just have to crawl to it.”

“Simple as that, huh? I see.”

“Look, you damned ginger-headed-Jole, we’ll figure it out.”

 “Red!” Ansa exclaimed. “Come now. You knew this was going to be difficult business.”

“Just relax, Carridean,” Bren said, laughing. “We’ll figure it out, relax.”

“Well, we certainly have enough time for that,” Red grumbled. “On that note, who’s first in the freezers?”

There were two suspension freezers in lower chamber of the Corsair. Though at full speed, we would arrive at Arcana in approximately four months and there was not enough food water and oxygen for the entirety of the mission. So we would have to sleep in shifts—two crew members up and two down in two-month stints.

Bren did not raise his hand to go first. I volunteered, and then so did Red. “Well, I guess that’s decided. One last meal and then to bed.”

From the Journal of Bren Edgewood

March 6, 4186 – en route to Planet Sten from Arcana, new orders.

Space travel sickens me. It is the cryo-sleeping. Think on this: the worst way to age is to experience nothing as you progress to your grave. Despite all this suspended time you find that you are not a wiser man. What a waste. One would think it easy to sleep for prolonged periods of time, like a youth who desires two to three more hours after being roused by their alarm clock, but after twenty-two years of service to the BSS, mission after mission, expedition after expedition, sleep begins to reveal itself as another cage, no better than the fleshy mass of my body in its waking state.

Imagine the last hour of your sleep cycle, the one in which your body burns and aches for use and your mind can no longer drift in deep bliss, being stretched for a period of a month or more, two months, six, or God forbid, nine! The cold and drugs can only be so effective for these damned two year long stretches. The company hedges in providing enough food for more than a week aboard, and so we sleep longer. They will not provide more than enough drugs, so our sleep is only so deep at points. Those of us more experienced are more resistant to the drugs, which is the category in which I lie.

I have bad dreams, a long string of them, black pearls stretched across the galaxy as our craft cruises along day after day, week after excruciating week, perhaps a few months until the stimulant courses through the iv like the key turning the tumblers of the locks to free me. I wake up only to be greeted by the old problems we forgot we had in our abandoning them in dream. We forgot who we were. Now all the old concerns are restored, and we remember that we are on a dangerous mission in the name of king and country. It is so disappointing to again remember all of these problems, the ones we escaped to be restored from sleep only to return to the agitation, the worry, and the doubt suffered within our ordinary mortal coil.

I used to think so differently of my work when I was young and naïve. I once thought that I was escaping in my travels, escaping into the vast endless speckled space. Now, at 43, I have learned that there is no escape, either in the nebulous heavens or in deep inwardness of dream. There is no place to go, and that is a revelation that deeply troubles me, for my fantasies have no leg to stand on, no fuel to burn to go on.

That reminds me. I dreamt of the strange blue woman again. She resembled the Nadthsade queen of the Hoctoine on Planet Banx. Her skin was like theirs, darkly scaled, but her hair was like that of a wild gorgon, full of angry snakes. She came to me, her eyes red like fire and blood dripping from her mouth. She smelled of rotted meat, and the head of my father was being gripped by one of the snakes extending from her wretched head. The snake crushed it like a pumpkin and all the matter oozed along the gorgon’s neck. She had me cornered, finally, I could no longer run from her, but I did not care. I was tired of running and took a step toward her. I believe my final words were, “Show me now.”

I looked into her eyes, and into the every pair of eyes extended from her mane of serpents that fixed their gaze on me from her grotesque visage, and immediately began to be held still, stone still. She was turning me to stone! I could not move. There was only the fidgeting of my heart, which I then felt to beat its last as it too turned to obsidian and then cracked inside me. My body then shattered like marble and I felt free! Finally free!

The overhead lamps in my sleep pod poured light into my eyes as I awoke sobbing. Through the windows of our craft I took in the view of Sten, so large and so green. I knew that this would be my last adventure. I would die here, and I was oddly glad for it.

I awoke from deep sleep. It was dark, the only light from within the pod. I was uneasy in this darkness. I shivered from the extreme cold as the heat units struggled to warm me. I was disturbed, and a long thread of dream threatened to vanish if I did not rest a moment and try to pull it back to me. I fought back the impulse to recall my whereabouts, my inner eyes still gazing back to the bright windows, to where I had just come from.

Then I remembered white light. I sat with Mediha in Niehembreth. I remember feeling the rush of strong caffeine coursing into me, the machines dragging me back, and in dream, trying to get up from my seated position. But I was being called to her, called to “stay in the room.” She was holding me to her, her gaze penetrating, loving. She shone as the brightest possible sun against 5,326,889,122 miles of perihelion darkness, of our deepest darkest space. She only talked the language of heart, of source, all said as the silent language of intuition.

She said to me again, “Only be what I AM, that is what is extended beyond and survives the ordeal of your self-possession. Only what I Am reveals and outshines this gesture.” I tried to again rise only to be held as she said, “No eyes see Me. I Am not viewable in any mind-room of the dreamer, but finding Me is the act of true love, of surrendering to and allowing what I Am to be revealed to you more completely. My love, stay in the room,” she again said.

I lamented being unable to hold to her as I rose and began to leave. She said so sweetly, so beautifully, as if blowing a kiss to me, “Ah, to worry that what I am is not found or cannot be comprehended or brought back in your mind is only a gesture based on your assumed separateness. What I am cannot be lost or found in mind’s light. Your mind cannot survive what I am. I say again, my love, stay with me in the room before your mind.”

And so, staring into the white light that shone into my eyes, I did not rush to the problematic gestures of Joshua Korani. I did what she said.

I stepped out of the pod, shivering, vomited in the puke bucket, my body in shock, and then sat as Mediha did in a kneeling position on a thick towel, mimicking her form, only the white noise of the ship heard in the darkness. The Corsair disappeared from me for another hour.

I rose to find Red in the main cabin wearing only his underwear and slouched over a hot cup of espresso.

“Not enough caffeine, Red?” I joked as I entered.

“Not in all the worlds, Josho. Fook, man, I’m a wreck.”

“Where are the others?”

“There in the G-150, doin’ some preppin’ before they go under.”

“Did they leave us any eggs?” I asked, starved.

“Yah…yah, plenty, man, but the carton stuff, sorry to say. Go to it, lad,” he whispered.

When he came to, Red dressed and gave me a thorough tour of the Corsair’s control room and the small cabin that was her engine room.

“If you had to, could you rebuild her?” I asked, impressed with his knowledge.

“Hmm, yeah, I think I could. I’d hate to have to, but, yeah. Many years went into building this rig. It’s my second, so technically you could call her Corsair II. I put that tension engine in myself,” he bragged, showing me the massive cylinder. “No, that’s a white lie. I’ve got some boys back at Jolel who helped, of course.”

He explained how the fuel was crushed by the presses of the engine and how the particles were slowly let out into the magnetic housing, which spun them, causing them to smash together with other particles and release the energy that propels the ship.

We had two months left in the journey, and Red and I did our best in confinement within the Corsair. I mainly kept up on my studying, reviewed the mission specs, reread Bren’s and Ansa’s notes, and added to them. The information on Narswa, the mother ship, was amazing. She was the size of at least two Bainish orbitals and yet traveled between galaxies, untethered by the gravitational pull of a nearby planet.

“Faster than light.” I wondered, “How is that possible?”

“I dunno Josh, but we’re aiming to find out. I mean, you know, back home the brains’ll all pick apart whatever we can deliver um. Red then spun around in the pilot’s chair, heading to the rear of the ship to go check on his guests. who were now in the cryo freezers.

“Damn I wish I could have a smoke,” he said.

Red and I sat in the control room. Music played from the p.a., punk rock, Red called it. He kept the volume low, but its raucousness was unavoidable. It reminded me of the anhenyeg drum circles, pounding, relentless and primal.

We talked, hours streaking by with the stars as we learned more about one another.

“Yeah, I’ve two brothers myself, they’re in me crew, but I was the oldest and so I guess I was the terrible one,” he said in response to my stories about my four brothers.

“I don’t believe that,” I said. Red was very likable and I could not imagine him being perceived otherwise.

“What kind of company do you own?” I asked

“Well, before the war we repaired ships, stuff like that. Now, well we do bit of shipping and merchandising. You know, things to keep the lads focused.”

“I see,” I said naively. I asked what he was reading.

“Myth tales,” he said. “Perseus, Hercules, and all that. I love that kinda stoff.” I listened staring out of the control room windows.

“I just like the story of the hero, you know, that he’s sorta not really a hero by his own right but it’s like his number is op, you know, his ticket, the gods shine on ’em and he’s granted safe passage. Would Perseus have cut off medusa’s head if he wasn’t given that sword from Hermes? I mean the story goes he’s brought up a spoiled brat who’s got everything, but for some reason, the gods see fit to give him more.”

My heart glowed with camaraderie. I agreed with Red, and I shared with Red the tale of Master Paen. I told him about the mission given to him by Ashuta, about the scroll and sword, Maburata, and about the flame of Paen’s love for Ashuta burning in his breast to see him through.

Through all layers of the telling, Red sat silently in the pilot’s chair, listening intently. I ended the tale at the point of Minot’s agency, of his being “seen through” to help free our father as he stood ignorantly, emptied of self, above a pile of guards holding the master’s scroll to deliver the master’s message—an absolute victory!

With a toothpick hanging from his lips, Red sighed. “Now that’s what I’m fooking talkin’ about, Josh. Damn, that’s a stand op tale, man. I rather enjoyed that. Where did you read that from? Oi… I’m glad you’re on shift with me rather old serious as sin Bren.”

I laughed. He handed me another of his books. “You ever read the Nadthsade stoff?”

My jaw dropped at the sight of it, a navy blue book with a sewn hardcover, a golden foil dragon embedded on the front.

“Where did you get this?” I asked.

“Dunno. Wound up in my flat. I think a girl I was seeing at the time left it, a musician I met at that party at Bren’s. It’s good stoff though. Check it out.”



The Leviathan
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A month and a half later, the four of us sat in the main cabin on tall steel stools. We were hunched over the metal table studying the star chart. Bren, Red, and Ansa fought for the sextant.

“If we travel that vector,” Bren argued, “we lose precious time in back tracking, days perhaps.”

“But we’re on schedule, Bren, and we’re fully supplied!”

Ansa sighed, and then she exploded. “Relax! Its mere middle ground—20,93,150—for Arcana is pulling us toward her as we speak.” She snatched back the sextant from Bren to project via hologram and re-convey the coordinates she fought for us to travel along. “And besides, we need time to make sure all the gear is up and running, time to make sure we’re all on the same page. We need a few practice runs, a bug check, you know? What if we don’t spot Narswa for some time? We’ll more than likely have to push out again. I say we go according to my plan—not your gut…ahem…sir.”

“Lieutenant, I’m no stranger to orbital mechanics and have not been educated merely by my gut,” Bren grumbled

“I know…and I apologize…”

 “I think if we go either way we’re gonna be just as…friggin’ bored,” Red said only to agitate Bren.

Bren sipped coffee. Bren, having just emerged from cryo-sleep, looked like complete hell. He pushed his specs to the bridge of his nose, sighed, and said, “Okay. Let’s give this a break for an hour or two. You may be right. I need to wake up. Is the heat actually on in here?”

“Aye Cap’n Ahab, sir, but the thermo won’t read below all o’ th’ hot air you two lovebirds keep belchin’ out,” Red cracked as he climbed the ladder to an upper deck to oblige Bren. “Sip yer coffee and we’ll find your whale.” Red’s voice carried over the sound of heaters whirring, their warm currents spilling throughout the ship.

Outside the control room, space was no longer distorted. The Corsair had slowed down to place us well beyond Arcana, a day’s travel beyond her orbit. Through the window, Arcana, a giant orb with prominent orange rings, was absolutely captivating. I could not take my eyes off of it. Ansa seemed hypnotized by its beauty as well.

“I never thought I’d ever see her in person,” she said, staring beside me.

We avoided being spotted by the occupying Triken armada, whom we could see, via instrumentation, were in close orbit of Arcana, formerly a Bainish colonial planet.

Ansa and I spent that morning going over all the gear, the computer equipment that we needed to use once we found Narswa. We went over it all again and again as she stressed the importance of the scripts she had loaded into my Triken rig.

“Remember, you only initiate these when I say.”

“Are you going to tell me what they are?” I asked.

“An insurance policy,” she answered cryptically.

Up top, Bren stared out of the control room window, brooding over a steel cup from which steam arose as he mumbled with Red about where to move the ship to begin our work.

Red piloted the Corsair into the nebula clouds that Ansa anticipated would be located in this sector. We hid behind a group of asteroids within a large and pink dust cloud and turned all unnecessary systems off as we waited.

Bren decided that Ansa’s plan for our sweep would be a better option. He trusted her judgment. They were a good team.

From within the cloud, the Corsair slowed, floated. Ansa, Bren, and I watched LCD screens, passively waiting for a sign of Narswa’s approach, scanning for “whale sign,” as Red called it.

We were kept in good spirits and in the silence of it until, as the hours built upon themselves until they became days, boredom replaced the enthusiasm of our camaraderie.

The silence was then run through by Red’s outbursts as he paged through a novel I could see open before him. He would shout to entertain and agitate, an insane silhouette reading to us:

“Consider the subtleness of the sea; how its most dreaded creatures glide under water, unapparent for the most part, and treacherously hidden beneath the loveliest tints of azure... Consider all this; and then turn to this green, gentle, and most docile earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself?”

Hour upon hour passed this way, each of us scouring grid patterns on the large overhead screens in the main cabin, looking for the slightest emission to give Narswa’s presence away.

After our third week of hunting, I was awakened by a voice. “Hey!” Red yelled, pointing at the monitor and tossing his tattered paperback against the dash. We all ran to the Corsair’s main cabin. Red sat pointing up to a green cloud showing on his screen.

“What do you think?” Ansa asked.

“Seems like a small destroyer. Probably bound for Arcana,” Bren grumbled. “This is just the wrong position. Let’s pull out and get closer to the planet…”

“Oh Ahab, we’d be no better off…” Red started

“Will you stop calling me that, by God!” Bren growled. Bren was sweating, stressed. He then sighed and started to laugh, and so did Red. Red was pinching the bridge of his own nose. He wore his reflective sunglass on the top of his head, pulling his long hair back.

“Yeah, okay. Sorry about the Moby Dick stuff. What now?” Red said.

Ansa said, “Perhaps you’re right. We’ve been here for days. Let’s try it Bren’s way.”

“Fine, let’s go. I’ll start her up,” Red said, then moved back to the control room to make ready to take us closer to Arcana. But before he reached the end of the walkway, there was a sudden white flash of light that flickered through the entire cabin of the ship. It was like lightning.

“What the holy hell was that?” Red said, and then he ran the rest of the way to the control room. We all followed, and emerging from behind the obscurity of our asteroid, we saw it. The leviathan! It glided through the nebula, a black beast floating past us, descending downward, uncomfortably close and yet oblivious to us, toward Arcana. I had never seen anything manmade so large in all of my life. We stood in shock as Narswa seemed to be slowing down, her massive engines pulsing.

“Well…I’ll be damned. I don’t know what to say,” Bren said.

“Good call, Ansa,’” Red said, signing quotes with his fingers. “I think that’s whot you say. I mean, that’s whot I would say, if I was you, Cap’n sir,” Red needled, an obnoxious grin beneath his Mohawk hair.

Ansa laughed and said, “Let’s suit up,” stealing Bren’s line. As she passed him, she affectionately bumped Bren with her hip.

“I’m unworthy, Lieutenant.” Bren sighed, and he kissed her cheek as they descended into the G-150.

The 150, like a large manta-ray in appearance with its wings turned down, a sensor dish on its back, dropped away and the Corsair was left alone, hidden in the velvet gasses behind us. We slowly followed Narswa. Ansa who was piloting spun the craft so that it seemed to float like debris. I sat in the co-pilot’s seat and focused on my Triken emulated machine. Given our current speed, Ansa said, we would probably catch up with Narswa in four to six hours. In the meantime, she began to slow and piloted the craft through a ship graveyard.

“There are some of the Blacks,” Red marveled, speaking of the destroyed vessels of Wilhelm’s Black Fleet. He almost seemed to salivate as we gave silent chase in the black sea of space.

As we caught up, Ansa had me bring the cloak on line. I did so, and she pulled the G-150 out of the graveyard, skimming along its edges as our eyes pressed toward Narswa, her black hull nearly completely obscured by space.

In time we made our approach, catching up to the leviathan, and then stopping, I scanned for a good place to tether as Ansa looked for any sign of trouble. The goal was to tether before Narswa stopped completely.

“On the rear, above the engine block,” I suggested.

“Good.” She sighed heavily. “Okay, let’s do it.” Ansa floated us downward, light as a feather, saying to me, “On my command, just a half tick of reverse thrust, okay?”

We floated down, down, down, and Narswa slowed beneath us as we were right over her, and then Ansa said, “Now!”

I applied a tap of my thumb against my controls for a half point of reverse as Ansa deployed the tether expertly, it’s magnetic seal not making the slightest bit of sound in our cabin. We were now a leach on the back of the beast as the 150’s padded landing gear softly touched its metal skin and the electric magnets adhered us to it.

An audible sigh could be heard from Red in back of us. “That’s how you board ship, love,” he whispered.

“Are you speaking from experience, Mr. Carridian?” Ansa teased.

We waited, waited, and waited. Was it safe? Were we discovered? We made no sound for several minutes. When Ansa’s hands stopped shaking, she let go of the controls.

“Okay,” she said, and I immediately brought our communications systems on line. I handed each a tiny tracker to be worn in the eye, a contact lens that would transmit visual and audio data between us and communicated with a GPS onboard the 150, and I inserted my own. Before me, software interfaces appeared in alignment with my depth of perception, screens floating in the space before me. The device also responded to thought impulses, transmitting them and displaying well formed communication as text right before your eyes. If we intended, via what was called a psi-link, we could transmit our thoughts!

By focusing on the various links on the temporal menus, data would simply shift into view. Right now I was looking through Bren’s tracker, seeing through his point of view. We were looking at me!”

“Remember, to shift your focus onto something in the room, Josh, and the GUI will recede,” Ansa reminded me. “Don’t overuse it, especially the psi-link.”

“Yes, less is more,” I replied, remembering her training.

“Look, we have time, but I’d like to at least figure out how to get in,” Bren said from behind me.

We waited for Narswa to open her bay doors to deploy the fleet she was carrying. Ansa readied her tiny drones, each the size of a paperclip, to completely survey the situation.

“They’re only good for eight hours, but we should be able to find a way in for you.”

She jettisoned the nano-drones. I could see the drones varied points of view on the virtual and multi-partitioned GUI before my mind’s eye, tiny craft fanning out, separating and photographing their target, the Narswa. We processed the data fed to us by the spy-gnats, as Red jokingly referred them. I only tended to the data streaming in, running the software that pieced together their separate feeds into a three dimensional diagram. It took hours upon hours, and as I did this Ansa was quietly working on another task away from the pilot’s seat, working with Bren. I could only hear fragments of their conversation.

“Hold still,” she’d say.

Red sat next to me, taking Ansa’s place at the helm. He watched the spy-gnats at work, nervously chewing his gum. After a time, the micro drones began to die, their feeds becoming static, each a square of partitioned real estate on my plane of vision and then a green tile among the others, dead. The program finished collating all of the data and then gave us a near complete rendering of the portside of Narswa.

“Shall I deploy another?” I asked Ansa, my back still turned.

“No,” Bren said. “Let’s wait until they’ve dropped the fleet off. We’ll need to transmit all of this to command, so get the tunnel ready.”

A tunnel was in reference to how we were to encapsulate our messages back home, disguising them as Triken transmissions. The actual message would be safely encrypted, hidden within a garbled and fake Triken transmission. It would be disregarded as a failed transmission. Bren wanted to transmit once the other vessels hidden in the giant belly of Narswa were unloaded. Our broadcast would then be camouflaged among the other communicating ships. I observed that Arcana was now a little closer, her sheer size becoming more obvious to me. She was massive, the largest planet in the Banxisithine. Still we were well beyond the safe distance where the Trikes would open the heavy armored bay doors that were still sealed shut. I admired the seven levels of them along the elongated bottom fin shown on the 3d model now projected before us. I looked for anything that might be a possible access point on the ship’s hull.

“I found something,” I said.

Bren crawled over to me. I saw his face, wet, shiny and stinking with a kind of glue. He leaned over my shoulder to see.

“Yes. That might work.”

It was a gun battery. Beneath its turret there seemed to be a maintenance hatch.

“I’m sure they dinna leave a key under the welcome mat,” Red quipped.

“No. But there is an access panel there, you see?” Bren murmured. “If we can break the code on it, it might open.”

“What about decompression?” Ansa asked, and she pulled Bren back toward her. Bren hummed to himself, working the scenario out.

“Look,” Ansa growled, “if we hack that panel directly, it will send an alert. If we decompress the chamber, they’re going to know about it.”

“Then I need to get out there on the hull and slip through when the bay doors open,” he answered.

“Are you stupid?” Red shot.

“What the daring will do, Carridean,” Bren mumbled. “Come on, Ansa, I can’t bear waiting around anymore.”

“Okay, okay. Give me thirty minutes, Bren,” Ansa said, applying more glue to Bren’s face. She then began to apply strips of what looked like skin, light yellow in color. In about thirty minutes, Bren affixed a second orange contact lens into his eye, both of which were now stretched, squinty, and slanted. His metamorphosis was complete. Ansa combed his hair back with thick dark oil and then applied a purplish color to Bren’s lips. His face was lined by the shingles of yellow skin. He was now a Trike.

“A handsome devil,” Ansa joked.

Bren looked into the hand mirror and then handed it back to Ansa. “Perfect,” he said.

“Don’t forget these,” she said, handing him a set of fake oversized teeth. Bren shoved them into his mouth, bit down into them, and then began to speak in Trike, his voice deep and commanding, his orange pupils penetrating.

“Uhhgg,” Red said. “That makes the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.”

Bren went to work putting on his pressure suit. He had every intention of crawling out to the docking bays to gain entrance. He needed to get inside to find a way to access the Trike network, to bridge our machines to theirs. On the hands and feet of his black suit were magnets. He would use them to slowly climb.

Ansa kissed his face plate as Bren loaded himself into the decompression chamber of the tether. He began his journey against the massive black hull. I watched his feed on my monitor.

“You getting this, Josh?” he asked, and I saw as he did, looking out to the blackness of space, barely able to distinguish the surface of Narswa from the background. He was camouflaged perfectly in his black pressure suit.

“Yes, can you hear me?” I answered.

“Clearly, yes. Okay. I’m going to climb down the stern. Just sit tight.”

There were three docking bays at Narswa’s stern and four aft. Bren patiently used his magnetic grapplers and descended the vertical length of her three mile-long hull. My own hands began to sweat with the sound of his breathing as he climbed. Anything could go wrong. Red chewed his gum, his nostrils flaring, his forehead beaded with sweat. He obviously hated the waiting too.

After hours of this, we heard Bren whisper, “If the worst happens, Red, get back to the Corsair. If you can, search for me floating about, but do not get caught. I don’t intend to get caught either,” he said. I knew he meant he didn’t intend to get caught alive.

“Let’s not make a martyr of ourselves, love,” Ansa said, picking up on his sudden self-loathing vibe. I caught an impression just then. I thought back to the party on planet Bain, and the guilty look on Bren’s face upon seeing Tiela, my dreaming partner, the Nadthsade refugee he had orders to send back to the death sentence awaiting her on her home world of planet Banx.

Bren popped his head over an edge that he came around. He had finally made it to one of the bay doors. He sat there, waiting. From our vantage point, one of Arcana’s moons emerged directly over the top, a bright and purple crescent, of the ship.

Finally, there was a roll of thunder. We could feel and hear it in the cabin. Narswa rumbled, and from Bren’s point of view we could see the cargo bay doors slowly begin to open.

Ansa deployed another set of her spy-gnats. They fanned out and made their way to Bren’s position. The bay door in front of Bren was a gaping mouth, and inside we could see the complex pattern of inner scaffolding, rails that held battleships in place in the zero gravity enclosure.

The gnats whizzed by Bren. He did not notice them.

“Are you getting this?” he whispered.

“We’ve got it. You be careful,” Ansa said.

“Okay. They’re coming out.” As he said that we could see out of our own windows, small ships leaving from the aft side, protectors, small battle ships. In Bren’s feed on my monitor, they floated past him, giants within the giant.

Bren stayed hidden, waiting for the fleet to exit. Ansa and I busied preparing our report to transmit to command. With this information the new Black Fleet would be prepared.

The surrounding space was aglow with the activity of the Triken ships, making us exceptionally nervous. We went unnoticed, though, as they formed up. Bren then rose popped his head deeper into the cargo bay opening, and seeing his chance, climbed inside along the inner walls until he found a platform. He climbed beneath a steel stairway.

“Sneaky bastard.” Red laughed.

With his arms raised enthusiastically, Bren quickly fell into a line of Trikes wearing similar pressure suites, engineers who celebrated their perfect deployment by likewise lifting their arms. Bren followed them into the nearby decompression hatch nestled deep within a yellow corridor. Soon he was surrounded by hundreds of others. He spoke to a few of them in Trike, making gestures, expressing something like: I forgot something. Then he fell back from them, allowing the droves of them to simply walk past him, leaving him alone. He then removed his suit.

He emptied his breast pocket of a small glass phial containing another set of micro drones, spy-gnats. Bren quickly released them.

He then, after grooming himself, walked about the ship, avoiding eye contact with any passersby. He stole a red-visored engineering cap and picked up a tablet from a nearby bench as he pretended to check various panels. He was looking for a terminal. In a few minutes he found what he was looking for.

“That’s one sneaky bastard!” Red said admiringly.

“You haven’t seen the half of it,” Ansa bragged.

I saw Bren’s point of view whirl left, his heartbeat spiking as shown on his vital statistics. He was staring into the face of a Trike.

“Are you the one from six?” the Trike asked.

“No. He’s on his way,” Bren said without missing a beat. His vitals fell like he had taken a sedative. He then asked, “Where is one to find a damned working terminal in this section?”

“Ahh. This way, ensign,” the Trike said and led the way.

He brought Bren right to it. Bren nodded and then ignored his guide, imitating the Triken mannerism of cold, direct interaction. The guide disappeared, suspecting nothing.

Bren then removed a device from his pocket. “A little help here,” he said.

“There should be a thick cable in the back of the terminal. Look behind the panel,” Ansa said.

Bren found and opened it, then said, “There are at least three.”

“Hmm. Wasn’t expecting that,” she said. “Stand by.”

I could hear Bren’s nervous breathing as crackling in distorted feeds.

“It’s this,” I said, showing Ansa an image of the tech on my Triken rig.

“Good job,” she said. “Bren it’s a redundant circuit of sorts. The first cable in order will need to stay in place. Remove the one most to your right and plug the codec converter in there, then cable the other end into it.”

“Right,” I heard him say. “Plugging in the gizmo now. How are those drones doing?”

“Great,” I said. We began to receive data on the cargo from the feed Bren inserted: six hundred and fifty vessels, forty of which were large fighter carriers. All this we would report to the Black Fleet, which was on their way.

Bren placed the panel of the terminal back in place and quickly left the room. I saw the fleet was now a great distance away, and Narswa began to turn around.

“Bren, I don’t think you’re going to make it back inside,” Ansa said, and I noted that three hours seemed to have vanished. Narswa was emptied of her massive load.

“Damn. Well, I guess I’ll be spending the night,” he said.

“It’s better really, love, one trip,” Ansa said reassuringly.

“You’ve got to figure out how to blow this bird up,” Red said.

I heard a long sigh in my com link. “I was hoping for a sandwich first,” Bren joked. “Okay, no more com—only when I need help. I’m out.”

And from that point on we heard and saw nothing from Bren. He was in the hive, digging in and setting his next play into motion. I watched the drones floating in Narswa’s corridors, gathering information. They eventually died off. We prepared ourselves for the jump, strapping into our seats. An hour at high impulse speed and Arcana was but a small red dot.

Ansa locked the G-150 down, the magnets clinging hard to the hull of the leviathan.

With the completion of Narswa’s graceful retreat into the massive nebula, all her bay doors were again sealed. She was quiet for several moments, and then there was only a bright white hot light, a powerful flash. We were no longer in the Banxisithine, and with every passing second, millions of miles were being placed between it and us.

There was only all-encompassing light, no time, no space, no edges of myself for an inconceivable measure of time because time was irrelevant. It might have been a mere moment as viewed from outside this journey, or perhaps a long un-quantifiable amount of mere moments, but the whole journey was unknowable from within it as no one was really here taking the journey. This infinite shine subsumed the very idea of travel across distance, and only upon being released by its supreme bright indivisible reality did the notion of travel or of mission return. Now the ideas of Narswa and of Walayan, of world and of space, the heavenly bodies forming, presenting themselves in the alien configuration of the Triken galaxy came back as we slowed.

It was there again, that slippery fish, silver scales flashing beyond comprehension, and my breast became heavy once more knowing that this travel, this journey, this trekking was pointless. I began to regret and doubt and resent the distances I had traveled, for here in the coldness of space, in between the glow of illuminant heavenly orbs, nothing had really changed at all—least of all me.

What was I to do? Mediha implored me not to leave the room, and now, having completely misunderstood, I found myself certain to be light years away from that room again, Banx left so entirely behind me. What could I do with this sudden tension, distance and threat and my yearning and my fear? We were merely tethered to the leviathan, and if she should shake us from her back we would be stranded at this impossible distance.

I shivered and felt as if I were drowning in the cold blackness of that distance, and yet I was called to enter it willingly. I then let go of it all, my head dropping to my chest.

We did not move from this perfection—the light travel. Our minds had been stopped, and like cold blooded creatures, stiff from lack of heat, sat motionless as orange gas clouds passed by the windows. The clouds were distorted by the bejeweled windows of the G-150. Narswa was slowly spiraling as if hypnotized by the radiance that engulfed her.

The G-150 was freezing inside. There was a chime gently in the background indicating that we needed to load an oxygen tank. I wiped condensation from the cockpit window as the rest of the crew came to.

Ansa lightly shook her head, sighed, and said, “Is the cloak still running?”

I checked. It was. Red crawled to the rear of the ship to install a fresh 02 tank. He was the quietest I had ever seen him, working, not talking, and then taking his place again in the pilot’s seat. He closed his eyes to rest.

We slept in shifts, waiting for Bren to check in. After six hours we became nervous.

“C’mon, Bren,” Ansa mumbled to herself, steam pouring out of her mouth, a deep sigh after a long draw from her thermos. I wrapped myself in a thick canvas and fur covering trying to keep warm.

Red looked upward through the cockpit window and pointed. We looked up and saw the large planet, Walayan, above us. There were two beetle-shaped ships, no doubt released from the confines of Narswa, floating about in the space outside.

They were heading to the planet. I had an unsettling feeling about them. Why were these ships not delivered with the others into the Banxisithine? Instead these grimy and bloated crafts seemed to have been transported back as passengers independent of the missions of the Trike military. The vessels became smaller until they dissolved into the brightness of distant sunlight reflecting off Walayan.

Bren’s feed came alive. I was seeing through his eyes again. He was taking pictures of Narswa’s large engines. Data was streaming to us, information he had collected during the jump. He had not stopped working.

“Good man,” Ansa said, and she began her own work to hack at the Triken systems.

“Josh, see if you can establish some escape routes for him,” she said. The mission mapped out several scenarios, the best being that Narswa would turn around in one month to return to Arcana. The second was that we would have to go to Walayan to restock supplies and reattach to Narswa in two to three months. The other scenarios involved hiding among the Trikes hoping to gain access to another liner, which was not likely. Or as Bren put it, “Such a scenario was likely the best time to take a cyanide pill.”

Bren, to our amazement, stood in the very bowels of Narswa. He quickly dropped to the floor and rolled into deep blue dimness.

We were looking at the underside of the massive components within her engine room, under which Bren was crawling, sliding along his back as he pulled himself deep within the craft and beneath black pipes.

“I’ve set at least twelve of these,” he said softly, placing a series of sophisticated charges in strategic places.

They would not explode until a certain threshold was achieved, Ansa explained.

“He’s weakening the shielding,” Red said.

If Narswa returned to the Banxisithine and was attacked as we hoped, Narswa’s aft and starboard shields would react, call for more repulsive power, and eventually implode, allowing for enemy rail guns to damage the hull. Bren was prepping Narswa for the Black Fleet. I watched his greased hands working in the shadows.

“I think that will do it,” he whispered.

Eventually I was able to interface completely with the Narswa. My Trike rig was one among all of their terminals. Soon all the addresses for cameras, doors, and hatches as well as communication channels were loaded neatly into a table of links and into the plain view of my lens piece, all corresponding to the three dimensional map that the spy-gnats created.

I grinned. I switched to cameras and found Bren. I verified that he was in engine room six. He stayed concealed, seeming to know where the cameras were. I then set up remote connections to the cameras in the adjacent areas. The place was crawling with activity.

It was as if I was sitting at one of their own communications terminals. I wondered how Ansa was able to reverse engineer it with such accuracy.

“It took a team of many. We combed through the wreckage to do a lot of testing, repairing some of the Trike vessels. Much of it is just like I showed you with the 101. Nothing’s original, really,” she said. “Never you mind that. You just listen to what’s being broadcast and keep an eye on those cameras,” she said. “He’s going to need you to be his eyes and ears.”

“Bren, there are at least six men coming your way,” I warned.

He rolled out, dusted himself off, picked up his stolen tablet, and resumed his maintenance act in one graceful motion. No one questioned him as he moved in the rhythm of their expectations. He left the engine room and walked among the other countless crew members, then made his way to a crowded room, a mess hall.

“What’s next, chief?” Ansa asked.

“FTL?” Bren thought, the words appearing as text against our vision as Bren boldly passed through the hall in silence and out through another entrance. He climbed up another steel staircase.

“No, haven’t gained access,” Ansa said, “It’s rather well iced up.”

“Keep on it. We simply must have that,” Bren again thought. They were trying to access any engineering specs, anything regarding the technology to steal.

“It’s sensitive. I can’t brute force it without…,” Ansa protested.

“If there is one thing I know you can do, it is crack security software. Keep on it,” Bren silently ordered.

“Okay,” she said, obviously a little hurt by his curtness.

Just then my console began to add data to the screen—the ship’s new orders had arrived.

“She’s ordered to load up and go back to Arcana,” I said. What seemed only a day of travel to us was at least two months back home. The orders given to Narswa, however, betrayed that support was needed in Arcana.

Red grinned. “The Black Fleet no doubt kicked ’em hard in the arse,” he joked.

“Yes, no doubt. Good,” Bren said, and as I watched, his eyes darted about. He was walking quickly. “I’m coming back. I think she’s good and soft for them. At least, I hope so.”

Suddenly there was a shout. It was careless of him to speak.

“You there!” I heard. Bren glanced behind him and I saw the face, a ribbon-faced Trike ordering Bren to stop.

There was hatch I could lead him to three decks up. There was another a deck below. My heart raced as Bren simply stopped and approached the guard. He showed signs of subordination, and so the others seemed to ignore what was going on. Only the officer stood before him.

“You. Who are you? Who were you speaking to?” the guard said.

“Ensign Xiangxu, fifth engineer. How might I serve?” Bren said, lowering his orange eyes and bowing his head.

“Come with me,” the officer barked.

Bren bowed, raised his hands in a gesture of agreeable surrender, and then peeked over the shoulder of the officer, a slight glance undetected. No one was around. Bren then brought his arms down quickly to his chest, and in a cold and blurred motion unsheathed his pistol and shot it twice, two tightly controlled bursts, the blast silenced. The guard burst grotesquely and Bren ran.

“Upstairs!” I hissed. “Bren, upstairs!” But he did not go that way. He passed the stairs and was running instinctively back to the cargo bays. His heart was beating like a hunted rabbit’s.

“How’s it look, Josh?” he asked. Adrenaline coursed in me, and my hands were sweating as I focused on switching my virtual viewpoints to scan the camera arrays. In that moment of violence, I now understood my function.

“Bad. Three others have already found the body,” I gasped, referring to what was left of the man Bren killed. I was shocked by the power of the G-RYT pistol, how it tore the Trike utterly and savagely to pieces.

“Stop!” I yelled at Bren, noticing a camera was keyed on the area he was running to. I switched its target to empty lengths of corridor to better obscure Bren’s presence from Narswa command, who had still not been alerted to our intrusion.

“Okay,” I commanded, and Bren ran. I shuddered.

“Calm down, Josh. You don’t have to yell. He can read your thoughts, so focus them,” Ansa reminded me.

The alarms then sounded, turning our blood to ice. Ansa gasped. “Oh…shi... Okay.” Now she shuddered. Red unstrapped himself from the pilot’s chair and sat over Ansa.

“Kill all those cameras, Josh!” he shouted. I did and the entire security camera array went black.

“You run that virus o’ yours, and fook the FTL. We gotta prepare to scramble outta here!” Red shouted.

“No, Ansa! Stay on FTL. Don’t listen to him!” Bren argued.

“You get out of that goddamned ship, Edgewood. The mission is scrapped!” Red yelled.

“You’re not giving the orders, pilot! Ansa, FTL! Now! I can keep them busy here and you…”

“Enough! I will not comply! Do as Red says. I’m killing her.”

“No!” Bren screamed as he ran to where I directed him through focused thought feed. Through the feed, Bren could also get the impression of Ansa’s intentions.

Ansa apparently had enough of Bren’s suicidal tendencies, and she defiantly dumped all she had prepared for us as a failsafe, something to slow Narswa down for months, maybe indefinitely.

She had me run the scripts—programs that ran thousands of other programs—in the disciplined sequence she cautioned me to follow. It was ingenious, as we had more control of the ship than command, and her technical chaos spell of course exempted us from the attack.

Soon Narswa was belabored by a cocktail of viruses that crashed a multitude of their systems, ate software, and burned hardware. To Bren’s disappointment, the Trikes would more than likely find and undo Bren’s sabotage job. We could feel him seething as he desperately fled. Yes, we lost the opportunity to destroy Narswa along with her next pay load, and the long game was cut very short, but Bren no longer had a motivation to stay within the vessel.

“We’ll see you back aboard, Major,” Ansa said.

“Bren,” I said, “if you get to deck nine, there’s another battery hatch…”

“On it. Decompressed?”

“Yes. Already started it,” I said.

I could see and hear Bren running, climbing, and then struggling, a turbulent picture of fighting amid sounds of the gurgling of his opponents. His vitals were sky high. He was an excellent fighter! I then heard the rustling of his putting on a space suit, and then, “I’m in.”

“It’s just a straight drop,” Ansa said. “Can you see our blip?”

“I can’t…,” he started, but then there was the sound of gunfire, of Bren’s muffled pistol, and then a long sigh, breathing. All visuals were a blur. Then in the data exchange provided by the psi-tech, there was a tangible though brief sensation of pain, an ache in my own shoulder.

“I’m not… I can’t make it. I took one. It’s real bad. Just go,” Bren said.

“Bren, no!” Both Ansa and I cried.

Red stood and he thrust a foot into the leg of a black pressure suit. “I’m gonna git ’im,” he said, as he entered the decompression unit in the tether.

“Just go, Carridean,” Bren growled.

Ansa decompressed the chamber and opened the hatch. “Can you see him?” She was trembling.

“Oi ya, just hanging by a thread off the edge. He’s out of the liner.”

Red shouldered a long length of canvas rope with magnets on the end for grapplers. Red jumped straight up into the darkness and threw the magnet against the hull of Narswa. He floated upward, the rope letting out until it yanked at him. He then placed a magnetized gloved hand against the hull. He yanked the rope hard and the grappler shot his direction. He caught it and then repeated the procedure.

“Brenny, Brenny, Brenny. Where would you be without ole Red by yer side?” he joked.

Bren did not respond.

“Oi, Bren! I say, can you see me? I’m coming right for ya!”

“Ahh, Red? Is that you?”

“Aye, ’tis me, man. Just float to me!”

“Stubborn…Jole…”

And I heard Bren push off and Red say after an uncomfortable silence, “Gotcha!” Red then pulled himself down the hull back toward us. “Ansa,” he asked, “is it all confused business inside?”

“Yes. A complete systems failure. There’s not a door or light switch that’s working properly,” she said.

“Good. Maybe we got time. So does the Black Fleet now in case you all want to bellyache about failing this mission and such. Ansa, hey, Bren’s bleeding like a stuck sow, so I hope you can do a field dressing when I get back inside with him.”

I heard the thud of Red’s boots on the tether and then the sound of the chamber compressing. Red removed their suits. I helped bring Bren into the main cabin where Ansa immediately began to work on Bren’s wound.

I then noticed that the feeds on the Narswa flickered as systems struggled to get back on line. In a flicker of camera, I saw two suited Triken guards were looking down from where Bren was last seen. They were looking down at us. In the feed, though the G-150 was still invisible, the ropes that Red repelled with floated outside.

“Red. I think they know where we are!” I said.

Red then jumped into the pilot’s seat as I unlocked the tether and released us into free space.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Bren complained.

“Saving our lives!” I yelled.

We rocketed away only to see two fighters chasing us. They fired, missing. We could hear Bren groaning as Ansa removed the slug in his shoulder and hurriedly bandaged him as Red spun the craft around evasively. Somehow the fighters had a fix on us.

“Forty percent invisible my ass!” Red growled. He spun the craft wildly to evade our pursuers.

There was an explosion and an alarm, red lights flashing, red text displayed against our vision:

Warning: Hull breached, Warning!

“Get him into a pod!” Red said, then looked at me. “You too!”

“What?” I said.

“We got to abandon ship, Josh!”

There was another explosion, steam, heat, the acrid smell of chemicals burning.

Warning: Hull breached, Critical Warning!

“Josh, get in a pod already! They’re keyed to the surface below! We’ll meet up!” he said, pointing to his eye, to the GPS.

“Let’s go, Josh!” Ansa yelled after securing Bren into his pod and heading for her own. I glanced at him through the shield window of the pod. He was now conscious and looking at me. He winked to reassure me, then a pathetic hand gesture, thumbs up!

I shook the irony off. In that moment I accepted that this was it, the last time I would look Bren Edgewood in the eye ever again, and the urgency for the moment only allowed for that one weak and poorly performed gesture—thumbs up!

I ripped the Trike rig out of the dash and crawled to the cylindrical pod assigned to me and climbed in. Red did the same. With another soul crushing explosion—rather a testament to the hardiness of the G-150—I was thrown outward, launched further into oblivion, spinning, hurtling beyond Narswa. The huge ship was now but a mere dark impression shrinking before the eyes of my consciousness. Surely I was a dead man.

But no.

The pod shook violently, skipping off of the atmosphere, the sounds like that of a hurricane against thick plastic windows. I passed out.

When I awoke, all was white.
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The Survivor
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A surreal chime pulled me from the depths of sleep. I could not breathe—the air tight pod was out of oxygen. I struggled to be released from its grip, and with a kick the seals unlocked. It was freezing, snowing outside. I frantically searched the pod and found a thick hooded jacket packed away into the onboard survival kits. The air was thin. Unable to face the ripping winds, I crept back into the re-oxygenated pod, opening the air vents and surveying what I had on hand.

The storm outside subsided, and I then ventured out again. My optical tracker indicated the three other signals against the white snow, our distances varying from each other. I was the furthest away. I could not get their feeds though. I shuddered with the thought that maybe only I survived.

Using a pair of binoculars, I saw nothing on the horizon, only a white line beneath pink sky. I crouched in the snow and smiled. Walayan was beautiful. Somehow my pod landed at the edge of her northern pole. On my back I wore a big pack full of all the provisions packed away in the pod. My optical tracker kept a triangulated reading of where the pod was located so I could get back to it for shelter.

I wondered how I was going to get to the others. Then I heard something, a running behind me. I turned. It was a wolf!

I ran. It pursued me, but the snow was too deep. Eventually we both tired, and the wolf merely whined and crawled through the snow, panting, exhausted.

I approached it. It showed its fangs, and so I put up two hands to try to calm it. It’s wild eyes flashed, desperate for a kill, to survive. It could not move. I crouched over it, and it bit at me.

From my back I removed a ration of dried meat. I rolled it into a ball and placed it on the snow before the wolf’s snout. His teeth immediately were sheathed and now it’s tongue licked at the meat, it’s eyes now soft with relief as the wolf fed.

I gave it more of the dried meat and ate some myself. As it ate, all of its hostility vanished. I thought then I should part ways, feeling it would gain strength and then trudge back to where it came from.

As I left, it whined, barked. I returned to it. It whined, looked over its shoulder at me as if to ask for a helping hand. Deciding to trust the only living thing out here, I went to the animal and offered my hand to it, to test if it would bite. It did not. I petted its head. It licked my hand. I then noticed its hind leg was bleeding. The storms seemed to be picking up again. I drew the wolf up into my arms and pulled him out.

I placed my friend into the pod with me. I had no reason whatsoever to be engaged with the wolf, but somehow it made sense to aid him in his healing.

The weather was brutal. When the sun disappeared, the cold was unimaginable. The wolf kept me warm as we slept in the pod, which was now devoid of all power, a mere flimsy shell.

I bandaged the wolf’s leg and fed it more of my rations. I figured Bren would have eaten the dog by now, but I could not. After a day I awoke and the wolf was gone. I felt like a fool. I tried to pull the pod out of snow, but it was too heavy. I had to figure out something else.

I walked for miles. The sun was high, its light reflecting brutally off the snow; and as it receded toward the horizon, the darkness of cold death approached as I had no shelter. Then I heard it barking, the wolf. It was far to my left on a mound of snow, hailing me. I went to him and he ran ahead. I followed. I lost him, and then on another mound of pink backlit snow, I saw my friend beckoning me to follow, seeming to wish that I would better keep up.

I followed the wolf until the sun seemed only a sliver on the horizon, the cold pressing into me. My friend barked frantically and so I ran with all my might, not stopping until I nearly caught up with him. He was now headed downhill toward a curious mound in the snow, a shelter.

“Oh!” I gasped, and I ran. By the time I got to the mound, the darkness set in. I only crawled within it and took shelter with the wolf, which crawled inside to a dark place out of the wind. He rested his head on my lap as I leaned against metal and fell asleep.

I dreamt of a Mayak. He stood before me. I looked into his face, and he into mine as if wondering if I could really see him now. Somehow I knew his name.

“You are Kandahj, the wolf rider,” I said.

“Yes, dreamer. I am the wolf, a survivor, the heart of the Mayak, and the heart of the white man you call Bren. Though wayward, he is one of ours as Mayak don’t recognize silly lines drawn on the land. Our hearts wander throughout Ashuta’s light play.”

I realized I was dreaming, and I could see the meaning more clearly of what would have been merely coded impressions if awake.

Kandahj revealed to me, via heart data, if you will, that Bren, by his blind loyalty and fierceness, indeed had a Mayak heart and was also kin to the wolf. This had gone unnoticed by me for so long. Bren had been sent to help me on my journey. The greater impact of the revelation to me, however, was that the snow wolf was a projection of that same intention! This was why I could only help it, trust it, for I was aligned with Bren.

“Thank you, brother,” Kandahj said. “Your kindness and love given to Mayak has been shown again, and so, because of your gestures, we are here to help you in your journey, my Khoorlrhani brother.”

I was dressed in my Khoorlrhani garb, a tunic of animal skin and fur boots, my hair long again. He bowed and gave me a necklace of wolf teeth.

“Will you please bring this to Ashuta when you arrive at her feet?” he asked. I accepted. Then others appeared, warriors from other clans, plainsmen, Cwa, and Bantu. They too brought gifts for me to bring to Ashuta. I accepted them.

“I will bring them.”

I then saw Ursya, radiant, so vivid to me. She came to me and I embraced her, kissed her. I was overcome with joy and desire in looking upon her. I was so happy to understand that our marriage came to this!

As we held each other, she pressed her forehead to mine and gave me a vision: My brothers Minot and Boutage fought a hard war, but then stopped. They instead united and brought together all of the tribes of the Great One Land.

“They joined the clans of the wolf,” Ursya said, referring to the Bains. “We have a common enemy now.”

“They are not like Bren. They are not to be trusted, Ursya,” I warned.

“The Great One Clan has been realized,” she said. “Come to us.” She smiled.

“No,” I warned, but she remained giddy and hopeful. “They will only use Minot. Ursya, you must let go!”



The Flight
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I awoke in my new strange surroundings, a large cylinder caked with ice, the sun peeking through the hole in the wall of snow where Kandhaj, the wolf, and entered the shelter. I yawned and inspected my surroundings with the benefit of the morning glow. Still bitterly cold, I shivered upon rising. Kandhaj and I ate a small breakfast of more rations. His ears were spikes, and his eyes dead set on more, a curious expression of expectation held in his grey eyes. I held out on him.

“We have to save it,” I told him. He sniffed about the snow floor looking for any bits that might have fallen. I then realized what we had been sleeping in as I pushed beyond the snow and ice through a narrow section to be let out of what was a giant engine thruster. As I stepped outside, I got a clearer view of it as out of the snow. Jutting upward was the backend of a ship at least the size of the Corsair, perhaps even bigger as much of it was buried by the snow.

I could not help but laugh as Kandahj stepped out into the light with me. “Thank you, brother,” I said to him

Thinking I was speaking of food, Kandahj quickly approached, ears raised in expectation.

I worked the entire day digging out the craft. It seemed my endeavors did not even get me a quarter of it free. It was impressive and seemed to be a military grade ship, only its various symbols and logos made it seem otherwise. This craft was nothing like what I had studied at Canovidge.

Inside, we suffered the deep cold but stayed safe from the winds at night, and each day I dug more. But the storms undid my work every night. Tired and low on rations, I began to fade. I could not raise the will to keep going.

I awoke to Kandhaj violently tugging at my sleeves. He would not let me sleep, and then he barked at me. He seemed to know I was giving up. I fell asleep. On top of me was Kandhaj in his human form, slapping me.

“Khoorlrhani! You are so soft. Rise!” And behind him I could see through the snow as if it were transparent. I could see there was another way. Kandhaj slapped me again and I rose in my dream body.

“Rise!” he yelled.

I awoke standing and looking the direction where my attention was held in my dreams, into the fuselage. The sun was up, and I began to tunnel down to where I hoped I would find a hatch. In time my numb hands hit metal and I was able to clear snow along the hull until I found it, a hatch!

Opening it took hours and the remainder of my strength, but finally it gave way, my frozen hands blistered from the unforgiving circular latches. Warm air spilled out, making a sound as it went and soothing my frostbitten face. I struggled to get the door to slide all of the way open, enough to allow me through.

I lost my balance and fell into the darkness, slamming into the floor. I slid across a harsh grated steel floor and landed against the bolted down legs of metal furniture. It was slightly warm inside the craft, but the air smelled of absolute death.

Above me, in the light, I saw Kandhaj’s curious head popping inward, apprehensive to make the jump in the dark. I warned him to stay put. He sat at the top, looking down.

My side ached from the impact of my fall as I crawled about the darkness in the cabin. I began to cough wretchedly again.

I was drawn to a single amber light that flickered in the distance. Finding myself exploring deeply into the cabin, I rounded a corridor that led to another black opening. The stench was unbearable, and in not being able to see, I retreated back to the hatchway where light poured in. With great effort, I climbed the small ladder and exited to find my flashlight and other supplies. When I climbed down again, Kandhaj protested not being able to follow.

Having found a small flashlight within my kit and wrapped a cloth around my nose and mouth, I reentered the black depths. The amber light was flashing against a kind of electrical box. I opened it, reset the fuses, and an array of lights fluttered and turned on. I laughed and plopped onto the floor. The ship was still alive! Behind me was a ladder leading to both an upper and lower deck.

I went up, and as I expected, found bodies. Two of the crew members, Trikes, seemed to have been killed in their chairs, shot. I was initially horrified by their appearance, but I was resolved to further investigate the state of the control room. I saw another indicator flashing amber, reset more fuses, and a few more light’s again came to life to reveal an impressive console.

I looked for anything that resembled what I studied at Canovidge about Trike tech, but this ship was completely different. Still, I was able to decipher the coded menus blinking on the screens, which began to come to life. I used the Trike rig, which I patched in, trying to get operating systems back on line. This continuously failed, seeming to crash and then start again, dashing my hopes to make use of the ship’s operations computer.

I left it and then searched for food, hoping something in the inventory kept despite the warmer interiors. In the lower decks I found some items in cans. Relieved, Kandhaj and I enjoyed a sweet and pasty substance once I was again outside of the ship and away from the unappetizing stench of death.

The next day I committed myself to restoring the bridge systems. If I could not get anything to run, I figured I would have to accept that the best I could hope for was to use the ship as shelter until I died or stumbled on some other saving grace. If only I could get the ship computer to check itself and report damages.

I struggled with all that was lost in translation to me, several layers: the Trike language itself, firmware and software codes, all filtered through a frantic emotional state. If I did not succeed, I would more than likely die here, added to the two corpses that occupied the bridge with me. I thought I might even be shot here, found by a Trike search party.

There were such gaps in my understanding! I could not remember completely all that I learned at the university and began to panic.

This is not a simulation! I thought.

With no success, heavy heartedly I left the bridge to eat more mystery paste with Kandhaj. I awoke the next day feeling as if I and a multitude of others poured over a data blueprint of the ship, a circle of encouraging friends sitting at a giant table with all of technology before us. I began to sense that an answer was right before me, and all I had to do was open up to it.

I had to calm myself and trust that all that was shown to me would come to the foreground. I then recalled Mediha, and grinned as I remembered how my capacities were on loan from her. I went back to work, but this time trusting myself.

Then, with a breath, a sudden clarity came, relaxation allowing for even thought-flow and intuitive processes of elimination. Now there was a flash against all the embedded LCD screens on the control console, amber and yellow lines of code scrolling as the operating system loaded. Then a groan was followed by the high pitch frequencies of server fans. Behind me I could hear other systems start up, various clacks and clatter and the bridge was up! I kept working, wanting to keep alive this fragile flame of creative intelligence as I looked for logs and inventory manifests as Ansa taught me.

After learning there were plenty of usable fuel drums already loaded in the craft, I used the system maps find where the spares were kept. I found them in the dimness of the bottom deck. I removed one drum, dragging it to the main cabin and hoisting it through the hatch with canvas ropes, straining my back. I rested in the snow, lying supine, coughing again.

Kandhaj’s face hovered over mine, his tongue hanging over my nose. His breath was motivation enough for me to finish my task. After bracing my back by tying cut cloth tightly around my waist, I pried open the fuel canister and cut out half of the fuel from the barrel, placing the excess into a plastic bin I found in the ship. I then took a flare, broke it open, and dropped it into the barrel. The fire took immediately, a strong solid burn to help thaw the back end of the ship. Kandhaj barked, pleased by the heat. I went back into the ship and came out with everything and anything flammable that I could find to keep the fire alive.

The heat restored the functionality of the rear thrusters, and so I helped the reluctant wolf into the ship, lowering him down so that he would not get burned should my test work. He went straight to the bridge, seeming to know the layout. By his whining I knew the Trikes in the chair were his former masters.

I tested the rear burners held at idle, and there was a loud crack as ice began to break. It was enough so that the ship began to immediately, albeit slowly, thaw and lower, evening her out. Kandhaj whined as the ship swayed, the sound of ice cracking disturbing him.

I was relieved when sensors on the wings of the craft indicated the wings were not damaged by the crash or breaking free from the thawing ice. The rear of the ship was now slightly lower than the front. With some fuss, I was able to activate the landing gear that seemed to brilliantly compensate for uneven surfaces. She was now flat, standing free!

My optical tracker showed that the others were now closer to one another. I was still too far off from where their pods crashed for them to get to me. Red and Ansa seemed to have been traveling toward each other. I only hoped it was really them and not the Trikes carrying their bodies. Bren’s signal seemed further away.

I worried the Trikes may have found the G-150’s micro satellite and were tracking us with it. The G-150 was designed to jettison the satellite, a small black cube more than likely hiding within the debris of our destroyed craft to provide global tracking to the team.

Now I had to get the ship off the ground. I had already spent nearly two weeks trying to revive the vessel, and as I stood on top of the roof watching the sun rise, I placed a few more barrels of burning fuel near the fat wings to help thaw them out. I noted the ship was impressively designed. I was pleased that, by my breath, by my flame for Mediha, I could see it all and was grateful for my time at Canovidge—all of it her play. What an adventure!

I smiled knowing Red would be jealous of my new bird, which is what he’d call it, no doubt, and I could not wait to show her off to him. The climate controls, no longer overwhelmed by the surrounding ice outside, began to better keep the ship dry. With the landing gear on the ground, the bottom lower hatches were now accessible. I could take care of the bodies, which were too heavy to have pulled through the top hatches by myself. I burned them and Kandhaj paid his last respects.

With the rising of internal temperature, other systems seemed to start themselves and initiate their routines. I then could not fight off an eerie feeling that the ship was alive, a powerful psyche from which I could feel impressions alien to me.

I pushed off such thoughts, telling myself I was acting like a frightened child. Still the impressions persisted as if to command my attention.

As I was in the lower deck inspecting the landing gear, I heard a voice. I grabbed the red fire axe mounted on the grey metallic lower deck wall and snuck back into the bridge only to find a video recording. The voice was coming from a talking head shown on the screen.

“Only when the ramparts of the majestic castles of tyranny burn by our own hands in revolution will others know that they are not alone in their desire to be free of it…”

The message in Trike faded. I watched it again and again, the face seeming less and less alien to me. More impressions flooded me, a quicksilver of impulse and imagery. I had the urge to search the lower decks of the ship. I descended down the ladder, traversing the darkness, and came upon torn open compartments that were once hidden in the floor of the lower deck. They were full of explosives, something unique and powerful as I was told by this harsh psychic sense-language. I could not continue to doubt the presence of this psychic energy, and once I accepted it, I was told how to soften its transmission.

Through the medium of intuition, I was told to modify the signal on my optical tracker to decrease the feed. The psi-link.

The onboard Trike A.I. was using it! It hacked in and was communicating with me, imploring me, almost desperately, to continue its mission and deliver its payload of radiation bombs to a target—the city of Krow. I no doubt had it to thank for the influx of knowledge to bridge the gaps in my understanding and fix the ship.

The radiation bombs made the idea of lifting off an intimidating prospect. My first instinct was to drop the cargo, leave it behind in the ice, but I could not bring myself to do it. Who were these men, I buried?

With that thought, the video segment played again, but on multiple screens.

“Only when the ramparts of the majestic castles of tyranny burn by our own hands in revolution will others know that they are not alone in their desire to be free of it…”

I left the bridge terrified by the intensity of the feelings that seemed to move me, possess me. Unable to reconcile fully that it was machine based—its psychic speech clear and yet harsh and exacting—I still, in my ignorance, feared that the ship was haunted by the dead alien men. Perhaps their cremation burial was an offense! I could not find them in dreams, however. They were nowhere to be found so that I might correct my error. In the rooms of dream, the Mayak would not go with me and remained in wolf form at the top of a dark corridor.

Dolji appeared in my dreams. “They can no longer dream well, Khoorlrhan,” he said, speaking of the crew, stopping me with an outstretched hand. “They cannot follow you here. Do not seek them out,” he warned. He then said, “The vessel is their offering, the coin of their forsaken race. You will deliver it to Her. That is it.”

He and Amon appeared before me. They were vibrant. I obeyed Dolji, and I understood that Dolji and Amon were present to communicate on my behalf to the presence in the ship. With unmistakable authority, they said that I was to be served in my mission and that the ship’s destiny lay beyond the city of Krow.

This shocked the entity, who at brief moments appeared as a wild mehra, but I could see now that the A.I.’s mission was merely programmed into it by the former crew. Dolji removed it, tamed her. The A.I. submitted, her light body form, now human, prostrating before Mediha’s herald and guardian.

Who were the men I buried? I still wondered.

Terrorists, I wondered. Freedom fighters? I remember Master Paen saying once, “It is all just a game of perception. Better to wake up. That is the real revolution.”

And so I did wake up, my head against cool metal onto which I drooled. An impressionistic tale was still unfolding in my mind; she still spoke to me.

The A.I. was stolen from the Triken military and integrated into the ship’s computer by rebels who planned to travel to the diamond region to transport a number of slaves they would soon free from Walayan.

The lethal cargo below was to be set off, destroying a quarter of the city. The Trikes would not find the ship, for the onboard cloak had never been encountered before. Somehow everything in their plan cumulated to a fatal moment between the men I buried.

The two crew members killed each other, one having second thoughts as the other, the man in the video, tried to convince his comrade to complete the mission.

“You are wrong brother! We are the change! Only when the ramparts of the majestic castles of tyranny burn by our own hands in revolution will others know that they are not alone in their desire to be free of it…”

It did not matter. In the blink of an eye, it seems the purpose of the ship went beyond their scope. Other ships abandoned the mission, having lost their leaders to the in-fighting.

Kulderabray, the name of this ship, I learned, told me everything, about the Trikes, Korabna the home world, which was another star system away, and the heartbreaking story of more kings at war and princes vying to rule. There was no victory. Everything was the same. Walayan was a broken world, the poor souls within it no longer able to dream of the divine. That was why Dolji stopped me.

Little did the Walayan slaves know of it, but Sten was no place to escape to. I then remembered what I saw as we were in orbit in the G-150 over Walayan. As Narswa opened her bay doors, two ships were let out and made their way to the surface of the planet. I had no doubt they were slave ships. The psychic flow that Kulderabray shared with me revealed that thousands of Odan, my people, were transported from Sten to Walayan to work as slaves. I buried my face in my hands in anguish as I could not help but see all their names. The feed of the ship’s manifest reduced these people to cargo: “Six foot male, 185 lbs, healthy; 5.5 foot female, 130 lbs, healthy…” There was no escape. The rebels of Walayan were doomed to fail.

The ship, however, had been placed mysteriously in my hands.

Later, I found the copy of Red’s book on Nadthsade mythology among my things. I opened it and began to read:

Neada and the six pearls

Anandanin, an inquisitive child, came to his guru Neada and asked her, “Master, how can I awaken? I only keep dreaming.”

Neada took a walk with her very young devotee to Old Niehembreth, never saying a thing in answer, only holding his hand as they walked through the town. They passed the merchants selling succulent fish soups, shiny gems, amazing puppets, toys, and beautiful dragon saddles.

They walked for a long time, and Anandanin hoped his master was going to buy him his favorite lunch item. Master Neada, however, did not. Instead they walked straight through the town and then passed the rice fields and continued up a hill where the master sat with her very young devotee beneath a Xanatherin tree. Anandanin was quiet and gazed at his bright wonderful guru, his heart opening by the expanse of radiance that permeated from her divine form.

Neada, with her voice of heart, said to her child, “To awaken, take these six pearls. I will walk ahead. As I leave, do japa on my name. Feel my name spoken here in your heart. In three days, come to me, back to the ashram, and open your hands to me. If you have all six pearls, then you will awaken.”

And so the master left her devotee behind.

The first day, it began to rain. Anandanin did japa on Neada’s name, speaking her name in his heart.

The second day brought snow. Anandanin did japa on Neada’s name, speaking her name in his heart.

The third day, the strongest winds along with rain and snow came. Anandanin did japa on Neada’s name, speaking her name in his heart.

Anandanin traveled, still doing japa, where he noticed the road leading to Niehembreth. He chose to avoid it for he knew that his japa was weak when so greatly tempted by his favorite things. He held all six pearls, saying Neada’s name until he arrived back at the ashram.

“Master, here are your pearls!” he said to Neada, who took them back. All six were returned. Anandanin instantly realized the Self!

Many years later, Master Anandanin gave his pupil Tybir this same test. Tybir, however, could not leave the adventure of the marketplaces behind. He believed that he would be able to go pass this test and deliver the six pearls to his master.

“Do you know where you left the one pearl not returned?” asked the master of his devotee.

“I do not, Lord,” Tybir replied.

“Then you must go back. You must know who you tend to be in the marketplace of egos,” Anandanin said.

When Tybir returned, not only had he not found the one pearl but he lost the remaining five. He returned with nothing.

“Your practice is weak because you are not realistic. You are still attached to self-imagery, and you hide this from yourself. This is why you don’t know which qualities of your ego steal the wealth of your sadhana from you.”

Anandanin explained to his devotee, “When this test was put to me by my guru, I knew that, to accept myself, the quality of my nature, was not a sin. Acceptance is a conscious implement. Weakness is not a sin! Vanity is a sin! Unconsciousness is a sin! That which holds you to self reference is the core of all sin! Know now to be realistic about your shortcomings so that you may allow God to compensate should the Lord decide to.”

I studied the navigation system, then plotted a course. I would not leave the atmosphere and needed to fly low to avoid detection if I could. I would travel south over two thousand miles, toward Ansa’s signal closing in on Red. They seemed to be in a desert outskirt, or rather a warmer zone but not warm by much. Bren’s signal was deep within the one massive city that registered on the holographic map. The ship’s artificial intelligence informed me that the city was called Krow, a giant refinery and labor colony, a hub of Triken industry, the target of the former crew of this ship.

I nervously clutched the levers for liftoff. I checked everything I could remember, and then rechecked as Kandhaj sat, tied down, on a black metal couch in the main cabin. Strapped in, I initiated all engines, and with sweaty and shaking hands leaned over ready to pull the heavy sliders back.

I pulled, and with a loud rumble she began to rise quickly, and so I next engaged the primary and secondary thrusters, propelling us forward. No thought, just flying, as the indicators showed my altitude, already approaching a thousand feet! My heart raced as I threw out the thought of the thousands of pounds of explosive in the lower decks, and instead increased forward thrust by seventy percent and decrease vertical by thirty percent. My palms were sweating against the metallic controls.

Suddenly, the engine stalled! My jaw dropping, I felt our inertia wane and the craft drifting, gravity made apparent as I seemed to rise above my seat, pressing into the shoulder straps. Kandhaj whined. The indicators turned an illuminant red, alerts reporting engine failure. I pulled back on the heavy handled thruster sliders, turned the engines off and then on, and then engaged the thrusters. Again I slammed them forward, making the ship shake with sputtering turbulence. Then I pulled back—a sputter. Then again, and I knew we were now spinning. I slammed the sliders forward violently against the handles, and then there was a roar!

I lost which way was up and the heavy ship was sent hurtling, spiraling, luckily upward. I pulled back on the controls and was able to level her off. The indicators shifted back to yellow on the control panel. Traveling in a straight line now, my trajectory corrected, I punched it. With a boom, my new ship moved faster than sound.

Kulderabray, the A.I. scrawled text across my field of vision via the link: “Suggest autopilot as an option.”



The Veiled Agents of Revolution
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I crossed an ocean and in an hour, flying a third of Walayan’s latitudinal measure. As I keyed in on Ansa’s signal, I began to get text signals from her. They appeared like mirages against the surface of the bridge dash via the optic device.

A: Josh. Are you still out there? Are you okay?

J: I’m fine. I’m coming to get you? Can you read the visuals of my optical feed? How are you faring?

A: I’ve given them the slip. I took a bullet in my forearm, grazed really, nothing too bad. Managing. I see your optics. It’s a bit grainy mainly, just started getting it before I psy-texted. Looks like the G-150 still has a few tricks up her sleeve, eh? Poor, poor old gal.

J: You’re going to love what I’ve got for you, Ansa.

A: I say, Josh, is that a ship you’re flying?

J: Ha, that’s only the half of it! Is Red with you? Have you found him?

A: He’s hard to catch up to. Seems to be on the run from garrison troopers. I think they’re still on him. He and Bren landed in the city. Last feed from Bren he had commandeered a motorcycle. He might have help. His vitals aren’t good. Look, if that’s a ship you’re flying you really need to fly lower and land far away from the city. It’s a nightmare in Krow. If they capture any one of us…

J: I know. It’s a slave planet. I’ll keep out of sight. I’ll land at the mountain ranges on the east side. Find Red and meet me at the city’s edge then?

A: Yes, and Josh, I’m amazed! Damned good job, Josh! I’ll be in touch.

I landed, as Ansa suggested, at the base of the mountains that edged the desert. Walayan was eerily quiet, inactive. There did not seem to be much of a force present outside of Krow, as no one was ever eager to get inside, only outside.

As I looked at the holographic depiction of Walayan over the control console, I wondered how I could have missed seeing the city of Krow from orbit. It was a large black spot on the surface, cancer cells of the interplanetary war reality. The black and red-spotted diameter consumed a third of this pristine natural-pearl-colored world with its five hundred metal and concrete levels of humanity reduced to worker-drones. 

I saw now what Paen meant: We have become the awful persistent machine. We are something else now, tribal only in a historical sense but no longer the great circle of cooperation.

The trajectory of the first brothers, the angle of their selfishness, was as a notched arrow that missed the mark by a mere fraction of an inch. They were seemingly benign in their self involvement, marginal in their self obsession, but now the arrow shot over a distance, light years, the error was measured in eons, billions of lifetimes of misunderstanding. Theirs was really the madness of forgetting God now made manifest as our devolution, and I wept to witness it.

This is where Paen hurled me outward to see—the mirror pond to see where I dreamed myself alive. The remaining vanity within me, one of his terrible six, I misplaced wisdom pearls spent in search of fulfillment. That fraction of an inch of my capacity to betray the truth and be “someone” was reflected to me as the very tragic impossibility of Planet Walayan, where the souls were livestock piled upon one another, fed their own shit as they scrambled to escape to imagined rooms of colonial comfort.

What these dead Trikes wanted was God, but in their reaching they were unable to articulate the heart for in their centuries of blind self reliance, their haughtiness and cleverness, they had killed their sages. Like my father did. Like Bain had done and our generation was doing. We removed ourselves from the One who could release us of the illusion that our servitude to the ego king could bear fruit, ever. I wept as it was transmitted to me, swooning in agonizing contemplation of a blackening sun. This was a warning that enlightenment could not happen for Walayans, divine awakening impossible in this darkened realm, in this total eclipse of love. Here in hell’s corner, love had been bulldozed, retrofitted, mined, drilled, speculated, capped, traded, regulated, repackaged, sold, taxed, mentalized, conceptualized, burned, raped, and made the possession of the king, the tyrant, the fool at the top! The Walayans’ capacity to hear the master had been burned away, their thirst violated and turned impossibly inward. Here, only the personal self was real.

My heart broke as visions flowed through me via the psi-link of riots in the streets of Walayan cities, of the innocence in Triken people we only made the scapegoat even as they made us the scapegoat in games of princely dominance. In shock it became clear that I carried on in the same warfare of brotherhood to get on with what I was entitled to have—my safe passage to Banx, my way, my mission accomplished. As a boy, I would destroy Mayak to gain status, just as now I would destroy Trikes to get to Banx. And only because of my refusal, the refusal to be in God’s room and by Mediha’s side already, right now, not via ships and not after the war and not after the mission.

Kulderabray

Upon pondering the word, the A.I. through the link translated it this way: Hand of Revolution.

I sat on the rooftop of the ship, Kulderabray. I intended to take the ship to Banx. She was a wide ship, almost a square with rounded corners and sloped front end, sleek. I squatted on the rooftop and marveled at how the desert seemed to blend into her, her hull hidden beneath thin holographic layers.

I was viewing Ansa’s feed on the sky. She was skillfully traversing one of the lower decks of the city and entered a black doorway with green light flooding out of it. The room was full of drunken Trikes. At the back of the Tavern, another hooded figure sat alone, hunched over a drink. It was Red.

Ansa sat down before him. Hidden behind hoods and dust masks, they only communicated via the psi-com link so as not to be heard. As they thought, the text showed against pink clouds as I gazed at them through my contact lens:

R: Nice of you to join me.

A: Cut the crap, Red. What’s going on with Bren? Why the hell are we still here?

R: Well, you know if he had told me, he would have had to kill me.

A: Can you ever get serious?!

R: I don’t know what he’s up to. He told me to stop tailing him. He said he had to go to the center of the city.

A: What in the hell for?

R: I think for help to get us out of here. I think his contact has an active cell here. Josh? I heard you rustled up a lift for us!

J: Yes. Red, I think you’re right. This ship is a frigate for some kind of rebellion. There is a resistance effort brewing here you would not believe. I believe Bren is trying to reach them.

A: Has anyone even seen Bren’s feed since three days ago? I mean, he was in bad shape on the way down and I shudder to think what kind of shape he’s in now.

R, J: No.

We waited a week, the others hiding. Bren finally made contact. His transmission flashed against the grey metallic wall of the inner cabin. I jumped upward.

B: Amazing! Her bay doors are being manually pried open and her life support is shoddy, and on top of that her orbit is decaying. Ansa, you angel, you may have done it after all! I’m making my way out now. Keep sharp and keep your heads down. I have help—and a way out!

He was referencing Narswa. She was crippled, her systems a wreck, and she was unable to unleash her hornets after us. This explained why it was so quiet on the surface. Only two fighters, the ones that shot us to pieces, did not upload Ansa’s nasty viruses. They no doubt remained behind to protect the crippled military liner.

I watched the three blips of their signals on the holographic map slowly converge. When they got to the edge of the city the next day, I flew after them, taking off stealth mode.

As I circled to land, focused on Bren’s feed, I saw there were two others, Trike rebels. They quickly walked through the crowded streets, and I could see through Bren’s visual that he was eyeing the horizon for me.

Red and Ansa were now close behind him, pushing toward the gates where no one was allowed. I then heard the roar of other engines, no doubt the search teams and the fighters closing in. I put Kulderabray down into the sands, the cloak shifting from the static. From Red’s point of view, I saw Bren stopping, turning round, his heavy trench coat opening to reveal an impressive rifle. All points of view were a confusing turbulence as fighting started.

Through the control window of the ship I saw a figure in black kneeling in the sand as Red and Bren ran past him. They and Ansa fired into the crowd of guards behind them. The man kneeling set off the heavy weapon that rested on to his shoulder into the sky. There was an explosion. A large craft, perhaps a fighter, crashed into the black metal city. The other man also took position in the sand with the same type of heavy rocket launcher held on his shoulder and fired beyond Kulderabray. They were providing covering fire, as Ansa, Red, and Bren ran desperately for their lives as a hail of gunfire erupted.

I lowered the entrance ramps at the front end of the ship. They all scrambled aboard, the ramp’s rising shielding them as they entered. I pulled Kulderabray quickly up into the heavens, and once in orbit, we were better hidden than in the old G-150, completely invisible to the Triken military.

The crew members were spent, their faces sunburned and cracked. Bren, saying nothing, collapsed on a black steel couch breathing deeply. His skin was scarred, his face bruised and his hair shorn down; and his many layers of Triken clothing were stinking and half burnt. He no longer wore his Triken makeup. Instead dirt and clotted blood lined his face. The allies he brought to the fray had been his captors, until he convinced them of his use.

Ansa looked no better, but she sat upright petting the wolf. Red climbed up to the control room.

“Let’s get a look at you!” he said, grinning. It was great to see him in one piece.

He sat in the co-pilot’s chair, sighed, looked about the cockpit, and then fell asleep. As we drifted in orbit, cloaked, the others also slept.

As I thumbed the Nadthsade amulet around my neck, I only wanted to be gone from this dark corner. I wanted to go home.

Bren and Ansa were later bent over a holographic layout of Narswa for hours. Bren’s contact told him that another liner, Nurio, was on its way to rescue the crew and the payload of Narswa. He also said that the Trikes thought the attack on Narswa was committed by the rebels of Walayan, not by off-worlders.

“Thas kind of them to underestimate us,” Red cracked.

“Why shouldn’t we use the cloak inside the bay then?” Bren questioned Ansa.

“Because they’ll pick us right up! Standing still, it generates too much heat within an enclosure, and someone with a good eye up there in control will notice us,” Ansa said.

“So, then we just…,”Bren began.

“Just be a ship among ships,” Ansa said. “This is, after all, a Triken frigate, albeit modified.”

“It’s a rebel craft! Don’t you think they will identify us? I don’t know, Ansa. That’s it bit too cavalier.”

“They are looking for hidden algorithms, a cloaked ship. They are already listening out for us. They cannot see us and they know we know that! They think we’ll rely upon it. We just stay cloaked out here, land on one of the large carriers, let them dock in Nurio, and then de-cloak once all the ships are strapped in for FTL,” Ansa said.

“Just park it right next to a fighter, then?” Red asked with his usual sarcasm.

“Pretty much,” Ansa said.

“Pretty ballsy,” Red said.

“What do you say, chief?” Ansa asked.

Bren sighed and then nodded his shaven and scarred head. “Why not? Let’s do it.”

“What about the explosives,” I asked.

Everyone looked at me “What explosives?” they said in unison.

I showed them the bottom deck’s payload, and Red whistled long and loud. Ansa’s face was flushed with excitement. Bren leaned against a metal wall and said, “Well you are full of surprises, aren’t you? Do you have any idea the damage these can do?”

“I guess we’re back in the game,” Red said.

A day later there was the signature flash of white light and Nurio made its approach to Narswa. Narswa was dangerously close to Walayan. It would only be hours before she started to plummet to the surface. Nurio dispatched tugs to pull Narswa away. We all watched and readied ourselves to make an approach.

Red now sat in the pilot’s seat, having fallen completely in love with Kulderabray. We slowly approached as crews frantically worked to manually free the hundreds of battleships hidden within Narswa.

As we drifted over, we targeted the large carrier class ship Ansa pointed out as it lumbered out of Narswa with the aid of small tugs. Narswa’s bay doors were now open and a few fighters began to flow out of it, drones to protect the hive. They simply could not see us! Their systems were slowly being restored. Ansa was right; we would be a drop in the ocean within Nurio. The carrier had an exposed landing pad where we would dare make our approach.

We landed on the carrier undetected and watched the withdrawal of the rest of the Triken fleet, hundreds of deep dark blue battleships, Orion and dreadnaught classes, destroyer classes, and two carriers all freed and floating in space. All craft were heading into the empty bays of Nurio, which was surrounded by six impressive destroyers.

The carrier on which we stowed away entered the massive mouth of Nurio. I watched as we passed beneath the huge array of overhead lights, the chiming of an alert to clear all crewmen from the scaffolds as we glided past. With a deep vibration and thud, the carrier was locked into position. I sat in the co-pilot’s seat.

Ansa nodded to me. I turned off the cloaking mechanism. We watched through the window. Hours passed, and then the overhead lights dimmed.

“What the daring can do,” Ansa said, confidently passing her fingers though her dark hair, and we all laughed in disbelief that we were in.

Bren immediately went below to work on preparing the explosives. Not long after it was apparent we were again above light speed. I could hold no thought. I was only present, but I knew the immensity of distance was shrinking: we were millions of miles closer to home, to my beloved. Were now in the Banxisithine, and I cried now as I could not bear being away from my beloved any longer. I felt like I was in a glass enclosure that was shrinking until I could not move from the truth; there was nowhere to go, no place to be a victorious somebody.

I was brought from my reverie by the cold sound of metal, the grinding cog wheels of Nurio’s bay doors lifting, the releasing of the carrier carrying our ship like a gnat fly on its back as it drifted outward.

I opened Kulderabray’s cargo doors as Red held to the heavy levers of the thrusters. Our cargo, the many tons of high explosives, were then pushed out by Bren who operated the cargo crane below. His parting gift sailed outward, falling to the landing pad of the carrier as Red engaged the engines. Kulderabray, now invisible, rose then flew fast over docked battleships and out of the mouth of Nurio.

I fingered the charm around my neck, feeling another strong sense of déjà vu, this time not able to extract it from the seemingly unending internal threads of adventure. I could not help feel anything else but having done all of this thousands of times.

“Now!” Bren said.

Ansa complied, sending the signal to detonate!

Nurio was crippled by the blast and then destroyed by the Black Fleet. We collected the Corsair in the pink clouds and traveled back home, to Bain.



Empty Promises
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Now that the mission was fulfilled, the plan was adhered to, what would happen? Having returned safely from Walayan, I only wished now to board the Gold Fleet’s Helena, to simply be given passage to Banx. Instead there was only ceremony, pomp, medals, salutes, and gestures that I found to be empty.

There was not much after our heroes’ welcome, only the world turning as if we had never left. My transfer, sent through by Lt. Ansa May, was denied. BSS wanted me to remain in their ranks, to work for them as a field agent. I declined. Instead I chose to fly shuttles.

Still, despite the non-incidence our return seemed to be to us, upon our rendezvous with the Black Fleet near Arcana, we learned that the Countess Edgewood had indeed risen to the throne, the Dauphiles violently ousted by their own countrymen in Pal-Jal. Tel-Allal was again the capital nation of Bain.

I also learned status of my visa request had not changed one bit. I was forgotten in the upheaval of celebration as House Edgewood became the Bainish Royal Palace. It was now full of administrative staff, leaving no room for me. I found a flat in Tel-Allal not far from Canovidge. I was tired, my health was worse. My cough was now persistent, and my old burn wounds seemed to ache, a dull pain in my neck and shoulders.

I felt like a fool, humiliated, for I did everything else before I beheld my master. I studied everything else before studying her wisdom; I fought every battle known to mankind first before fighting for enlightenment as Paen implored me. Returning to my master, to the Banxisithine, I had lost all the master’s pearls of wisdom and still did not know who I was.

Kulderabray, my ship, was confiscated. A complaint was made against us by the Congressional Space Authorities that a ship of its class must be registered and held in their orbital stations under terms outlined in clauses a-z of the so and so. I was assaulted by fee after fee, fine after fine until they broke me of my bond to her. Bren could no longer help, the queen raised too high to notice.

I stood angrily in the marble halls of a Tel-Allalian courthouse lobby, outside of the ominously black double doors, Bren and Red following after me.

“You shouldn’t have left the proceedings like that, Joshua,” Bren lectured.

“Why should I give those greedy men an ounce of respect?” I hissed.

“Because they’ve got us by the balls, lad. Perhaps we could have gotten more time to pay. I dunno,” Red said, dressed in his black formals. He lit a cigarette.

“Look, we can get you your own ship,” Bren said.

“That ship was perfect. I found her. I restored her and fixed her! That ship was mine, and you know why she was perfect,” I argued, speaking of the invisibility cloak that could get me beyond their blockade.

What was it? I thought. What was it that always stood in the way, that made such a mockery of me? Did I not try hard enough to follow Paen’s instructions? Was I not sorry enough for my mistakes?

“Things are not so black and white, Joshua,” Bren said. “If they caught you…”

“They took my ship!”

“Surely, at this point, you aren’t still entertaining silly ideas about going to Banx, are you?” Bren asked, bemused.

I only clenched my jaw, looked at him angrily, and walked off. In the background I heard Red mutter, “Tell me, Brenny, is this the season now for that head o’ yours to hibernate up into your ass?”

“I only meant given his health. I mean, have you looked at him?”

“No! He saved our lives. You owe him more than that, man,” Red Carridean said, and he walked after me.

He caught up with me. “Look, Josh, I donna want you warryin’ about Kul, okay? We’ll figure it out. The fookin’ pencil poshers, if it’s one thing I can get over on, it’s the likes o’ them.” He put an arm around me as I let out a long pitiful sigh.

“Why not spend some time with me and me lads back at Jolel, and give old Bren back there some space to figure some things out?”

 “What am I going to do?”

Red and I walked out of the courthouse. “We’re going to get you there, lad. If we can fly to hell and back and pull off a stunt like we did at Walayan, I’m game for pushing past that shield, easy.”

The situation on Banx was no better. There was news of over twenty million dead Nadthsade at the hands of the evil Sanhedrin. Despite the alliance against the Trikes, newly crowned Queen Gwendolyn, Bren’s aunt, spoke out against Banx; but the story of what was being done to the people was never printed in a Bainish paper.

I looked at the marble columns of the hallway. I knew that it was Stenite gold lining their bases, and I knew that the craft flying in the twilight sky were made of steel extracted from Stenite mines. That enquiry board taxed me for all I had, leaving me with only an honorary token on the lapel of my Bainish uniform. I felt as if a yoke was being forced over my head by the takers on this planet. There was no escape, not even for me.

“What would you do if you got there, Josh?” Red asked me as we sat across from each other in his home. He threw a shot of brandy back.

I looked at the industrial skyline of the Jolelian city and declined what he poured from the bottle for me. He sensed I was annoyed by the question.

“I would just be with her,” I said.

“I know, but I’m just wondering what you expect that would be like.”

“Like having my mind blown away!” I said, snatching the bottle and pouring for myself. “Blown away, without it ever coming back to all this…misery,” I said waving my hand.

“You mean, Jolel? I thought you liked it here,” he joked.

“No, Red,” I said. “Imagine your heart opening. Imagine your mind stopped, shattered. Imagine that you never looked at another human being with anything but love in your heart, intuiting the deepest freedom in absolute vulnerability.”

Before he could respond with a joke, I quickly leaned over and grabbed his wrist hard. “Red, imagine that vulnerability as the shelter from this damned war of egos, the shelter of having no capacity to declare it or respond to it selfishly because you have eyes only for God.”

Red was quiet for some time, only music being played on his audio system of his humble quarters in orbit around Jolel, the docks. He apparently found it difficult to even respond, perhaps simply feeling what it was that I yearned for—not simply to escape to Banx but to be with my spiritual master who was calling to me.

Red removed his sunglasses from the top of his head, his hair falling to one side, his expression sobered. He grinned from beneath clear green eyes.

“There is a quality about you, Josh, that everyone overlooks. I think they are afraid of that quality. I actually admire it, ya know. I think Bren does too, but I guess he just wanted to keep you all to himself. I dunno, maybe he wanted to make you into the son he never had, to buffer his feelings.”

“Buffer his feelings?” I asked.

Red picked up his shot glass and held it up, raising his eyebrows.

“Yeah, to not feel what you’re talking about, what we’re op to. No one talks about how nothing fookin’ works, ever. They just jabber on superficially. I mean no one even knows what they’re doing. Some people collect people to not feel it. Some, like me, drink. They’re just drinking, then shooting to kill, then drinking to kill the pain. I mean, I know the war’s not the only war you mean too. Aye, war of the soul. Aye, I hear you.”

“The war is just an extension of what I’m talking about.”

“That’s for sure. Tell my though, brother. What can one do, you know, like a poor sap like me, living in a hole here, floating in space? All I’ve got is me jets, me frigates, and me brandy.”

“I don’t know. I thought I knew. My master taught that all we can do is endure the dreams, persist in love, and despite being mortal, be eternal,” I said, now loose, now having another drink.

“What do you mean?” Red asked.

“Well, Paen asked me to consider this: ‘If I am only a dream, then what does my death mean?’”

“Hmm,” Red said. “Now that’s fookin’ deep, brother.”

We drank down the bottle, and then Red in his stupor said, “Let me ask you this then. If you are only a dream,” and he belched, “then what do any of your problems mean?” I noted the wryness in his gaze.

And I raised my eyebrows and laughed. “You’re right. Cheers to that,” I said, touching my shot glass to his. “I’m sorry I’ve been so…”

“Glum and self-defeatist? Forget it. To no expectations,” Red said, teaching me something and toasting to it.

And so I let go of my grip an of having things on my terms. It simply was not time, and my worrying was simply my tendency. I thanked Red for his straight words, and in two weeks’ time returned to Bain. While on Orbital 3, I bought a stack on news prints. The queen was ordering the abandonment of Arcana.



Black Fleet to pull back, Trike attack imminent

The queen has ordered General Wilhelm to withdraw from the Arcana outpost invaded by the Triken armada in 4163. The outpost was reclaimed recently by the Black Fleet, an offensive that was further aided by the success of the task force responsible for Operation Eagle Eye, which was described as a successful sabotage operation that destroyed one super liner reputed to have held over 600 Triken battleships as well as crippling another liner within the Triken solar system.

Though the queen’s order seems contradictory, it comes after intelligence reports of the largest retaliation effort this decade being in the offing. The liners that were affected by the small Bainish attack force were not the only ones within the Triken fleet. It was reported the Trike military has shifted its attention away from its other campaigns and has placed it upon our worlds.

Top military advisors expect the next attack to come directly to the two sister worlds of Banx and Bain. The queen has called for the defense of Bain and Jolel to be the top priority over all outpost worlds. It is expected Triken will reinforce the fleet they used to successfully push through to Sten four months ago. An intense ground war is currently taking place for control of the planet. Bain will also be withdrawing its forces from the diamond region, Sten.

Wilhelm will Join Mallory in defense of Bain.



Matera Kye, what does he want?

Intelligence gathered in the Operation Eagle Eye mission four months ago has provided some perspective on the Trikes, what the war means for them, and what Matera Kye, their four hundred year-old leader wants.

The Trike system consists of fifteen planets, all of which have been terraformed, modified, and or explored by the Trikes from their home world Korabna. Why is that not enough for the Trikes? Why do they invade our system and untold other systems rumored to be in their domain?

Because they can.

“The Trikes are no less and no more intelligent than us,” says Milo Banxisi, great grandson to the famous astronomer Sergio Banxisi. “No, the Trikes, just like us, don’t see past their own self infatuation. I mean, look at the headlines of Bainish print. We assume we are right, but the assumption is based on the same old error, human error and Trike error. Give a monkey a brain, and well…you know the saying. Now give that same monkey the capacity to travel space and destroy planets, and you have our story.”

For more of this candid interview, see February’s edition of “Bainish Thought” on sale now.



Pirates Strike Close to Bain

Another bold attack on Banish civilian vessels has been reported, this time not far from Bainish Orbital 3. Space Authorities outraged. (page 10).

My flat was mainly made of high density plastics and particle sidings, cheap. I was getting another look at Bain. The dwellings of commoners, at least the interiors, were not made from the pure materials such as wood or even metal. It was a small two room place on the first floor of a building containing thirty such units. It was a Spartan existence. I only had a bed in the corner of the back room, and in the front a mat with a cushion that I used to meditate every day. I looked forward to meditating each morning and each evening now.

In a week’s time I was to set out again, this time to Arcana, a deep space mission to salvage what was left of the Nurio before the Trikes did. The pay was adequate and the work easy, flying, which I liked. The coughing soon gave way to another sensation deep in my chest and neck. It nagged at me, but I gave very little regard to it.

There was knock on my door. I opened the door to find Bren backed by the busy street traffic. He extended a hand; I took it and pulled him near.

“Jeshibian,” he said, “I’m so glad I found you. May I come in?”

He wore a long grey coat, red lined and with ivory buttons over a white laced shirt. His boots were polished folded-over red leather. His dark and silver streaked wavy hair was gathered into a pony tail by a blue ribbon.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know where to begin,” he said.

“I really don’t blame you, Bren. I should not have taken it out on you. I’ve been childish. Chess?” I said, walking into the next room to bring out my set, a cheap plastic set I bought at a farmer’s market weeks ago on a hunch that I might see Bren again.

He sat on the floor with me in my empty room, and he watched me set up the board. He glanced around, almost in shock. I had nothing, and yet I was happy.

He opened, a typical conservative king’s pawn. I engaged him, and wrapped within our mutual concentration, our minds quiet, he said, “On Sten, I met a plainswoman, gorgeous dark skin, amazing deep brown eyes. This was nearly fifteen years ago. Do you have any liquor?” he asked.

“No. I’ve got coffee.” I coughed and rose.

“Hmm. Well that’s rather the reverse of things, but okay,” he said. I went into my humble kitchen and brewed a pot.

“Well, I fell in love with her, every stop within me undone by her. The way she looked at me, I knew I was hers, and damn the BSS, damn the bloody mission. So for a good few months, I let go to her, and we had a child. The boy was beautiful and had these wide staring green eyes.”

Bren pulled one end of the ribbon in his hair and it let loose.

“Two years later, a Ki-Qui comes riding in and gives me a sealed envelope. I was ordered to pick up and get on with finding Mediha. Something just switched off, turned me bloody cold blooded.”

“You left them?” I asked.

“Indeed. It seems I cannot forgive myself,” he said. He made a brilliant move, luring my queen to threaten his knight’s pawn and trapping her by deploying the knight.

“You should. Everything is God’s will,” I said, annoying him.

“When I crashed and saw your face when I awoke from the poison, I could not help but think about my son, and so…I projected.”

“You were given another chance, Bren.” I looked at him. “Merely attracted to the next chapter,” I said and coughed again, my cough nagging at me.

“And it seems I’ve failed.”

“Kul was my debt to your culture, and I could not have her. That she was mine was a fantasy. My admittance to Banx was a fantasy, and seeing Mediha was…”

“No! Don’t do that! Look, I didn’t want you to leave. It’s that bloody simple.”

I laughed, and as I laughed I coughed, my head throbbing.

“It’s not up to you, Bren. Haven’t you seen it?” I said.

“Well, don’t you start giving up.” He huffed.

“Who said I’m giving up? I’m with her every day. Every moment. She’s here right now, Bren.” I smiled.

He glanced away, obviously dissatisfied with me. I then explained. I recounted all of the events of our journey, my dreams and his journals, and told the story of our having been moved by the divine, attracted, and in that attraction serving each other. Nothing of what happened was simply done by us. No one failed; no one won. There was only the One operating beyond us in beautiful and mysterious play.

“Which makes my death acceptable, a sweet development, the final implement so that I may see it. I haven’t given up at all,” I said, grinning as I noted how Bren was looking at me, knowing what I knew.”

I was dying. He took in a deep breath.

“When you jumped in that damned shuttle six years ago, you were burned nearly to death, Josh; and you were exposed to fatal levels of radiation. To save you, the Hoctoin onboard did their best, and they used an experimental treatment. It cost me all I had. The side effect of the treatment would take half of your bloody lifespan, drain it right away.”

“I know,” I said.

He explained that, given that Banx was out of his power, he only wanted to push me to the edge of experience, to live on an edge, to dare, to journey, to face the farthest reaches of space and look the enemy in the eye. He wanted me to live as he lived, to see what he saw: the sun beating against the bright side of Arcana, the pink pearl of Walayan’s northern pole. He wanted me to be happy.

I began to note, as each chapter of my life unfolded, my inward eyes only pressed for the start of the next chapter, the one I was inclined to have play out instead of the one that I was simply written into. Chasing, chasing, and chasing: butterflies, stars, worlds, and God. But who was doing the chasing and who would be found? It was not my habit to ask this question, but rather with the assumption of myself entirely overlooked, I was stressed by life, and now by death in looking for a cure for disease.

With it not being my habit to ask who, the mark was always missed, the child of my sadhana neglected, and the story always told on the basis of an error as I sought for answers to inform an illusion. Was Joshua, Jeshibian, Jeshoya, Josh simply a peripheral idea? Was I interested, or was I content with my whining, my neediness, my selfishness animating this character hiding behind the skirts of comfort to avoid finding out and never intuiting that Jandee was that very peripheral idea—Me.

I wondered, when I am dead, would another chapter open with me untethered to my body? If so, I thought, I did not learn a damn thing, for I was seeking, high and low, and in my search left Mediha’s side. This is who I was in the marketplace of egos.

My dilemma was not Bren’s fault, not Red’s or the queen’s. My dilemma was not the tah’s or God’s. I simply did not notice what I was doing all these years. It was a simple zig-zag pattern, the frequencies and feedback of what swam about me, the swarm cloud of thought like bees that I swore to be me, felt excited for and was ashamed of and was goaded and oppressed by. When I really noticed and took a deliberate breath, the heart simply opened and I was already at Mediha’s side.

I became interested then. What was it to BE without the journey, without identity? Since I could take nothing with me to the darkness of death, could I leave it all behind now and stand naked before her image and never leave her all-pervading heart?

I awoke with Mediha’s name in my heart as I performed the day with her with me as if held on my hip, the sacred child to care for, to guard, to never leave alone, to love before anything else—love that excludes nothing!

Oh what a fool I had been. Many others sat with me in dream, again in Niehembreth, and in waking; again I carried my beloved with me through the marketplaces of Bain, swearing never again to lose her, my love, my joy, the beloved blue pearl, my master.

Then one evening I awoke terrified, beads of sweat rolling on my back. I trembled at what I had just witnessed in the subtle realm of my dreams. My days were numbered, and I trembled in having no escape. The green orb of Sten shone brightly in my mind, along with the desperation to go there. I was the last Khoorlrhani, and my dreams confirmed it as I recalled the imagery of the Triken tri-pedal tanks, steaming angry robots with giant cannons decimating Arkaya. I was haunted by lingering imagery: two mehra-man, Trikes, hunting my brothers down in the forest and capturing them with nets to make them slaves. Khoorlrhani and Mayak, united, wielded advanced small arms only to be mowed down by drones and missiles. I ached. I projected myself astrally, trying to make contact, to help, and I also wanted to be home to be cured, to be saved just as they did.

In the dream I was a falcon soaring high above the mountains. Below I saw a long line of Trike vehicles approaching the last city of Tanaga. I landed, transformed, and pleaded with Minot to run, but he could not see me. His spirit was broken, his vision eclipsed. I heard a child crying in the forest. It was Mediha. I flew to her, explosions all around us as we fled, mud and dirt and sod flying everywhere. I felt within me a will to change this, to go back.

In my bed, the sheets soaked, I pleaded for my life and for the lives of my people, but then, I stopped. This was all wrong. None of this is on my terms, I thought. I then made a simple prayer.

Great Mother, I know this is your will. All I wish for, Goddess, is to submit perfectly, to accept it, and to manage to love despite it. Please help me to let go, beloved.

I fell back to sleep. In brightness was Paen. I rose. His gaze was penetrating, his eyes burning with the brightest perfection of love. I said nothing as he beckoned me closer and he grew brighter, brighter. I went to him, and he placed his hands on my shoulders. I trembled.

“I’m afraid, Master,” I said, after which he pressed his forehead to mine, the force of his very being entering into me, breaking me blissfully apart, and everything vanished. Jandee, for an instant, was but a watermark, and then instantly gone; and thus so was I, no separate self to fear a death.

“Stand only here,” he said.

Joshua Korani: Dream Journal, April 28, 4198

I dreamt Tuesday that I was again in Niehembreth. I know the mountain ranges by sight now. I was a falcon again, but this time flying within the Banxisithine world, flying the span of the globe again, and again, and again. It was like she was telling me not to stop. She kept asking, “Do you have it?” Then I was seated with Mediha. I heard a loud noise like exploding rock. No one was bothered by it, but it continued on and on, like some kind of construction. A servant entered the meditation hall, walked across the stone floor, the carved tiles, and spoke with Dolji. He apologized for all the noise.

Dolji said to him, “Beloved does not want you to worry about the noise. Keep working on the aviary until it is done.”

I could not understand that part.
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Liberation
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I and several other officers were let out of the transport shuttle in Orbital 1. I felt stronger that day, coughing less. I felt the pressure in my chest but was still planted firmly upon my feet. We all split into our respective divisions, embarking on our various missions. My mission was to join the deep salvage team to Arcana. I wanted only to work and in my endeavors see the face of Mediha in everyone and be with her in my heart. I shook hands with those I became acquainted with over the past year of my Canovidge experience. I headed for bay ninety, walking over the smooth metallic floor and gazing out of the windows at the giant crescent that was Bain below me. With each step and each breath, I held her and did not stray.

Suddenly I heard, “Corporal Korani? Are you Corporal Korani?” It was a tall man, and he was accompanied by another, who called.

I saluted him, a captain. “Yes, sir.” I coughed.

“I’ve been ordered to bring you this way. I believe you have new orders.”

“New orders?” I replied “I don’t understand, sir. May I ask where, sir?”

“Corporal, I do not have that info. You are to come with us,” he said.

And so I went, Mediha’s name still resonating within me. I smiled again, looking out at Bain. She was beautiful to me. The Red and Black Fleets were gathered in wait for the big attack, beautiful fireflies in the open void.

The two men walked ahead of me as we made our way past bay 10, then 9. I assumed they would stop, knowing that the lower bays were reserved for high ranking officers of the dreadnaught battleships. We walked beyond to bays 7, 6, 5.

“Sir, I am with the salvage team,” I reminded them, sure that they were mistaken.

“We know who you are, corporal. Relax,” he said.

“I tend to worry. I’m sorry,” I said.

We reached Bay 1. It was magnificent, a giant docking space for the SS Helena. My heart began to beat more quickly and I fingered the Nadthsade amulet, asking Mediha inwardly, What is this?

We crossed the steel slab of a platform to the boarding entrance of Helena. A knot came to my throat as I the immensity of this dreadnaught class battleship towered over me. She was a regal ship, grey and gold, and in places vibrant white.

The captain brought me where two guards checked our identification and verified our orders, orders that I still was not clear on. I kept focused.

The captain saluted me and I saluted back, and the guards escorted me into the confines of the ship. We walked through the narrow steel corridors, stepping into each doorway with bent head and with foot held high to clear the edges of the hatches.

We came to a blue carpeted hallway and then to a large bright room where several officers in formal dress were speaking. Holographic maps of Banx, specifically three cities on the planet, were shown. My escort was greeted by a colonel.

“Corporal,” he said, and he bid me to take a seat next to a man who’s back was turned.

I sat down, and as he turned I was looking at Bren’s face. He smiled richly and shook my hand.

“What is this?” I whispered to him.

“Try to pay attention and I’ll catch you up later,” he said.

It was a planned attack, a surgical strike. One hundred and fifty Bainish soldiers were going to raid the three confirmed death camps on the surface of Banx. They were going to break through the blockade, and Helena was to be the leverage against Hoctoine forces.

An officer was speaking, addressing all attending.

“Under stealth, Major Edgewood, Major Scott, and Captain Phillips will drop troop transports here, here, and here. Once those troops have taken the camps, Helena will challenge the blockade and deploy lifeboats to rescue as many refuges as possible. Now, the timing must be perfect. When we set out, we are committed. Your teams must take these camps in two days, gentlemen. The quicker we are the less likely we start a war.”

Everyone rose in excitement and applauded. I grinned and stood. Bain was beckoning me to follow him.

Outside, I asked, “Bren, what are my new orders?”

He laughed. “Come with me.”

We shuttled immediately back down to Bain through the clouds and set down on the pristine landing pad of House Edgewood. It was perfect, completely repaired. I laughed, imagining Mediha was here to see it, to marvel at the newly installed stain glass.

Several guards escorted us to the house and the doors were opened for us. I was greeted by Harlan, who shook my hand and quickly escorted me to a large sitting room where Queen Gwendolyn was seated. I bowed. She rose and put out her hands to take mine.

“I am so sorry, Jeshibian. You must think I’m such an abysmal phony. I had not forgotten about you, and I only learned that you were denied your room only this past week.”

“I too was out on the street, Auntie,” Bren quipped.

“Nephew, do not speak to the queen like this,” she said coolly but affectionately.

“Your highness, I do apologize.” Bren bowed.

“Well, it seems that a queen is more owned by a thing than she owns a thing, except of course credit or blame for all things in history. You are now looking at the fall of Bainish culture, personified and at your service! My house was completely taken over by…these helpers.”

“Majesty, you have been more than helpful, and I am not deserving,” I said.

She walked to me and placed an envelope in my hand. “I wanted to give this to you personally. Do open it,” she said.

Inside was a visa approved by the Hoctoine authorities. I was granted access to Banx!

My hands trembled as I held the plastic card with hologram images trapped within it. Was this day real? I thanked the queen again and again.

“I know it is a pointless document, all things considered, but I had hoped that, as Queen of Bain, I could demand something worthwhile. Godspeed to you, Prince Khoorlrhani,” she said, and I kissed her hand.

Bren and I left the palace, Bren’s pace almost breakneck. We crossed the front lawns and pressed quickly to the eastern landing pad. The clouds were thick but the sun was piercing through them, creating the mood of an impending storm.

“Where are we going now?” I asked, and Bren only hurried to the landing pad, now only a few yards away. A black hulking hangar sat atop the black asphalt circle surrounded by slim light towers against the glowing horizon.

I heard Bren say, though not to me, “Okay, now go.” I assumed he spoke into a com link.

He still pulled me forward, our feet pounding the hard pavement. He then halted and put out an arm, stopping me, as he looked with expectation at the side of the hanger.

Something rolled out slowly, a profile, a slender nose widening to a thick deep purple colored hull, giant engines beneath its wings. The craft was being rolled out on thin hovering pads, floating effortlessly. Kulderabray!

There was a crack of lightning against the blue and gold sky, and then it began to drizzle.

Nearly completely out of the hanger, her lights were turned on, a line against the rounded sides of the hull, various red and blue indicators beneath the wings. I grinned as I watched the show. She was perfect, remodeled, retrofitted, and tricked out perfectly! I noted a new dark coat of paint and her name in three languages painted on it.

With a crash of thunder, Kul was completely out and being rotated by the attendants of the hover pads. The ramp of her front end glowed by the crescent shape of the control room windows, and the two bright lights of the front end turned on, obscuring her from my vision. The rain began to pour and then there was another bright flash and more rolling thunder. The sky changed back and forth between hues of grey to amber, sunlight to stormy.

“How’s that for dramatic effect?” a voice called, and with my hand over my brow to see past the floodlights, I saw a man in overalls coming out of the hangar. It was Red covered in grease, wiping it from his hand with a cloth. He was looking back, walking backward as he took in his handy work.

He stood by me as I gawked, my mouth hanging open.

“So,” he said nervously. “What do you fookin’ think, man?”

“I… I…fookin’ love it!” I screamed, and I threw one arm around him. “Look at it.”

“So you don’t mind I tricked her out a bit?”

“No. Red, she’s gorgeous!”

Bren approached, and so my other arm went around his shoulder as we all admired our new ship!

Then we climbed inside, where Red showed me the now pristine interior, the starkness of metal offset by wooden panels here and there, knobs and handles of brass, a taste of Bain, of Jolel. There was a full engineering crew on board, many of them Joles, and I shook their hands. I also shook the greasy hand of Red’s brother, who helped him with his work.

“We put a tension 3.0 engine in—totally illegal. Bren here will have to report us, eh? We’ll have no trouble breaking back from the rift to join your people, no trouble penetrating the shield either when we’re done with this little errand,” Red said.

“Red, how on earth did you get her back?” I asked.

And there was a round of laughter among the Jolelians on board, one that hinted at a good story.

“By God, I’m a bad, bad man, Josh,” he said, and I laughed. By the bits and pieces of the story randomly relived and praised in fits of laughter by his crew, I understood that once the Space Authority took possession of the ship and broke the atmosphere of Bain, Red and his crew of pirates took it from there.

“I guess he’d figured you a saint, Red!” one crewman said.

“Oi, hey, I don’t want you miserable bastards corrupting his perception o’ me with yer yakkin’ maws! I’m not that bad a man,” Red shouted. His crew laughed.

I was overwhelmed by all that was unfolding. I had but a small sense now that all was God’s whim, and in my being I was only a bit more humble and reasonable—and yet she would still give me the world.

Thank you, beloved, I said inwardly as I followed Red Carridean and Bren up to the ladder of the control room. There I was attacked! It was Ansa, hugging me, gripping me tightly, and kissing my cheeks.

She then showed me the operating systems. “I left the Trike A.I. in place, but I simply had to teach it Bain.”

“For us idiots,” Red said.

“Well, Josh, we’ve got to get her up and out so…,” Bren said, motioning for me to take the pilot’s chair.

“Huh?” I said, worried about the heaviness of the Bainish atmosphere because of the storm.

With a slap against my shoulder from Red, I took a seat. I looked outward at the lightning flashing over House Edgewood as the rain now came down in black sheets, and I turned on the main engines. Red sat beside me, everyone in the control room and in the lower decks strapped in.

“Where to?” I asked Bren.

“Orbital 3. Our team is waiting there.”

I pulled back at on the heavy handled bronze sliders, and Kulderabray rose with a growl to rival the thunder going on outside.

Cloaked, we headed for Banx, a three week trip. Red’s crew had left for Jolel. On the lower deck, we carried four troop transport vehicles and the thirty-five special operations soldiers who were dropping into Banx. We could hear their riotous chatter and their flirting with Ansa as Bren and I played chess in the main cabin. Red watched and made snide remarks.

Kul slowed and went into stealth mode, alerting us of our approach. We passed through the compromised shield undetected, flying the purple sky until we were over our target. With a shout from his com link, Red heard the call to drop the sting teams. He opened the cargo bay doors and the four limber craft slipped from beneath Kulderabray and out into purple twilight.

Earlier the SS Helena reported that her cannons destroyed several missile arrays and threatened more damage. Caught completely off guard, the Hoctoine did not respond as the hundreds of life boats descended to the surface. It seemed to me like the Hoctoine were waiting for this day. They did not resist.

A red indicator on the dash showed a communiqué. Bren reached over Red and turned it on. It was the Queen of Bain, the Lady Gwendolyn Edgewood.

Ladies and gentlemen of Bain, of Jolel and our fallen outpost of Arcana who are now safely back home, and to those in Banx I know are listening to me via the pirate networks, I say good evening. I come before you tonight to, hopefully, inspire you during this darkest time in all our histories. Our planets and our people have been ravaged by a seemingly unending and inescapable web of warfare centuries old, a pattern beginning here among ourselves on Bain during ancient times and then spilling outward during our new age to our sister worlds. That war has now returned to us in this great struggle against Matera Kye’s Triken Empire. I do not pretend to know that we will prevail in this conflict; no, that is not my purpose this evening. Instead I am here to tell you what will ensure our demise, what will be the leaden weights added to our spirits and cause our downward spiral to our blackest defeat. To turn our backs and not bear witness, to turn our backs on our brothers and sisters, on ourselves, will certainly cause such a downward spiral. A society built on the acceptance of anything unjust, untrue, or unkind can never communicate a true victory.

I told a friend of mine many years ago that I felt Bain had been an awful sibling, a bully and belligerent con artist to her sister, the Planet Banx, whose people are respected and loved here on my world. Despite our alien cultures, we, the sister worlds, have together created the culture of the Banxisithine, everything that is loved and cherished about it as well as everything that is despised about it. That culture is our culture, your culture; and it is all our responsibility to maintain and grow this great interplanetary culture.

The news of my sister’s deeds brought me much regret. It has made my heart heavy with sleepless anxiety in hearing the countless lives of the religious forced to live in ghettos, cordoned off, stuffed in chambers and gassed alive and reduced to ashes by those who would call themselves a legitimate government. However, it is with unflinching bravery as people—humans and Hoctoine and Odan and, yes, even Trike people—that we must bear witness and step into the light of truth. So, with the same unflinching bravery, as Queen of Bain I will say to you, this:

Four weeks ago, the SS Helena challenged the Banxisithine world along with four more Bainish military ships that have, through stealth, penetrated their blockade, their iron curtain if you will. Bainish strike teams have by force—a force warranted in the face of heartless treachery—liberated those held in four of the confirmed death camps existing on Banx, these vile hells, and have successfully rescued untold numbers of innocent souls from death. In spite of the systematic genocide that the Hoctoine Sanhedrin has conducted over seven ungodly years, the former ruler of this world, whose name I will not speak, not only silently stood by but benefited from this slaughter.

Let me be clear, this is not a declaration of war against Banx. This is a necessary action taken against our sister. This is the liberation of Banx. This is the liberation of Bain, to bear witness, to stand up, and to change!

{applause is hushed as if the Queen put a hand up to quell it}

We will now support the bond of the sister worlds as one in freedom. We support the free heart, the creative heart, of its people in their varying differences. We will henceforth support love for one another, for without love of one another there is only hell in our banal solitude.

So as newly crowned Queen of Bain, citizens of Bain, citizens of Banx, of the New Moon, know that it does not come as an easy task to again commit forces against the spiritual capital planet of the Banxisithine; but as I wear this crown I understand and accept the necessary weight of its burden. And standing now before you all in this Great House of Edgewood, a historical house of fighters, of protectors, of servants, who will not hide any longer, I declare the loss of twenty million innocents should never have been tolerated, their cries across the gulf of space going unanswered should have never been tolerated. As your queen and the leader of the new Bainish order, I declare that Bainish involvement in any such heinous acts will never again be tolerated!

[roaring applause]

Ladies and gentlemen of the Banxisithine, I thank you and bid you good night.

In the control room of the Hand of Revolution, we were silent.

“Simply awesome,” Ansa then said from behind me. I saw her wipe a tear from her eye and then lean into Bren, who held her. Only such perfection is possible through you, I thought, holding Mediha.

“Well done, well done, indeed” Ansa went on, sniffing.

“Perfect,” Red said.

When the last lifeboat rocketed away to return to the SS Helena, the last machine gun shot, and the last compound cleared, that speech was transmitted with an almost prescient authority, with perfect timing in knowing we would not fail, to all listening channels.

As I held the controls in my hands, it dawned on me that before me was the horizon of Planet Banx. My hands were sweating against the brass levers. All was quiet, even Red, and the unsaid question remained in the air.

To enter the rift, I would need to pull Kulderabray out of the atmosphere, orbit the planet, and slip through the atmosphere while tension engines were engaged. In silence, I had to choose.

My dreams of late haunted me, those of the Triken devastation occurring rift-side, the fate of all Odan, of my brothers who still lived. My own sense of self-preservation began to rise too. I took a breath and was with Mediha, resting in her, and my hands moved the controls, setting the coordinates as I knew now, with every fiber of my being and deep to the marrow, where Niehembreth was located.

“What’s this?” Red asked. “Don’t we need to be getting you back home?”

“I’m already home, Red,” I said.

I punched the thrusters, and with a boom Mediha’s ship flew over the ocean at the speed of sound. We traveled for an hour as I, watching the horizon like a falcon, noticed every arch as a signature and finally reached a large group of islands barely visible in dawn’s early light. Kul was piloted expertly, and then I slowed her to almost a barely floating standstill. I no longer wore my psi-link, but I knew Kul could hear me, was listening. I relaxed my fear of her, trusted her, let go of the controls and reached out to her. I dove with my eyes closed.

“Whoa!” Red said. “Let me give you…”

“He’s got it,” Bren said.

With but a thought, I commanded the lower thrusters to be engaged, and it felt that I was flying as the ship, burning thrusters hard. I flew as a falcon dancing over thermal updrafts, and then we hovered and I dipped her front end dangerously low, swinging the ship around as if she were a small shuttle over the smallest of three islands. Kul and I were not separate. She was my mehra! I spread my arms out, felt her engine to be my heart.

I flashed the floodlights an intuited number of times, a signal pattern as if practiced in dream, then I saw it, a light flashing back from below. It was the aviary. We found it!

I flew Kulderabray over what at first appeared as only rocks, but I could then see giant doors opening to grant landing access to the stone fortress below that was New Niehembreth.

With the aviary doors fully open, I lowered Kulderabray inside. It was the perfect size, and we descended a straight path until the A.I. responded with thrust to set us down easy in the dimness of a cave.

I then lowered the access ramp to open at the back and took a short breath, my heart beating wildly with anticipation. Mediha’s name was an unending song playing in my breast, reverberating loudly. I unstrapped myself and then quickly left the control room, descending the two ladders, then went down the ramp, exiting the ship with the others starting out behind me.

In the cave I could hear the harsh sounds of ocean waves and sea birds, the dripping of water from above.

I saw a cave entrance by the glow of torchlight, a small group of blue skinned guards approaching. I ran toward them, and upon drawing near, in disregard of my own safety, threw myself to the floor before them, saying all that mattered.

“Mediha? Mediha?” I begged.

They did not know what to do, and so in not seeing me as a threat, held less to their weapons, spears, and rifles. One squatted and stroked my head, beckoning me to rise. I did and with my eyes averted, continued in my plea, “Mediha?” Tears streamed down my face.

Another man approached from out of the shadows, slender in build, graceful in motion. I knew the face. It was Dolji, his calm demeanor recognizable. A slight grin presented itself on his face as he came forward, parting the guards, and placed his hands on my face.

“Jesh?” he inquired. I nodded, and Dolji laughed deeply in his throat.

“Ahh! Good, come,” he said, and he nodded to my companions to follow him through the corridors of the cave. Along our right the walls were exposed, giant columns supporting a great opening to the ocean, and we could see the sun rising over the horizon.

It was cold to me, and I was surprised how well the Nadthsade did wearing only their slit skirts and sandals.

We went through many rooms, most of them large openings cut into the granite cliff sides. We passed many Nadthsade who, though obviously curious about us, tended to their tasks. Finally, we came to an impressive room. The granite floor and walls were carved and embossed with exquisite symbols, and in the middle of the room on a platform was a chaise lounge, blankets and cushions set on it. In the back end of the room, through another large columned opening, we could hear the sound of laughter. We heard a young girl at play.

Dolji told us to remain where we were. I went to where the laughter was coming from as he disappeared around a corner. Then we heard a delightful sound, a voice I knew, mature sounding but with an unmistakable sweet signature of youth.

“Oh!” it said, and from around the corner came Dolji holding Mediha’s hand. They entered the room. She stopped a moment as Dolji came toward us, and she exhibited a shy demeanor at first but I noticed she was smiling with overwhelming happiness.

With Dolji’s permission, I took hurried steps toward her. She covered her mouth with her hand and then ran quickly over to me. She was grown now, seemingly in her late teens. She smiled, tilted her head, nodding, living joy. I burst inside, my throat tight with emotion, my eyes full of tears. Finally!

She took my hands into hers, and she held them as she looked at me, her grin unconquerable, sweet innocence and great confidence in her. She looked me over, her mouth resting for quick moments from her great enthusiastic smile. Her lips would relax and hide her small white incisors, only to burst into a grin again.

She then said in Khoorlrhani, “It took so many dreams—many, many dreams—to pull you to me! What do you say, slippery one?” she asked, making a winding motion with her fist as if she were reeling in a fish.

Dolji gasped upon hearing her speak, as if she had broken silence after a number of years.

I nodded and began to tremble, wanting to hold her. She put her head to my chest, leaned into me and put her arm around my waist, and I embraced her warmly. She smelled like the wild ocean.

“Now, from dreams you emerge, here, finally. Good. Good. I ask Amon, ‘Amon, when will he come to me, do you think?’”

Amon came around the corner, a large man wielding a heavy machine gun. He looked at me, nodded, his heavy demeanor never changing, even upon recognizing me. He was always serious, I knew.

Holding my hand, Mediha guided me around the fortress. The others were shown where to wait in a chamber near Mediha’s sitting room. A meal had been prepared for them.

Exuberantly, Mediha again showed me all of the rooms of Niehembreth, all the corridors and halls where she was kept safe, kept apart from the mainland. No one knew where she was and could only find her with open heart and willingness to love and serve her, and still, they could only be her devotee, done with their search for anything else.

We sat outside, looking from the tall cliffs that dropped to the ocean. Amon was close by. Mediha sat on the ledge and beckoned me to sit with her. I did, resting in her quiet contemplative grace that radiated such overwhelming happiness.

She said, “Choose Me.”

I furled my brow, pretending to not know what she meant.

“Choose me,” she again said, lightly touching my hand, and so I surrendered. I released Sten, the hope of return, the clinging to her, the potential of a future, the place from which more adventures could be had. There was only this, a hand opening while in the company of the purest, perfect, and bright master.

That final moment. How can I explain it other than to say that she finally caught me, the slippery fish, holding me against the wet hot bank in her divine hands, gills straining for water, and with that pure moment of no option, surrendering completely?

Visions vied for attention: The Trikes with their army now focused intently on destroying us, Bain having withdrawn, and now my idealistic hopes of a God-ordained return home to lead a holy war were smashed to bits. She raised my fantasies up, made them conscious, the vision of who I was in the marketplace of egos.

She sang, “I am deeper than this.”

The bait of the demon snake, Jandee, was to sit at her table and take the fool’s gold crown. I felt so utterly disappointed that God was not on my side after all. There were no sides at all, and I was crumbling, disappearing, dying.

Mediha would not stop singing to me, and I dropped into her and accepted the destruction of the Khoorlrhani. I accepted it and no longer felt guilty.

I no longer flip-flopped my silvery finned tail to break free and swim upstream into the river of possibility; instead, the sun glared into my lidless eyes as the sensation of alien change again consumed me, though this time thoroughly, until death seemed a refreshing suggestion. I yearned to be free, to be finally and completely held until she mercifully killed that anxious sense of “me” that kept me from her deeper waters.

And in a flash of insight I saw it all, her big cosmic picture and the symbols all changed, intermixed. My heart was like shutters on a window that opened, drowning me with light; and Sten was like my body, a quaking mass, a cracking in the center, as my throat was filled with magma from deep within as the tectonic plates of my ribs shifted and split and the precious stones that the Banxisithine worlds and Trikes drilled for, the trillions of tons of it, spilled deep within the mantle to be changed—made completely useless. The roots of the tree, the dream bridge to my master’s feet burned up with them. With that, the tension rift died as well—its purpose exhausted. I was home already, no mission ahead.

Mediha brought me back to her heart where it was revealed that separateness was unreality, any journey based on it suffering! And that revelation, that truth, burst my heart into sunlight as true identity, most rich, most pure. Her divine reality remained unharmed by the conceit of any singular point of view, one million eyes times infinity, faster than light itself, so fast that stillness was the obvious impulse, distraction made impossible, home already here and death not real. Handed over, the journey no more, I was gladly dead to it.

I only was with Mediha now, my beloved, my guru now, a crew member aboard her divine ship. Overwhelmed, I could not help but in awe reflect on how she cracked open the heavens to create a way to her, how she attracted me and pulled me toward her. Washed up on her shores, spent of travel, I could only begin, humbly, to know myself As Is.

I am Jeshibian.

I am light, already.

I laughed. The joke was on me.


Epilogue

[image: image]

Sten Lost, Rift has collapsed!

The Banxisithine rift was reported to have collapsed by the Space Authorities of both Banx and Bain. Before the event, which occurred two days ago, transmissions from Stenite colonies reported massive earthquakes, estimated at a magnitude of up to 12.0, occurring in the southern regions. Communications between rift-side and the Banxisithine lasted for only four hours before the anomaly that created a wormhole exploited by both planets over three centuries ago ceased to be, trapping millions beyond its closed gates. {more on page 2}



[image: image]

For Santosha Ma, my beloved Guru! Thank you, thank you, thank you!

The End

Written by Neil Britto. Cover Art and heraldic symbols by Mike Bennet, 2014
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