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This is hell, and you are all in it.
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Dedication


For that five-year-old girl in Bangladesh

who believed in the Independence Day of her country,

who went out in a red and green dress like everyone else,

who thought she was free.

But then, she wasn’t because some men thought their men parts

were just big enough for a five-year-old child,

because some men thought they should kill her

on their Independence Day …

—March 26, 2023

Misba









The Quotes

They were young men who believed in their Lord, and We gave them extra guidance. We strengthened their hearts when they stood up and said, “Our Lord is the Lord of Heaven and Earth. We will never appeal to any deity except Him.”

The youths sought shelter in the Cave and said, “Our Lord, grant us mercy from Your presence and furnish us with some direction in our affair.”

Then We draw (a veil) over their ears for a number of years in the Cave (so that they don’t hear.)

Then we awakened them again …

So (people) debated their case among themselves, and they said, “Build a monument over them.” Their Lord is quite aware of them.

Those who won out, in the end, said, “Let us erect a shrine for them.”

They will say, “(They were) three, the fourth of them being their dog,” while others will say, “Five, the sixth of them is their dog,” doubtfully guessing at the Unseen. (Still others) say, “Seven, and the eighth of them is their dog.”

Say, “My Lord is quite aware of their number.

Only a few know about them.”

Do not discuss them except in a discussion that is obvious, nor seek anyone else’s opinion about them.

—The Qur’an

Chapter 18: The Cave

Verses: 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 21, 22







1. The Canvas of Death
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What is worst about death is its mysteries.

Not the ones about when it may happen or how it will come to you, or what it will feel like, no. It’s rather in what conditions someone would leave, what art the death would cause, and what details the art may have. You know the sort of details like how the skin would fade, how the shades of brown will turn worm grey or green, and how prana will leave the body. Like a poof? Like a whoosh? Like a bang? Or like a stealthy slithering snake? Most important: what will you smell like?

“What will I smell like?” Ruem, the Mesmerizer, mutters.

Good people will smell like heavens, they say, like the nectar of roses or mist in a meadow or honey in the ocean. Oceans in heaven are made of honey, no joke. And bad people will smell like rotten roaches. Another law in the universe God coded while creating it all.

In the lounge of Kuhawk, Ruem, the Mesmerizer, doesn’t see any color of death, but he smells it. Death is near. He doesn’t wonder whose death, for now. Instead, he thinks of a question—a random one at that. Why does God promise only food and women in heaven?

Because he is the God of men?

Because men were God’s audience when he sent his books?

Because God is the greatest mesmerizer who knows how to lure?

The Mesmerizer finds no answer; he can’t just know an answer; he is not an intuitionist. However, he knows one thing. That God is one corporate manipulator who knows what his consumers want.

Food. Women. And youthful eternity.

Could be true, could be wrong, could be a delusion created from epics or an old song. But in his mind and soul, Ruem Drohung, the Mesmerizer, knows one real truth, the truth that no one else knows. That he will stop God. He will recode fate—his fate and everyone’s fate. And he will do it using the codes God made the universe with. Nothing can stop him. Not after what God took and termed it fate.

“I do not accept it,” he mutters to his painting—yet-to-be painting. It’s an empty canvas. Someone with evolved senses could smell the handmade paper made by the craftsmen of Kappa, but the Mesmerizer smells more. He smells the forest where the paper was grown. He smells the chemicals in it that repel the pests. He smells the box in which the ream of paper was imported and the ocean air through which the boxes have traveled. It hovers in his easels three feet away from him. Light, not too bright, glows only on the canvas, making the rest of the lounge darker. In that darkness, the Mesmerizer observes it. The paper will soon smell of colors.

What should he paint tonight? Death? Or life?

Maroc Metz, the only butler of Kuhawk, comes to the lounge in his usual attire—tailcoat, polished shoes, gloves, and glasses.

“Master Ruem, it’s time for the ritual, and our guest has arrived. Should I bring her here before it gets discourteous? Or will you continue contemplating?” he asks the Mesmerizer, in a tone he would never dare to use if it were a time ago.

“I am painting.” The Mesmerizer watches the blank canvas.

“The brushes are fresh, the oil still untouched. The painting has not even begun, and you’ve sat like that for four hours. You’re contemplating.” Maroc dares again.

“It’s part of the painting,” the Mesmerizer says.

“And you’re explaining,” Maroc adds with no surprised tone, but a hint of question is there. “You never explain yourself.”

“I can explain a thing or two to the only one I can depend on.” The Mesmerizer doesn’t look at Maroc; he doesn’t need to.

“You mean the only one left for you to depend on,” Maroc says, “after you’ve killed the lot of them.”

“Sometimes, you sound as if I am the villain.”

“And sometimes you sound as if being a villain is bad, Master Ruem.” Maroc curves his lips. His eyes are gleaming, which his master doesn’t see but senses. His tone has devotion, perhaps even grief. “I’m bringing the guest. Here is your suit.” Maroc calls a suit—a three-piece, polished with ionized fiber, conditioned with fragrance, smoothened with the right temperature and humidity. It flies here with a hover-hook. Soundless, no air blows; even the blue macaw in its silver cage doesn’t flinch. The suit hangs in the air from its hook.

The Mesmerizer ignores it. “Am I a villain, Maroc?”

Maroc was about to leave, probably to serve the guest of Kuhawk in the manner she deserves, but he looks back. His master still watches the yet-to-be painting. You’re my Master Ruem, Maroc wants to say, but he doesn’t. He knows something is troubling him. He never saw this man troubled with anything, not even when the toughest cyclone of the decade hit Alpha. He was there when the King of Mesmerizers stood firm before the mountain of water when it was approaching their city. He saw him speaking to the raging water, and the water listened. Water always listens to the Mesmerizer’s voice.

“You are the Mesmerizer I would follow to death,” Maroc says and turns to leave, but the voice stops him again, and this time, it’s the voice he always waits to hear.

“Send the guest to the cave,” says the voice. “Tell her we meet where it lies. Tell her to leave if she cannot voice death. Tell her she will be a sacrifice if she bends her will.”

* * *

A spiral tunnel taking deep into the earth.

A man humming a lullaby.

A gold anklet—one of its pair—ringing in his hand.

The man, the Mesmeriser, left the other around an Ungraded girl’s ankle. Perhaps she deserves it; perhaps she doesn’t. That’s something to see later, not now. The anklet, however, is something he needs for the time. It bells in the sweetest sound as some delicately forged gold, the sort of sound that only this anklet can make. In the cave, it creates a special frequency, a distinct ringing. Not always you find a word specifying the sounds of an anklet, not in all languages. But some do have a word or two, like Runujhunu—Bengali from the Old World.

“I didn’t want to come here,” says the symbolist the Mesmerizer has hired, Piuee Pariyeta. Her ginger hair is messier tonight, her face ashen from the dirt the path here has provided. Her analyzers aren’t broken. She appears confident but only on the façade.

The Mesmerizer remains silent, his eyes—fiery red, looking for things in the fungus-covered walls, things that only his eyes would see. It’s not the final destination. It’s not the cave, but it’s the beginning.

“Don’t you want to see the shrine you found?” Maroc Metz speaks on behalf of the Mesmerizer.

Piuee doesn’t reply at first. She was pleased with herself when she found the shrine where the Devil’s Book was forged. All discoverers feel such pleasure when they find something that could hold the truth. Still, who would visit a shrine that asks for a price?

“The shrine wants death,” she speaks her concern.

“You mentioned it,” Maroc Metz answers her, too quickly this time. “Thirty-nine times.” He also sneers, seeing the dirt on her nose. He tried not to do it all these times; his master taught him manners. “Do not use tones unobservant Low Grades use,” he said once, just once, and never again. The Mesmerizer never repeats instructions, but this woman is beyond—what you may call—acceptable. This woman makes people repeat instructions. He walks behind her, keeping distance between them as if he’s saving his valuable tailcoat from the world’s worst sewage. His gaze—scornful and repulsed—doesn’t soften.

Piuee rubs her nose, seeing that gaze. She then runs her fingers through her messy hair as the butler’s gaze is glued to it. She never needed to fix fashion before an excavation. In her forty years of professional excellence, she heard praises about her looks enough; now she forgets that brushing hair before leaving home is something you do even at seventy. That’s what immortality does. Prana may let you live long, youthfully, but it steals your desire to set your hair; it makes you reluctant to worldly wars.

“I’m concerned if I would be a sacrifice tonight,” Piuee speaks. She might be messy in things most people wouldn’t be. However, a little mess means nothing if you have a voice—a clear one in that. Currently, she speaks her mind just as any High Grade would—they speak out loud about whatever they feel, no matter if it’s fear or felicity. No matter if it’s failure or victory. She stares at the Mesmerizer; his back is visible—strong and wide. At other times, she’d have considered ‘dependable’ as an adjective for such back and such shoulders. Tonight, she doesn’t.

A couple of nights ago, this man with dependable-looking shoulders went somewhere carrying his piano in a hover-cargo. Hours later, she saw the news of a fire in the Maze, and people say they heard music while an underground basement burnt. Whispers say it’s a portion of the first War Turf that burnt that night. That Turf is erased from maps; she knows it only because of her age and grade. Now, you don’t connect dots that are too far away from each other unless it’s about the Mesmerizer. Of course, she didn’t have the guts to ask him about it, but remaining in the dark has its limits. She waits for an answer; her feet keep their paces, not stopping. She can’t stop now. Not when the butler is following behind her through the stone-carved paths.

A few Fireflies—inch-sized lights—glow and hover behind them, following their shadows. Few more in the front leading the way. A scanner—tiny and round, lights glowing from it—also hovers, scanning the solid and void everywhere within a kilometer radius. It forms the structural plan of the cave into a 3D hologram. They pick up the living sometimes: snakes and scorpions. Spiders full of poisons that a professional Alchemist would keep in their closet. A hover disc carries the things required for the ritual—the material things mostly. A canvas, some brushes and an easel, candles and oils. No colors, though. Who knows what the Mesmerize will paint with? Hopefully not blood.

The non-material things needed for tonight aren’t on the disc. In the last few weeks, the symbolist has learned about what non-material things are the basics in Dark Alchemy: Prana and Soul.

Prana can be conjured by the performer doing the ritual. Then would remain the soul. Where will the Mesmerizer get the soul he needs? Piuee wonders. Will he get it with voice? If so, how? Is it through painting? Of course, through painting. Why else would he bring canvas and brushes in a cave?

She has heard about a voice that a mesmerizer can conjure. To be specific, a mesmerizer who can paint may conjure. People call it the voice of dark paintings, the will on the canvas of death. Such a painting can kill when the artist’s will is set in it, when thoughts are focused on it. When their will is strong, whatever they paint becomes real. Because painting needs time, and time builds the most focused prana. Sometimes, what shapes reality is your most focused prana.

May the universe bless the one whom the Mesmerizer paints.

May the universe bless the one of whom he thinks.

May his canvas of death remain blank forever.

A drop of fear leaves the symbolist’s heart and runs through her skin. The Mesmerizer perceives it.

“The shrine senses fear,” he speaks after a long time. “Leave it.” His voice drones into a whisper. His hand still holds the anklet. No one noticed that he began beating the anklet long ago, so slightly and rhythmically that it soon becomes a part of their motion, a fragment of their march. It becomes a series of frequencies. It becomes a prayer. A prayer the shrine demands as a starter before it takes its price.

The butler and the symbolist realize it much later as the sound of the anklet, the rhythmic Runujhunu, gets stronger. Louder. More ferocious. They both become quiet. The Mesmerizer didn’t ask them to. His prana spoke long ago when he needed silence.

Silence makes their march rhythmic.

Silence thickens the smells.

Silence creates the mood that’ll conjure death in the canvas.

The Mesmerizer smells it all. The dirt on stones and cobwebs, the path where snakes might have slithered, the drops of water that must have sieved through the cracks in the caves, the darkness that never lets fresh air enter … Only fungus and slime would grow here. Not creatures of life. Not anything green.

A glow appears on the butler’s wrist. In the darkness lit by only Fireflies, the light from the hologram is unavoidable. Someone is trying to contact Kuhawk. Maroc checks his inbox. The guest is here; he doesn’t speak the message aloud, not wanting to soil the silence. However, he frowns, seeing a second message—a formal email to be forwarded to the Mesmerizer. The email is from a Cosplay Con. The butler doesn’t speak of it in the cave. It could be dealt with later.

The Mesmerizer, however, senses the little tension his butler releases. “Anything important?” he asks; his voice so fluent and rhythmic that no one could call it a noise in the middle of a prayer—a prayer of sounds caused by one gold anklet.

“As much important a Cosplay Con can be, Master Ruem,” Maroc answers. “They requested to host some champions’ tours at Kuhawk this year. It seems Lotus Lodge canceled the tour it was supposed to host.” He says ‘Lotus Lodge’ instead of ‘the monk war hero.’ Over the years, he saw that mentioning the Monk makes the air heavy. So, the butler knows what’s better.

The Mesmerizer looks buried deep into his thoughts, his hand still beating the anklet, continuing the entrance music for the shrine. The Monk wouldn’t cancel what he said he would do, which means his hands were tied. Could it be the Wildlife Conservation Board? Thirty-seven rare animals going missing overnight could cause hassle even for a war hero.

“I will reject,” Maroc says. “Surely Kuhawk cannot host guests on a week’s notice.”

“Don’t.” The Mesmerizer interrupts, his voice calm as always. “Kuhawk will host,” he adds, surprising Maroc.

Hosting some champions? What could make his master consent to such a lowly, childish thing? He wonders, and soon, he understands at least one reason. Perhaps, the Mesmerizer wants to clean up the mess the Monk has caused? Maybe. A burn erupts on his face. After all these years, after all the disagreements, one of the duo still cleans up the mess the other one causes, especially when it comes to Alpha—the first city of the New World, the one they have built together.

Maroc notices the envy erupting in his veins, and there’s nothing he can do about it. He doesn’t want to break the bond these two war heroes have, but he knows many do. Yet sometimes, he wishes the Mesmerizer were only his Master Ruem, and only his.

“I’ll move the Devil’s Book to somewhere safe then?” he asks, remembering they have displayed the book in Kuhawk’s lounge.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t reply. No objection means ‘Yes’—at least for the ones who know how to say ‘No’ when they disagree.

* * *

It isn’t until ten minutes later that Maroc silently checks about the Cosplay Con. He must settle the security insurance before the guests—outsiders, to be exact—set foot at Kuhawk. That’s when he finds it. His analyzer glasses focus on a particular video as he thinks it; the video was streamed LIVE two nights ago. The timing seems to be shortly after that fire in the Old City.

He watches the video in his mind, making sure the Runujhunu isn’t disturbed. He keeps his heartbeat calm, but the frown and the drop of tension surface in his prana.

The Mesmerizer senses it. His fiery red irises shift to a corner while the prayer continues, but he doesn’t get the chance to ask what has happened. Before he’s about to scold Maroc for losing focus, he notices the subtle changes in their surroundings.

Suddenly the cave, the shrine where the Devil’s Book was forged, seems to be alive. Not in any physical sense, though. No stone moves, not a drop of water stops its echo; no dust seems displaced; every inert thing seems as it has always been. However, the bugs must’ve sensed something. The cobras that can stand with their heads high seem to look somewhere they were not looking. And the prana in the cave feels quieter than before. Everyone feels it.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t stop his runujhunu. Maroc Metz forgets to stop the video. His mind commands nothing to his CRAB; it’s linked with his glasses as always. The video keeps running, and so does the dance in it. But his attention isn’t on the dance anymore. His senses are in the cave. The cave that is alive now. The cave that can feel; the cave that has a mind. It has been in a deep sleep for ages and ages, and it woke up hearing the runujhunu—not just from one anklet, but two. None of them realize it, though, not yet.

Moments later, the Mesmerizer says two words, “It’s awake.”

No one responds to him. No one is supposed to.

Maroc Metz doesn’t pay attention when the two-night-old video stops; chores can be handled when they are meant to be handled. He wonders what price the shrine would ask for now that it’s awake. His eyes find the Mesmerizer one moment and the empty canvas the next. What will it hold? He doesn’t know yet, but he will soon.

Is he ready for it? Perhaps he is. But he didn’t know it was a mistake to ignore the video. Had he been observant, he’d have noticed that only one anklet didn’t awaken the cave. It couldn’t. It never can, just as one hand cannot clap. You need two anklets to create the right music. You need two anklets to open the shrine. The shrine where the Devil’s Book was forged. None of them know it, yet the lonely music continues. And it will remain lonely until the right anklet arrives. If it doesn’t arrive in time, death will visit the shrine.

Runujhunu … runujhunu …







2. Right Music
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It’s two nights ago—the night of the fire.

The Intuitionist, while trying to reach the Con, thinks of only one thing: the right music. She dares to change her music even though it’s late. She runs away from the burning warehouse—the decoy of Turf Zero. The fire rages behind, the drones whistling as they absorb smoke, and the sprinklers hover while hissing through the water. Still, the raging fire roars on, for it’s a fire born from music, a piece she’s heard before—half-listened when Rashad asked her to. But that isn’t the music she needs. Not for tonight’s dance. She runs along the alleys—gloomy and silent, full of stinks as always. The show time is nearing, but the song isn’t ready. ‘I need a new song. Can you find me one?’ she mind-texts her savior sister while taking a shortcut as if she knows these paths so well, except she doesn’t. She never did.

‘Another song?’ The reply from Taha arrives.

Looking at the text, Kusha can tell Taha was half-attentive while writing it. On lucky days, Taha spends the minutes for her when she needs them. Tonight, luck favors her more since she’s doing a cosplay con. She started it with Haley for money, but after a point, things never remain to serve only one reason, do they?

‘Time is short, and I need a new song … wait, not a song, just music. Not sure how to say, but can you find me something slower? Something mysterious?’ Her CRAB adds question marks, sensing her emotions. ‘And it needs to be with flute and Veena … and it should remind you of a, um, temple?’

‘Is that all? Or do you have more to demand?’ Taha replies.

‘Not that I don’t pay you enough. Stop complaining!’ Kusha thinks.

‘Real. Payment, Kusha,’ Taha replies. ‘This time, I want real credit.’

‘No time to bargain, sister,’ Kusha continues, stopping at an alley that seems to be full of men sitting in packs—three-men pack, seven-men pack, ten-men pack … Compared to how crowded it is, the alley seems to be awfully quiet, and the smokes blurring the air might not be for camera effects. They are from burnt weed. Kusha avoids the alley and takes another route.

‘Can you find it? Any way you can send it in six minutes?’ She says six minutes, even though the dance isn’t that early. “Never put the final deadline on your employees, sweetie …” Meera taught her.

‘How many autographs can you bring me from the Con?’ Taha asks.

‘Umm … people look unapproachable … there,’ Kusha pauses. The disc station becomes visible after another turn. ‘But I’ll try. No promises.’

‘Will be back in minutes then.’ Taha texts.

Kusha doesn’t reply. She reaches the disc station—a poorly lit corner with a bench for waiting. The place isn’t shiny, not as crowded either, a bit unclean even, unlike the ones in Alpha. The discs are stacked on their frames, one above another and then another, just as Rashad keeps his old gramophone records piling on shelves. Kusha recognizes the first generation model of discs, one that used to hover and fly without the gravity techs. While the big cities enjoy the newest designs, the city of laborers gets blessed with the first of its kind. Ignore the rust and the 200% tax, and it’s easily the best public transport the Ground Level of the maze may own.

Not being picky and fearing all the discs to be taken away, Kusha rents one taking her wrist to the payment scanner; it’s attached to the ground, unlike the ones in the cities. In big cities, the scanners float. It’s good that Meera isn’t here to see her using one. Kusha sets the destination. Hopefully, she’ll cause no further drama.

“Caution! You are wearing hazardous clothing! Caution! You’re wearing hazardous… ” The disc begins in its slow and juiceless voice. No humor, no drama added in its tone.

Frustrated, Kusha pulls the loose ends of her hazardous clothing—the sari—making sure it won’t blow around too much when the disc flies. “I’ve settled,” she speaks to the disc. “Go already!”

“Caution, Miss Gaumont, your attire is …”

“Shut up. Override the auto-drive. Go to Manual. Let me fly.”

“We strongly recommend against it, Miss Gaumont. Flying a disc in the Old City manually is prohibited …” The disc continues with more pauses among its words.

Kusha doesn’t look around, but she can feel people staring while she screams at a vehicle. After the arguments, the disc gives her two options: “One, you remove the hazardous attire, or two, you sit and buckle up.”

Kusha feels the burn on her face. First, only old people and children sit on discs and buckle up. And second, a disc is asking her to undress. Sure, it’s not that public, but it’s a disc station on the ground level, and people are returning home from work. This is the busy hour. A scruffy-looking man looks at her while renting a disc. “Not romantic, eh?” he says, and the way he smiles isn’t friendly.

Kusha takes option two. The flat disc animates a seat that was, somehow, folded in its base. It looks uncomfortable, as if it’s a skeleton of a mountain goat with no meat attached. In the five-foot-wide space, there aren’t enough seats to fit more than four riders, but they look sturdy. She sits and buckles up. The disc glows and covers the vehicle with a protective shield before taking off.

The Intuitionist finally looks at the condition of her hazardous clothing. Her dance costume—Meera’s expensive sari bought from the Culture Fair—isn’t as new as it was two hours ago. Patches of ash, smells of smoke, and traces of dust here and there; she dares not to check if any burnt ends are hanging around. No wonder the disc was calling it hazardous. Good to know its visual scanning works, but how will she ever face Meera in such a state?

‘Is everything alright, sweetie? Taha says you are changing your song. I’m still in the office. Do you need help? Meera.’ The text plays in her mind.

Kusha jumps, hearing Meera’s voice. “Nope! Everything is fine!” She speaks out loud; her CRAB writes it and waits for her permission to send it as a text, but she doesn’t permit it, of course. It came in all-caps since she has screamed.

The time to reach the destination shows a few seconds over six minutes, and the last email from the Con says she needs to ‘claim her pod’ in the next seven minutes. It doesn’t say what will happen if she cannot claim it in time or what this pod is in the first place, but it still mentions seven minutes, and it sounds important. Hopefully, she will not be disqualified if she cannot claim one.

‘I’m fine,’ Kusha replies to Meera. ‘Competition is hard,’ she thinks, which isn’t a lie, but she isn’t changing her song for the competition. Not really. But she doesn’t tell the real reason either. Sometimes, a one-line explanation is more acceptable than a truth. ‘I found an idea, and I want to use it,’ she thinks truthfully.

Meera doesn’t text back for several moments. It feels long enough that Kusha begins tapping the floor with her feet. The truth is, she is scared of taking this risk—for deciding to perform without rehearsal. But it’s a dance that spoke to her. Not once or twice, but many times—in her dreams, in her nightmares, and even in reality. She feels as if she knows the dance. As if it’s not her first time doing all these. The truth is, more than the competition or performance, what drives her is the desire to find her past. If she finds out she knew this dance all along, it’ll be something—a major clue to finding a blocked door, a door she wanted to open all along.

‘Sounds good to me.’ The reply from Meera breaks her thoughts.

Sounds good to me? Meera took that long to say these four words? It means she considered well whether it’s good or not, whether saying ‘it’s good’ would be a lie. Meera wouldn’t lie, but she wouldn’t discourage her either right before a show. So, ‘sounds good to me’ needed to pass some screening of thoughts and filters of truth, perhaps.

‘You think so? Because I’m …’ Kusha pauses, biting her lips. She knows she doesn’t have the time to edit texts dozens of times like she always does. But now, she really needs advice from the diva of the World Media, who happens to be her guardian. ‘I’m scared,’ she finishes her thought and sends it to Meera.

The reply comes sooner than expected this time. ‘I know, sweetie. But if you say you found an inspiration, I’ll wager on it. Do you know why?’

‘To inspire me? You always wanted to get me into dance, into a stage performance, for voice?’ (Yes or No?) Kusha already finds the answer: ‘No,’ yet she sends the thought, not wanting to pause the conversation.

‘No, sweetie. It’s because all these times when I was teaching you, I always felt that it was not your first time learning to dance. Meera.’

Kusha stares at the text. Meera never speaks about her past. She used to ask her so much about it, but she avoided them. She never thought Meera would say something about it now of all times.

‘So, don’t be scared, sweetie. I know that you’ll do fine. Perhaps, it will answer many of your questions. Meera.’

‘Do you know the answers to my questions?’ Kusha asks.

‘You’ve been my daughter for seven years, sweetie. It gave me time to read you—your gestures, your behavior, your word choices, your thought patterns … Those things can tell a lot, but I’d be lying if I say I know your past for sure, sweetie. I can only guess, and my guesses aren’t 100% correct as yours.’

Kusha looks outside. The disc is flying at top speed, the narrow tunnels passing by. The aerial roads take turns in different directions. She now understands she couldn’t have ridden the disc standing while wearing hazardous attire. But in all that speed and in all the lights flashing around, she stares at this text in her mind. For a simple yes-or-no question, it’s a long explanation coming from Meera.

Soon, another message almost escapes her CRAB: Did you voice me so I’d never find my past? A question, a doubt. It has always been there in her mind; now, it forms as words in her chat box. She doesn’t send it, though, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. She asked it to herself many times before but never found an answer, just as she never finds anything whenever she asks herself about her past. Yet, she doesn’t ask Meera. Perhaps, she thinks she will find her villain herself? Perhaps, she thinks asking out loud are you the one I should be running away from would be rude. Or perhaps Meera has always been helping really. So asking her such a thing will surely be rude.

It’s hard to trust someone with voice, someone who knows all the secrets to mesmerize, someone who is a diva in the World Media and drives the most audience to her channels with words only. It harder to trust when an answer fairy plants doubt in your mind. She remembers what the Ask Anything Fairy told her only yesterday, that Meera could have voiced her so that she can never use her intuition to find her past. Kusha deletes the unsent text. ‘Will you tell me more about it?’ she sends instead. The ‘Yes, I will’ comes after a long, dreadful wait, and the Intuitionist realizes she’s received a word from Meera.

* * *

Her disc flies, going up one level after another. The lights are glowing brighter. Often, she passes markets—floating in the air, airways joining them from all directions. The markets buzz with noises and lights and colors. People dress better the more she goes up.

Sometimes, she passes narrow routes—maybe sides of people’s bedrooms, aerial alleys among blocks of apartments. Clothes on their balconies are showing. Many lived their whole lives here, never leaving their levels, never seeing the sky or the ocean, and never knowing what forests look like outside a VR. Kusha ignores the thought. Some thoughts are just some waste of time for an unevolved as her.

When she reaches Level 300, Kusha begins tapping the floor again. Taha didn’t text back, and it’s already been four minutes!

‘Did you find anything?’ she decides to ask already.

‘I searched using the keywords you gave, but every time I open a piece of free music, I find only trash. The trash-makers optimized the search strongly, and they are the ones at the top. You know, why don’t you use your intuition and find the music yourself? I’ll edit the timing for you.’

‘Right. We should’ve done that first.’ Kusha logs into the World Archive and looks for the right music. She doesn’t know what she’s looking for, but she knows she will when she hears it.

When the Intuitionist finds her music—in a more dramatic way than not (as she didn’t find it where she was looking but rather where she never thought to look) she lands on a vast square in a hurry. The age-old disc everyone stares at wishes her luck. It even adds some ‘don’t trip on your hazardous attire’ or ‘watch your steps’ sort of warnings. Kusha gets away from it. No one wants to be seen around poor, old techs until museums adopt them.

The venue is on Level 689. Since it’s circular, all the compact vehicles land along its edge. It’s crowdy. Important guests have arrived. As it happens in the maze, the more the crowd, the more the vendors selling anything you can imagine. Carts with food floating around—some attended by people, some by bots—carts selling data, carts selling old books, carts selling glasses that let you see the pirate ships in space—even the one everyone calls a myth—the Cruiser of Doom that vanished with treasures that can buy you the whole moon. Some carts are selling bubble gums that float in the air and reach your mouth on their own. Very submissive bubblegum, Haley calls them.

They all approach her with their sales speech. The bots, cased with doll holograms, speak in adorable tones. Not buying from them feels rude. What feels ruder is buying from these bots and not a tie from that teen boy who owns no cart to keep them. Hundreds of ties piled on his arms, and he’s singing about seeing the sky:

Buy a tie, and see the sky,

No tie and you’ll die.

Red or blue, green or goo—all are true, and all are lies.

Buy a tie; wear it high,

Or you’ll never see the sky.

Kusha hurries to the Con. She almost topples over an old woman’s cart full of e-paper books. She receives a scornful glare from another woman because she’s pushed her while apologizing to the first, and then, she turns back and finds that teen boy again, who is selling ties. She buys one colorful tie real quick with 30% extra VAT for paying to a non-citizen, and then she runs to the Con entrance. This time determined not to look back, not even if someone dies.

Amidst all these, she sends a six-minute audio file to Taha—the one she has found from the free-music archive. That’s an archive you do not want to dig into unless you have 100% correct intuition.

While tucking the tie she’ll never wear within her tiny purse, Kusha lets the Con entrance scan her. She doesn’t stop for this; she just runs while facing the scanner. “I’m here to claim my p-pod,” she tells a man wearing a badge while catching some breaths.

“You look like a newbie. The pod section for newbies is over there.” The man points in a direction. “They’re getting taken.”

Taken? Kusha doesn’t ask. She doesn’t ask what pods are either. Better act like she knows everything that goes on around here and see it for herself. While hurrying to reach the pod sections, she looks into Haley’s chat window. The girl still hasn’t replied. And to her dread, she finally finds out what a pod is, but they all do seem to be taken.

The pods are compartments—each holding a dressing table, reflecting screens, and lights. They measure as much as a human would need, providing the minimum privacy that beginners are allowed to have. Not more, not less, just the minimum that’ll not label their entrance fees as robbery. The refreshing drinks and juicy snacks, full of cheese and lettuce, must be the bonus. Kusha gulps, hoping the ones eating them won’t hear her stomach growling.

After strolling twice around all the pods and being sure that every pod is really taken, Kusha decides she doesn’t need a pod. When she looks down at her dress, though, it looks more hazardous than ever. She decides to find a quiet place where she can fix herself. The best would be if she also finds a mirror.

She follows her intuition, the image of her desire clear in her mind. She even goes far enough to picture a large mirror in an empty place, and she whispers what she seeks. She lets her intuition take over herself and walks in a random direction—random for others, but not for her. The way she walks makes her look like a magician, except she’s not a magician. It’s not magic.

A few glances find her from around; she senses them. Once or twice she feels as if some of them want to ask what she is playing in such a costume. For some seconds around there, she feels they even look … impressed, perhaps? But they don’t come forward to say it. None of them is High Grade. Many aren’t even citizens. Perhaps to them, she looks as unapproachable as they do to her.

By the time Kusha finds a place, one that’ll be her little secret spot for an hour or two, the sister of the decade sends her the final audio file. ‘I checked for copyrights,’ Taha texts. ‘It’s free to edit and use. Got it endorsed by one of Dad’s friends. He always endorses my performance files.’

Legal paperwork! She didn’t know she needed to handle them. ‘Did you do that for the first song too?’ Kusha thinks and allows the text to leave, even though she already finds its answer. No reply comes after this question, but a video window pops up on her CRAB as a hologram, and Taha’s face becomes visible in it.

“Of course I did! Oufh! Girl! The next time, I’ll begin with every tiny favor I bestowed upon you FOR FREE.”

“O, um, thanks!” Kusha looks impressed. For a teenager who screams in delight seeing a pink dish sponge, she sure knows her work.

As Taha tries to convince her that she really shouldn’t change her music right before the show, Kusha takes a good look around. It’s a huge rehearsal hall turned storage for old equipment, mostly junk. But it has a smooth floor. It has a large mirror; it’s quiet, and it’s close to the stage—exactly what she needs.

The first thing she does is unload her purse on the floor. Her pair of ghungurs—ankle wear for traditional dance—comes out with brash, jingling noise. Then comes out the gold anklet—two colored chains intertwined to each other, weird inscriptions forged on each, and tiny bells of gold sturdily attached to them. The bells may look delicate, but they’re strongly held together. She holds it, rubs it, and takes a closer look at it, trying to see if the letters inscribed got scratched anywhere. She doesn’t know what the letters mean, and she has no interest to know them. Sometimes, being an ignorant protector of a relic seems like the holiest duty in the world.

Her shoulders relax, seeing no scratch. The gold anklet flames fiery as always. She could never face Meera if something happened to it, especially after dirtying the sari.

While she cleans herself up and settles her hair as much as she can, Taha keeps complaining. “… My choreography might be based on octave beats, but there’s no guarantee that it’ll match with the new music, Kusha, I’m telling you …” Taha reasons with her, sounding as if she is the more sensible one at the moment.

“Um, well,” Kusha pauses. She didn’t want to reveal it, but it seems she must. “I found a new choreography, and I have to check it,” she says, hoping it’s better than saying: I’m not doing your choreography.

“Are you saying you’re not doing my choreography?” Taha says, “After I put so much time planning on it?”

“Ok. You took five minutes planning it, and I didn’t say anything that you’d have to say my in that tone.”

“What tone?” Taha asks.

“Like my,” Kusha imitates how Taha said it. She knows how things can mean different if the right explanations aren’t placed at the right time. But damn! She doesn’t have the words to say what she means. So she says the most overused line every protagonist in every story of all times said before a crucial moment came. “Look, I need you to trust me on this, ok?”

“Are you kidding me?” Taha screams. “We literally laughed every time a heroine said that before making a mess at the start of a book.”

“I, um …” Kusha doesn’t say ‘won’t make a mess’. Judging her history, her statement could end up wrong.

“But I don’t understand; if you have a must-do dance in your mind, why do you have to do it on a stage? Can’t you experiment and be all creative some other time? You’re basically delivering a first draft! Even mom doesn’t deliver first drafts when she goes LIVE.”

“Um, the thing is …” Kusha doesn’t finish; she also doesn’t say that she spoke to Meera moments ago. She just can’t say that it’s not her first draft. She can’t say she believes she knows the dance well. That she just knows this dance is—was—in her bones, maybe always. But Kusha doesn’t say them. To Taha, they’ll sound ridiculous.

Seconds later, Kusha receives an email from the Con. ‘We couldn’t find you in any pod. If you’re still performing, click YES.’ Kusha clicks YES.

Another email arrives. It says a few performances have been delayed because an important guest is coming by, and they’re reserving some diverse shows for later. Her dance has been chosen for that. If she agrees, she should click YES and be ready for their call (which will be in around thirty minutes). If she doesn’t want to, she should choose NO and arrive behind the stage in the next four minutes.

For anyone, it’s an easy call, but not for her. Having thirty more minutes, a time during which she can practice her new dance, is like an opportunity she must grab. It’s better than performing in four minutes, isn’t it? But performing in front of a more important guest sounds dreadful. She danced on a stage before, but during those times, Taha danced with her. To say it bluntly, she never performed solo.

One more minute passes thinking, and when it gets impossible to reach the stage within the remaining time and the chance to click NO runs out, Kusha clicks YES. Her mouth dries, her heart racing. She thought these physical reactions before a performance are some overused clichés from books, but they now feel real.

“My show got delayed,” she says. Factually, Taha is still online. “They say some VIP is coming, and—”

“My god! They picked you for hot hours!” Taha screams. “You’ve got to do my choreography, Kusha. You’ve just got to.”

“I think I’ll rehearse a bit,” Kusha interrupts her and cuts the line without waiting for a response. She goes to the center of the small floor and takes a deep breath. Most of the hall is dark and full of junk; only one light above her glows. The Intuitionist stands alone—calm and flexible, attempting to breathe away her tension. Taha sends the ‘best of luck’ message along with advice on how she shouldn’t practice too much and sprain her ankles right before her show; (she did it before). The Intuitionist ignores the message.

She still looks into the mirror—at the woman with long dark hair in a not-so-neat sari. She waits, hoping the goddess she sees in her dreams will appear, hoping she’ll see her dance again, hoping her mysterious self will come out and save her tonight, just one more time.







3. Almost Smile
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The smell of smoke is still in the air. Though the drones are done with filtering it all, some of it lingers still. It’s usually dark here, but for the convenience of the fire department, the lights on the maze’s façade glow brighter tonight. Yet the gloom remains. It looks like morning, only with a terrible storm coming. There is no wind, not at the Ground Level of the Old City, but the dust on the street makes whirls sometimes. You might think it must be the fall winds. If you’re more of a believer kind, you might wonder whether a mystic is walking through that whirl of dust being invisible and dramatic, but no. There’s no one in that whirl, certainly not a mystic who is believed to have voiced the universe. It’s just one old man, a monk.

Pit-pat … pit-pat …

The Monk stands on a building—ragged and rusted but still upright beneath the maze that has grown above, depriving the ground of sunlight. His shawl—smudged with ash and smoke—blows in the wind he calls. The wind carries news. The wind carries a smell—her smell, the one who stole his book.

It’s hard to make the wind move when obstacles are many. A city isn’t called a maze for nothing. Attempting to make the wind flow here is like blowing through a piece of bread and expecting the wind will funnel through its holes, somehow. The Monk focuses his will on the universe, on the wind. He doesn’t feel the urgency to will better, not yet, but sometimes he wonders if he should do more.

More—such a wrong word for a monk.

A monk must not desire. A monk must not react. A monk must not play the game. Then what is it that calls him? Who lures the Monk? The devil? Or the woman who took his book?

Will better. Find her. “Can you find her, Pico?” the Monk asks.

“Her? The one you saved from the fire?” Pico says. “I thought she was still with you.”

“She ran away, and I didn’t need to follow her.”

“Why do you need to follow her now?”

“She stole the book.”

“You mean the book that you unnecessarily wasted time crafting from handmade papers? The book that you’ll never sell?”

“I don’t have to sell every skill I have, and she’s an unevolved citizen. Did you get any details about her?” the Monk says.

“Nothing readable,” Pico answers, letting the part about handmade papers go. He knows it’s an old sentiment for the Monk.

“Can’t you track my lifters?” the Monk asks. “How could she hack private lifters while you were watching?”

“The last entry was the right password with no mistake in typing, no hesitation signature. It even matched your rhythm. Whoever did it fooled each step in the security. What if it’s not her?”

The Monk thinks. Right password, right rhythm, no hesitation—they all sound familiar, just like when she opened the locked door to save him. “It’s her,” he says.

“I can check the street cams. The ground-level cams aren’t enough upgraded, but I need to use your privilege.”

“You’re permitted,” the Monk says. In his mind, he puts a 38-digit code on a window Pico provides him. It’s a unique code only a war hero may use to access the places most people can’t.

“If haters find out you’re using your hero cards again, they might get something to vlog about,” Pico says.

“Then you should let them know. They pay good taxes, and their hatred raises Alphatech’s stock price. It’ll keep Ren happy for a week.”

“Am I hearing right? Is it the Monk saying?” Pico asks.

“You need to catch up with your lost years,” the Monk says.

“Oh! I’m catching up with information. Just not with people.”

“Twenty years in an industry would change any saint, yes, if he is a human in flesh and bone, that is,” the Monk says; a sigh leaves his chest, but no one is here to see it.

Minutes later, Pico sends him some blurred images of girls who could match his description of the thief in a sari. The thief who stole his book. All of them were seen near the 100th level of the Old City. Most of the cams in the lower levels are inaccessible from the outside. Only the Empire—the shadow rulers here—controls them. “I could use your codes to access the Empire’s server.”

The Monk considers. Inacio Rockwood was murdered in the High Auction; he is—was—the current Emperor’s brother. No one knows who did it, but the shadow rulers of a lawless city aren’t fools. They must be investigating. Perhaps they even know who did it. In that case, they won’t take it well if another war hero from Alpha enters their server without talking about it first.

“No. Let the man mourn his brother,” the Monk says while looking through the images of the girls in a sari. The public cams have captured them. As expected, the photos aren’t good. He shuffles through them quickly. There’re hundreds of photos, and many locals wear sari around here. “Can you remove everyone with short hair? The one I’m looking for has fake, dark hair reaching her thighs, and her face has paintings.”

The instruction removes almost all the images except for just three. Three of them are of the same person in three different locations, a weird design of paints visible on her face.

“Yes, that’s her. Find out who she is and where she is.”

Pico tracks her from the security cams in the tunnels and aerial pathways. The more the level rises, the better the image quality gets. Soon, the thief becomes trackable.

“She landed on a Cosplay Convention, Yuan, riding a disc. Oh, I loved those discs—first-generation, mechanical rather than gravity techs. Didn’t Alphatech fund it? Certainly a memory.”

“So she is a dancer,” the Monk says, ignoring Pico’s rest of the words. Every tinny-tiny device these days are funded by Alphatech, one way or another. It’s nothing to talk about, “What about her ID?”

“I found her profile from the entrance registration. It seems the participants aren’t required to use their real names or photos to register, and her name is currently Word Witch. Her profile is empty. She’s new, or she has no interest in investing time in this career.”

“A beginner thief behavior. Probably she needed a fake alibi; she may not even perform tonight …” the Monk drones his tone, remembering a moment earlier, back there, around when she was about to fall because he dropped her right after his sprint. But the thief, somehow, managed to stay on her feet with a graceful twist on her toes. It looked as if someone with strong dancing skills would manage it. Maybe she will perform. Who knows?

“Try facial recognition,” the Monk says.

“I tried. No result. You said she’s a citizen. I could’ve IDed her from her face if she was one. Could anyone fake a CRAB these days?”

“Must be cosplay makeup. She temporarily changed her facial structure, either for the cosplay—”

“Or to hide who she is,” Pico finishes. “Lotus Lodge was supposed to host the champion’s tour of this Con. You rejected them a few days ago because of the issues with Wildlife Conservation Board. I hope you remember.”

“I do,” the Monk says. He can’t forget the stone-hard bodies of his thirty-seven rare beasts so soon, also the consequence that came afterward. You can’t ever tell the authority that someone killed dozens of rare beasts with dark alchemy only to taunt you and also that you had to burn their bodies to stop things that must be stopped. So, he didn’t explain, and they said they might need the next few weeks to investigate in case it was a disease. Thus, he had to cancel some tours Lotus Lodge was supposed to host.

“Don’t you think the war hero should pay a visit as compensation?” Pico speaks in a sneaky tone as if he doesn’t want to be the one suggesting it while suggesting it. “I must remind you you rejected their invitation to be the guest of honor too, as I see the months-old email history with the Con management.”

The Monk doesn’t roll his eyes; he never does that, but he sure makes a nearly invisible frown. “Alright, let them know I’m coming.”

“I can’t say that I’m glad, but a part of me feels something because you’re accepting to be in a social event. I’m guessing it’s the Pico Junior whom you kept as my proxy,” Pico says while generating a brief email for the Con. “What time should I mention?”

“I think half an hour is enough to hide everything they should hide from an old war hero. Don’t you think?”

“You want them to hide things from you!” Pico says.

“An old man catching on every brat boy—don’t you know what that’s called, Pico?”

“Geezer.” Pico makes a chuckling sound in an old man’s voice, the voice of their master.

“Yes, we used to call our master Geezer, sometimes, behind his back, and now I’m trying hard not to be one.” The Monk doesn’t say who these ‘we’ or ‘our’ are. Pico knows well what he means.

“Should I send a compact AT?” Pico asks.

The Monk looks up. The Old City has grown to be a real maze, and only compact transports are allowed inside. “I’d rather climb up.”

“The convention venue is 600 levels up,” Pico mentions.

“I’ve half an hour to kill,” the monk says. What he doesn’t reveal, though, is that something tonight makes him desire his old days again, to be full of prana again. He wonders what makes him desire it. Is it that girl? Or is it that man? And why should he desire it in the first place? He shouldn’t desire anything; he’s just an old monk. The heavy air swirls around his feet as the Monk takes his first leap.

* * *

Climbing along the maze … No maps direct him in the right direction, no signs tell him which corner of the city he should be following, no sixth sense voices him towards his goal, and yet something happens.

What will you name it when the wind whispers?

What will you call it when it carries the smell you want?

The air among the blocks is numb, but his speed makes it swirl. His motion flutters his grey hair. His shawl flaps, and the pit-pats of his sandals are as subtle as a wind chime. He absorbed prana from the fire earlier. It has given him all he needs to feel the universe, to sense where he lands only for a second or two, to remember the truth.

Sometimes, you must re-live your memories to remember your resolve, to strengthen your will, to make sure time doesn’t fade your truth. The Monk, as he climbs along the maze city, focuses on his old memories. He recalls his will; he revises a truth he learned ages ago.

“The truth is everything is moving, always. Not in terms of the universe and space, but rather in our terms, in our scale. Relative to our motion, even still objects are moving, constantly appearing and leaving and reappearing. You can’t tell because you are also leaving and appearing. You can’t tell because you are not still enough. You are not observant enough. To see it, you have to be stiller than still, quieter than quiet. You have to be as motionless as rocks. And your eyes must be so calm that they will start seeing the pauses, those moments when everything leaves and reappears. You have to see that glitch.”

The Monk remembers what their Master said that day. He remembers so well that right now, he can feel the coldness of the frozen lake; it was somewhere in the Himalayas. In those days, he wasn’t the Monk; he was just Yuan—a seventeen-year-old boy.

“How do we be as motionless as rocks?” he asked Master.

“Talk less.”

“That’s such an abstract advice from meditation books!” It was Ruem, this time, being the over-energetic seventeen-year-old he was back then. “To be honest, religion books do better. They at least provide a recipe. Doable, followable recipe with active instructions.”

“Oh, my instructions aren’t doable, you say? I gave you a verb, didn’t I? Talk less. It is doable,” Master didn’t snap. He always had the right answers, and from almost a hundred years of living, the Monk has noticed people with the right answers never need to snap. “If you talk less, your brain will not be busy speaking and doing all other side activities people do during speaking,” Master said.

“Side activities?” Ruem asked then.

“Yes, apart from subconscious gestures during speaking, people do get concerned if they’re speaking well; if others think their pronunciation is bad, or if their tone is too high or brash, maybe too meek. Or if their audience is bored thinking they are fools. The most common side activity is giving an opinion while trying to sound smart. Doesn’t matter if it’s right or wrong as long as it sounds heavy. As long as they get to use abstract words, those with more than four syllables. Do you think the brain doesn’t need space for feeling all those? Where is the space for being mindful during speaking?”

“Oh, I get it. We have to speech-fast from tomorrow. That’s our next training, isn’t it?” Ruem said.

“Would you stop playing a game because your old computer can’t run it?” Master asked.

“No. I would’ve asked Mother to … to get me an upgrade.” The Monk remembers how his voice weakened after he had mentioned his dead mother. It had been almost eight years since the Apocalypse, but somehow it was unacceptable, even then.

“There’s your answer. Upgrade your mind so you will stop being concerned during speaking. So you begin seeing everything, even when you speak, when you move, when you run or climb. Start observing; it will slow down speaking eventually. I’m guessing it’ll stop you from bugging me next time I meditate.”

“So … we really have to stop talking from tomorrow,” Ruem said.

“Did I say that?”

“You meant that. You’re more manipulative than my mother ever was,” Ruem said with a frown, the sort of frown that he doesn’t show anymore. Not since he became the Mesmerizer for the sake of Alpha.

The Monk remembers how he felt cautious after Ruem spoke about his mother too. Things never went well whenever they started talking about the people they had lost. So, Yuan took it upon himself to change the topic. “So, we have to stop talking so that we can be stiller than the still and so that we can see the glitch. What happens when we see the glitch?” he asked.

“You see the glitch, you see the universe. You see the universe, you can ask it to do whatever you want,” Master answered.

“Can I ask the universe to bring back my mother?” Ruem asked then.

The Monk still recalls so vividly how he closed his eyes, pressing his lips because the conversation had moved to their mothers again.

Master didn’t say ‘yes’, but he didn’t say ‘no’ either to Ruem’s question, just as true masters do. They do not say something isn’t possible because they couldn’t have done it yet. They leave room for upgrades; they keep space for evolution. So the Monk remembers how their Master answered. “This is a game, Ruem. Death is an end to the game. Bringing someone from death means asking them to play it all over again.”

“I played games over and over before,” Ruem argued.

“Would you replay a game that takes a lifetime to finish?”

“My mother didn’t get a lifetime; my mother would never end her game while a child was inside her,” Ruem screamed. The scream made a few soul searchers break their meditation and stare in their direction.

The scream fades from his mind as the Monk continues climbing through the maze. The old memories have gone far away.

But as he remembers this particular memory, he finds a hint. A clue to what that man might be after. The clue is subtle. Even a bit childish for the Mesmerizer, but can he do it? Can that man orchestrate these all so that he may see the dead again?

“I’m here. I am at the Con,” the Monk says. Climbing is over. His half an hour’s exercise to feel energetic comes to an end. It doesn’t make him feel youthful. In fact, he feels old still, just as always.

* * *

The main entrance has a red carpet, and some vendors are still in the middle of moving behind. Perhaps, the red carpet is freshly planted for him. The Monk had to avoid that. A red carpet isn’t for a monk’s feet, is it? He lands on a crowded end at the edge of the venue, and he blends in so no one would notice him. It’s usually hard to do, but not if a large portion of the crowd is also wearing shawls and wooden sandals.

He remains in a Zero Prana Stance—a state of being where one removes the traces of animalism from around him—enough that others won’t sense his presence, especially when they’re not looking. It’s the art of dissolving into the crowd. It’s the opposite of voice. Not everyone can master it, but if you do, you’ve learned stealth.

The Monk looks around; the showers of lights and thunderous beats of sounds are expected. If he weren’t a monk, that giant hologram depicting him with his nose a bit extra pointy would’ve made him angry. But a monk never gets angry. He only moves on to the next scene. “Aren’t they extravagant?” he remarks.

“All the war heroes fund it; the Empire funds it. The whole entertainment world funds it,” Pico answers. “Of course, it’s extravagant. Two-thirds of the participants are from these sponsors. So it’s crowded. Are you sure you’ll find the girl here?”

“Get the hologram down, Pico,” he says calmly.

Pico doesn’t say anything. He was expecting this instruction.

By the time his giant hologram gets down, and he perfectly avoids being noticed even by the sales carts, he asks the management to continue with the ceremony. Pico also informs them that he is here to find someone, and they shouldn’t expect things from him—things such as a war hero’s speech. After all, making yourself too visible doesn’t help when the one you’re after is running away from you. Pico assures them that he will be watching the performances reserved for him. Result: the management resumes their show.

In the meantime, the Monk tours the entire square around the venue at least twice. He pauses in front of the boy who wears dozens of ties around his neck, hundreds more on his hands, and he is chanting: Buy a tie, and see the sky,


No tie and you’ll die.

Red or blue, green or goo—all are true, and all are lies.

Buy a tie; wear it high,

Or you’ll never see the sky.



Buy them? Or not buy them? The Monk buys all his ties. He even buys a hover cart to carry them to his AT, which is still at the Ground Level near the burning warehouse. He ignores when Pico says, “You’ll never wear ties, Yuan, do you know that?”

The boy, however, smiles widely, getting so many Credits with 30% VAT extra. He even screams, “Universe! It’s one gold Book in a day!” And people around look at him. Most people buy with Sics and Credits in the maze city. A hundred Sic makes a Credit, and that’s all they need. Sometimes, it may go to Songs. A hundred Credits make a silver Song. Rarely do transactions go to Books here. A hundred Songs equal a Book. The Book unit is for the city folks. And right now, the boy owns one whole Book. That’s practically ten thousand Credits. A million Sic! He could live off of that for six months here. Two months if he moves to a better home. The boy smiles wider when the Monk says he could have the hover-cart too if he loads The Book of Prana from the World Archive and finishes reading it.

While the Monk continues being a monk, getting distracted whenever someone needs pity, he keeps himself vigilant. That’s when he hears it. Among the boring beats of noise, music begins playing. Soon, it’s not just the music; it’s the tunes that make the surroundings calm get his attention.

The Monk recognizes the music. It has no song; it has no lyrics, but it has those frequencies that affect the minds. It has a rhythm that raises the crowd. And it’s played in Veena. Perhaps for the genre of the music, a twinkle plays in his eyes. He remembers what that man wrote in The Book of Prana: ‘No voice is voice unless there is music in it.’

“Found her,” the Monk says.

She’s not leaving the show, after all!








4. A Thief of Books and Trinkets
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It’s not a dirty dance. If you ever watch it, you will wish it’d have been some dirty dance instead. You’ll wish it’d be staged to seduce, only acted to swell your longing, but it’s not. It doesn’t arouse you for lust, but it sure arouses for something. Perhaps, for your soul. Perhaps for the first time in your life, you’ll think the soul is something other than your body. You will think so because it will move, and it will do so while your physical body is still as stone. Believe me; with all your soul, you will wish you had never seen that dance. You will wish it were some other dance—even something skillfully dirty or gracefully seductive, but not this.

The Monk watches her. In his eventful life, he’s tasted many cultures. He’s heard songs of the tribes of hidden deserts; he listened to the flutes by the Mystics of the secret caves. He saw dances by the Deathkissers of the Drowned. Yet the Monk admits he has never seen anything like this. He’s never heard music as mysterious as this one, and he sure has never seen them performed with such skill.

It isn’t until a few more seconds into her dance that the Monk recognizes the steps—mudras—as Meera said. He has seen them before. He knows where he’s seen them. He printed them on papers he made himself! It’s her, and she saw those photos.

“Did you find her, Yuan?” Pico asks.

The question reaches the Monk in his mind, but he doesn’t answer. He’s watching a performance. She stole his book, yes, but she’s performing. A great master of dance told him once: never disturb someone who is performing. He was Meera’s guruji; it was long before the Apocalypse, during the Old World.

So the Monk watches her silently, just as everyone in the Con. Everyone watches—everyone with a soul watches. The sales bots are making noises, but they’re just sales bots. Their noise is forgivable. But somehow, all from flesh and blood know their noises will not be forgivable. Somehow, they know what they will miss if they do not watch the moment. Perhaps they know their souls have been longing for it, too, for a dance as this.

The Monk watches from the crowd. All the screens and a large hologram show her for all, but his gaze is fixed on the stage. She’s visible enough from where he stands. How long will she dance?

One minute?

Two minutes?

Universe may bless! Three or four minutes? The Monk doesn’t look away, but he knows everyone will see no matter for how long she dances, no matter for how long the music plays. Will she sing too? From the corner of his mind, the Monk wishes she’d sing. He wants to see if she has a voice. He wants to know what her prana may feel like. He has never seen such a large crowd be silent for so long. Well, maybe he has seen it—once. Just once. It wasn’t with a dance; it was with a voice. It was the Mesmerizer, and that man didn’t do it alone.

The girl isn’t singing. She’s only dancing, and she has her forms. Her will forming into motions, and her emotions shaping into actions.

She looked shaken earlier. Her prana felt weak when he held her. He thought she was still unevolved. Yet on stage, she does not falter when she spins; her gazes are perfect; her rhythm isn’t something that can be said ‘learned in a year or two.’ It reminds him of Meera—somewhat. Does she know Meera? Is she in her dance school? And what is she cosplaying? The Monk realizes no one knows what she is cosplaying, but no one remembers to find it online. Everyone is watching. The dance isn’t over yet.

In the hologram that perfectly magnifies the stage, the Monk looks at the design on her face—the rustic red lines and the spiral snail at her forehead—all look familiar. The Monk remembers what she is playing. It’s from the Old World. There was a hero before the Apocalypse, a woman who came for a while until the Apocalypse burned the world. No song remembers her, but the Monk does—some flashes from the national newspapers. What was the name again? Word Witch?

Pico said her profile is named Word Witch. With the paint on her face and the look in her eyes, she looks like an empress, but he knows: underneath, she is fragile, barely holding her fear in. Expression is a prime element in the dance she has chosen. She’s trying hard to keep her expressions right. If she is not evolved, all these cannot happen without some acting involved.

Minutes pass; the Monk watches her till the end, and so does the crowd. The crowd—that has been outside, making money out of the event—stands still even when the dance ends. More outsiders are here than locals; they’re not used to seeing cosplayers in a messy sari. They’re not trained on how to react after such performances.

Everyone waits for something. Perhaps the girl on the stage waits for the same. So, one boy moves—a random twitch at first, a confused movement. The Monk looks in his direction. It’s the boy who was selling ties. Perhaps he knows what everyone is waiting for. So, he begins. A single clap breaks, spreading into the crowd like wind blowing on a field of tulips.

The Monk doesn’t clap, yet his eyes hold wonder. You cannot make a crowd clap without a bit of control over it. People will be interested in her. That girl will be under watch. Several groups of performers are eyeing her already with frowns. People love to know every nook and corner of their field. A sudden performer whom they never knew isn’t welcome. Spy or not, the girl has made enemies.

* * *

When the crowd becomes busy again with their usual activities—laughing and talking and selling things that no one can touch—the Monk follows the dancer. She has disappeared using the backstage. He reaches there soon enough; the place is full of pods—each owned by one performer. He stands far away along the corners, making sure no one notices him. The extra lightings on the pods make the rest of the parts darker and invisible.

The Monk reads the room. They are gossiping, not smiling as they should. Something has stirred them, and he has no interest to find out what. He wants to find the girl. She stole his book. He wants his book back, and then he wants to mind his own path.

The Monk gets the inch-sized square drive from his pocket. He smells it once more, even though he doesn’t need to. Her smell has been floating in his mind. He closes his eyes, focusing prana in his senses. He listens hard—if it’s possible to listen hard, that is. And he hears them—the spiders, the insects that shouldn’t be there if a place is well maintained, the air flowing through the vents, rustling of clothes and knocking of boots, and then the sound of one anklet.

The Monk opens his eyes, looking in that direction. Smells of old wood, torn metals, papers, and clothes are coming from there. It must be the storage rooms, judging that it’s quieter than the rest of the visible sections to which the management devoted their budget. Spend the most on the entrances and exits. Entrances to trap you and exits to make you forget what you just saw in the middle. Meaning: if he weren’t a monk, he’d now be careful not to get his shawl torn with naked wires and rods.

So, he approaches. The sounds of the anklet become louder. No one is supposed to be here; she should be alone. Yet what makes the wrinkles near his eyes twitch a little are a few other voices. Some boys and girls—or maybe one other girl. Today’s performers, perhaps? So, she is not alone! But then, they’re not having a light chat, not exactly.

He reaches an old studio; it’s large enough to hold a quarter of his library in Lotus Lodge. Piles of furniture, shelves of square drives, and rows and columns of costumes hanging onto rods until the shelves reach the ceiling. The musical instruments have dust forming on them; playbooks and music sheets are also there in a corner. No matter how old they are, musical scores in original papers are always valuable. It’s a warehouse for theater; all these are either discarded after use or have never been used. Not once.

The Monk stands behind the shelves. No one hears him, but he hears them, noting their tones. What is she doing with them? If a loner seeks company, that wouldn’t be the crowd she should prefer. The Monk, re-settling his shawl, hears the sound that was so familiar in his life. He hears the sound of the anklet. The lost anklet Meera said she has lost one of the pair. So, it’s a thief of not only books but also trinkets!







5. The Forbidden Puzzle
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Gaumont Manor is noisier these days, and it has nothing to do with a baby boy’s cries. When there’s a newborn in a house, it’s always the adults fussing more, not the little ones. So, when another day ends just as it should, and the sun hides behind the forest hills, Meera Gaumont arrives home from work. She finds Rashad putting the baby on its crib—gently while whistling a melody he always used to play for Taha. It’s a folk song from the Scandinavia of the Old World, where his home once was.

Meera smiles. She’s wearing a sari as always—cotton, almost white with a bit of grey and green stripes here and there, no golden threads, no beads or diamonds, nothing glittery of the sort. Nothing apart from the rich texture of the fabric itself. Even after an apocalypse and a war, some handloom skills survived because famous women have decided to wear them. “Did you find a name yet?” she asks. “We can’t call him ‘baby’ or ‘little Gaumont’ forever.”

“I thought you will find a name,” Rashad speaks, his tone deep as if he just had some beer a while ago.

“You didn’t drink, did you?” Meera asks suspiciously.

“Just tired, dear. No beer until Friday. I know my rules.”

Meera smiles, seeing the defensive tone subtle in Rashad’s voice. She approaches and stands close enough to him until both of them ease into an embrace. No signaling, nothing teasing—just a cuddle that would give more comfort than a shoulder massage. Most Grade-As live comfortably, relaxing on vacations, but not them. Not if they agree to see what they’ve built falling apart. The universe is fair sometimes. You never retire until you find another you. You find another you, and you live on. If you don’t, you’re gone. Fair.

“I’d say this is a positive reinforcement,” Rashad remarks on her embrace. “Anyone who doesn’t know you will call it brainwashing.”

“Perhaps I am brainwashing with positivity in bits and pieces,” Meera says, still not letting go of him.

“Are you sure it’s not because we both showered today, and you want to enjoy these cuddles while the shower lasts?”

“Before your sweater has toothpaste again, you mean?” Meera asks playfully, looking at Rashad, her chin resting on his chest. She then rubs her cheek slightly more on his toothpaste-free sweater.

“Or sprinkles of water from doing the dishes,” Rashad adds.

Meera smiles again, but soon it fades. “I thought long life will give us time. Instead, it gave more responsibilities. More work.”

“You could reject them. You could retire, leave everything on Caro and enjoy,” Rashad suggests, just as countless other times.

“I’ll retire when I find the one who can replace me.”

“You don’t think Caro can replace you, do you?” Rashad asks.

“Caro is an executioner, Rashad. She’s the best at following instructions, the rules. I need someone who can add toppings to my rules. Who can upgrade things.” Meera still holds their embrace.

“You believe in evolution too much, Meera. You’ve to understand you won’t find another you.”

“Then you are not seeing your daughters enough, and I don’t want another me; I want someone better than me. Things have to go better. Not the same and never worse.”

Rashad looks at her without expression as if he’s trying hard not to begin an argument, as if he’s not trying to say again that never is a high expectation. So he replies carefully. “Taha hates politics, and Kusha … well, at least, she’s going out more than she did last year,” he says, not finishing what he wanted to say.

“They’ll come around. We did,” Meera says assuredly.

“We did because there was a war, Meera. It’s peacetime now.”

Meera looks up at Rashad, loosening their embrace. “It’s not peacetime, Rashad. It only looks like peace because we work day and night to keep the appearance of it. And you know it.” Meera stresses ‘we’ more as she means her channels and the World Media.

“Are you saying I’m your another blind citizen?”

“You let your guard down more often these days.” Meera lets go of their embrace. Her eyes, worried and weary, find the crib hovering near the window. Fifty years ago, when it was war and blood, she said she wouldn’t have a child unless she could give it a world where it could smile. War ended. For years, she thought the world wasn’t good for a child yet. The world made women breed what was lost, just as it did before the war. It was a dark time for women. It was another fight then. She had Taha only fifteen years ago. Even fifty years into the New World, things never feel like peace. The world, perhaps, is never good for a child; it has never been. It never will be.

“They’ll do fine, Meera. We will be here, with them, for long enough,” Rashad says. “And trust me, murders in the High Auction never make one have his guard down. I know it’s him. I just don’t have proof.”

“You know how careful that monster is. I can’t believe he’d risk everything we’re fighting for and jeopardize the safety of our city. Aren’t we all supposed to stay together? Didn’t we take the same vows?” Meera looks at Rashad, her eyes glowing, not in anger, but rather as if she’ll come to tears soon, but she doesn’t, of course. It strains the veins in her eyes. They look red. It’s the gaze of one who has been betrayed by the near ones.

“I won’t let anything happen to us,” Rashad says, just as every man would to calm his woman—mostly to avoid an argument, but also to hint that dinner time is approaching … let’s rather eat! “We will be together, and we will be free of these responsibilities. Maybe we will go and live on an island—somewhere north, somewhere quiet.”

Meera looks warmly at Rashad. She notices his tone of defeat. She notices that he would rather accept her point even if it’s something he doesn’t agree with, and he’ll do so for the sake of peace. She wants to point it out. She wants to say that he is making it a habit. She wants to show him all the files and clips of videos she has on the Gold Agents of WSI. She wants to scream out loud that they are fucking knocking at our doors. They will soon break through. But she doesn’t. She rather participates in the sense of peace Rashad prefers.

“I was thinking south,” she says, “It’s warmer, they have coconuts, and they sing the songs of the Old World. The conversation continues to light chats—the kind that matters only to the two of them. Just them and no one else in the world.

When the conversation between the couple grows warmer, and their baby boy is still sound asleep, they even go cozy enough to exploit each other’s clean bodies a little while their latest showers last, but that’s when Meera receives a call from her office.

She owns thirty-nine channels, along with a large number of e-magazines—most of them are about entertainment—from the façade. But inside, all of them are her eyes and ears and the rest of her five senses. People have started fearing her. They say her channels are growing even a sixth sense, predicting what will happen next and where. In the age of information, people don’t need intuition to predict 100% correctly. All they need is years of information on a crowd and a bit of common sense—humanly common sense.

So when the call arrives, Meera looks at her wrist, listening to the voicemail marked urgent. Rashad frowns a little; his frown deepens as his CRAB glows too.

“Caro says it’s Kusha,” Meera speaks. “She is dancing on stage.”

Rashad stares, waiting for more. They both know that she’s performing tonight in the Old City. They both wanted to go and watch her dance, but Kusha forbade them. She said she would trip on her toes if she knew they’d be watching. And she said that with lots of ‘um’s in her lines and way more blushes on her cheeks.

“Did she trip?” Rashad asks.

“No. She did … great!” Meera says. Her eyes focused on a video that was aired LIVE—on twenty-eight channels in the cities nearby, to be exact.

“Then what’s the concern?” Rashad asks.

“The concern is, Rashad, that … that the crowd was silent, and this video is getting viral with hashtag-voice. A hundred and eight channels have aired it, and it’s spreading,” Meera says. What she doesn’t add, though, is her final concern. Her dance steps, her mudras, and the music she has chosen … It’s not anything she’s ever taught her. It’s not a dance that anyone knows. It’s a dead dance, and she saw it in a few photos only this week. The Monk showed them to her. How does she know this dance? How does she know enough to perform without any practice? And universe! How gracefully she has performed!

If it were any other dance, Meera would’ve felt proud, even thrilled. Perhaps she’d have made pistachio drinks for her even at this late hour; it’s Kusha’s favorite drink. But Meera doesn’t feel thrilled. An ominous sensation engulfs her as if something will happen. As if the days of safety and the façade of peace she’s fighting to keep will end soon. The girl is adopted; she’s not her blood and flesh. Can she protect her? What if she can’t? What if they come to take her away?

Meera doesn’t tell Rashad about her fears. He seems worried already. Perhaps he fears the same. Hashtag-voice is censored. The Golds—the top agents of the WSI (World Security Intelligence)—watch these tags like vultures.

“There is a fire in the Old City,” Rashad says.

“In Turf Zero!” Meera whispers as she watches the second clip her chief assistant Caro has sent her.

“We can’t bring Turf Zero into the spotlight, Meera.”

“I’ll go back to the office. I’m taking the kids with me.”

Rashad agrees. Anytime some incidents force them both to leave home urgently, they make sure the kids are around their eyes. It’s their first drill of family security.

“I’ll bring Kusha home after I clean up any trace of Alpha from Turf Zero,” Rashad says Alpha instead of ‘the Monk’; Meera notices it.

“If you want to argue with him, Rashad, do it outside the maze.”

“I know. I don’t want to cause trouble outside Alpha, especially in the lawless city,” Rashad says vehemently. To the ones bringing law and order, the existence of a lawless city is a jinx.

* * *

It’s not much later that all the Gamounts leave the manor—the youngest sleeps tight in Meera’s AT while the teen looks grumpy because she didn’t want to leave home on such short notice. None of them sense that a set of eyes is watching them like a vulture not far from the manor, right on the city wall. Once the family is gone, the one who was watching leaps to the ground and walks ever so silently as if a cat approaches bit by bit. She passes the lake in the north, also Meera’s garden in the south. A white suit with golden lines covering her shapes. She disables the security and enters the manor. Passing the inner garden, she leaps onto the balcony, and then she touches this blooming flower or smells that fruit on the basket. She intentionally leaves her traces. Power is the only thing she has; she might as well show it wherever she steps.

The lights from the master bedroom shine golden on her uniform. She looks around—the shelves of books, the wall of swords and spears, the cabinet of tiny jars—oils and perfumes freshly sieved. Her lips curve at the corner, seeing the empty crib. “Aren’t you too careful, Meera?” the woman says and glances up as if she’s watching the ceiling, but she’s not. Her attention is on the attic above it.

She leaps upstairs through the balcony and then to the roof, entering the attic. As she has expected—smells of silicon glue and aluminum guns, things piling everywhere, books of e-papers flipped open. No matter how things are arranged, too many tiny objects make the attic appear messy. “Kids. They never declutter,” the woman whispers as if she’s in her daughter’s room. You will call it motherly until you see her lips—twisted at the side and never leaving her face, as if the smirk is coded there forever.

She approaches the closet and finds the black envelopes piled inside a drawer. Only one of them is open. The rest are closed. The woman chuckles, seeing the unopened envelopes. “What to do, naughty girl? What to do? When you don’t see the letters I send you.”

Soon, the woman leaps from the roof and lands lightly on the ground. The soil in Meera’s garden doesn’t splatter at all from her boots. She’s evolved; only she controls what she impacts.

When she reaches the backyard garage, the six giant vehicles become visible. They stand gallantly side by side as if they’ve just finished a royal parade. Giving them a smirk, she looks inside the garage. The workshop with extinct tools, obsolete machine oils, and vomit. The smell is too much for her nose, but the woman gets a peek into the box of old paintings and newspaper cuttings. The portrait of a dancing woman, naked and fiercely staring.

The woman smiles as a mother does, seeing her child playing around with the puzzle they mustn’t solve. It’s a forbidden puzzle. Why should anyone solve it? “You shouldn’t, child. You shouldn’t,” she whispers as if she’s releasing her will into the universe, and the universe only exists to forge her will into reality.

* * *

Not far from here, in the same City of Alpha, at its northeast, lies the largest tech industry in the world—the Alphatech. Twelve towers—encircling an arena—stand mighty in a musical fashion. Musical in the sense that if you notice the elevation of the floors, they will look like the pieces from Moonlight Sonata staring back at you.

Ren Agnello stands in his suite in the Prime Building, his eyes on the arena far below. Eleven other skyscrapers, just like this one, stand around the arena—the ground for all races, including the Grand Race of the fall season. The badges of the best racer shine in his showcase. He stopped racing ages ago. Managing an empire has its price, after all. Still, the whispers from the arena sound tempting sometimes.

“You’re protecting the forbidden puzzle, aren’t you, Sylphia?” Ren speaks to Sylphia.

Sylphia, even though is an AI with the latest calculating speed, takes a moment before answering. “Of course, everything is metered perfectly, Ren. You have nothing to worry about the forbidden puzzle.”

Ren doesn’t reply. Usually, he says ‘Good’ or ‘That’s great, Sylphia, darling’ or ‘I knew I could depend on you’. He is the blonde prince, and politeness is his reputation, even if it’s with an AI. But today, Ren Agnello says nothing in reply, for he wonders whether he really has nothing to worry about. Or whether he just wanted to hear it. For a moment there, he even thinks he will ask about the preparation for the Grand Race, but he doesn’t. Sometimes, overlooking a situation is what a High Grade should do. Otherwise, maintaining a vow to speak only the truth becomes a burden.

Snatching his gaze from the arena, Ren looks at the sky, at the space. A deep breath leaves his chest. No one notices. Not even Sylphia. If anyone had the heart to look, perhaps they could’ve heard what he had buried. And perhaps, they could’ve seen the twinkle in his eyes. The space is far away. He swore he’d never look back there.

Before he could think further about it, a short message arrives in his CRAB. He opens it, his hands still in his pockets, his eyes still on the sky. The latest message becomes visible in his mind. Whatever news the message has doesn’t lift his mood at all.

“That Monk.” The whisper leaves his lips, along with another sigh in secret. Perhaps, they all are losing that old man. Perhaps, nothing can bring him back to the world again.







6. The First Faith
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“Do you know how one mesmerizes, sweetie?”

“With words? With voice?”

“Do you know why voice happens?”

“Because sound is the key to our mind?”

“Yes. For ages, people with its knowledge used it. They used it in drums to influence the armies. They used it in films to lure who would listen. They used it in speeches to forge histories. Priests used it to keep their temples; kings used it to keep their castles; frauds used it to trick the crowds. Without the right music, everything is noise; without the right sound, all are jokes. You know that now, don’t you?”

Kusha nodded that day. Meera made her watch an entire movie with all sounds turned off, with all its music erased. It was torture. Then she made her watch another one, altering its sounds—sad music during comedy, happy music when someone died, fun music when one murdered another. That was when she realized what power sounds could have, what magic music could do. It can make you laugh at a murder. It can make you weep at the most hilarious joke.

That wasn’t all. Kusha remembers more of what Meera said that day. “Sweetie, you don’t always need words to influence. Sometimes you can do that only with the gesture, with dance, and of course, with a bit of music.”

Kusha nodded; she watched short films with no dialogues, where she could feel the moments only from the details the actors presented, and she was focused—all because some music was in the background, forcing her to be at an ease, at a state of quietness, into a mood where she could absorb anything given to her.

Tonight, she had done that.

She has performed without words. All she has had with her is a bit of music and a dance in her mind. It felt like power. It felt like magic.

Kusha reaches her rehearsing hall—the silent storage full of stage materials and mirrors; only one lamp floating at the corner of the ceiling. It’s where she practiced her dance earlier. She stands beneath the lamp and looks in the mirror. Her costume loosely held together, her face covered with rust-colored lines. The symbol on her forehead looks just as it always did. Except, she doesn’t feel that nausea.

Well, that’s new! She wanted to look at the symbol without emptying her guts. So, she does. She looks and looks at her face, right at the symbol on her forehead. She feels prana; her body has this sensation—as if something in between liquid and air is flowing inside her everywhere. They’re not haphazardly flowing, but rather as if they know where they should be flowing through, and somehow she can feel the paths they’re following. Somehow, she knows their trajectory. This is prana. This is what she longed to feel forever.

She takes her fingers to her face and traces the rust-colored lines. All lines follow different paths of a maze. The paths then meet the same goal—a snail symbol at the center of her forehead. Kusha closes in towards the mirror until her face is inches from it. She chooses a line from the design and traces it. Her fingertip nearing towards the spiral symbol. Her eyes—unblinking and motionless—follow the line, her body bursting with a wave of warmth.

If this isn’t prana, then what is it?

If this isn’t prana, what else would prana feel like?

It’s hard to learn something invisible, unpaintable, something so abstract. No master drew a diagram of prana; no mystic ever described it with concrete words. Things no one can describe are mysteries. Things you cannot see are hard to teach. Some things you may learn only by feeling them. Prana is such a thing. You won’t feel it if you don’t desire it. You won’t desire it if you don’t believe it exists. The secret of prana is guarded with filters, and faith is its first filter. That’s why they call it the First Faith. You feel it one time, only one time, and you’ll know its signature. Your mind will know it exists; your brain will code a pattern. You’ll try to bring the pattern again, and this time, you’ll know exactly what to look for. This time, you will aim confidently. When it comes again, you’ll recognize it. Eventually, you’ll call it at your will.

‘… This is prana. This is the First Faith. And then, prana will be yours …’ She’s read in The Book of Prana. She doubted it so many times in years. She thought maybe prana is everyone’s imagination. Many times she thought she couldn’t do it. Other times, she thought it didn’t exist, that everyone must be tricking her. Yet here she stands, prana burning in her without any drug, without artificial influence, and she is not fainting; she’s not vomiting. This is her First Faith. This is her prana. Is this my prana? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

The Intuitionist keeps looking in the mirror. She dares not to blink. What if blinking disrupts focus? What if blinking turns it off? What if she can’t do it again? So she stares at her face, trying to make it an endless flow. Meera says it always flows; you just don’t notice it. So probably it will not turn off, but she wants to see it the whole time, every moment, every second, every day and night, when she walks, when she talks, when she laughs and sleeps and dreams.

She did it a while ago when she danced on the stage. She didn’t do it willingly. Somehow it happened, and it began here when she started practicing the dance. There were moments when she looked at her face, when she saw the spiral snail—clear and focused at her forehead. The more she looked, the more she felt it. Eventually, they announced her name, and she left the room and rode the stage, and then she danced.

She danced like there was no tomorrow. And perhaps there is no tomorrow. Perhaps this is the end, and today is the last day, and before the day ends, she will make her last dance her best one.

The Intuitionist keeps looking in the mirror. She doesn’t know how long she has looked, perhaps she’d have looked for longer, but something interrupts, someone interrupts. A voice. And then, more voices. Perhaps tonight’s participants? (a) Yes (b) No? Yes.

Voices and footsteps resonate along the hallway leading here. Kusha becomes alert. She looks at her purse; it’s still on the floor near the mirrored wall; the makeup tools it had are spread outside. Her dancing anklets—ghungurs—are casually left on the floor. She didn’t dance wearing them—a fact that Meera mustn’t know about. She had to wear the lonely gold anklet, fearing she’d lose it again if she didn’t keep it with her the whole time. She’s still wearing it. It doesn’t make the bashful sounds her ghungurs do. But if she takes the purse and ghungurs whoever is coming will hear her. And if she doesn’t take it along, they will see them. It’s not supposed to be an issue if anyone sees her, but something at the back of her mind says she shouldn’t be around the ones who are coming.

Kusha stands still, deciding what to do until it’s too late to decide, and the next event follows her on its own. Four boys enter; the fifth one is a girl. They’re equipped with cameras and lights; Haley would’ve fainted a dozen times seeing those models of lights.

Perhaps they’re looking for space for photo shooting. Yes.

She saw them earlier at the VIP pods. Three of them are playing war heroes—one in a shawl; the second one has a hat with red hair. Kusha avoids thinking of the name Mesmerizer. And, because of tonight’s incidents, especially for the part when she was carried like a child, she avoids thinking of the name Monk too. Monk and Mesmerizer are not names but rather titles, but fifty years can turn titles into names. All you’d need would be people’s mouths.

The third war hero in the hall is a girl. She has purple hair cut short; a rod-like weapon is in her hand. Kusha recognizes it, of course; it’s fake, but the war hero she is cosplaying used one similar.

Kusha looks at the girl. She remembers war history. The war hero the girl is playing didn’t look anything significant as a character to play in a Con. No war hero knew they’d be heroes, and by fifty years, people would play them in conventions. What they did was significant; what they wore wasn’t. The girl is playing Ra—another war hero. Kusha saw Ra’s photos from the wartime; she never dressed like this girl—shorts, fancy beads and metals hanging around. Half the reason Kusha recognizes her is because of that rod, and the rest she has concluded with her intuition.

The last two boys have costumes of the usual sorts—hard breastplates depicting abs, sharp edges expressing strength, and capes that look like will make her trip a hundred times if she wore them. Kusha doesn’t know what they’re playing, but she’s sure Taha would know them. They all stand at the farthest entrance of the hall, inspecting the place around, the way you do before setting a base during camping.

Ra is giggling and clinging to the red-haired and hatted war hero. It’d be impossible to walk for anyone if someone clings to them like that. He uses the F-word five times in three sentences already. And the one in the shawl is constantly rearranging it so it wouldn’t fall. Which isn’t a problem; it’s never bad if someone is too clumsy to handle their own clothing; she tears her clothing and loses her shirt buttons all the time. So, that’s not the issue. The issue is trying to hold a shawl clumsily while drinking beer from a can and then trying to look smug by throwing it into the trash can. At least it hit the target, but with a loud noise that would make Meera frown. “You can throw stuff around as much as you want, only do it without noise,” she usually says.

Kusha feels cringed as if she had something in her mind that defined war heroes, and that something was never this. Taha showed her the profiles of these participants last night. She recognizes at least three boys here and also the girl. Each of them looked perfect on their social media when she saw them. But now … well, Kusha stops her thoughts; it would be rude to think further. “You don’t assume bad things about someone before you even talk to them, sweetie,” Meera taught her.

So, she stands still. A tingling sensation passes through her spine. Even without intuition, she’d know they’re trouble. People are always trouble when they come in groups. No one comes in groups to do friendship. Every film and every story and every game in the universe can vouch for that. People come in groups to show thumb-ups to one another when they do foolish things. It’s a backup. You need to count on someone who will laugh at your joke at the right time, don’t you? If things turn messy, you wouldn’t want to handle it alone, would you? If you do, you are not so normal.

From the corner of her eyes, Kusha takes one last look at her attire. There’s no way in seven hells and eight heavens she could even punch anyone wearing all these, including Meera’s bangles. What if they break? What if their pearls get loose? They look precious.

The boys and the Ra look this way. The whole room has only one light glowing, and it’s right above her. Her white sari and golden jewelry look illuminated even more. Of course, they will look this way—to the only lamp in the darkness.

Standing at the corner of the old studio, the Intuitionist, a bit ridiculously, if not foolishly, wishes Haley would appear out of thin air and fall right here—exactly where she needs her to be.







7. Hally Harrowvy
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Farther south to the edges of the Old City, where the maze cannot reach its shadow, not even during the last light of the day, lies the town of Panami—another stack of buildings placed one after another, sometimes, one above another. Haley Harrowvy, in her jacket with dozens of patches and dirty-blonde hair poking out through its hood, drags her march—lone but confident, rigid yet kind, sometimes subconscious but never faltering. She knows where she is going. The only time she played bad was when she didn’t play at all. Tonight is like those times. Tonight, she didn’t play.

On some other nights, the smells of steamed rice cake or Chotpoti would’ve stopped her, but today they don’t. Thousands of thoughts feed on her every day and every night, on her every wakeful moment—can I get a better job? Can I make a better bike? Can I get a sponsor from the city? Just any city … Will I ever be a citizen? … But tonight, one thought eats most of her other ones. Tonight she wonders: was she the one leaving that girl?

She stops at the Panami Police Station. While entering, she wonders what trash poster she’ll have to buy today to meet the man who raised her. The last time, she had to buy two posters of a fat rhinoceros and a badge depicting a puny dinosaur, each with an absurd amount of Sics. Police Stations shouldn’t sell things, but who says you can’t donate for the broken door they’ll never replace?

Surprisingly, it doesn’t take long tonight. No one asks her about other arrangements; no one says the visiting hour is over; they don’t even try to sell the dolls of the future mayor who is sponsoring their new building. So tonight, as normally as possible, Haley Harrowvy walks past the reception and reaches where Magic Mama should be.

Only a tea-carrying boy approaches her. “We moved your old man,” he says, pointing her to the direction.

The cells in the new corridor look different, better. No one gets a better cell in prison unless someone pays for it. Either with money or with labor—physical or intellectual, sometimes with songs no one heard before. The basics of living in the Junk Lands are more or less the same. Long ago, she wondered what it’s like living in the cities. Are the rules different there? Are the people different there? Do they eat twice and sleep five hours every day? Do they fly Compact bikes, or are there more of the Standard ones? Most important—how does it look like from the Sky Lands in the Cities?

She watched a movie once—a low-budget one, made in the best town of the Junk Land. In that post-apocalyptic utopian film, the cities looked like hell. Later, she met Kusha who showed her a video-song—made by one of the studios her mother owns. In that song, the cities looked like the only heavens in the universe. And yes, they do fly all sorts of bikes in there—Large, Standard, Compact, and even the Invisible ones. That was a few years ago.

“The cell looks better,” Haley says, her tone cautious, trying not to ask him directly.

“It’s temporary,” Magic Mama says. “How was the Con? Isn’t the final round going on now?”

Haley looks another way, where she won’t have to look at Magic Mama’s ragged face with an untamed beard. She changes the topic. She tells him how she moved Mami—his wife—and the kids to a safer place. She tells him they had to leave his bus in a random terrain outside Panami. She also tells him she’s bought Ivan a Ukulele because she caught him going after the minions of the to-be-mayor. Ivan believes his father is in jail because of them, which isn’t wrong. The boy loves music; he needs something to be busy with, and a Ukulele is what she can afford. At least, it’s better than the piano, with which he practices only fingering even though it makes no sound.

Magic Mama gives her the gaze of appreciation with his famous silence. At one point, he brings back the topic of Kusha and the Con again. This time, he presses on.

“What? You left her alone at the ground level!” he says when Haley tells him about what happened.

“She seems to be able to protect herself,” Haley says, jerking her shoulders, her gaze unapologetic, and the she-left-me-first look is clear in her eyes. “She has two ex-war heroes teaching her how to fight. I wish I could have at least one master like that.”

“Thought you don’t like them. Especially, that Meera Gaumont.”

“I just don’t like how Kusha parrots every damn thing Meera tells her. Meera said this … Meera said that … ” Haley rolls her eyes, and when she finally finishes with, “Meera would’ve said that …” Magic Mama says it too, right when she says it. They both chortle weakly.

Haley looks back at the floor again. “I just wish …” she doesn’t finish this time. You don’t want to say you wish you had guardians like the ones your best friend has, and you definitely don’t say it right in front of yours. “Kusha fights well. Like a … a dancer. She doesn’t waste a motion. She uses every inertia and momentum.”

“Who were you fighting? Did you girls get into trouble again?”

“Not me! This time, it was her idea. She found Ask Any—” Haley pauses, seeing Magic Mama suddenly frowning and making his stare bigger, perhaps, signaling her not to talk about answer fairies here, in a police station. No one knows that the answer fairies are real. She probably shouldn’t reveal that they found a real one. So she keeps her conversation around Kusha. “I don’t know why Kusha acts so weak all the time. Why doesn’t she take the Grade Test?”

“She doesn’t act. She is always taking in information. And I think a curious brain forgets to appear confident. That’s all.”

“Do you think I appear confident?” Haley asks.

“What made you think I talked about your appearance?”

“You’re avoiding the question,” Haley says sternly.

“You’re trying too hard to look strong more often these days.”

“Well, Mami says: Strength in the face is the only shield in the Junk Land.” Haley crosses her arms around her chest.

Magic Mama stares at her before breaking the silence. “Fine. When it’s all over, I’ll teach you how to fight.”

“You will?” Haley looks at the man who tried to be her guardian as much as he could, but then, he is also a mess, and his mind is scattered among one thousand and one things that he wants to do. So she can’t believe him at first. She even suspects that perhaps he said it only to divert the conversation to something else. “For real?” she asks.

“Yes, for real. You and Ivan and the kids. I need to stop fooling around and start teaching you, kids, how to handle yourselves.”

“I can handle myself, and I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-six, and that’s two years older than Kusha.”

“Today, you’re more competitive about Kusha.”

“I’m not.”

“And defensive.”

“I’m not.”

“It’s a good thing, Haley. Kusha is good for you.”

Haley, not replying, frowns at his sudden change of tone.

“She challenges you, setting a new mark for you, and eventually, you reach that mark. I’ve seen her feeling the same about you. You surpass each other. You never grow until you meet someone equal to or better than you. You know that, right?”

“That’s a much-heard line from meditation leaflets, not even books, and I am bored.” Haley tries to sound bored, but she keeps staring at the dirty floor, and her frown only deepens.

“You need the right people with you to bring a change. You can’t make things better unless you find the ones who share the same spirit as yours,” Magic Mama says.

“I don’t want to bring change or make things better. That’s a lot of work. Personally, I just want a job inside the city and buy a Series-X bike. Besides, you knew plenty of people who shared the same spewit as yours. Yet, here you are, the same people watch you rotting inside the bars, and it’s not even in the city.” Haley didn’t want to sound spiteful during today’s visit too, but she ends up mocking while saying ‘spirit’.

Magic Mama does some staring contests. “Yes. We all had that spirit coming in the same era for one single cause. Now we are old. They’re old. It’s peacetime, and during peace times, people move on, Haley. No one fights a war forever. They now have things to lose.”

“I was reading war history last night,’ Haley says, after seeing Kusha fight like that—she doesn’t add. “I know that you knew those two war heroes. They are still alone, living in their city, and they don’t have a family. I’m not seeing what they have to lose.”

“They made the whole world their family. Do you know how many people, how many industries, secret groups, families, even channels, news chains … things that hold the world stable will crumble in one hour if anything happens to even one of them. Believe it or not, the facts that they are alive and that they are High Grades make the world stable. Them in the spotlight, and a few others in the shadows, all these keep the giant tree together.” Magic Mama’s voice drones into a whisper as if he’s explaining a secret, something magical yet so dangerous. It is dangerous to talk about these. This corridor is quieter; the cells don’t hold many inside them. He didn’t need to whisper like that, yet he does, perhaps subconsciously.

Haley can’t help but feel a little spooked, either because of the low lights or of the smell of weed; could even be of Magic Mama’s voice. She gulps, trying to hide her unsettling heart. “You admire them.”

“I do.”

“But they left you here.”

“Oh, I left them. I’m sure they would’ve left, too, if so much weren’t dependent on them. The city isn’t a good place to stay, Haley.”

Haley remains silent for a while, deciding hard whether she should deny him rudely or she should deny him with a more gentle tone.

“The city seems better than here,” she says, thinking it’s a good idea to disagree right now; no need to show mercy with opinions.

Well, it wasn’t a good idea because, for the next thirty minutes, Magic Mama gives her lectures about the cities and all things bad that come for free with them. He even says the people in the cities, especially the ones in Alpha have a knack for naming everything they ever come across. If they could, they’d have named every dry leaf they find along the road. And then he took his point further, saying if they find someone whose fart doesn’t smell like everyone else’s, they will call it a ‘Fart Disorder Syndrome’.

“I will not tell Mami that you said the F-word,” Haley says.

“I didn’t say the F-word.”

“No, the other F-word,” Haley points out; she doesn’t have any problem saying any of the F-words, but she acts like she has, only to scare him. “Besides, I’m getting a call from Hire Hermes.”

“No! Haley, you did not sign up as a Hermes!” Magic Mama suddenly looks serious, as if he isn’t choosing to be the friendly father figure anymore. Hire Hermes is a service only available through the Ether Com network the Junk Landians use. It’s an analog application where you can hire someone for a job. You can sign up as a Hermes. If you don’t want to do something specific like—giving a blow job or cleaning a toilet or killing an underage, you’ve to uncheck them from a list of thousands of things. And yes, it’s illegal.

“I did. Last night, I decided I have better fighting skills than I believed. So, I should make some money out of it.”

“But they don’t just ask you to fight, Haley,” Magic Mama begins in a tone that sounds as if he will place another of his long argument, which will sure sound very logical and plausible, and that’s exactly the reason she shouldn’t listen anymore.

So, Haley stops him early on. Saying she doesn’t want bad reviews on her first job as a Hermes. She quickly leaves him at the Panami Police Station.

Of course, she doesn’t know yet what’s coming. Her face is perfectly carefree and excited about the rest of the hours tonight. She even feels relieved that the task in Hire Hermes will keep her busy, and she will have the perfect excuse not to attend the Con—which she was thinking of doing—almost thinking of doing, that is.

But then the universe takes you to exactly where you don’t want to be, for it always loves irony.







8. The Boys
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Kusha stands still.

Well, maybe not that still; her feet move a bit backward, which the intruders do not notice. The war hero cosplayers and two other boys, along with Ra-hanging-onto-a-hero, approach her. They’re still laughing, busy talking among themselves. Their words are limited to ‘cool’ and ‘awesome’ and ‘fun’ along with a wide variety of slang—all of which Kusha knows they say to announce their presence and enforce their strength. Sometimes people speak only to fill up the space because if they don’t, they’ll be forgotten. So, noise is their only way of living; noise is the only way to prove they exist.

Kusha checks her CRAB, trying not to look at them, letting them be busy with whatever they want. Haley still didn’t reply, but new messages reached her inbox. One of them is from Meera. Something tells her it’ll raise her heartbeat to a level she shouldn’t have. Both the messages are from Rashad; she reads those first. The first one plays in her mind: There’s a fire in the Old City. I will take you home after I visit it. Rashad. Strange! He didn’t comment on her show!

Sure, she’s asked them not to come with her because she’d have been fretting on the stage in case they did, but they must have seen her dance already from the news portals. He was supposed to comment at least something on her dance, but he didn’t. Kusha feels her heartbeat rising. Did she do something wrong? Yes or No? Yes.

Of course, she did quite a number of things that is wrong.

Does he already know she was there during the fire? Yes or No? No.

While sensing the cosplayers closing in towards her, Kusha opens the second message from Rashad with a quick thought: Watched your dance. It’s incredible! Rashad. Oh! So he remarked on her dance! That’s good. Kusha relaxes a little, which lasts two more seconds when a voice interrupts her.

“You did that goddess dance, didn’t you?” The girl wearing Ra’s costume asks her in a squealing voice.

Kusha looks at the girl playing Ra. “I, um, yes,” she replies her.

“Well, well! Wasn’t that … good?” Ra says; her finger points at her when she says ‘good’, and then both her hands cross around her chest, a smirk forming near her red lips.

First, that’s a gesture of disagreement. Second, she is sure that the war hero Ra never wore red lipstick during or after the war. Third, she wonders whether the girl asked her if it was good, whether she asked it to herself, or whether it’s only a remark on her dance. And finally, Kusha also recognizes that the Ra is leaving her to make her own interpretation of her comment. “I, um,” Kusha begins.

“Yeah! It was weird,” the boy with red hair interrupts her, “mostly when I thought your costume will fall off.”

“True! A nice touch of anticipation.” This time, the boy in the shawl says; he also utters every syllable of ‘anticipation’ with too much anticipation in between. “Saw your profile! You are a newbie!”

Kusha again notices none of them praises her, but their tones sound measuredly excited. They are leaving her to make her own interpretations. Consciously! “I, um, that wasn’t, um, planned. I was running, and, um, I’m lucky my sari didn’t fall—”

Suddenly, Ra looks annoyed. She leaves the boy with red hair and hat and approaches her until she is close to her nose. “Luck doesn’t happen on stage, girl. Over there, only plan happens,” she says in a tone as if she’s uttered a memorized line from reality shows. “And when seniors comment on you, take that silently. You can quote it on your profile as ‘Star Reviews’ from us.”

“O, um, reviews?”

“Don’t say you don’t have reviews on your profile,” Ra says.

“I, um—” Kusha doesn’t say she doesn’t even have a profile picture on her profile.

“I think she doesn’t even have a profile picture on her profile,” The boy in shawl says, checking something in his CRAB.

He is a citizen, Kusha notes, seeing the regular bracelet with claws clutched onto his wrist. He has added a false cover on it, making it fit his costume. The cover looks more like a poisonous parasite.

“Are you serious?” This time, the third boy says; he’s wearing an orange cape with green boxers on his pants. He is watching something in his CRAB—a less poisonous looking one. A profile of a Con member is glowing above it. Word Witch written in capitals with no profile picture makes Kusha flush. She wonders whether the name was bad. She didn’t think people would try to find her online. Well, now it’s too late to make it private.

“Um—” Kusha begins but gets interrupted again.

“Will you keep talking? Or will you come and help? Should I set it up alone?” The last boy, wearing a green jacket, asks from the back. His voice is deep. Kusha is sure he was wearing a cosplay costume just a while ago, but now he’s not. Probably it wasn’t a real costume? Yes. Probably a hologram? Yes. He is setting up the lights and curtains, metering the luminosity and shade direction. He’s also releasing the Fireflies, one by one, until they hover where he wants them to be.

Perhaps, he’s more of a photographer than a cosplayer? Yes.

Perhaps he wore a hologram costume to blend in? Yes.

“You can do it alone, Salter. I believe in you,” the boy in the shawl says, not even looking at him.

Salter rolls his eyes and gets to his work, acting as if it’s normal and nothing is weird about his friend speaking to him like that. Or it could even be that he doesn’t care what they do. Perhaps the only things he cares about are the photos he captures.

Kusha assisted Meera in her office during a few shootings; she recognizes everything the boy sets up. Right lights, right angles, and right poses are the basics for taking photos. You’ll then need the right folds of clothing, the right twists of hair, and the right volume of cheek and chin. In case, your chin is puffy some morning, you’re in bad luck. You’ll have to spend the rest of the day keeping your nose high so your jaw will pull the chin up and make it disappear on the screen. Things could be edited, sure, but on busy days, there isn’t much time for that. Worse is when it’s an important video. On such days, voice isn’t an issue; the issue is words. You can’t ever say an unplanned word when millions are watching, no matter how much of a rush it is. That’s the first rule in Meera’s studios.

“We could take a nice profile picture for you—” Ra suggests.

“You mean I could take a nice profile picture for her?” the photographer, Salter, says from the back of his curtains.

Ra doesn’t like it. She glares at him, and the rest of the boys don’t bother to look. So, Ra looks back at Kusha. “And we can put some reviews, but that would cost some … coins.”

“I, um,” Kusha begins, wondering whether Ra meant real money with coins because earlier, she saw the con participants giving each other virtual points on their profiles. They were calling them coins too. Whichever it is, Ra is leaving her to make her own interpretation again. By the time Kusha interprets it correctly, she gets interrupted.

“I thought I was shooting for free for reviews on my portfolio,” Salter says casually.

“Come on, don’t try to scam the newbies,” the boy in the hat says, suddenly closing in. “But you could join us in our group. We take care of our own. You’ll get a nice profile picture, and you’ll get reviews and coins from us.” He closes in too much and touches her clothes as if he is fixing them. As if placing them the way a photographer would before taking her photos. He even jiggles his fingers a little, as if it’s his fingers thinking where her clothing should be.

When the boy in the hat touches her blouse near her shoulder, Kusha steps back a little. She almost bumps into whoever stands behind her; he even goes far enough to grip her elbows.

Kusha presses her lips tightly together. Sometimes, people try hard to keep their demeanor friendly. They tell themselves there’s no need to be rude, that there’s no need for conflict, and then they hold onto the threads of excuses with which they keep their peace. They forget peace was never there in the first place. They forget conflict has always been inevitable. The thread eventually breaks. It was always supposed to break. Now, what are you going to do? Where will you find that illusion of peace?—The questions do not arise in her mind. They just form as feelings.

The boy in the hat touches her sari more, but instead of fixing it, it looks more like he is only tracing. Soon, his fingers trace her skin instead of her cloth. “Perhaps the photo will come nice if it’s placed the other way around,” he says while trying to remove her anchol from her shoulder and chest.

Kusha gets alert. First, she’s wearing Meera’s blouse, and Meera is thinner than her around the chest, and next, Meera wears wide-necked blouses, which make Meera look perfect on camera, but wearing one of hers makes Kusha look too revealing near the cleavage area. She doesn’t want anyone to see her only in this blouse, and she, never in the universe, wants to be captured in a frame this way.

From instinct and forgetting about Meera’s bangles, Kusha jerks the boy’s hand away from her collarbone—apparently, his hand was going toward the no-touching zone (Meera defined that zone for her years ago). The grip from the one behind her loses too; it was Ra.

The boy in the hat takes his hand away—slowly—as if he wants to make sure she notes that she’s pushed his hand away. She pushed his hand! She better remembers it.

Kusha records it, of course. Now she wonders if she’s jerked his hand too hard or whether she was rude. Sometimes, the defense can wound an attacker’s pride. So you must defend carefully.

“Um, I should be going home. It’s getting late,” Kusha quickly says, trying to rectify the situation.

“Late?” Ra says smugly from behind. “It’s twenty-one hundred hours! They won’t announce the prize until midnight.”

“I, um, my partner didn’t come yet, and I don’t think, um …”

“Oh! So sweet! You think you can’t win!” Ra says.

“Wait, your partner ran away?” The boy in the shawl says.

“That’s sad. You could join us. I mean it would be sad if you don’t get your prize—if you win, that is—all because your partner ditched you. I mean, no wonder you looked so depressed and lonely on the stage!” The boy in the orange cape says this time with extra drama added when he says ‘depressed’ and ‘lonely’.

“She didn’t, um—” Kusha tries to say Haley wasn’t the one to leave her, but she can’t say it because of a pain in her throat, and the pain is so weird because it’s non-physical and abstract, yet somehow, it’s at a very physical spot. And the pain is so strong that it numbs her vocal cord only when she wants to say it’s her fault, not her partner’s.

“Yes! Goddess Girl, I advise join us. It’s safer for you,” Ra says.

For a second there, Kusha thought maybe Ra added a hint of mockery when she said Goddess, but she doesn’t overthink it. More pressing matters need handling, at the moment, such as replying with something other than ‘yes’ or ‘um’, and she must not delay.

“That’s a good idea!” The boy in the hat, standing close to her, says. “And as rewards, we all will give you our autographs. Don’t you need our autographs?”

Kusha looks at him, wondering if it would be rude if she said anything other than Yes right now. “Yes, my sister would love your autograph—graphs.”

“Yeah? And what about you?” The boy in the hat says.

“Yes! I’d love to have your autograph too,” Kusha lies too quickly, which makes it sound flat. She knows flat lies don’t work for too long. The best lies are the ones that are backed by the tales of real events. So Kusha begins, “I was watching your costumes last day, um, with my friend. They’re really beautiful. Um, they look like you worked hard and—”

“Hard?” The boy in the shawl says this time, almost sneering. “We work smart, girl. Fools work hard. Do we look like fools?”

“Um, no.” Kusha hides her gulp. She is used to with interruptions, but she’s not used to being sneered at. She lives in her attic, being curious about things. The few people who exist around her let her be. Meanwhile, this boy in the shawl clearly seemed to be sneering when he said ‘fools’. From the corner of her eyes, Kusha notices the photographer, Salter, is almost finished setting up his stage. For some reason, he shakes his head. Kusha recognizes the gesture. Haley shakes her head like that whenever she parrots Meera’s quotes to her. Haley believes her brain is washed with Meera’s quotes.

Perhaps, this boy is also quoting what his mother tells him? Yes.

Perhaps, his mother, too, sneers and shouts at him like this? Yes.

Of course, Meera says much of what most boys are—Kusha stops thinking about Meera for now.

Their conversation moves to how to perform fearlessly on stage, and then how to walk on the ramp, and also, how to handle the urge of eating too many chocolates. Kusha tries not to do much apart from smiling. Soon the conversation turns to randomly laughing loudly, where most times, Kusha tries to cipher why one must laugh at this point or that other point. While doing all that, she tries to keep up that smile. But then, there’s a limit to smiling, isn’t there? Smiling is a sign of one’s heart. You smile; you hold your heart open. So, you must be careful of who you smile at.

Kusha starts noticing it. The slow buildup of their gestures into laughter, then to meaning-something-else-with-laughter, and finally to being dirty. The boy in the hat touches her shoulder too much this time—perhaps he didn’t like that jerk at his hand, after all, and he wants to achieve what he has been refused.

Kusha tries to keep up with their conversation, fearing they might ask her something suddenly and she might not be able to answer it, and then, they will accuse her of not listening to them. It’s good that their dialogues range from three to five words, and much of those words are within ‘pussy’ and ‘gal’ and ‘shit’, this time. One of them even says something about ‘whore’s dress’ to another in a different language. Kusha doesn’t know the language enough, but even if you don’t know a language well, you know its slang first, and the first thought that sprawls in her mind is, does he mean me?

She definitely was thinking about how revealing her dress looked when she was alone, looking in the mirror. Now that the thought she was inclined to is thrown at her, it becomes a truth, at least in her mind. Worse happens when the boy asks her if she is his fan.

“What?” Kusha says, perplexed. “Oh, um, yes, of course. I am your fan, um, truly,” she lies. She could lie believably if she had some ideas about them, which she doesn’t have. But then, the boy leans onto her too casually. And Kusha stands still until, in the end, she realizes it’s a pre-kissing position. He wants to kiss!

This time, however, Kusha remembers she must not jerk him away or accidentally slap his face out of her training impulse. So, this time, the Intuitionist, as politely as possible, backs off—smoothly as a dancer, slithering away from his side. The boy’s hand, which was around her shoulder, isn’t on her anymore.

I never read anywhere that I’m your fan could mean I want to kiss you. Kusha thinks, but it doesn’t get past her lips. You can be wildly rude to people you do not know. You can be mad at them. You can bark at them. But all these primitive senses of being savage with a stranger leave when you meet them in real life, and it all begins with a hello. That’s the problem with the current situation; she’s already said ‘hello’. She’s talked with them a little, if not much; she has smiled a couple of times at their jokes; now it’s hard to get back. Now it’s hard to be rude. Even though she knows these boys might not be following the same rules as hers, her rules make her vulnerable in a world where everyone has their own rules, where everyone is a player.

“I just meant your costume is great, um,” Kusha looks for abstract and general words she could use here, words that are unpaintable, words that people use to sound polite and friendly by praising blankly, the kind of words the politicians use to deflect a topic. Meera uses them sometimes when she is LIVE on her channels; and when she wants to avoid the truth (without lying). No way Kusha could ever do that. Certainly not during such a tense moment.

Yet when she opens her lips, she says something she never could. “But, when someone says she’s your fan, it means do not ruin the image they have of you by doing things disrespectable.” She parrots what she’s read in How To Interpret Politeness.

Ra and the boys do not seem to get it; perhaps the sentence was too complex for them, or perhaps they didn’t expect her to speak. They just laugh. Even the photographer, Salter, seems to be chortling while doing whatever he was doing at the back. The rest of them continue to laugh loudly.

Kusha, of course, recognizes their laughter. In Meera’s drama classes, there was a list of laughters that she’s learned to identify. This particular laughter is called Whatever-She-Says-Laugh-At-It-Until-She-Agrees-With-You Laughter. There is even a book Meera wrote with this same title. It was a bestseller for years. These boys and Ra are laughing exactly like that. And then, there is another laughter the boy in the hat is adding. This one is called Erase-The-Space-With-Laughter Laughter. Meera dislikes this laughter. It’s banned in her studios. Meera says this laughter is ‘a meaningless continuation of the conversation’.

The boy is thinking about his next reply, and for some reason, he thinks he must laugh until his reply is ready. Sometimes, people think being silent while thinking could be taken as a weakness. So they laugh with the most force, or it will look like he forgot his speech. Meera disagrees with it. She says, be silent and add pauses as much as you need. She says silence is better than foolish laughter.

“Did you just call me disrespectable, girl?” The boy in the shawl says. “Do you even know who I’m playing? Do you have any idea who sponsors me? I get to be in the same room with the people I get to play, and I have direct communication with these people who could make you piss in your pants just by their presence.”

“Yes. Did you even see them in real life?”

“It’s hard to meet people of those strata, you know?”

“You couldn’t even in a dream.”

They all say one after another as if they have rehearsed this moment, and they’re delivering their verses right when they must.

Kusha feels a burn on her face. She is sure that she met the Mesmerizer during the High Auction. And she truly believes she’s met the real Monk tonight, in a War Turf that’s invisible in the World Map. Yet, at the moment, it feels as if maybe she didn’t meet him. Somehow, four persons repeating the same things mud her truth; it makes her rethink her reality. Kusha wonders whether she was at the War Turf, whether she met the Monk, or whether he saved her, literally carrying her as one would do to a mass of baggage. She begins questioning her night, and she feels small.

“Numbers persuade; repetition lures. Don’t get fooled if you hear ten times that you can’t do it, sweetie. Remember the one time someone said that you can,” Kusha remembers what Meera told her once.

Kusha smiles suddenly. The smile is weak and a bit dry too. Sometimes she wonders whether Meera brainwashed her just as Haley says, but other times, she feels glad that she did—in case she did it. Kusha slaps the boy in the shawl. It gives her more pleasure than she has expected. However, she immediately regrets it. You never hurt a fool’s pride—that’s the first rule of safety written in bold at the back of every martial art book she’s ever read.







9. The Tale of the Shit Pit
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Sometimes, people struggle to speak, not because they do not know the answer, but because they do know it; the perfect speech is right behind their lips. Only it doesn’t get out. They know the right answers bring trouble. Right answers cause wars. Sometimes, the right answer at the right moment breeds only enemies.

Perhaps, that girl doesn’t know it yet, the Monk wonders. She spoke too little at first, which brought her trouble, and then, she spoke too much, releasing everything she held since the beginning. More trouble followed, of course. But the Monk doesn’t frown as he hears the last part of their conversation.

At his young age, their master made both of them stand in pits; the pits had human waste. It was to be one with the universe. “Human waste is a part of the universe; deal with it or not is your choice.” And that was all Master told them. He didn’t say you’re supposed to touch prana through decades of meditation. He didn’t say you do not force it. He didn’t say you don’t make it happen; you let it happen. He stopped saying those ever since that week. It was a week to remember. Perhaps he decided that the universe doesn’t choose everyone’s path the same way. Perhaps he thought they could do it; perhaps he believed they were ready for the training. And that training isn’t for anyone weak. If you love indulgence, the training of the shit pit isn’t for you.

And there’s only one rule: do not die in the shit pit. They both were in there for weeks, each alone in a separate pit, but separate or not, all people shit the same.

Food was sent from above with a rope when Master thought they needed it. The training was their final phase to sensing prana, to touch the universe. You accept shit, and nothing can hurt you. You accept every part of the universe, the universe accepts you. It lets its prana into you, and you become free. They needed that prana to heal themselves. Their bodies were rotting from bacteria—being in the gutter and lacking sunlight. After that training, they were never the same. To this day, they’ve never talked about it. Not once.

Ruem, as a young boy, used to say the phrase ‘deal with shit’ a lot. He stopped saying that phrase after that training. You stop saying ‘deal with shit’ when you deal with shit literally.

So, yes, the Monk doesn’t feel cringed anymore. He doesn’t feel hatred for anything; he doesn’t frown; he doesn’t roll his eyes; he doesn’t sigh when he witnesses human stupidity, for he knows what every event in this life game is—a drama to stir you, a farm to make you walk along a designed path, a show to make you act. As long as you react within the things in the list, the dice succeed. Who designed it? He doesn’t know, but he has realized why the mystics do not react. Why they don’t play the game. Why they only wait for the end.

If he never had that training, right now, as he watches some youthful bubbles of energy taking on a girl, he would’ve felt a shiver in his skin, the kind of shiver you get when you mud your shoes with shit. But thanks to his training, the Monk doesn’t shiver. He doesn’t bat his eyes. Not even when he sees the boy pulling her clothes is wearing a shawl, now he takes the girl’s sari off her shoulder.

A noise of fabric tearing is audible from where he stands, and as the boy does all that, he slips off from his sandals too. Even though they’re not exactly a monk’s sandals, they have transparent straps for comfort, and he gets off balance while doing whatever he does.

The Monk remains calm. “Pico, how far is your Hermes?”

“She is close,” Pico says, “You said it’s not an emergency.”

“Kids make situations to emergencies quickly these days.”

“What’s the emergency?”

“She is fighting back, but they’re trying to strip her.”

“Foul play!” Pico says, “But fighting back sounds good.”

“Not that good. She is wearing hazardous clothing.”

“Right, ‘sari survived that long because of men’s sexual fantasies—their hands weren’t expert enough for buttons, which happened because their mothers kept them away from girls for too long,’ says one of the recent articles by a famous clothing designer,” Pico explains. He has been reading all articles and books that came out everywhere in the last twenty years; it’s his way of catching up on his lost time. Sometimes it causes him to spit out unnecessary information, just as poking a child holding too many chocolates would cause her to spill some.

The Monk ignores Pico. He didn’t want to intervene in civilians’ lives. Most High Grades avoid being around the unevolved ones; it’s something he’s never agreed to. And yet, from countless incidents in the past, he’s decided it’s best not to make direct contact with the ones who see him only as a war hero. So, Pico has hired a Hermes using the Ether signals the Junklandians use.

“Your Hermes may be late. Can you load me a hologram? Just any face would be fine. She is getting—” The Monk was about to say hurt, and maybe he would’ve added too bad as adverbs, but he stops.

This girl intruded Turf Zero tonight, straight into his section—Section 19—the deepest and the most secured one of all, and not just that; she found the most protected hall, exactly where he was making the book. She survived a fire—the kind that comes after music, the kind that only that man can make. She was fleeing, but then she came back, only to open his door. And now she’s bleeding.

They’re making her bleed. It’s not some movies; it’s not a drama on a stage; it’s not a story or a life-threatening journey in fantasies. It’s real life, and in real life, the talentless do have the time to gang on others and make the skilled ones bleed. It’s the same old pattern: the below-average ruling the world because the intelligent ones are busy with the toys they make. Worse—they’re busy fighting over whose toy is fancier. ‘Your toy is fancier,’ the below-average claps, and the intelligent—giddy and proud—dances in their dreams, bringing more of those toys. ‘Oh! You don’t want to dance? We shall see how good you bleed.’

“Hey! Salt! Take her photos!” the Monk hears one of them saying. It’s the only girl in the gang, and she’s wearing Ra’s costume.

The Monk takes a long breath; if it had a bit of sadness added, it could be called a sigh. The universe doesn’t forgive a silent witness—the text Lidsus sent him a few weeks ago still received no reply. But it’s Ra’s costume, and Ra is never like that girl.







10. A Broken Cello
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Good cameras do not make sounds when they pan or hover; when they capture moments at precise times. They still couldn’t make them invisible, but from Rashad, Kusha has heard IF is trying to make some. She didn’t remark ‘illegally’ with a questioning tone added as she always does. Months ago, Haley found an old camera in the junk shops. That one makes clickety-click sounds when she takes a photo with it. Right now, that Salter boy at the back is holding a camera, perhaps he’s clicking it too, and it’s not making any sounds, but so what? In her mind, Kusha hears them: clickety-click, clickety-click, clickety-click.

The sounds are right here, in her ears. She hears them clearly, constantly. The boy is taking photos; she can’t see him. Not exactly. Her eyes, her hands, her legs—all busy fighting four, but her mind is fixated on that inaudible clickety-click, clickety-click, clickety-click.

Her clothing isn’t exactly where it should be. She might only be in a blouse—one that isn’t even in her size.

In the last seven years, she practiced fighting with Meera and Rashad—on the sand, on the water, and sometimes alone within simulations. She even got to apply her lessons in real life several times. The latest time was at an answer fairy’s place, and the people there weren’t even trying to shame her. It’s possible that anyone who knows Meera and Rashad from wartime is never truly a danger to her. But this gang of—what Meera would call brats born in the New World—may not even know the Gaumonts. Even if they did, the best they’ll do is cosplay them. Perhaps they really don’t know them. Perhaps they’ve never read about war heroes. Perhaps they’ve never read history.

The Intuitionist didn’t use her Gaumont name anywhere ever, but today, right here, right now, she wishes she could use her last name. No. She wishes they would know about her last name on their own. They want to beat her. They want to make her naked, and they want to keep proof of her misery in their cameras—all because they couldn’t make her theirs.

From her position, Kusha can’t see whether that Salter-with-no-costume is taking her photos. She tries to dodge punches from spiked fists, scratches from metal nails, and cuts from shuriken—they’re not fake; they’re made of real steel, as real as you can find in the cities. While dodging, she tries hard to keep her blouse on. And she tries harder not to fall to the ground; falling will allow them to kick, and she won’t be able to block those in a sari.

Don’t fall to the ground … don’t fall to the ground … don’t fall to the ground … she thinks; blood tastes salty on her lips. A punch from Ra ends at her earing when she dodges in her usual sense of distance; it dips into her skin, making her bleed more. It’ll leave a mark, and there goes her chance to hide them all from Meera.

She tries not to curse herself for wearing a sari; cursing is rude. She moves her legs as much as she can, and she tries to move cautiously because of her jewelry—they make her slow. From the corner of her eyes, she also looks for where that camera-boy Salter might be. She tries hard to hide her face from his direction, which won’t work if he has multiple eyes hovering everywhere, which he has, probably. Does he have them? (a) Yes (b) No? Yes.

It won’t work long. She needs to run. In a second, she looks around the hall. She picked the clearest area before when she needed to rehearse. But now, she looks for hiding places, for covers. Darkness seems like a good cover when you need to hide.

Kusha searches for darkness. She finds it among the broken shelves of old documentaries and unopened boxes of, probably, playbooks. Musical instruments are lying around too—broken, dust forming on them, maybe never used. There. Darkness. She can hide in there, among the rows and columns of old shelves and closets.

Kusha slithers through them and runs to the closets. A sudden pull in her sari halts her from running. One of them grabbed it and running made it almost torn into two halves. It didn’t get torn. Not completely. But it sure got detached from her body. If it weren’t a gloomily-lit hall, everyone would’ve seen her flushed cheeks. If they weren’t young and unevolved, they could’ve felt how warm her face and ears are. She is only in her blouse and petticoat.

Meera buys her dresses sometimes, which let her be as much covered as she is right now. It’s not as if she is naked; it’s not as if too much of her skin is visible. So her visible waist and belly don’t embarrass her. What embarrasses her is that someone pulled her cloth, and she’s not enjoying it in the slightest. Moreover, she’s not prepared to defend herself. It was the boy in the shawl. He throws her sari on the floor into a mess, maybe in anger. Or maybe, he wanted to get a hold of her, not on her clothing. Yet, whatever happens, favors him the most.

She can’t get the sari back without getting caught. So she runs among the stored junk. She runs until she can’t tell where she may be. She hides as deep as possible, but hiding helps little if the movement isn’t soundless. It’s her gold anklet that is making noise. Thanks to the universe, it’s still unscathed. She kneels at a point and sits on the floor, mostly to give her thighs some rest. Her naked skin at the back sticks to a broken cello—dust gathered on it has grown thicker; it smudges with the sweat in her back.

Her body shakes, wondering what she will tell Meera about the sari. In the pitch-black darkness, her fingers find her anklet and its hooks. She tries to remove it, but her bangles make a clinking sound. They’re not gold; they’re crafted well by a jeweler Meera knows. Meaning: she shouldn’t lose them either. However, bangles come in the way the most whenever she blocks an attack with her wrists. So she removes her bangles first as carefully as she can.

She puts them inside the hole of the broken cello. Hopefully, there won’t be any roach poop, she prays. Even among all these, her face creases when she thinks of roaches, and god knows what else is there—in the cello. She removes her necklace too and puts it with the rest of them. Getting her earing out without moaning in pain becomes hard. She leaves her tikli for now. It’s not possible to remove it without help. Whoever said South Asian women’s attire was designed to make them the most vulnerable and to halt their progress wasn’t lying. Meera says: if you master defense in a bride’s attire, you have mastered martial arts. She wasn’t lying too. Kusha now believes it by heart.

She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes, attempting to hear them, her palm lightly grabbing her wrist where the bangles have dug in earlier because of blocking. It’d have been useful if she could heal herself. In films, characters fight all the time while bleeding. In real life, pain isn’t as ignorable as she thought it would be.

A sudden footstep makes her spine straight again. Next comes a whistling sound—a tune that reminds her of how someone might call his pet near him. If it were other times, she would be angry, but now, in the darkness, with two legs slow and leashed with a petticoat and her whole sari removed, make her feel a restraint—the kind that makes her not move at all. Better still than face anything unknown, unclothed, unprepared. But then, what would define prepared? How strong would be strong enough?

Kusha assesses them using her self-questioning. They’re all citizens—Grade C to D, and they have divided themselves to fish her out. One plays the supportive friend who gently reminds her of the consequences; another plays a foe who harshly speaks of the consequences. The next one seems neutral: only saying things that Meera would call general truth in a bot’s tone—just stating the consequences, no strings of emotions attached. The fourth one, Ra, is mostly gaslighting as the old women in all family dramas do—ones that are also made for old women. “I can hear your tired breathing … I can sense your fourth eye bag forming … Good girls cooperate … Alright, little kitty, you’re not a dumpster queen. You’re a colorful, magnificent empress. How about goddess?”

But then, a familiar voice comes like the first rain after a drought, and it comes so suddenly even the Intuitionist couldn’t anticipate it.

“Hello?” the voice says.

Kusha feels her heart exhilarated, hearing the voice. It’s Haley! She never thought she could be this happy hearing Haley’s voice. How did she find her? How come she couldn’t sense that she’d be coming? The Intuitionist almost jumps up and stands in response, but her reflection in the steel shield right before her makes her pause. It shows a girl only in a blouse and a petticoat, skin torn here and there, hair pulled out from places, lips puffy and blue, paint in the face smudged. Only the snail symbol at the center of her forehead is intact. Looking at it gives her warmth, a little, but no warmth in the universe could make her feet move. She doesn’t want to be seen by anyone she has ever met, not while she looks like this.

The Intuitionist stands still, listening to them. The gang sounds a bit startled at the intrusion of an outsider, but they soon gain their composure. They do their usual query and quackery with Haley, and Haley does the same with them. Unlike her, Haley sounds confident. Their voices resonate louder in the hall.

Kusha hears them. Several times, Ra speaks in native Bengali; Haley speaks it too. Kusha doesn’t understand that language enough, even though Meera tries to teach her, but no one needs to know a language to sense an argument forming.

“I came as a Hermes. Fighter class,” Haley states. “If you didn’t call me, maybe I’m in the wrong place?” she adds in a questioning tone. It’s visible she’s new, trying to sound professional.

“Maybe the wrong floor?” One of the boys says. Judging how cracked his voice is and how much nasal he gets when he speaks, Kusha recognizes him immediately. It’s the boy who is cosplaying the Mesmerizer. The boy doesn’t stop; he continues, “These services in local coms still can’t detect the right floors, I heard.”

“It’s Ether Com, and we can detect floors just fine, Citizen!” Haley sneers at the boy. Of course, she would. One remark about even the sewage in the Junk Land coming out of a citizen’s mouth, and she’ll make things personal, even though she complains about the littlest thing in the Junk Land every day. Kusha used to try hard not to roll her eyes whenever Haley did it around her, but right now, she smiles, hearing Haley’s tone. Her spine, too straight and concerned, relaxes a bit. However, it lasts only a while.

“Do whatever you were doing here; I don’t want to be late for my first time as a Hermes,” Haley says. Her footsteps, droning away from here, sound louder.

There! The hope is leaving. Now what?

Kusha feels the tickles in her belly, making her spine crooked, like when she gets angry at Rashad, but then he brings a pistachio drink for her, and she can’t even look at it or tell him that she wants it. Not even when Rashad walks away, taking the drink along with him.

Don’t leave! Kusha wants to scream. She even closes her eyes while thinking about it, as if closing them would somehow send the thoughts to Haley. As if fisting her hands together would somehow make her will stronger. ‘Sweats forming’ is a cliché that she’s read too many times in stories, but in reality, as Kusha sits quietly in the dark, she senses how it feels. Sweat is only the beginning when you’re in fear. What comes along is the wave at the base of her spin—rising and tickling her neck. It feels cold, colder than Meera’s cold-water training. Please, please, please, she screams in her mind.

What happens next is a coincidence, but the footsteps of hope come back. She is coming back! Just a coincidence. No need to think much about it.

“Well, boys and m’ lady, Citizens, it says I’m a Hermes hired to give you some beating,” Haley says, and, sitting in the dark isle of closets, Kusha can tell she’s pointing her fingers at them. She even imagines how Haley rounds her lips when she says ‘you’.

“Judging from earlier, it seems you kids earn your beatings on a regular basis,” Haley says, and maybe she wanted to add more, but something stops her. It’s not until seconds later Kusha realizes what has stopped her.

“I know that sari and that purse! They belong to—” Haley pauses. Perhaps she realizes what has happened. Or perhaps she thinks speaking is pointless. Or perhaps she simply has lost her words. “Where is she?” she asks.

“Who?” Ra says, definitely with a smirk. You never sound like that unless your lips are smirking wide, reaching the ears.

Haley doesn’t reply to them. Replying is a continuation of a stupid conversation at this point. She just screams as she always does, and she sounds loud as if the whole Convention will break because of her voice. “Kusha! Are you here? What did they do?”

The Intuitionist closes her eyes. What she feels now is too complex if you attempt to show it with images, with reels of moving pictures. It’s too hard to tell in words, but if you want to feel it, it’s like that moment when you realize your mother has finally found out what injustice was happening to you, but you’re too old to scream; you’re too adult to cry and run towards her, and of course, you’re half naked in torn clothes. So you feel you must not run to her and rather stay where you are, in the dark corner with your back sticking against the same old broken cello. So, you rather stay quiet. You rather not speak at all.

But isn’t that something all of them have faced? The ones who bully? At some point in their life, they have perhaps been in this situation. They’ve suffered; they overcame it; they learned the pattern of suffering. Now they want to apply the pattern to the ones who haven’t seen it yet. In the end, knowledge is just another tool; how you use it says who you are.

In her unbreakable silence, the Intuitionist holds her breath. Perhaps she thinks even breathing might let everyone find out where she is—doesn’t matter if it’s a foe or a friend. She is stuck in her limbo, in the momentary safety she finds in the darkness, in the solace of silence. And amidst all that, she hears a fight breaking. She hears Haley lounging at something, perhaps towards them—all of them. Because of wrath? Because of her duty as a Hermes—universe knows what Hermes is. Or because of friendship? The Intuitionist doesn’t want to find out. Haley is fighting them for her.

The thought sends tears to her eyes.







11. Rhythmic Runujhunu
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Sometimes, people lie so that the truth won’t hurt others. But other times, some do deserve to hear the truth. You want to tell them right to their face, but you don’t. You fear consequences, and those people wear your fears around them like a shield. How strong is the shield?

“Oh, dear! It’s as strong as your fears,” the Monk whispers from the shadows as he watches the thief in torn clothes and injured skin. The whisper doesn’t reach her. She has no tears in her eyes, but her shoulders whimper, her eyes shaking like a flame.

He was about to stop the kids who charged like a gang. Him interfering in such situations always needs more measurement, much thought, and careful planning. You can’t just beat up or talk directly at some random kids if you’re a war hero. That will make news. So you always need a third person to do your work. Pico said Hire Hermes is quite new in the Junk Land. It’s still illegal, but it should work in the Old City. His Hermes has arrived at the right time, so the Monk watches, standing still as stone, hidden along the shadows. She is doing well enough in a fight. Pico has mentioned she is a beginner; only beginners were available at fifteen minutes’ notice. So unlike professional Hermes, she doesn’t have many weapons.

Compared to her, the cosplaying kids have real blades. That boy has needles attached to the edges of his shawl. The Monk doesn’t frown, of course. During the war, his shawl had needles, true, but that was a mission-specific requirement. After that mission, he never got the time to get them out one by one. Not until the war ended and until things began to be peaceful. Meaning: if he weren’t a monk right now, seeing needles in a shawl worn by a kid would’ve annoyed him.

The Monk doesn’t get annoyed. He simply speaks in a deep voice. “Pico, can you mark every mention of needles in my shawl from every historical document?”

“Sure!”

“Erase them for me, will you?”

“Many of them might require your codes,” Pico mentions.

“Use every code you need. I do not want a mention of needles in my shawl from the wartime.”

“What about the private documentaries? Video clips?”

“I will compensate for their work.”

“Alright,” Pico says, “but it won’t work. The ones who know will talk. It might even become a myth magnified by the mouths.”

“Better myth than truth,” the Monk whispers, his eyes vigilant to the Hermes. “There was a boy taking her photos. Can you find him?”

“On it,” Pico answers.

The Monk wonders why that boy left. He was reluctant to be with the others since the beginning. Perhaps he wasn’t with the group after all. But then, why take her photos if he weren’t with the group?

“The boy disappeared. He knew where the blind points of the cams would be. It’d have been impossible unless he memorized where every cam in the Convention is, or he was constantly in access to that kind of information. Someone was helping him to get out without being seen,” Pico explains.

“Hm.” The Monk glances at the last image Pico has found of that boy. It’s blurry, yet something looks familiar. Perhaps it’s his pose—the alertness near his neck, the straightening motion he did in his spine, the swift bend in his knees into a stable position—the boy settled into a defensive pose for some reason, and it was too sudden. And then, he didn’t engage in any fight; he decided to run away. Why?

Why would he do that?

Moreover, where did he see that pose before? It’s not as if that defensive pose is unique. It’s used almost by everyone during martial training, but a subtle familiarity is there in his rhythm. The Monk realizes one thing, though. He knows why the boy has fled. It’s because of him! The boy, mysteriously, has sensed his presence! That’s an awareness you don’t see every day.

“Keep looking for the boy,” the Monk says.

“I’ve searched. I can’t find him anywhere. He might be using a disposable face, too.”

The Monk wonders what can make the youth of these days put on disposable faces so frequently. Fake faces are costly. And it didn’t seem as if he was participating in the Con. It means even the Con management won’t know who he is. The Monk sets the thought aside for now. He just has to. The next round of events doesn’t let him think of anything else.

It’s a gang of four—

They might not look strong. Their awareness of the surroundings may not be heightened, but the four of them together make a formidable group. The way they act seamlessly, one after another, it’s clear they’ve done it many times before. They’ve rehearsed it. They’ve applied it, and they’re professional in what they do. Perhaps, cosplaying is only the façade of what they really do.

The Hermes will face problems. Now that they have called for assistance even though they don’t need to. So, more of them are coming, and the Hermes—new and unprepared as she is—might not be able to handle it much longer. Last and worst: he, a war hero, whom everyone would rather worship and call god if it weren’t for him banning it, may have to descend from the veil and handle it on his own. Such things make people want to worship him even more. It’s a fact—experimented and proven on rodents in labs.

Very soon, none of the above situations make him worry—if he is capable of worrying as a monk, that is. What bothers him is the other girl—the thief who stole his book and probably stole the anklet of Queen Anwesha too. She is still hiding, never answering the Hermes, not once. It sounds as if the Hermes and the thief knew each other. The Hermes called her Kusha. That’s a major lead, enough to find her if that’s her real name. She is still frozen in … confusion? Fear? Perhaps both and more?

In the lost days of the old, he, too, had those feelings of numbness—those moments when not acting at all seemed like a good idea. It’s not every day you get to see your past unfolding right before you. Many would do anything only to witness such moments, even if it means making children fight in the spotlight as if they were some cats and dogs. Let’s wager who will lose a hand first.

Wonder who will bleed the most.

Maybe the girl will die sooner than the boy?

The situation worsens. More of the gang arrive with things—shields with sharp edges, rods with bent hooks, arrows with poisons, hammers, spears, swords, and many more. All fancy looking, Runes inscribed, shape-shifting, sometimes with innocent lasers but deathly if intensified. Weapons. In the end, that’s what they are, just weapons. People began making them. They’re for defense only—they told themselves. They’re to fight the bad guys, the tyrants. But in time, they realize weapons look cool, but making them is exhausting. Thus, everyone—tyrants and heroes alike—come into a truce—either with words or without them. Sometimes, a truce happens in silence: no words are spoken, only a nod or two, and that’s it; the truce is there. The Monk saw such a truce many times in his life.

Truce might sound like good news, but it’s not. Men’s impatience isn’t built to last long. A truce means peacetime. Where is the fun in peace? What to do with the cool weapons they’ve already made? It’s boring not to use them. It’s not profitable to hoard them in the basement. Let’s use them as tools for fear. Let’s terrorize the weak, the civilians, the new. There you go. That’s one use of the weapons rusting away with time, the weapons that men made when their youthful time was bubbling with unused energy because of underwhelming masturbation. There. Even in the dark storage, weapons have their use now. It might fall on your head anytime—inducing that thought is enough of a use.

It’s a gang of nine—

Each with a weapon, as lethal as they look. None of them should have a license, but so what? Label it with art, and wrap it around with performance; it will never need a license. All of them now attack the Hermes, who has taken quite some hits already. She is still trying to deflect and defend, but she may not be able to re-patch that jacket ever, and that eye will take some time to open again, plus that leg will sure need a healer from the city, and all these would be if she manages to get out of here.

Kids do make things an emergency these days. Don’t they?

The Monk doesn’t waste time. He approaches, revealing himself from the shadows. Anyone will notice him if they look. He goes along the aisle where the thief is still hiding, frozen in her thoughts. There’s no particular reason to go along that aisle, yet he does that. Only because it’s her—someone who broke into his den and stole his book. She looks meek now compared to earlier. Better she notices and sees who came to save her. Better she gives back the book she’s stolen—the modest Monk would’ve almost thought these things. Almost. Perhaps at some corner somewhere, he feels something similar—just a tiny bit, if not much, since he is a modest monk.

He was about to cross her; she was about to see him, but something happens. Something unexpected. He doesn’t know her enough that he’d expect a sort of behavior from her, but so far he has noticed, he could’ve never guessed this.

The thief stands—no trembling in her feet, no hesitation in her spine. Her motion is as fluid as a fountain, her steps as soundless as a tigress, her gaze as icy as the coldest planet in the universe. He was almost there, right beside her. He even saw her eyes—those eyes can never be called normal. Those eyes are as dark as the depth of a black hole. She can look at him if she wants, but she doesn’t. The thief, a completely different person—not even a person, an entity perhaps—walks forward like a doll. If she has a mind, it has only one goal—destroy them all.

The Monk doesn’t stop her; he only stops himself. Amidst all the chaos, a rhythmic runujhunu is the only sound that pierces his heart. Perhaps, a war hero needs not to meddle in, after all. Perhaps he should just wait and watch.







12. Madness of Justice
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Good people are always more in number. You don’t see them because they’re alone. They never think they need to band together, preparing for some war that may happen. In their imagination, it’s mostly peace rather than war; until the world shows them the war. While some others are always imagining wars. They’re always fighting something. In their head, monsters are attacking, and they’re always in this hunger to stab something with a sword or with a hammer. Just any sword isn’t enough; it must fall from heaven. Any hammer won’t be good either; it must be the one used by a divine warrior. It must have a legend; it must provide a fancy tale to tell. In their mind, these people are heroes. They always band together. Without their gang, they will never win, they know. Without oppressing together, they’re just those little men living in their fantasies with a fake hammer and their swords of deception. It’s only by being in a group their false swords become sharp enough to cut.

Truth wanders alone until it sees them, until it sees that the liars are winning, until they realize only truth can bring peace. Perhaps a gang of nine making someone you love bleed is one truth that could make your feet move, no matter how frozen you are.

The Intuitionist moves, yes, but she will never remember this moment, this trance that she’s buried her mind in. She will never know what she does, what has triggered her into doing all she does next. Because people don’t really remember their emotions—what they’ve passed through, what they’ve suffered—none of it. They all become sentences, a conclusion, a gist in their head, in their memories. Nothing else. That’s why people can reminisce about how their mothers used to beat them with rods, and then they can laugh about it. Past is past; just laugh it out—they say. Why? Because people only remember the summaries and the conclusions, never the details. And sometimes, those conclusions are edited by another—through whispers and therapies and pep talks.

Well, here is an exception: the Intuitionist will remember both the summary and the detail, and she can never be programmed with whispers. She approaches a mess; only mindless sheep following the first of its herd make such a mess. The runujhunu of one anklet becomes as rhythmic as ever. It’s not loud—at least not more than the screeches and wails of those who made one girl senseless. Haley came to fight for her, and now she isn’t moving. That’s a sight she can’t ever handle. Perhaps, that has been her trigger. What happens next cannot be defined with reason. Its causes cannot be explained; its sequence cannot be predicted. Only the visuals can be passed with words.

First comes the feeling. A push of quietness—maybe, if not of prana—or the call of danger, if not of death. Whatever it is, everyone feels it. Even the last one kicking the body of senseless Haley feels it; she stops and looks this way. The vision of a woman with jewelry on her head and painting on her face, combined with torn clothes and footsteps like that of a ghost floating on the water. Illusions or not—they’d make anyone pause. It’s not every day you meet the madness of justice. Yes, this’s what it looks like—a madness of justice.

Ever heard of the fingers of the One coming down and wiping out a whole realm—children and sinners alike? That’s how the madness of justice looks. When most parts of a limb rot, you cut the whole out. That’s a code of the universe you don’t want to call forth.

The Intuitionist, sleeping in her darkness, dances like a shadow. None of her movements is from any dance in the world. Her leaps and twists and those jerks in her neck couldn’t be turned into symbols and written on any dance sheet. There’s no music in the hall full of junk, but with her eyes and with her motion, she creates music in your mind. You hear it—clear and loud. It asks for only one thing—your death if you’re guilty. Are you guilty? Then face the wrath.

She comes at each, twirling and swirling, sometimes tip-toeing, other times, howling like a tigress. Several times as spooky as a ghost. She comes at each, never once bothering to single them out, one by one. If you’re a truth, you can destroy all the false together. No need for stealth, no need for deception, no need for numbers.

Everyone howls as they’ve been doing before. Only now, the howls are full of tears. They need to save themselves; they need to hide in the shadows. But no matter where you hide, the Intuitionist always knows who you are and where you are. If your eyes have guilt, you’re doomed. The only way you can save yourself is by playing dead.

Some of them are smart enough to do so. They play dead, with their hands damaged, or perhaps, with their knee cap injured. Maybe they’ve received only one blow at their neck, and their world has turned black. If two ex-war heroes train you every day, some moves become a part of you. They appear in perfect forms when you let your subconscious rule you like a doll. Sometimes, that subconscious may be a part of the god; sometimes, it may be the devil. If only the Intuitionist knew what it was—god or the devil—she could call it more often. She doesn’t ask herself now, so she doesn’t know. You never ask questions when you are in a trance. You just do what’s asked of you to do. So, the Intuitionist does what’s asked of her from her within. She burns; she brawls; she breaks. No restraint in madness. Perhaps, no restraint even in killing? Could she kill?

The Intuitionist pauses in her spin—in the middle of her mad dance. It’s as if a bird was flying, but suddenly time has stopped, the world has stopped, and the bird remains stuck in its flying motion—still in the air. She pauses just like that. Her gaze finds that boy in a shawl—his leg injured but not broken. Not yet. His fake shawl is nowhere to be seen. He is dragging himself along the floor. Perhaps, never in his life had he imagined he could be punished for his actions. Perhaps he never believed that the universe always brings back what you give. The Intuitionist gazes at that boy: him she could kill.

She’ll never remember it, but if the boy makes it alive, he will remember what he saw in her eyes—it’s the darkness of a moonless night, the coldness of a world with no sun. It’s the lack of anything human; it’s the lack of life.

The boy wonders if he could beg for forgiveness. You can always ask for forgiveness, no matter who you are, as long as the one from whom you ask has something human. The boy thinks he can too, but then he looks into her eyes, and he loses hope. No way forgiveness may come from that pair of eyes. Dragging himself, he just runs.

You cannot convince someone who is not listening. She has shut her ears; she has closed her eyes. Meaning: it’s the end of his life. He called it upon himself. It’s his fault—the boy sees it. The death. He’s called death on to himself. A smile cracks on her lips.

The Intuitionist will never know how her smile looks. She will never know that everyone on the floor—scattered and playing dead—are very much alive, trembling in their fear for life, fearing her. When fear for life knocks on your door, you forget your rules of deception; you forget to play out your part. The boy forgets his lines; he forgets his demeanor. He tries to stand and collect his last energy to run. Maybe he could save himself. Maybe if he crosses enough distance from that—the madness of justice—he could still live. Could he?

Hope. No matter how silly it sounds, no matter how cliché it feels in the stories you read, it’s the most relatable. The hope that the nightmare will leave and a miracle will happen. Maybe someone will arrive and look into the monster, and it will disappear as salt dissolves in the water. Maybe there will be the apocalypse itself, and none of it will matter. Even another apocalypse will sound like hope when you are in hell. This is hell, and you are all in it. You have always been in it.

The boy looks at his friends. A quarter of them has broken ribs. From his fresh memories, he remembers he had his fingers on her. He touched her! How could he dare! He grabbed her clothes for some better shots of her skin. Oh! Why did he think it was a good idea?

“Mother is right; I don’t pause enough to think what’s a good idea … Mother is right; I never use my brain … mother is right, I’m such a foolish donkey, a two-inch poodle,” the boy keeps muttering under his breath. It might look as if he is praying. When death is upon you, anything you chant sounds like a prayer.

Oh, him she could kill! Yes, him she could kill! “You deserve it.” The whisper breaks into the darkness. And by the littlest chance, it echoes in the long aisle—in the space full of junk. It’ll need control of your voice to make an echo in that thin aisle. A heart, weak in its will, will believe what she’s just said.

“Does he?” someone speaks from the shadows. It’s a voice that belongs to no weak heart.







13. Mudra of Focus
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“Does he deserve to die?” the Monk asks her—the monster, the dancer, the thief of books and trinkets—what should he call her? Perhaps Word Witch? Or perhaps only Kusha. Names are important. A mind needs no name if you want it to hear you. But her mind isn’t in a normal state. The Monk isn’t a psychiatrist, but see the world for a hundred years, and you’ll get to read a book or two on anything, literally. Studying the mind is a must when everyone you know has a voice.

One look at her posture and then at her expressions—the still gaze and that curve near the lips—none of which is that uncommon among the ones he needs to stand with on a daily basis. Yet, looking at her, the Monk realizes the smile is new on that face, and that gaze isn’t common in her everyday life. Seeing her only for moments, he knows that it’s not her. Not exactly.

Mind is mysterious to many, but in terms of mechanics, it’s pretty basic. You see, you can code in it, and all you’d need are a blank page and the name of that page—the name that the mind listens to, the name the mind believes in. You call her by that name, and she is compelled to listen. You call her by that name, and she’s bound to obey. “Kusha,” the Monk calls her. If her mind is in a trance, she should respond when he calls her by her true name.

The dancer doesn’t respond. She is bent on that boy just as she was, her hand aimed at the boy’s throat—palm open, three fingers sticking to each other. Anyone with evolved senses will see the prana in it. She—or whatever is inside that body—is aiming to kill, to slaughter with bare hands.

“Kusha,” the Monk addresses her again, this time with voice, with prana infused in his throat. And to be safe, he pulls will from his death center—right below his naval—and releases it while speaking. If it’s her real name, she won’t be able to refuse this calling. In that case, the situation will be over sliding along the department of psychiatry, which is good. If not, it won’t be a case of psychiatry only. It will be more, and it’ll be dangerous. The Monk prays that she’ll listen; he begs in his thought that she’ll move at least.

The dancer doesn’t move. She refuses to be addressed by that name. So it’s not her true name. Hopefully, it’s because she is using an alias or some other reason that he can deal with human questions. But if not, how will he ask non-human questions?

“What do you call yourself?” the Monk asks, whispering.

“You want my name.” The dancer moves, suddenly giving him her full attention. Perhaps, it’s something she likes to discuss?

“Which name do you prefer?” The Monk presses on.

“Oh, I love to be called by many names,” she whispers, holding her position—sitting on that boy and still aiming her fist at death. “You care for the boy! You think he deserves to live.”

The Monk doesn’t answer. If she were anything human, evolved or not, she couldn’t have avoided his questions. He didn’t ask casually; he infused will, added influence; he even thinned the air around to make it sound right. Yet for the first time in a long while, someone other than a High Grade slithers away from his question and asks him back with something else. Important: she asks without a direct question, and he was tempted to answer.

This girl, whoever she is, is dangerous.

She is too close to that boy; her killing pose is held still. Minutes ago, she has proved she can move while being hidden in the air, as quickly as lightning if she wants to. Meaning: he can’t stop that open-palm blow if the dancer doesn’t want to be stopped. The Monk grows careful.

“A twenty-year-old deserves more chances, I believe,” he begins with something general but imposing, something that has no way to hurt her pride, yet it can plant an idea, a statement that can become a rule. Someone deserves something: it’s not an important statement unless it’s spoken by a monk. You say anything to a growing mind, and it will believe it, especially if you’re a war hero. So he didn’t want to impose at first. But it seems she’s not any weak mind, and he may not save the day if he holds back, if he doesn’t voice, that is.

“I did foolish things when I was twenty.” The Monk surrenders. You talk about your own mistakes when you surrender. Prideful people relax when they receive it. Perhaps, she or it is prideful?

Or perhaps not. The dancer narrows her eyes; her lips harden but relax soon. If the Monk weren’t observing her expressions, he wouldn’t have seen it. “You surrender too early,” she whispers.

What happens next can never be perceived with bare eyes, with unevolved senses. Perhaps the dancer or the thing in her body has pride, after all. It’s the pride that ignites when it gets fooled, even when it catches you only attempting to fool it. You tried to deceive her; now pay the price. The cost isn’t much; only one life of an ignorant; two, if her mood changes. She decides who is ignorant. Not you. Not any kings or queens, not any false gods in the world.

The dancer, swift and sudden as lightning, proceeds with her open-palm strike. No more intending to kill. Just kill. She doesn’t pause to speak anymore; she has wasted enough words on him, hasn’t she? While all he has done is attempt to lure her, to deceive her.

The Monk lounges forward. Without warning, she moves, and so without warning, he reacts. Stop! He screams in his thoughts. He doesn’t speak. The scream doesn’t get out through his tongue or lips; it comes as a will. He grabs her wrist when it’s inches away from the boy’s throat. His other hand, on impulse, positions in front of his chest, making the famous mudra of focus—pointing and middle fingers open and held together while the rest three closed into a fist. He thought he needed to save her; perhaps he was too late in saving. Now he must save others from her. It’s the same old pattern, and there’s only one way to counter it. Time. Just let time happen to her while she releases all her energy. Meanwhile, remove her target to something else, something more resilient. In her case, it’s him.

The Monk, swift in his motion and quick in his craft, wills the air around him. It brings dust. It brings movement, and along with them all, it makes his shawl dance without control. Distraction.

The dancer perhaps wasn’t ready to meet someone who could speak to the wind. “You speak,” she whispers again, “to the universe,” she adds a hint of wonder. A smile is visible on her lips, her dark eyes twinkling. Perhaps she understands that the man in the shawl wants to divert her attention away from that foolish boy. She knows she shouldn’t give him the attention, but it’s not every day you meet a soul who speaks to the universe. So the dancer with an almost-torn blouse and ashen petticoat gives him the attention he seeks. She dances.

Dance may sound as if it’s something to watch—something to praise and clap on, perhaps even to put some wager on, but no. This time, when she dances, it brings death. No matter if it’s a throw of her fingers or a knee blow after a spin, maybe a push with her palm—each could kill. Each could pierce through a body of flesh and bones unless the body belongs to a High Grade; unless someone knows how to amass prana and forge a shield. The Monk does what he needs to do. He forges his shield. He crafts with his prana; he deflects her strikes smoothly as the wind.

The Monk only defends She’s quick as a cobra. Several times, her speed and balance on her momentum make him wonder whether she is as good as the Mesmerizer. Perhaps even better? Or maybe it only looks better because she moves like a dancer. Who is she? Someone as strong as her lives on earth—he was supposed to know it. He was supposed to hear at least a whisper about her. But none. There was never a whisper about anyone like her. He has never heard of her. Now he’s fighting her knowing nothing beforehand.

The Monk still only defends. Attacking isn’t an option without knowing who she is or what she is. She appeared weak earlier. If this sudden surge of strength was always in her control, she wouldn’t have needed to hide. She wouldn’t have run away. She wouldn’t have waited in the darkness until her friend was beaten to a pulp.

While blocking more of her attacks, the Monk notices her injuries—the ones she’s received earlier. They are not healing. If she really had control over her prana, they would’ve healed by now. It’s not easy to smoothen prana into something that repairs living cells.

By the time when several closets, three of the bookshelves, and two of the old drum sets break—the Monk decides to apply an old trick. He mentioned that trick in the starting pages of Mind Alchemy. It’s a starter book for Defence Against Hypnosis in Evolution School.

If it works it’d be a day saver, and if not …







14. Mind Alchemy
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Words are the doorways to the mind. They can make you kill or heal; they make you buy things that do not exist—even things for which you’ll never finish paying. Yet sometimes, words don’t work. Sometimes, it fails to reach minds. Visions aid, then. Visions, images, imaginations—things that the brain has never seen before. Those can poke the mind. For centuries, priests told men that the imagination is the doorway to Iblis. Don’t imagine things! Lest you shall fall to the realm of Satan! You’ll succumb to the darkness. Who says? The ones who tell you ‘God wills it,’ instead of ‘if God wills it’. Most histories happened because of that missing if.

Men stopped imagination fearing the devil, and by doing so, they shut the universe; they shut the One. Minds with no imagination are slaves to something else—a priest, a ruler, their laws, the economics; perhaps some false gods, perhaps to the ideas they feed you. Or maybe none of them. Maybe minds with no thoughts follow someone who stands right before him. Someone throws a stone at a girl, and everyone in the herd does it. The law of the universe is simple: if you do not think, someone else will think it for you. That Satan you fear so much could be that someone; how would you know? You’re not thinking.

When a mind is enslaved to the point that even words can’t bring it back, all you’d need is imagination; all you’d need is only a vision, an image, or perhaps two. How will the Monk give her an image worth coming back for?

How will he apply this Mind Alchemy?

The mirror!

The Monk finds the mirrors along the hall of junk; only one lamp glows from the ceiling, and a portion of the floor is lit. Those mirrors will do. In the end, what nudges a mind is always one’s own reflection. Perhaps she’ll come back if she sees what she looks like. Perhaps, she’ll immerge again if she knows what she has become.

For it, he needs to get a hold of her first.

Minutes pass. The dancer, by then, throws dozens of attacks. No one is here to see them, but she’s got her style. If she ever remembers these moments, she’ll be proud of her moves.

By the eighth minute, her shoulder dislocates as the Monk deflects her attack recycling its energy back to her. If she were a human, she’d have stopped now. No one should fight with dislocated shoulders. Fifteen hundred years ago, there was a warrior, a woman who shielded her prophet while the rest of the men feared. She got a dislocated shoulder just like this. History says the hand was bothering her. Movement gets hindered when a hand dangles from the shoulder. So she tore it apart from her own body and stood again to battle the oppressors, to protect the one who speaks the truth. Events of fifteen hundred years ago in the land of golden sand can inspire in ways, depending on what you imagine, whether you imagine at all, or whether you let others imagine everything for you.

Whichever it is, the Monk remembers this particular history. The vision invades his mind like a flash. He doesn’t know why he sees it. It’s not as if the dancer is doing anything like that. You don’t tear off your limb out of a whim; it’s not a battle of survival. She’s standing yards away, still as stone, her lips playing with a smile. Then why did he think of that? Just seeing a limb dangle from the shoulder should never stir images in his mind, should it? He is a monk, after all. Nothing stirs images in his mind unless he wants it.

But then, he sees it coming. The dancer slowly makes that motion; she kneels to the ground and places her wrist under her feet, waiting to stand suddenly. Considering her strength, it will tear that hand off her shoulder.

The Monk will never understand how he knew it before she even tried to do it, or is it that she’s doing it after the thought came to his mind? He even wonders whether she can sense his thoughts. He thinks no further. Whatever she does, she mustn’t sever her limb.

The Monk speaks to the wind, making the dust whirl; it creates a veil around her. So far, she seemed capable of sensing without her eyes, but he needs only a bit of her confusion, no matter how momentary that is. And she gives it. The precious pause and that exquisite confusion he needs come soon enough. She squats, ready to detach her hand; that’s when the Monk lounges towards her. This time, to save her from herself.

With a few twists of old Jujitsu and some locks of his own invention, the girl—the dancer, the thief of books and trinkets—gets bound to his hold. Bound, but not settled. What she does could be described with words, but it’s basically wrestling. It’s fun to watch when toddlers do it.

The Monk takes her to the mirrors. She is not looking, but his hands aren’t free to make her look. Freeing the locks wouldn’t be a good decision. How frustrating is it that all she has to do is to look, but you can’t make her? She will not see, and you do not know what name she believes in, so you can’t call her; you can’t even make her listen. Frustrating!

The Monk closes his eyes, settling his mind. The girl still wrestles within his grip. In that chaos, he whispers something in her ear, something that he remembers from long ago:


“The Age of Truth is coming. Thus, I command you, the False, the Imposter. Look. Look into the mirror.”



The Monk speaks with voice, and the result surprises him. “That’s the power of truth,” Ruem used to say. You may not know their true names, but whoever invades the mind is a liar, an imposter. In a way, ‘Liar’ can be their true name, and they’ll be bound to listen.

The beast or the girl becomes still as a winter night. The Monk opens his eyes. In the mirror, he can see himself holding her locked. Her gaze becomes meek after what he’s said, but the smile comes back slowly at the corner of her lips. Well, at least she’s looked into the mirror. That’s a good start.

“The Age of Truth will not come until the Age of Lies comes,” the girl whispers in a tone that is neither broken nor smooth. It’s as if she has swallowed a glass after chewing it.

“Yes, and it’s been the Age of Lies for a thousand years, Liar and the Imposter. Leave. You do not belong here,” the Monk commands.

“I can smell it in you, Monk,” the girl says; she almost sneers when she says ‘Monk’. “The book. You seek it. You saw it. You touched it. Soon you’ll read it, and it will take what you hold dear. That truth that you’re proud of will be the end of you.”

“I heard your kind hates monks who seek through experiments. Never saw it with my own eyes,” the Monk says. “Doesn’t the prophecy say the Age of Truth will begin when monks are scholars, and the scholars are also monks?” Well, he shouldn’t have added the tone in the end. Now her wrestling becomes unmanageable.

“We will get our earth back. It’s ours. It has always been ours. You are weak; you’re nothing. Even the Earth hates you. Its gravity gives you pain within thirty years. It pulls your skin ever since you’re born. It’s easy to manipulate you all. You do not belong here,” the beast says; this time, her voice is harsher. Her tone pierces the night. She doesn’t smile wickedly, as she was doing the whole time, but her fake skin with paint crinkles in wrath. The Monk doesn’t shiver seeing it, but he’d describe it as unparalleled wrath if he ever needed to write it.

“Leave, Imposter and Liar!” the Monk commands; this time, he brings the prana from below his naval and releases it. The girl is still in his hold; he can sense the change of energy in her entire body. Something is moving, but she’s full of hesitation. The shift is happening, but it’s slow. Whatever leaves doesn’t want to leave; whatever comes back doesn’t want to come back. She’s still looking into the mirror.

“Haley is your friend.” The Monk doesn’t ask whether she is her friend. He affirms it, giving her no option to think or deny; he commands only with truth. Sometimes, the simplest truth can poke the strongest of minds. “She is your friend, and she needs your help,” he repeats as if it’s a mantra, as if it’s a prayer.







15. The Switch of Healing

[image: ]

The first yoga pose Meera taught her was the Corpse Pose. The Intuitionist remembers it now more than ever because she’s doing it at the moment.

Her body is still, her lips frozen, her eyes gazing at nothing in particular. The war hero has fixed her shoulder, and then he has healed her in a way most would call dramatic. She doesn’t remember what happened: how she got her shoulder dislocated or how she got her blouse torn to this point. She is supposed to find out what happened. She’s supposed to check on Haley, and she should’ve texted Meera universe knows how many times by now, but she does none of them. She only stares at nothing, lying like a corpse.

Her moments began with looking at the mirror while a sharp pain gushed at her shoulder. Then she wished it was just that, but it wasn’t. The pain, as powerful as it was, spread everywhere. In her hazy visions, she felt the Monk war hero approaching her, or maybe he didn’t approach; maybe he was close to her already—she can’t remember. He knelt on the ground, coming in level with her, and smoothly slid his palm along her shoulder. He pushed her suddenly in a specific direction as if her bones were a set of cubes in the Rubik’s puzzle, and he knew exactly what turns would match them.

Her shoulder cracked back to its place. Next, his hand slid even lower, down to the center of her back, and that happened through her blouse—the almost torn blouse. The Intuitionist felt her brows shaping into a frown as if whatever part of her skin was revealed already wasn’t enough; as if the man needed to reach what wasn’t naked still. The pain lessened, but all she wished was he’d stop touching her, that he’d go further away.

He didn’t stop, though. He made her lie down on her back—straight, hands fallen on both of her sides like a corpse. And then, he makes a tiger-claw fist. It stayed in the air for seconds and then came down to her navel. He gripped her skin around there—possibly that he also gripped her intestine, and he gave it all a twist. Yes, he literally grabbed her belly with a tiger claw and twisted it as if her belly was a screw of her truck that could be winded with a wrench. Finally, he held the grip. Thank universe! Monks keep their nails groomed.

She gave a short whimper, but soon she became silent. The entire time she stared at him, trying to see if the man gave any ugly looks. No matter who you are, if you’re a man with grey hair, the girls will have an extra eye for you. “That’s ten thousand years of instinct passed down through their gene, no offense,” Meera usually tells Rashad.

But then, what began after the war hero finished with his grip could only be termed an explosion of bliss. She has heard about the Tiger Claw Twist in the center chakra, but she never experienced it. Painful as it has looked before, it sure is bliss. No wonder it’s called the switch of healing.

For minutes now, she lies flat on the floor in the Corpse Pose, enjoying the prana boost of a kind she never felt before. She hears noises around. Perhaps, it’s Haley. Perhaps, she has been taken to the hospital, or perhaps the war hero is healing her himself. Whichever it is, the Intuitionist lies on the ground—no care to the world, for it’s a bliss she never wants to lose.

After what seems to be a long time, she senses the war hero approaching her again. The noises around are gone, and from her vision zone, she can tell that the war hero has just sat somewhere.

Probably on the ramp where the drum set was? Yes.

His gaze feels intense; soon, she wonders where Meera’s sari is. If half of it survived, she could use it as a cover. She’s never conscious of her own body as much as Meera emphasizes, but she is sure Meera would have frowned if she saw her now.

Or maybe he is not gazing at her skin exactly. Maybe she feels awkward because she stole his book this evening. Maybe it has been in her own mind the whole time. What makes it worse is that he is silent; he is not asking about the book or what she was doing in that War Turf. He sits there, not talking, only staring.

There are thousands of things she wants to tell him, starting with ‘it’s rude to stare when someone is almost naked,’ but she doesn’t. And this time, it isn’t because she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. It’s because of that prana boost, that bliss. She doesn’t speak; she doesn’t move. What if she moves, and the bliss goes away? For the first time in her life, she is scared to lose a feeling, a sensation. If she could, she’d have bottled it and treated it like some treasure.

“That’s what happens when you drink prana. You drink it once, and you desire it forever. You never want it to stop. You never want to pause … the flow,” she whispers like the drunken sailor who fell in love with the moon. But then another voice begins when she ends:

“That’s when the talking stops. All the hanging outs, all the times you would’ve spent with people otherwise—all of those ends. Because talking needs focus. And deep down, you know you are not strong enough; you are not expert enough to keep prana flowing while you speak. Deep down, you know drinking prana hasn’t been installed in you. Not yet.” The Monk whispers in a tone as if the words belong to him.

“You read The Book of Prana!” the Intuitionist speaks, suddenly curious, forgetting that her precious feeling is about to wither away.

“I wrote it. Co-authored it with a few others,” the Monk says.

The Intuitionist moves finally and looks at him, not blinking. Suddenly, all the doubts leave. All those fears about whether the old man is trying to look at her skin, or whether he is eyeing her cleavage, or whether he has touched her more than he needed in the name of healing—suddenly, all those thoughts leave. You read an entire book by someone, and you feel as if you know something about that person. Suddenly this man with grey hair isn’t a stranger. Reading his words does what being saved twice by the same man couldn’t do. She gets up and sits on the floor. Her lips parted, one of her legs folded and brought towards her chest, attempting to hide herself with it.

“Why did you put Anonymous in the author’s name?” she asks.

“It’s a book of truth. We didn’t make the truth; we discovered it, like millions of others in the past. Besides, one of us objected to too many names on a book’s cover. He discarded a dozen cover designs for that one,” the Monk explains.

“It’s a simple black cover with a golden title.”

“The truth is always simple,” the Monk answers.

The Intuitionist holds her palm flatly on the base of her neck as if she’s healing herself, but she’s not. She’s keeping that part warm while hiding her skin as much as possible. Her blouse wasn’t that revealing, but after a fight, it can get to that point. Plus, her folded leg isn’t hiding her enough. It’s embarrassing to hide your body while acting like you are trying to hide it. Better act like your shoulder is still in pain even though it isn’t.

“Do you remember what happened?” the Monk asks.

The Intuitionist can’t know what he asks about, yet she guesses. Another time gap has happened as if her moments stopped at one point and have reloaded at another.

“No,” she says, not wanting to discuss it with anyone.

“Did it ever happen before?” the Monk asks again, giving her the time to think. “Did you ever feel like you didn’t know where you were or what you did for a while?”

That’s the story of my life, she wants to say, but she doesn’t. Meera would call it rude barking. So she remains silent until she comes up with a better answer. By then, the Monk asks her another question, probably thinking she doesn’t want to answer the previous ones.

“Who taught you to dance like that? I have never seen anything like it,” the Monk says. His voice has truth, but the Intuitionist suddenly feels the need to back off. The man is questioning while praising. If someone doesn’t answer your first question, begin the next with praises. Devil’s tongue always begins with praise. She knows it; it’s in the Basics of Defense Against Mesmerization. She remains cautious, not answering. Besides, revealing that Meera taught her to dance will lead him straight to her identity, in case he hasn’t found it out.

“Why did you come back for me earlier?” the Monk asks.

The Intuitionist lifts her brows. Now the man is questioning while expressing gratitude. Nothing compels your mind to speak as it does when someone says, ‘I’m truly grateful that you saved my life.’ Even though he didn’t say it yet, he just implied it.

Well, the implied gratefulness works a little, but not too much, because of her careful observation installed by Meera. The Intuitionist speaks with doubt. “It’s hard to explain,” she says.

“Try.”

“It’s bothersome to try.”

The Monk notices her sudden defensiveness. “Why?” he asks.

“Explanation needs words.”

“Like all teenagers, you hate spending words in the era of voice?”

“I’m not a teenager.”

“A rebel then? What were you doing on the Ground Level of the Old City? Underground, in fact. In a War Turf.” The Monk senses her voice. She was doubtful in the beginning, which smoothed while talking about the Book of Prana, but the doubt is coming back. Perhaps she knows the rules of questioning. Maybe that’s what made her cautious. Perhaps, being transparent is the only way to make it work. And he has to make it work. The girl, teenager or not, stole a book he needs, and he has to know where she has kept it without hurting her pride. Well-dressed thieves usually have powerful pride. They steal, and then, they feel they should get crowns for how smartly they stole it. In the era of many thieves, plunderers award each other for fooling people the best way. Their faces get engraved on gold Books and silver Songs. This thief, however, stole a three-foot book. In his long life, the Monk has learned that you must play cautious if the thief is young.

“War Turfs are historical relics,” the Intuitionist begins, “I wonder why that Turf is not registered even on the world map.”

“For safety,” the Monk replies. “It’s dangerous for the people in the Old City to lurk around there.”

The Intuitionist stares. She’s not interested in why that Turf is erased from the map or why an old warehouse hides its entrance, but at this point, she feels the need to be within a shield. Others’ weakness is always the best shield for the weak. Right now, she doesn’t want to be questioned about why she went there, why she stole the book, or why she’s looking for it in the first place. No one needs intuition to know the monk war hero is trying to get to that point. “The World Government is restoring the War Turfs and turning them into museums,” she says.

“Many other Turfs are erased too,” the Monk says. “Things happened, and not all of them are for children’s amusement. No need to think much about it. There is no conspiracy here.”

“With dozens of war tanks in just one hall in one basement? I wonder what the entire Turf holds. Nothing secret?” The Intuitionist emphasizes on secret; this time, she exactly copies the tone Meera’s chief news reporter uses in his final arc. While doing all that, she also prays she doesn’t sound too childish. You don’t want to sound childish while trying to scare another, a war hero, no less.

“Preserving antiques. Say they have sentimental value. Besides, an old man needs a basement for paper crafting. Don’t you think?”

The Intuitionist doesn’t reply. The man has reached the point when he will ask about the book. He will definitely ask about it now. What will she say? Should she give it up? Can you ever steal something from a century-old war hero and get away with it? Especially when he is two yards away from you? Yes isn’t an option. It’s No.

“You don’t think I’m lying, do you?” the Monk says.

“No one needs to lie to hide things. All you need is for the question not to arise,” Kusha repeats what Meera always says.

“Why do you want the book?” the Monk asks; the inch-size square drive he found on his desk swims along his fingers.

The Intuitionist looks at it. Her lips are pressed together, trying to convince herself that she doesn’t want it. “You won’t understand.”

The Monk pauses not because he intends to but because he needs the time to think. When someone born in the New World says, you won’t understand, it’s probably best not to pry on it because she will never change her mind. She seems unevolved at the moment. She was unable to heal herself, yet earlier, she fought him with strength, with beastly instinct, if not with skill. If she doesn’t remember how strong she has been, perhaps it’s wise to hide it for now. He wouldn’t have to lie to hide it. It’s just as the girl says—the question doesn’t have to arise. However, she does speak cleverly sometimes.

“Give me my square drive,” the Intuitionist demands.

“Why?”

“Because it’s mine.”

“And in it is my data.”

“It’s not your data. You stole it,” she demands again. This time, it could be called rude barking. “A collector of truth who gave away his credits to the highest-sold book in the world is suddenly attached to another book he didn’t even write?”

A twinkle flashes in the Monk’s eyes. As he has thought, the girl is clever with words, even though the words are still not in control of her voice. Moreover, she can’t edit in her head before she speaks. Pico mentioned her dance earlier is getting views with hashtag voice. The Monk wonders whether she knows what it means. “Stealing needed work,” he says, “And crafting the book needed laborious work. That makes this copy my property. You are welcome to steal from the original, which is in a place I wouldn’t call exactly suitable for you.”

“Truth is simple. Lies, on the other hand, needs complex explanation to become truth—Book of Prana, 19:38,” the Intuitionist speaks without blinking, and this time, without barking. The smug smile that almost came to her lips is not intended, but it came in handy.

“Where is the book?” the Monk asks; he doesn’t impose her to tell him at first. Everyone gets one chance to comply on their own.

“Someone told me to have respect when one takes time to craft something. Give me my square drive, and I’ll give you the book you crafted with your own handmade paper,” she proposes.

The Monk gazes at her longer than he needs. He sure has heard those words somewhere. “Who taught you to dance like that again?”

The Intuitionist gets cautious. She shouldn’t say too many things that Meera tells her. This is the monk war hero, and he knows Meera and Rashad too well. Does he know who I am? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

“Um, I learned from tutorials.”

“Your details didn’t look like you learned without a master.”

“It shouldn’t be your concern.”

“It is my concern. I’m researching a dance, and I believe some of your moves are stolen from it.”

“I can get moves online. You don’t own a dance genre.”

“It’s a dead dance, unavailable online. The moves you’ve taken are from an ancient temple, and I patented the rights to research it for a few years. So, technically I do own this genre of dance,” the Monk explains calmly. Calmly enough to annoy a girl born in the New World, that is. “Now, I don’t want to file any complaints on a beginner in a School of Evolution for trying to revive a lost art.” The Monk throws the last bit of information as a guess. At her age, she shouldn’t be a beginner, but her prana felt to be of someone who is only starting in the School of Evolution, and since she’s wearing a CRAB, she’s a citizen.

“I’m not in any evolution schools yet,” the Intuitionist says.

“Ungraded, then? Which means it would make things worse for you. Not to mention a young dancer with talent. It may affect your prize in tonight’s con,” the Monk adds. When her face looks puzzled at this point, he adds more, “Yes, you’ve won in today’s con, and you should know, more than a dozen candidates got banned tonight from all cons worldwide. The reason will never come out in the media, but you made some permanent enemies. One more thing, the boy who was taking your photos ran away. It got hard to track him, but nothing is impossible if you want to do it.”

The Intuitionist loses the words she thought she could conjure. The list of favors he has mentioned that he has already done for her and the list of more that he can still do means: prepare yourself for what I will ask of you.

“Now,” the Monk says, standing up from where he sits. He crosses the couple of yards’ distance between them and stops right in front of her. He stands still, not speaking yet.

The silence makes the Intuitionist compelled to stand too. You don’t want to stay on the ground when someone stands a foot away from you—not bending, not giving his hands. Not when all you can see are the couple of greyish-brown eyes looking down at you. That’s when you stand up—never shaking, never bending, not caring that you’re just in a torn petticoat and blouse. And you absolutely never try to hide your half-naked body with your hands or legs or hair.

“My book,” the Monk says when she stands up.

“I want my square drive,” the Intuitionist says in a more demanding tone than she intended to. In fact, she thinks it’s foolish to demand anything at this point. She broke and entered his territory; she stole what he made with work—laborious work—as he’s said; she even made him save her and Haley from those kids—maybe not intentionally, but he came to help. And there’s no reason she shouldn’t give him what is already his. The man had to go through enough distress tonight. At this moment, his warehouse and his War Turf might still be burning. The Intuitionist was about to say where the book is. She really was prepared to give up the book that brought trouble after trouble for centuries. She was about to tell him, that is. It’s not her fault if the universe wants things differently.

The Monk closes in and stops at enough distance to call it not touching, but he makes sure his movement makes her surprised. You always need your victim to be surprised, no matter whether you want to kill her or kiss her; how about when you mesmerize her?

“Look into my eyes. Tell me the truth, and only the truth,” he says, choosing his words—simple but prolonged, commanding but softly, striking but repetitive. In the end, only repetition makes it a prayer, and prayer always codes the mind.

“You want the book. Maybe you love it, maybe it calls you. It has called many. It has called me too. We can read it together. We can seek it together. Many minds are better than one, right?” the Monk pauses. He begins with a whisper, but it slowly resonates into a deeper tone. He begins with lines that she believes to be true. By the time he ends, his words are something she may believe to be true, or she may not. Depends on what she decides. But if you’re not evolved enough, you’ll never decide on your own. If you’re unevolved, you’ll always agree because you’ve agreed to the previous words he’s spoken. Because his previous words are universally true.

Luring never happens in the first sentence nor during the last. True luring happens somewhere in the middle, where things are half true. And the prey eventually agrees because he has agreed before.

“I need the book, just as you do,” the Monk whispers as if he will beg the next moment, but his voice shows that he is far from it. “You know where it is,” he says, not asking the final question. Not yet. “You have kept it safe,” he says—another truth she wouldn’t deny.

She doesn’t deny it. In fact, for a split second, her neck bends a little. She nods, her gaze warm like the sun and frozen like the moon. That’s when he says his final words: “You will tell me where it is.”

* * *

When the night hits its middle and the drama for the day is finally over, hopefully, the Monk leaves the convention building on the 689th Level of the maze—the Old City. He leaves without giving the speech the Con management requests him to deliver. Pico provides them with a reason for his sudden appearance and disappearance.

“You didn’t voice her,” Pico remarks at one point. “You could do it in one sentence, but you went old style.”

The Monk looks at the square drive in his hand. His fingers trace it as if it will reveal something magically only from touching it. Well, it reveals nothing, but it sure digs something somewhere in his consciousness. He knows where the book is; he will get it by the end of the night, and then he’ll never have to think about the girl again. At least, that’s what the Monk believes. “She is Ungraded,” he answers Pico. “I’m not supposed to voice her.”

“The codes of honor never said you can’t voice a lower grade.”

“I never believed in those codes or Grades. I only went along with the Council that day to protect the ones who must be protected.”

“I’ve seen you following some of the codes,” Pico replies.

“Mustn’t lie and must heal the wounded?” the Monk says. “Those are common sense. They do not need to be in some tablets to be the laws. So I took the vows; now I must keep them.”

“I never saw you touch the lower grades other than to heal or protect,” Pico says again, “surely that’s not a code of common conduct. Is that for the vow too?”

“The code on touch came from some women in the First Council. They specified that the lower grades are more intimidated by the higher ones just from their presence. Therefore they tend to be more like children and teenagers who are prone to not denying things they do not or should not want. Let’s say the First Council defined the touching of lower grades by a higher one as similar to pedophilia. And time made it a shameful thing. But yes, it’s also for the vow.”

Before leaving the Con, the Monk finds that tie-seller boy again. He gives him the hover cart as he said he would, though the boy hasn’t finished reading the book. You don’t finish The Book of Prana in hours. That was an unfair demand in the first place.

The boy looks giddier than ever. “Is everything written in the book real? Can all these really happen? Can people do those things?” He asks in a hurry as if he needs the answers within the next two minutes, and then he must catch the last Tunnelway of the maze.

“What do you think?” the Monk asks back.

“If it was real, why would Anonymous tell everything?”

“Why wouldn’t he?”

“Because people don’t tell such secrets unless they’re all lies. No one could possibly reveal all these for free. No one would leave them easy for everyone to find?” the boy says. His expression is full of doubt, but one thing is there, somewhere in the corner of his eyes—hope. He doesn’t believe it. Not yet, but he wants it to be true. He wants it to be real. He will gladly believe in the extreme possibilities of prana than in the blankness. Because where he lives has nothing, but even in nothingness, prana is something. If there is prana, it means he will own at least something that no one can ever take. The world of infinite power is here, right in front of his nose. Is it real? Is it true? It couldn’t be, could it? “If it was real, the corporates would have bottled it and monetized it already,” the boy speaks his last fear.

The Monk pauses for a moment. “If you don’t believe there is a sky above you, you won’t go up and see it for yourself. You don’t try to find something that you don’t believe exists, do you? Lack of faith always protects the secret from the ones who do not deserve it.”

“So anyone who looks deserves to find it?” the boy asks.

“Anyone who looks deserves to find it,” the Monk says. He was about to leave when the boy asks him the last question.

“Mister, all who own the industries are High Grades. They all believe in prana. What if they find it one day? What if they find a way to bottle prana with a machine?”

“We are the machines; only our bodies can bottle prana,” the Monk says; he was about to add more, something wiser and more innocent. But something pulls his throat. He suddenly remembers what the beast inside that dancer told him tonight. He knows what will bring the Sattya Yug—the Age of Truth everyone is waiting for. Ruem told him right before leaving Alphatech. He showed him a portion of an old scripture: When the Truth and the False converge, the end of times will come, and it will bring the true Apocalypse.” So yes, the Monk knows it. The Age of Truth is coming, but it will not come until the world is ravaged by the Age of Lies.

“Climb up the maze and see the sky. If you don’t like it, go and find another sky, even if you are alone beneath it. Don’t live in the maze because others are living in it,” the Monk tells the boy and leaves.







16. The Age of Truth
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They say the devil was born in the eighties—the eighties of the Old World. And to fight it, the last of the saints were being born for the next thirty years. Whoever kept records of history, they know four of them are here, in the lounge of the Gaumont Manor. Time made them all do things and undo even more, but none called themselves saints. Never. Living long has its perks, but if you are in society, sainthood is the last thing you achieve.

Luima has the leanest figure—being from the original natives from around here. For a hundred years, she’s been seeing the darkness of the world, but it doesn’t stop her from keeping the best in sports titles within her people. Nazeli—the one with a turban around her head is proud to say she doesn’t have a father, but no fashion festival in Alpha happens without her. ‘The most efficient designs are always in nature,’ she tells her students in the workshops.

The last of the guests is Hussaini. In her early life, she was a model with a fierce tongue who wouldn’t mind baring her body. After the war, she’s a reporter with a tongue fiercer than ever, and she keeps most of her skin covered with stitchless pieces of cloth. When someone asks her about it, she answers, “I’ve seen millions stuck doing the devil’s bidding. I’m only doing one thing the devil dislikes. It’s a thing I can choose, and it gives me a sense of control. Besides, it keeps my prana thicker if you need scientific a reason.”

“How do you know what the devil says?” people ask her, and she says, “Oh! The devil is where the trend is. When the church was the trend, the devil was there. When peace was a trend, the devil was there. And now, wisdom is the trend; the devil is here too.”

In Gaumont Manor, Meera hosts them all. They sit in a circle—a quilt made from old saris is in their center. Each holds a corner, and they sew in it with threads and designs. Locals call it Nokshi Kantha, and it will raise a million gold Books in fundraising.

“He called me a drama-maker the last time I met him, that Mesmerizer,” Hussaini says.

“Well, news has more drama than truth,” Meera says.

“And dramas have more truth, you mean,” Hussaini says.

“Isn’t that why you’re not taking the last grade test?” Nazeli asks.

“Being a Grade A doesn’t help if you have to vow about never lying, not when you handle news channels,” Hussaini answers. “I can see why they picked me. A Grade B with morals—that’s a rare commodity, don’t you think?” Hussaini plays with her eyes, but her lips and jaws are rigid as if she leashes her anger with politeness.

In other times, Meera would’ve smiled, but now she doesn’t. Everyone has agreed to join this Nokhshi Kantha crafting session. Nazeli has even agreed to arrange the fundraising for it, making sure these hours become productive. But she didn’t call them to keep oil in their relationships. Each of them needs something from another. Most important: they’ll always stay together, as the motto of Alpha says.

“The woman left mark on my baby boy’s crib, and I didn’t even get the time to name my boy,” Meera says, finally coming to what she wanted to discuss.

“She dares!” Nazeli speaks in a local tone.

“Oh, she does,” Meera replies; her prana becomes denser in anger, and she relieves it all in each thread of her sewing.

The rest of the three women exchange stares at one another. They all have seen this face of Meera Gaumont before. This face has caused wonders. Perhaps another wonder is coming? Perhaps it’s time for another change? And they do not want to stop it. Stopping a wonder is never profitable. Even the devil doesn’t stop a human wonder. The devil lets it all happen. That’s the perk of being thousands of years old among the slaves who live only for decades. Let the wonders happen; the devil will get to use them a century later anyway. After all, it’s easier to use you when you are dead.

“You made quite an enemy of the Mesmerizer,” Luima remarks.

“He won’t harm my blood and flesh,” Meera says, tearing the thread with force when it needs to be torn down and then reshaping it in the next stitch, just the way it should be.

“What about the lovely girl you adopted? She is not your blood and—” Luima pauses, seeing the look in Meera’s eyes, but she continues. “You know, Meera, that we love her, don’t you?”

Meera doesn’t answer. She knew love before, in the old times, when her heart would feel the intense prana when she looked at things she loved. After a hundred years, love is a definition—used as the base for other words. In the age of talking, there’s no time for love.

“When will you discuss what happened at the Con? I thought you called us with two days’ notice because of that,” Hussaini asks.

Meera stops the sewing. She looks at Hussaini with attention. She trusts this woman who is evolved enough to have the highest grades, yet she didn’t take it. She keeps her position only for the sake of the city, their city. But inside, Meera knows they all are suffering, bargaining with the devil every moment, every second. Because if they don’t, their children will have to face it. That’s when the old rivalry leaves. If you face the devil, you’re kin. If you fight it, you’re worthy of trust. And if you fight the one that lives inside you, you’re worth following. The women here may say or do things that she doesn’t agree with sometimes, but they all are worthy of her trust.

Most important: she believes in their judgment.

“I called you only to tell you that the Golds are inside. I called you so you’ll tell your men to stop relaxing. And I called you to ask that you’ll keep my daughter’s performance quiet,” Meera speaks in a clear tone and measured force in each of her phrases. “Please,” she adds at the end. “I also wanted to tell you that the devil is here.”

Silence fills the room. They pause their threading and stitching. It’s as if every movement in the manor’s lounge has paused.

Hussaini speaks for the first time. “After all this time, I still do not understand why you fight, Meera. I’ve been telling you we will never win. You never win against the devil. He’s two hundred thousand years old. He’s always smarter than you; he’s always more updated than you. He was the cleverest of all beings even before he fell from the grace. Everything you make is his toy when you die.”

Meera stays quiet for a long time. Hussaini always uses Biblical references; a journalist must know the first stories of mankind, she always says. Her faith is at a point where she’d use Biblical events as a glossary, as archeological references. She was among the few who founded the Department of Biblical Archeology in the World Library. Most of its research funds come from her pocket. And these days, Meera tends to believe what she says: don’t do too much, for nothing will last … Don’t make too much, for you may not like how the devil uses them when you die … Meera believes much of them now, maybe not all of them.

“Devil even uses god’s words for its own goals,” Hussaini says again, perhaps to fill the silence that no one wants to break.

“That didn’t stop god from sending his words, did it?” Meera answers. She will believe things she does not believe today—if time makes her believe it, that is—but she will never believe that not doing anything and sitting is a better option. Just sitting is the first reason everything got worse. “After a hundred years, I believe. The weaving of the devil is too deep, and I see it everywhere. But I’m not leaving my children in such a world alone.”

“You needed a hundred years to see it. If everyone needs a hundred years to catch up on their history, I’d say the devil has already won,” Hussaini argues. She has read history, perhaps most of all history men have discovered. She even plotted all events in graphs and made an AI to predict their patterns. She knows events repeat every time, every century. She knows the devil uses the same blueprint, and it works! All because men forget while the devil doesn’t.

“No, he didn’t win. Not yet,” Meera says again. “Don’t you always say that this life doesn’t matter? Don’t you say what we get here isn’t the goal? What we choose and what we do is the goal?”

“What do you propose?” Hussaini asks.

“I propose we understand that the devil doesn’t want our treasures. It doesn’t want our lands or positions or power. It only wants our fall. It wants our choices. Whether we do or don’t do, whether we just sit or don’t sit—these choices are the only things that matter. These choices are the only treasures we have still. Not power or property or life. I propose we guard our choices. Just enough that it won’t make our children’s choices harder.”

The room fills with silence once again. Meera looks at each of their faces. “We swore we would bring the Age of Truth with our voice. Today, I ask that we bring the Age of Truth through our choices before we voice it.”

Everyone thinks about Meera’s words. Two of them are Grade A; the one who isn’t believes in truth more than any Grade A would. Agreeing with Meera at this point is no less than a word. “Alright, for the truth then? To bring the Age of Truth,” Hussaini speaks, throwing the vow into the universe.

“To bring the Age of Truth.” Meera smiles for the first time.

“Let me know what I can do for you,” Luima says, looking at Nazeli. “A five-star review and a thousand sells of your Moslin loom? Or a one-star review and ten thousand sell? I can do both without lying, and I’ll do everything to bring Moslin back.”

Suddenly, the air in the room gets lighter. The women laugh as if they weren’t discussing the gravest matter on earth. As if they’re just having a chat about their men over chai-shingara. Meera even shows interest in funding Hussaini in her Department of Biblical Archeology.

Their conversation moves to the tragic way Moslin got lost. Nazeli shows them some of her findings from the historical archive. The part about how the handloom artists of an entire country got their fingers cut by the British colonizers three hundred years ago. All because their machine-made clothes weren’t selling. How would they sell? They all looked the same—only one colored throughout, no designs, no crafting, nothing apart from boring blandness. And they were coming like swarms of pests. A hundred above-the-average things are more profitable than one best thing, they said. The birth of capitalism and the death of art go hand in hand, just as they did.

In the middle of their conversation, Meera notices the bee just outside the designed wall of wood. It’s been sitting there silently ever since the guests came. The color of its sting is familiar. It’s one of Kusha’s machine bugs. She is listening to them, probably checking if they mention her show from the Con.

Meera lets the bee stay. It’s time the girls hear what she does. It’s time they face reality. She gave her a word that she’ll answer her questions about her past, but the girl isn’t coming to ask her anything these two days. All she’s done is stay locked in her attic as if she’s done something wrong, and now she’s scared to come down and face her. Even if it’s to demand what she has the right to demand. She gave her a word after all, but the girl is not claiming it. It seems that she must go upstairs and knock at her door to help her claim it.

* * *

In the attic two floors above, the Intuitionist sits on the floor of her balcony, listening. That’s the only thing she’s done in the last two days—listen. She had a hundred machine bugs—bees and dragonflies and beetles. She’s made them all on her own. Most of them are to check on Meera’s garden. The couple of them she’s kept to herself are her eyes and ears. Every geek girl needs her own bugs to act cool. The one outside Meera’s lounge is the last one she has. It’s a bee. The beetle was lost two nights ago when she lost the book.

Losing the Devil’s Book was like winning a lottery and then losing it on a loan you didn’t know even existed. The book wasn’t hers to claim in the first place, true, but the man could give her the square drive, at least, and he didn’t. So rude!

Now she’s here, back to her attic—one Devil’s Book short, one square drive gone, one beetle burnt, not to mention the torn sari and scratched jewelry. The only thing she brought back right was the gold anklet. Interesting was the way she lost the beetle, though.

She fled, but then she sent the beetle from her purse to follow the Monk from a distance. The beetle followed him outside the venue and through the crowd. It recorded his conversation with that boy. Kusha recognized the boy; he was selling ties that night. She lifted her brows, hearing what the Monk told him. She even restrained herself from rolling her eyes—eye rolling is rude.

The beetle followed the Monk. She was thrilled that her first DIY beetle had the speed to match even a war hero’s AT. It flew through the entire Junk Land and reached Alpha. Her heart jumped when it went as far as the northeast. From the World Archive, she knew he lives in Lotus Lodge and it’s surrounded by a frequency shield. Her beetle was sending LIVE visuals, and she couldn’t see any house. Meaning: the shield stands way earlier than the perimeter. More interesting is that before her beetle jumped into the shield, it captured many other bugs jumping and getting fried at a point. All artificial. If she were ready, she could’ve stopped hers from facing the same fate, but she was busy answering Rashad.

Rashad knocked at her door that night and asked her about the Con and the things that came with it. While asking, he used ‘my girl’ almost in each of his questions, maybe to act as if he wasn’t interrogating even though he was. Technically, he isn’t supposed to interrogate any citizen without a warrant.

Kusha let him interrogate her while staring at him as if he was making a grave mistake asking her questions, and soon he’d be paying the price for it all. Well, he did. When his interrogation ended, and Kusha multiplied his guilt by doing a staring contest over the minutes, she told him about Magic Mama again. She asked whether he could help him out. This time, she specified the ‘help’ part without adding any ‘um’ in between. She even gave the look that said, ‘I answered questions in your unsolicited interrogation, now give me something.’

Rashad stared at her. Never expect things for granted, especially with daughters, he knew. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

To add more guilt to him, Kusha added, “He has three children, and her wife is pregnant.”

Rashad remained silent. Before leaving, he only said, “Meera taught you, girls, well, you know that, right?” When he closed the door, she heard him saying something while going downstairs, probably to Meera. They always do that—talking from the basement to the roof is normal if you are a Grade A living with another.

But right now, after listening to Meera’s conversation with her friends, the only thing the Intuitionist wonders is why Meera would say that. Why would she say that the devil is here? Why now? She knows the three women downstairs. They’re not the kind who’ll clear schedules to meet someone within two days unless they have their own interests in it. What could be the reason that they’ve done that? Why would they be interested in a simple dance? Most important: why would Meera fear the devil just because of what she did on stage? Perhaps it’s not simple? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

If that’s the case, Meera will do her interrogation. Perhaps she’ll do it soon. Perhaps the first thing she’ll ask is where she has learned it. What will she say then? How will she hide where she saw the dance photos? And what if she finds out that she has met the Monk? What if the Monk comes himself and reveals it all? If she somehow knows that she was in Turf Zero, an inch away from turning into charcoal, there’s no telling … she might lock her up in the attic.

Kusha checks the date; it’s been only two days, and Meera still hasn’t talked to her about it. She knows Meera is patient in the waiting game, and she knocks when time relaxes her prey. Time always dilutes things—that’s a code in the universe. Let the time do the work, and fish when your prey forgets it and lets his guard down.

It’s been only two days, and Meera will not come.

So in the following days, the Intuitionist spends her time in her attic, avoiding Meera as much as she can. She focuses solely on her Career Exam, and she also researches more on Alphatech—policies and life-in-Alphatech-ground sort of videos. When she looks into the administration team photos, she strictly skims over the founders’ photos. She knows the Monk is a founder. She knows the Mesmerizer’s photo will be in that section too. For now, she doesn’t worry about that. A company with two hundred thousand workers doesn’t let its workers meet the founders; most times, never in life.

The days go as usual, but there is one change. She always feels that someone is watching, taking notes of her movements. When she comes back from paper stations, she looks in the rearview mirror several times. Sometimes, she studies in the swing chair in Meera’s garden. The garden is deep, full of four-hundred-foot trees, many of which have a dozen feet diameter trunks. When it gets dark, the rare shrooms and vines glow; Meera’s Go Green project grows them as a lighting solution for the ground levels in the Old City.

Sometimes she forgets that it’s night already; she forgets she must go back to her attic. When she remembers and looks at the sky, she runs towards the manor through the woods. Sometimes she stops and looks behind. Other times, she doesn’t look, not wanting to let anyone know that she knows about being followed in case anyone is looking. Is anyone looking? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

Some groups from the Cosplay industry communicate with her. Some of them do it secretly, cautiously. Even six months ago, it could’ve been the most interesting thing happening in her life. At least for someone who doesn’t know enough people around.

“I think someone is talking to me,” Kusha tells Taha one day.

“Who?” Taha asks.

“Like, um, that group—the, um, Blessers from your—”

“Blessers? You mean the Blessers are talking to you?”

“Um—” Kusha doesn’t say any further.

“I think you should take some rest. You’re studying for seventeen hours every day, and you don’t go down for dinner.”

“Um, never mind,” Kusha says. That is all of her attempt on trying to tell someone about what’s going on. No one believes if you tell them that the famous man from the billboard is trying to reach you anonymously. That’s absurd, and it sounds like that madman in Junk Land who blabbers about the real apocalypse coming.

Many times, she tried to find out who it could be. She even thought that perhaps the famous monk war hero is tracking her moves. Is he tracking my moves? No. Does he know who I am? No. Is he looking for me? Yes … The thought makes her sleepless. Intuition might be a power, something everyone would dream of, but knowing has its price. Knowing makes you want to live less. What if the Monk finds her soon? What if he tells Meera everything?

Other times, she tells herself no. No way some famous people will be tracking her moves. It’s all just bullshit. Whichever it is, in case anyone is watching, it has to be the war hero she believes.

Not for once she thought that there could be others. And as always, the Intuitionist, not being thorough, keeps missing out on the right question, and so she misses the truth.

The official letter saying ‘she and her group have championed the Cosplay this year’ comes after two weeks, and she can’t avoid Meera any longer. Not when it’s Meera who gives her the letter. She comes on the roof during sunset and knocks on her door. Handing the letter over, she stands in front of her. The look she gives says: I think two weeks are enough if you want to avoid me.

“We wanted the fourth prize,” Kusha says, attempting to make a logical reason for her two weeks’ silence. She stares at the floor, avoiding Meera’s eyes. When she looks at her, she only says, “Haley needed the money to enter the Career Exam.”

“That cannot be the only reason you’re avoiding me,” Meera speaks. The breeze from the lake brings a sweet smell. The setting sun glows golden on both of their faces. “It needed two weeks for me to keep it all silent. What angers me, sweetie, is that I had to hide it. I had to hide the best performance I have ever seen. What’s worse is my daughter performed it, and I had to hide it all. Many dream of doing things like that; do you know that, sweetie?”

Kusha stares. Even if she had anything to say, she wouldn’t.

Meera walks away from the attic door and approaches the plants on the western side of the roof. Kusha follows her slowly. “How did you learn that dance?” Meera asks, her eyes fixed on the setting sun.

“I saw some photos downstairs that day. The photos were on the floor,” Kusha says, hiding the fact that she saw those photos again. She has hundreds of questions about the dance, and she knows Meera is the only one who can answer. Even the Monk came here to inquire her about it. But Kusha doesn’t question. If she pries on too much, Meera might arrange a talk with the Monk. In fact, Meera might talk to the Monk without even telling her. She does that a lot—calling her influential friends at home and getting them to meet her. And she doesn’t want to meet the Monk. Not again, not while Meera is in the room. So the best is not to pry on it. Keeping the Monk out of the picture is a priority now.

“My peers questioned me about why you didn’t wear ghungurs during the performance,” Meera says at one point.

“I wanted to keep the anklet close,” Kusha answers.

Meera doesn’t say anything after that. They both look at the red sun; half of it is already behind the horizon.

“I don’t want to dance anymore,” Kusha says and regrets saying it. Now she has to come up with answers on why she doesn’t want to dance, and that answer must not include that she zones out when she dances or dreams when she dances. You can’t ever explain anything if the reasons need to be hidden.

As expected, Meera looks at her with attention. In the next twenty minutes, she tries to convince her not to leave dancing, at least not completely. The talk switches to her power, her intuition. At one point, it becomes visible that Meera is worried about her Career Exam. Or maybe not worried. Maybe Meera fears it. She fears that she’ll leave this manor one day and go to the real world. Or perhaps, she fears she’ll see the world alone, without her.

In the next ten minutes, Meera indirectly tells her that she should keep her intuition hidden from strangers and from the world outside. She even defines who are strangers and who are not. Who can be ‘not strangers’ after how long, and who can be strangers back again after being ‘not strangers’. It sounds complex, but it’s pretty basic for her. She is the Intuitionist here; knowing people is the first thing she does when she meets them. This logic, however, gets shut down when Meera says, “The first time you join a con, you make enemies more than friends. Intuition isn’t useful if you can’t say ‘No’ to the wrong people, sweetie.” And then Meera asks her about that gang in a way as if she’ll teach them some lessons herself later.

“That day, you said the devil is here,” Kusha asks finally after thinking for a long time. “Why did you say that the devil is here?”

“The dance is called Prachin Nritya, the Oldest Dance,” Meera says. “It’s a lost dance. My guruji told me about it once. Later I tried to find it, but …” Meera looks at her face; perhaps she’s calculating. Perhaps, she’s measuring how much she should say to a young girl who has performed only once, and the world made her decide not to dance again. Such calculation is dangerous. The girl might be one of the last ones holding the candle of a lost art.

“Let’s say I met the devil while looking for it,” Meera says.

“Is it a metaphor?” Kusha asks.

“I know only some part of it, just a few forms, but I don’t know how I learned it. I do not remember, but it was before the Apocalypse. During the Old World, and it wasn’t guruji who taught me,” Meera avoids her question.

“Why do you say you met the devil?” Kusha asks again.

Meera stays silent again. The evening sky is losing light. The cloud is forming again—it’s usual, but it feels ominous considering Meera’s face. “Sweetie, if you ever need to learn this dance, you’ll come to me and only to me; can you promise me that?” Meera says, suddenly turning around and looking at Kusha.

“Ok,” Kusha says, and the alarm in her spine isn’t from intuition.

“You’ll never learn it from others; can you give me a word?”

“I … I give my word,” Kusha says, her lips parted as if they don’t know what word they should form next. “I’ll only come to you for the dance. If I want to d-dance again,” she adds.

Meera stares at her for a long minute after that, as if her word isn’t enough, as if she is checking even in her prana whether it’s aligned with her word or not. “How about you bring Haley to our home someday?” Meera says suddenly. “Tell her I would like to visit.”

“She can’t enter the city.”

“I can go outside. What about our fishing lodge in the forest?”

Kusha thinks. A significant part of the Gaumont Manor property is outside the walls. Of course, Meera can go there and meet anyone. She used to do that before, to meet people from the Junk Land—Kusha heard from Taha. She never saw her doing it in the last seven years, though. “Um, why do you want to meet her?”

“I can write an invitation letter for her. Then she can enter the city for the test, and she won’t need to pay the exam fee if I recommend her. But I have to meet her once to say that I believe in her skills,” Meera says ‘skills’ after a pause. Kusha knows why; Meera never believes in assessing someone based on skills or scores. “You know the rules,” Meera adds, “and I cannot lie.”

The rest of the evening, until the sky was completely dark, the mother and the daughter silently stare at the horizon. Kusha opens the letter she’s received—the one Meera came to hand over. As expected, it writes about her prize from the Con. At a corner, however, it mentions that the date of her tour to a war hero’s place has been postponed to a later date.

Postponed! Well, doesn’t matter, Kusha tells herself. Neither Haley nor she is much interested in this tour.

However, Meera seems to be frowning more than she does when she tells her about it. She sees the letter and frowns even more. If she could, she’d have burned the word Kuhawk in the letter, but that’s not the only reason Meera worries. From her most trusted ears, she has come to know that the Mesmerizer hasn’t been seen for two weeks.

From even more secured sources, she knows even the Golds Agents can’t trace him for days. That’s the most dangerous thing that happened in Alpha in the last thirty years, ever since that riot demanding to make birth control legal again. She’s tried hard to keep it quiet for ten days. But now, it seems things are getting out.







17. The Price of the Shrine 
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The cave has changed, and so has the smell that comes with it. Before, it was something old, something dead, something that had no living prana—the sort of prana that would sing to the soul, the prana that people always crave to feel—that prana was missing.

But now, the Mesmerizer smells what’s left of it. The drops of water rhythmically falling, the stains on the stones with patterns on them, and then there is that whisper. It has no voice; it has no tone. Not even a sound, but it still feels like a whisper. As if every inert thing has transformed into a sign in his mind, as if the cave is speaking. Just like when you stare at a cloud or leaves, silhouettes of trees, or the simple patterns on your carpet, and you see the shapes—bears or crocodiles. Sometimes angels, and other times, laughing faces of demons. The Mesmerizer sees them all; he smells them all. But above all, he smells words even when there are none.

“In case you’re still smelling, I’ve to say you’ve been doing that for two weeks,” Piuee says.

The one she speaks to doesn’t answer, but Maroc does. “Researchers are problem solvers, not complainers,” he says, still in his tailcoat and glasses. Nothing has changed. Not even a smudge of dust is visible in his clothing. In the two weeks, he has changed his gloves nine times. But even he knows keeping the hair combed may not be possible if they remain stuck here any longer.

“You’ve to accept that it’s a problem before you jump into solving it,” Piuee argues.

“Alright, it’s a problem. I admit it on behalf of everyone here. Do you need a signature on some consent pages? Perhaps, you’ll need a seal or two from the World Library to have it recognized as a problem?” Maroc mocks, giving a few quivers with his shoulders.

The Mesmerizer remains silent. They both have been bickering since they’re stuck. Maroc more than Piuee Pariyeta. That woman is a seasoned digger. She’s been searching through the ancient ruins for long enough. Perhaps she’s used to being stuck this way, but she’s not showing it. She’s keeping her card to herself. And yet, it is just as she’s said. They are all stuck.

Something has triggered the mountain, something two weeks ago, possibly in a span of two minutes, three at best. And then a few shakes and vibrations when the earth moved. They understood what was happening; thanks to being evolved, they reacted in time. The narrow pathways were forming and deforming. Each moment, they were inches away from being smashed and sandwiched by the walls. If it weren’t for their quick feet and a few moves where the Mesmerizer had to make sure that his precious symbolist doesn’t fall, they all would’ve died there, in the tunnels.

They moved to a location that their scanner said would be a wider space—a cave with a water collector at the center, a natural basin. They reached there just in time. The cave is large. You could fit a large ship in here. That’s a good thing. However, reacting in time doesn’t help if the door is no more. High Grade or not, being buried in the depth of the earth means the same. Death. The only difference is you would be fussing less if you’re a High Grade, and you’ll look for solutions instead of measuring whose fault is more.

Their scanners recorded the events, at least how the tunnels could form and deform. The path, as it seems, was spiral, but now it’s not. For weeks they all try to re-scan it, and what they’ve caught so far is only the block of stones. Meaning: the spiral pathway isn’t there anymore; the tunnel that led them here is gone. It wasn’t as if stones broke and their pieces filled the path. If it were, the scanners would’ve caught hollow spaces among the pieces of stone. But nothing. It’s as if the tunnel never existed. As if they have been lured here only to be sealed shut inside one piece of dough.

The Mesmerizer looks into his memories, tracing back to that time two weeks ago: his activities, the beats of the anklet, his pattern of will during those moments—‘even will may trigger the prana; will may move a universe,’ he has learned decades ago. He tried to recreate them all, but nothing. Nothing could open the door of this cave, and they still are stuck. Stuck—such an old concept. The story of humanity began with Adam and Eve being stuck on this planet. It’s the most primal fear, the only test to win.

“Something is missing. It happened, and I’m not seeing it,” he says for the first time in a while, and that’s a long while. Only Maroc has kept track of how many days he hasn’t spoken.

“Master Ruem, we told you everything there is,” Maroc says.

“We recorded what you were playing with that anklet,” Piuee begins. “We played the whole thing over and over. We reversed it. We even tried multiplying the sounds. We tried the pattern in supersonic frequencies too. There’s nothing we didn’t try.”

“The right key is still missing,” the Mesmerizer says.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Is it my fault that we are stuck?” Piuee protests; the cave is large enough to make it an echo in a certain direction. Air is getting poisonous here slowly. She is already wearing a filter mask—transparent, perforated, made of bio-chemicals and slime. It may feel ugly when you touch it, but once worn, the air feels like heaven’s air.

“No one’s fault, Pariyeta. I do not believe in fate. If you live long enough, even fate will follow a pattern. I know this pattern. You were stuck in such caves more times than anyone on Earth. You know the pattern too,” the Mesmerizer pauses, “that’s why you’re here.”

“Yeah, might as well take all credit and act proud because you found me. You sound like those daddies in need of daughters.”

Maroc was about to say something, perhaps even do something. You just don’t sit and hear all that about your Master Ruem, do you? The last time he abruptly killed someone on a whim was when an unevolved drunk in the Junk Land said ‘What Pizzawala?’ when he clearly said ‘Astor Piazzolla.’ Today, however, something stops him. It’s not as if the Mesmerizer has done anything or said anything. In fact, he doesn’t even blink or look at him. Yet Maroc stops whatever he was about to say. Keep the mouth shut—he knows better.

Piuee notices. There’s no way Maroc Metz would stay silent now, but he does, and that cannot be for no reason. So she speaks, looking at the Mesmerizer, “I told you about my research on sound. That the erosion in every sand and the movement in the rocks is happening because of some sound, some frequencies. Sound has been moving the continents; the sound has been moving the water, the clouds—even the planets. You’ve read my theories on how sound is causing the galaxies to move and the universe to expand. Of course, the astronomy department rejected it. They told me to stay within digging the dirt. They call me a dirt digger. I believe the right sound can move anything. I cannot know the exact frequency now, can I?”

The Mesmerizer stays quiet. He is not the kind who’d pester others for results within the fortnight. He’s a researcher himself. And just as most researchers have been doing since the beginning, he puts his life on the line for what he seeks. Except he’s a mesmerizer; he must know the sounds he needs. He must know the music that would move a rock. And there’s only one clue. It’s at the center of the cave. They are all staring at it from a distance. It’s the basin.

He’s been sitting on a stone, not moving for hours. The basin at the center has grown clearer as if the toxic water is glowing somehow. But they all know it’s only an illusion. They’ve been here in the darkness for two weeks. It’s enough to make a brain see illumination even in stinking water. Their eyes, with more prana in them, see the surroundings more than they’ve done before. They’ve been saving the Fireflies. Only one remains now.

“Don’t you want to consider the offer?” Piuee asks. Perhaps it’s the only question that remains, one that the Mesmerizer is avoiding for some reason. He is still avoiding it. So Piuee begins again, “Oh please, don’t act like you didn’t see it. I know you saw it too. I know you heard it.” Her words echo in the cave. She’s camped at the other side of him, nearer to the ground. A place smooth enough that she thought she could sleep here while not hurting her back. It’s been her temporary nest for two weeks.

“Heard what?” Maroc asks, frowning and looking at them both. He suddenly feels as if he is left out of the conversation. This woman knows something his Master Ruem knows while he doesn’t. That’s almost a sin—something grave and unforgivable. How could he let that happen?

“What did you hear?” the Mesmerizer asks. In the cave, it sounds like a whisper—mysterious and melodic, probably because he sits at a higher ground; it looks like a cliff from Piuee’s nest. Only if the whisper could open the cave ways. Only if it could free them.

“You heard something too, didn’t you?” Piuee asks.

“Heard what?” Maroc gazes at the two of them.

“The basin,” Piuee says and then points to the direction where it is. “You skipped it. So you don’t know. It’s like baptism.”

“Only here, the devil is the priest,” the Mesmerizer whispers, not looking at any of them. His eyes measure the thing that Piuee calls ‘basin’. It’s naturally formed—made of sandstone and salt. The entire cave is deep into the earth, at a foothill of the Himalayan range—the northeastern side, exactly where it bends towards the south and joins the sea. From the last saved location by their scanners, they’re under a narrow vein of the Junk Land, and three big cities stand close to them. Considering the temperature and humidity, the area could be deep under a lake, even though there wasn’t any lake nearby.

Maroc presses his lips. They saw the basin right after entering. In a cave like this, the way the basin has formed—right at the center and water dripping on it from above, it all looks as if someone has arranged them to be like this. Even he could see that it cannot form naturally, that it cannot be a coincidence. The basin is smooth, but over time, a different form of algae has grown in them. And for the lack of light, they look yellowish, slimy, stinky—basically, not beautiful, and definitely unclean. Maroc immediately crinkled his face the first time he saw it. He almost screamed when he saw Piuee dipping her face in the water in the name of research.

Oh, dear! How can someone do that? He thought. And then, he really screamed without holding back, seeing his Master Ruem doing the same. The man just held his firey red hair in a grip and dipped his entire face in that water—yes, the very same, slimy, stinky, yellowish, and absolutely greyish water.

“Oh, dear, universe! No, no, no!” he screamed. “No soap could ever clean that, nope. I’m not doing that. Never!” He then made sure he didn’t look at them both as they dip their faces into that water many more times until they were satisfied. And all for what? For research? Nope! Not worth it. Not. At. All.

But now, it seems that he has paid too much price for what he chose not to do. Something that this woman knows and he doesn’t, and he’s being left out of the current conversation. Unacceptable!

The Mesmerizer doesn’t look at Maroc, but it’s time to act. So he stands and leaps down, landing on the ground fifteen feet below. He closes in toward the basin; its size is that of a baby’s crib. The only Firefly they have approaches him, sensing his motion, illuminating whatever he touches, whatever he traces, and all that he sees. The Mesmerizer brings his face close to the water. It gives Maroc another shock; he even closes his eyes tight—oh, not again!

The Mesmerizer doesn’t dip his face this time. “Tell me, what did it say?” he asks Piuee. It’s the last thing he wants to ask her, but the situation is different. Here lies the truth, even though it’s called the shrine of the devil. Who knows the truth better than the devil himself? It’s the shrine that asks for a price; it’s the shrine that seeks your prayer, and it’s where the Devil’s Book was forged.

And when it doesn’t get what it wants, it shows things to its prey. Things that may be personal to you, things that only you may know, things that sure are private. So, the Mesmerizer cannot just ask her randomly about what it has shown her. He must think before he asks—she might not want to reveal what she saw, and if he asks, it will be a voice. Most important: he may need to tell her about what he saw in that spoiled water. That’s the mutual respect he must handle to keep her trust, and her trust is dangling on a thread.

He cannot blame her. No matter how grandeur of a thing you did in the past, if you live long and if you still can afford a palace, chances are people fear you more than they love you. And that’s a hindrance to progress. After a point, that’s the hindrance to wisdom.

“What did you hear?” he asks at last, “What did you see?”

“I-I saw a face. It couldn’t belong to any human. It showed me things of my life, things that I want, things that it can give me, and then, it asked me to—to …” Piuee hesitates.

“To call it god,” the Mesmerizer finishes her line.

“That’s all it asked,” she answers.

“That’s all it asks,” he says again.

“Do you think it’s a record? Playing over and over? Like a memory?” Piuee asks.

“Hold on. A record? In the water? In stinky, dirty, and poisonous water? How, if so?” Maroc asks. He is sure he won’t see what they’re talking about himself, but he is curious. Very curious. “How do you know you both saw the same face? What if it was some chemicals? What if you both imagined it? Everyone knows demons want to be called gods. Our brain can form the visuals from what we know,” Maroc adds, determined to be a part of this conversation.

“Tell me the exact words, and tell me how it looked,” the Mesmerizer speaks to Piuee. He doesn’t voice her; he doesn’t need to. He completely ignores Maroc; he continues to do so for the next hour as Piuee tells him in detail about what she has seen.

What makes Maroc a bit unsettled is that his Master Ruem asks him not to listen to them while Piuee describes what that thing looked like—the thing they both believe to have seen inside the basin. That’s unsettling, yes. He wants to know that part too, but you do not disagree with the Mesmerizer, especially during distinctive orders.

So, Maroc Metz, just as he’s been told, sits far away from them on a stone extension at a height; falling from here will kill and unevolved, but for him, it’s nothing. The cave provides enough rock formations that he’d call dimensional if it were other times, but tonight, he doesn’t. He keeps listening to music at a loud volume—Astor Piazzolla. And he doesn’t listen to their discussion, not even by reading their lips or analyzing the vibrations in the rocks with a cam.

Their CRABs have lost their connection with the world network, but they are still running, using the energy they take from human nerves and blood. Maroc has thousands of music saved in it. Even if he dies here, it will continue to play them until his blood dries and until his nerves stop supplying the energy it needs. While listening to music, a thought comes into him. It comes as a fear at first, but hopefully, it won’t be true.

Later, Maroc senses the Mesmerizer looking in his direction. So he looks back at him. The Mesmerizer stands in front of the basin. He holds his hand above a small bowl—made of copper, kept carefully on the slab beside it, blood from his wrist dripping on the bowl. He says something to him, and from reading his lips, Maroc can tell what he’s just said: “Careful. We’re being watched.”







18. The Jukebox
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The best thing about the Apocalypse is the houses. People have stopped living in tiny boxes. Instead, they now live in the bigger ones. They give comfort. You may live a lifetime here, not knowing the walls exist still. Somewhere. Maybe a dozen meters away, or two dozen at best. Chances are you’ll not go there and look into it. You’ll not realize it’s still the wall—the same as it has always been. The same box, only larger. By any chance, even if you notice, you’ll forget soon. In time, people forget what they have suffered—that’s a code in the universe.

The apartment in the Central Alpha is just like that—another giant box with countless smaller ones, and its residents love the walls. Why wouldn’t they? They’re beautiful; they give comfort; bots clean them regularly. Fireflies roaming around enlighten them; the purple flowers and pink moss do not glow yet, but they will soon. She’s heard of the glow plant projects that some private groups are handling. The people living near the ground have a sunlight shortage. The thinkers are finding a solution for them. Meanwhile, they don’t have to do anything—nothing apart from what is asked of them. Tirity Jinnouchi lives here, and she’s been living here ever since she began her career in the Immunity Forces—IF.

In fifteen years, the only progress she’s made is getting to the 99th floor. It’s a lot for the ones who live near the ground, but not for her, and definitely not in her father’s eyes. From somewhere in her heart, she feels perhaps it’s her father holding her progress down. Three demotions in the last five years, and then getting kicked out of IF and being sent to the SLED—they all cannot be some coincidences, can they? She thought she’ll never spend a neuron thinking about these politics, but now she does. You no longer avoid a problem when the problem knocks at your door.

A problem has knocked on her door, and it happened today.

TJ is now at the community lounge of the building—the larger box that holds ten thousand smaller ones. A man sits before her, gazing with bluish-grey eyes. His hair is grey, not in the old and weary kind of grey, but shining and artificially glowing like silver Songs shining in the moon. His skin and muscles look tightened with prana, his attire fitting his shape. The CRAB in his wrist has a bronze plate attached—tiny, carved, just in the shape of the wings. It’s almost hidden in his cuff. If she weren’t trained to see, she wouldn’t have noticed it. The man is a Grade A and a Bronze Agent in WSI, and he’s not trying to hide it.

The only thing he’s done so far is keep a jukebox on the table in between them. It’s a twenty-sided polyhedron, wooden with carvings of golden designs. There’s a slit on one side of it as if something can be slipped through it—a folded letter or a coin. Exotic until you see the devil’s face carved red on a side—the one facing her.

“You do not look happy seeing me. Perhaps a banished princess of Kappa, 18th in the line of the heir, gets her mood swings often after demotions?” the man says.

“You just interrupted my dinner, and I do not like this lounge. It’s too green and too groomed. Reminds me of my father,” TJ says.

“You never talk about your father, not with strangers.”

“I’m expecting that an agent in WSI already knows every tiny thing about me, while I don’t know your name yet.”

“Augustieus. Ody Augustieus. We understand, at this point of your career, you must be feeling anxious, alone, facing another de—”

TJ lifts her hand in the air, her palm facing Ody Augustieus. That’s the gesture of ‘shut your mouth’. “My father sent me a sword right after my demotion. And an agent from WSI is here to see me within weeks. To be honest, I feel great! I have never been less worried in my life before. I know why you’re here.”

Ody Augustieus stays silent for a long time. Anyone passing by could see the two of them in a staring contest. “Of course, you’re not worried. You are a princess turned into a soldier. You live with a bot, Kiki, who always worries about being mugged by the kids in the Junk Land and salvaged for its parts whenever you send it outside the city for weeds. You were about to eat your second dinner—746 kilocalories of starch and meat with 27g of fiber. But you couldn’t because I knocked on your door exactly when you were about to take the first bite. You were 67% inclined to get that cursed sword of yours, but then you didn’t—that’s a nice impulse control coming out of a fifty-six-year-old Jinnouchi. However, your impulse isn’t good enough that you’ll put a trouser on before coming out of your home.”

“Technically, I’m still in my home. I consider this larger box a part of my smaller one,” TJ says, pointing her eyes around—first at the sides, then up, and then ending on the other side. She shows the community space on this floor that holds the garden, the library, and the lounges in the other part of the hollow that lets the ATs in and out. A thriving community. Millions of people dream of living in a place like this. The man is showing her that he’s been watching her, perhaps for weeks by now. Perhaps he wants to make her feel off guard, but the fact doesn’t put her off, not at all. A considerable time of any beginner in any force passes while watching people. She’s done her portion of spying when she was new in IF. So would the others. That’s normal, and you always accept the normal when you’re in a force. ‘Thinking’ isn’t a part of the job description.

“You’re a beginner in WSI, aren’t you? They sent you to watch people. Only beginners watch people,” TJ says, a smile almost forming on her lips. The playful sparkle in her eyes is already showing off its victory. The man doesn’t seem happy after what she’s just said. In fact, from the look on his face, she can already tell that he’s a millimeter away from blabbering out his positions, his grades, his score from the World Library, and even the ones from WSI—in case there are any. Perhaps, the man would even say which glamorous city he’s from. Will he say them all? Did she get him into the grasp?

Perhaps not. Ody Augustieus keeps his jaws rigid in an old-fashioned way, like a boy who is hurt exactly where it hurts, but then he’s trained enough to see the pattern. So he doesn’t fall for it. “I wonder why you are still a Grade B. You’re stronger than many Grade As in your batch. Yet you never took the test.”

“I assumed the No-Touching code coming, and I find the lower-grade girls cuter,” TJ replies truthfully, even though it’s not the only truth. “Besides, I can bet you came here exactly for this reason. You need strong people, but with weaker grades, don’t you?”

“Do you believe in the curse in your sword?” Ody says, suddenly changing the topic as if he wasn’t searching for what to pin her with next, but the point was already there, hiding in his sleeves.

TJ gazes at him for a long moment. The man again emphasizes that he has been watching her, even earlier, when she cut herself with her sword—Muramasa. She unsheathed it again without being determined to feed it blood. So it fell on her toe and took the blood it needed. Perhaps it’s true. The sword isn’t for practice.

“A seasoned swordsman who learned the skills straight from JJ himself! I wonder how you dropped the sword on your foot. Someone like you would never make such mistakes,” Ody says.

“Which one are you planting in my head? Its curse? Or the fact that you were watching me?” TJ asks.

“Leaving it to your own interpretation would be better. You know the basics of it, don’t you?” Ody answers. TJ doesn’t reply, so Ody speaks again. “To be honest, I don’t like my job either. But that sword of yours, I’ve been reading about it recently. That’s the only thing keeping me in the mission,” Ody explains.

“And your mission is?”

“Just do an assessment before I give you your card.”

“My card?”

“WSI is giving you the Bronze card if you take a job for them.”

“Let me guess: the job is entry-level spying.”

“No one enters WSI unless they are screened. You’ve been in IF for long enough. You know the process. It’s the same everywhere.”

“Besides, WSI isn’t holding the card until you finish the job. We know your skill; we respect your talent. Not my word, but they don’t want to withhold carrot before a princess’s nose for too long.”

“Oufh! I’m guessing you hated that part. No one likes princesses. They all assume we are born with silver spoons.”

“You are born with a silver spoon. Denying it is foolish,” Ody says. “But I don’t deny you didn’t have your own wars to handle.”

“You’ve spoken the truth for the first time in a while.”

“I wasn’t lying at all. I took my oath of never lying,” Ody says.

“Come on. No one needs to exactly lie to tell a lie. A Grade A must already know that. No one takes a vow of not lying without learning the art of lying,” TJ says, relaxing her back in her chair.

“I really want to go home and have a steamed shower tonight. Everyone hates WSI, but we are people, too, you know. I need an answer. The answer.”

“People—taken one by one precisely at the right moment of their lives … I wonder what they had when they came to you.”

“I’m not sure if that was a Yes or No,” Ody presses.

“What’s this for?” TJ points her gaze at the jukebox only once.

“If you take the job, you have to start with putting a coin in it. At least one gold Book,” Ody explains slowly and clearly.

“I don’t keep coins with me. Songs and Books are fancy.”

“Oh, we give the coin. You don’t have to pay it back. Here,” Ody takes out a gold coin—a Book—square shaped, three millimeters thick, matte finished. He puts it on the table and pushes it forward.

“Why don’t you do it yourself, then?” TJ asks.

“It has to be through your hand.”

TJ frowns for the first time. The man is paying what he says she must pay. The man says she doesn’t have to pay him back—no, he said she doesn’t have to pay them back, he said we. And last, the man wants her to put it in. He won’t do the ‘putting in’ part on behalf of her. It has to be her hands. Meaning: it’s a ritual, and cultist freaks are knocking at her door. TJ takes another look at the jukebox. The face of the devil appears sinister. She doesn’t believe in god or the devil, but this is sure bullshit, and her stomach is growling.

“I’ll take my leave from this larger box and go to my smaller one. And I will take my second dinner. You can join me if you want. My apartment provides the steamiest shower. I’m sure you’ve seen it already,” TJ says, and not waiting for a response, she stands up, walking away from the lounge area.

“I shouldn’t assume a Yes, but I could do that for a shower.”

“You mean you could do that shower for the Yes. Or do you desperately need a shower? You sure look like it. For how many years have you been Bronze again?” TJ asks.

Ody doesn’t reply; his eyes seem weary, though. In the past, he has worked with royals, with people who’ve been in the power for thousands of years, and also with people who’ve been the king for just a day. This is the first time he’s working with a banished princess of a city who is also skilled with her sword, not to mention her time as a soldier. Of course, she wouldn’t say a perfect Yes or No. She will make him stand; she will ghost. He has been warned to be careful around her.

His CRAB says there’s a 66.69% probability that she’s getting into her apartment to be closer to her sword, but damn. You do not finish a job like this without taking that 33.31% chance, do you? That’s a lot of chance to make it a Yes, in case it’s not one yet, and he needs that Yes. It’s just as the princess has said. You always begin with watching people shitting in their toilet, hearing them fart and flush what they dump. And you never leave that level until you do some useful work with your muscles. It’s just as she’s said. He may have the Bronze card with the best wage his cousins can ever imagine, but the truth is he’s still watching people shit in their toilet, and he’s been sorting out the tones of their shit’s colors, and he’s been doing that for five years. That’s a miserable, pathetic, hopeless five years.

Now he must either get that Silver card or he will leave this job. It’s just as the woman says; it’s the time of his life when a massage on the shoulder gives him more orgasm than masturbation. And it’s just as the woman says, he is about to reach his tipping point. He must figure out his cheat code for the next level—if there is any.

Well, of course, there’s one. There’s got to be a key. No one stays in the same level of a job for five years straight, not when he has earned the highest grade years ago. There must be a cheat code somewhere, and he must be missing it still.







19. The Twin Book
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There was a time when the Monk took his sarod everywhere he went; he took it in the battles and during missions. He took it while climbing cliffs. He carried it even when he couldn’t carry food. But then time happened. Peace happened, and life happened. He never got to play it again, at least not for ages. It remained in his basement, sealed in a glass chamber until recently. It has been here now, yet he couldn’t play it. Not once. Call it a fear of a renewal of an old relationship or inertia into the thing he didn’t do for too long. But then, you do not only stare at your precious sarod when an Ungraded girl reminds you why you loved it in the first place. You take it and sit with it, maybe in the same old place you used to sit. The old friends might not be here, but you do not let yourself get lost. You tune it, put some oil in it, maybe even polish it a little, and then you play.

You play like no one is watching. Not even when you are a war hero. Not even when a thousand eyes might be trying to get inside your house only to watch what you’re eating tonight.

The Monk plays his sarod—an afternoon ragh, precisely from the fifth arc of a piece that you can learn only in the western Himalayas. Not surprisingly, the music sounds similar to the one the girl has danced on. He knows her name—Kusha, and that’s all he knows about her. If she is a citizen, he should’ve found out more by now. Mysteriously, he still hasn’t. Not even a fitting last name. It’s as if there is no one in the world by that name. That’s the strangest thing. Everyone is supposed to have a name that another set of parents has thought for their child too. But no. The name is blocked from the search engine altogether. The girl ran away while he was talking to security. He was hiding her from them; he thought she might not want to talk to anyone. Plus, the Hermes he hired needed signatures to be in the hospital. When he came back to her, he saw the place empty. The dancer left without a word. Without even a thank you. Youth of the New World are ungrateful; he knew it. He can find her whereabouts if he finds the Hermes. She seemed to know her well enough.

The good thing is he has the Devil’s Book, exactly where the girl said he’d find it. He was wondering whether she had left to move it elsewhere. Youths of the New World can be stubborn, after all.

The book is here now, right in his basement. Pico has been running an analysis on it for days. For now, he must enjoy his sarod. He must settle his mind before the meeting begins. Apparently, Ren is visiting, and that’s not as good of a thing as it was before.

So he plays his sarod. The first ragh takes twenty minutes to finish. The Monk stops his next ragh in the middle when Pico alerts him about Ren; he is breaching the frequency shields at the moment. He doesn’t need to breach them. Pico would’ve opened them for him. But he didn’t ask for permission. Sometimes, you do things you used to do for fun with your old friends, to act as if time did not pass, as if things are still the same, even though maybe they are not.

“Heavens! A monk is reading the Devil’s Book!” Ren begins expectedly, seeing the book near the entrance of the Lotus Lodge basement. His blue eyes show excitement, and it’s not fake. At least, not in the usual way he has to be in front of the cameras.

“It’s not the original, and I never vowed to not read any particular book,” the Monk says.

“You remade it! Stealing the latest 3D printers from Alphatech.”

“I cannot steal what is already mine,” the Monk says.

“Not for long. Not after you declare that you are leaving,” Ren says. Suddenly, his voice doesn’t have a carefree tone anymore. He is serious. He stands rigidly; he demands answers, and they better be solid, something other than I do not have time for those anymore.

“Did you bring the papers?” the Monk asks, resting the sarod on its shelf.

“You think I came here to hand you over some paperwork? You think you can just sign things away? You think I’m your assistant hired to carry your files and maybe coffee?” Ren complains.

“I do not drink coffee,” the Monk speaks. To poke Ren with some guilt, he even sounds hurt—almost: You do not know I don’t drink coffee? The Monk doesn’t say it, but he sure gives the look.

“Tea. Tea then?” Ren says while making a dismissing motion with his hand; it means: don’t look at me like that; the matter is closed.

“Why are you here? To visit me?” the Monk asks.

Ren was about to say something. He opens and closes his mouth several times. It’s unusual that a High Grade would lose his words. More because the Monk is saying it; Yuan is saying it. To him. The same Ren Agnello who used to come here regularly. All their progress, all their plans on taking their Alphatech to the next level, happened here. It happened together. “Yes, I came to visit. I thought you needed condolence after losing Section-19 and everything in there. I know they were precious.”

“A monk has nothing precious. Besides, the safety backup worked enough to get things elsewhere in time,” the Monk says.

“Not precious! You are allowed to say it when you lose it.”

“I played responsible. Didn’t want to go through another set of paperwork if I lose some war relics too. I’ve gone through enough with the Wild Life Conservation Board.”

“What happened with them?” Ren asks; he knows about the missing beasts, even the part about what happened to them. But that shouldn’t give a war hero any legal trouble.

“The director is new; thus, more enthusiastic about her duties.”

“Ow! Why does it sound familiar?” Ren rolls his eyes the way he does in front of the cameras. It has measured bends in the neck, the perfect rhythm of sighs in the chest, and proper angles of the jawline.

“Since you’re here already, how about you strengthen my security a little? A girl with a ten-year-old’s prana infiltrated my door in Section 19, and somehow, she found my password in minutes—I’m assuming the minutes part. My body didn’t burn to the point of beyond healing because she opened the door for me! I almost died that night,” the Monk whispers, rethinking whether he should put ‘finding her’ at the top of his to-do list now.

“Maybe it’s luck. There’s a one-in-a-billion chance that someone will guess everything right on the first attempt or maybe on the second. I’d love to know who the girl is, though,” Ren says.

“Pico couldn’t track her the usual ways,” the Monk answers.

“What about the unusual ways?”

“I have to go in person,” the Monk remarks.

“You’d rather be lazy with your sarod?” Ren asks.

“I’m playing sarod after twenty years. You could complain less.”

“What did she come for?” Ren asks.

“The book,” the Monk says, pausing, looking at the robot hands dancing around the book—taking scans and measures while running analyses. The first time he scanned the original when he invaded Kuhawk, there wasn’t enough time to find out the information that Pico is digging now. For example, he definitely couldn’t extract a whole new language out of it. Pico found traces that even though it’s written in Latin, there are things written in codes. If they are put into a pattern, and if Pico can find out the equation of it, he could establish a new language! Maybe he will be able to discover what the Devil’s Book really is about.

The Monk stares at it. He informs Ren about what happened in the Turf and what followed when he found the girl again in the Con.

“You could follow her again,” Ren remarks.

“I had to get the book, and then I headed to Turf Zero again. IF’s West-Section Commander was visiting,” the Monk says, his eyes glued to the book, but in his mind, he only sees the moments when the girl was ravaging those gangs into pulp. For some reason, he skips that part about the beast in the girl. He completely avoids his conversation with her other self. The earth is ours—it said.

What to do … what to do? Find her? Or not find her?

Is finding her important now? The Monk doesn’t tell Ren that she felt as strong as a High Grade; perhaps she matched even the Mesmerizer himself. Perhaps, he does need to find out who she is and where she lives. He swore he will not bother about the world anymore. He swore he’d let it all go and pass the rest of his days in silence, in the sense of peace he has built in his small heaven. But it seems the universe makes you do what you always avoid.

“If I hadn’t canceled the champions tour this time, maybe she would’ve come here,” the Monk remarks.

“I heard Kuhawk agreed to hold the tour, but they postponed it for some reason, which is also why I came to visit. He is missing for two weeks now. If it continues, we need to sit. He may have left Alphatech out of whim, but he still has rights to the founder’s shares. And if he goes missing, the stock price will fall,” Ren explains.

The Monk thinks. Almost all of the war heroes possess war relics; thus, each of their houses can be called a museum. And during the old days, on a peaceful afternoon, one of them blabbered out that they would hold tours for children at their homes—she said it on a whim, and the rest of them agreed—again, on a whim. You say you will do a whole load of things when you are younger. Surprisingly, they all were seventy-year-olds when they said it. And now they are all stuck with holding tours for the youth of the New World.

The Monk doesn’t look away from the bot’s hands. He has heard that the Mesmerizer hasn’t been sighted anywhere. Even WSI contacted him about it. Kuhawk agreed to hold the champions tour of 18 competitions that have been held around the world in different fields on different topics. He knows because Lotus Lodge was supposed to hold it. 33 winners aged between 17 to 25 were supposed to visit, and now that man has agreed to hold it! Did he really agree to it? After strictly avoiding these tour hostings for decades? What made him change his mind all of a sudden? And where did he disappear?

The Monk looks at Ren. He’s watching the dance video that got some good views before it got deleted by an outside force. “Interesting. I had to dig the video out using Sylphias cores. You didn’t tell me you suppressed the video,” Ren interrupts his thoughts.

“I didn’t,” the Monk says, giving the it’s-news-to-me look.

“Well, someone did.”

“We can find her later from the Con management if we need to. She’ll go to Kuhawk if that man comes back and hosts the tour, that is. For now, I think we need to find out where he is,” the Monk says in a tone that makes Ren pause the video and look at him as if he has seen something he didn’t expect to see.

“You make me work like a slave sometimes, but I didn’t hear you give an organized order like that in a very long time.”

“Don’t get used to it,” the Monk says.

By the time Ren finishes his comments on the basement that he couldn’t get to see in decades and on the number of research files that didn’t get to be published yet, also on the music scores that should be preserved properly instead of being dusted away here, he prepares to leave. He even adds, “Four of the Eleven Pieces of the War are here. The originals! And the journalists are killing me for them for years! You are out of your mind, Monk.”

That’s when Pico speaks. Apparently, digging into an old language takes focus and not just time. “Yuan, I believe you’ll be interested in what I’ve found,” Pico says, projecting his report.

Ren understands it in seconds. “You are making a whole language out of it?”

“Important: the language is fifty thousand years old,” Pico says.

“First language is roughly five thousand years old,” Ren says in a tone as if he’ll argue more about it if he is told to believe otherwise.

“First human language is five thousand years old,” the Monk whispers, his attention already on the report. “What made you say the language is that old?” he asks.

“Fifty is the minimum estimation. It could be even older. Much older. I’m saying this because it talks about a key book written during the same astrological condition as this book was written,” Pico says.

“And the same astrological moment happened fifty thousand years ago?” Ren asks.

“Yes. The last one happened fifty thousand years ago.”

“That must be the Twin book,” the Monk whispers again, not looking at anything specific. “He mentioned that he found the Twin. Researchers always said there is another book that fits the Devil’s Book like it’s a twin, like another half of one. They say the true significance of one can never be found without the other.”

“Just because it’s written here doesn’t prove that another language exists,” Ren asks, still not ready to believe it.

“I already discovered the language, and I believe I am learning it. The information about the same astrological point isn’t in Latin. It’s in that new language, and it’s coded. But I could learn the entire language enough if only I had a book written in it.”

“Still doesn’t prove that the language is fifty thousand years old. It could be a joke by the one who wrote it, to mess with people like us. We didn’t believe when men said a book is written by god. Why should we believe when it says it’s written by the devil?” Ren asks.

“What if we find a sample of that language,” a voice says from the entrance of the library. It’s Mee-Hae Ra. She holds a scroll—made of the original paper, rolled like a tube. The way she holds it, it looks like a secret scroll of wisdom. “A piece of writing that we know for sure is eighty thousand years old, not fifty.”

The Monk knows what it is. It’s the tested data of the Temple of Dance that rose from beneath the Indian Ocean. She said she would test it with her own hands. She said she will not leave the lab while the test runs to make sure someone doesn’t tamper with it. She storms through the desks and isles, approaching them both. And she speaks in an exhilarating tone. “Don’t want to bother you with detail of how I stole more samples from places you don’t wanna bother knowing. But I should mention they belong to the cults who refused me tea when they came to plunder my stones.”

“I saw you entering through the cliffside,” Pico says.

“I climbed,” Mee-Hae answers. “Didn’t want to lead them here.”

Ren takes a good look at Mee-Hae. He doesn’t say it’s so great to see her after more than a decade; he doesn’t even say that he still has the batch of tea he bought for her before she disappeared; he also wanted to say that when he asked to meet her back then, it wasn’t for a date. The fact is Ren doesn’t greet her at all.

“Don’t worry. I know it wasn’t a date,” Mee-Hae speaks, looking at Ren. It seems she won’t greet him either. As if meeting after twelve years is as normal as meeting after twelve hours.

Ren doesn’t answer, but he would’ve looked baffled if he gazed at her any longer. “I think I will get more interested in useless history if I stay,” he says and turns to leave the basement. He doesn’t tell the Monk to keep him updated about it all. As if knowing about the existence of a whole new language from fifty or eighty thousand years ago isn’t important. He has a ship to handle, after all. The old days of Lotus Lodge basement are gone. Now he has errands to run, races to hold, bets to place, and funds to raise. The only thing that changed in the New World is if you are a rich old man with a High Grade, you will look good, and you’ll fuck better.







20. The Fishing Lodge 
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On the day that seems perhaps it will not rain as hard as yesterday, and the Storms of the Sages will not pass by anytime soon, at least not today. Also it’s nearly three weeks since the Con incident happened, the Intuitionist convinces Haley to meet Meera outside the city. Old Mark doesn’t say more than he needs to say. It’s Meera Gaumont taking them along, after all. Taha tags along while a baby’s crib hovers with the pack. Taha grins at Old Mark. See, we got our mother; dare stop us now—that’s the look she gives while pointing her nose too high.

Kusha thought things will go easy, but things hardly go easy, even things as simple as this. Haley will come near the lodge Rashad and Meera made in the old days for living. They will all talk, and then Meera will hand her something that says Haley will be allowed to take the World Career Exam without a fee because Meera Gaumont believes in her! Simple and easy. Nothing to fuss about; there couldn’t be anything here that could go wrong. What could go wrong when a High Grade meets someone living in the Junk Land?

In the last three days, Kusha sorted out all the options that could go wrong, just like she finds out all the probable scenarios in any D&D games, and then she made sure there would be at least one plan working to tackle each of them—in case any of them happens, that is. She divided the entire day into segments—eight, to be precise—and then she gave each of them structures, like a story, just the way she thinks Meera will love, just the way Meera has taught her. Then she made sure Haley says what she must say when she meets them; also when she sits, and when Meera offers her pistachio drink or saffron kheer. Wait! What if she brings biriyani instead? So Kusha prepared a different thing to say in case Meera cooks biriyani for lunch. You cannot say an average ‘the food was great!’ or ‘It smells good’ sort of thing. It has to be different; it has to be original, something only the biriyani cooked by Meera on that specific day may have. Kusha even checked the weather forecast, making sure whether the biriyani compliment could be mixed with the weather remarks. And finally, the most important thing to remember is: do not say the f-word in front of Meera.

This was only the beginning. There are more plans in case they go fishing or hunting. If they go fishing, they can be on the deck, or they can go deep into the lake on a boat. Kusha even taught her the details about handling a boat. Soon, the eight sections of the day began to have eight more minor sections each. Doesn’t matter. As long as Meera remains in the current moment and as long as she enjoys the things designed for her, it will go smoothly. But that’s hard to do, considering Meera was the one teaching her about it. You do not want to look too obvious while trying to fool the one who taught you how to fool in the first place. Many wouldn’t agree that the media’s job is to fool, but Meera isn’t one to fear the truth. She knows what she’s doing, and she tells what she does.

Meaning: if the sixty-four things Kusha plans go well, along with the minor things that can be called some branched nodules, chances are everything will be perfect.

Well, things were going perfectly until Haley says the f-word.

“Cities are more interested in giving seals than creating things, Magic Mama always says. Seals that say you are an expert in something. Are you an expert in waxing? Seal! Are you an expert in carrying bricks? Seal! If they could, they would certify you as an expert in farting—he always says like this, Ma’am. And no company in the city will give you the job of farting if no one certifies you, Haley. He hates the cities, Ma’am,” Haley says after giggling.

Kusha closes her eyes in frustration. She is sure Meera has told Haley that she could call her Meera. But people in the Junk Land do not call by their first names. Most times, they use honorifics. She looks at Meera, trying to guess what she must be thinking, but of course, Meera doesn’t say a word. She only smiles. Is she angry? No. Kusha breathes relief; she’s been asking herself question after question, her mind constantly in a state of calculation, the kind of calculation that would need 100% correct intuition to come to an answer.

Well, at least Haley is giggling. Kusha never thought she’d see her giggle. She had trouble trying to put her in a dress—the kind you wear during an afternoon tea party, even though it’s not a tea party. It’s camping, and she should’ve let her wear comfortable shoes at least, but she thought beautiful sandals are comfortable enough for a lodge in a forest. So, as Kusha has asked, Haley has showered with proper care to her hair. Turns out, he brownish-blonde hair is something in between gold and red, and they have locks of waves, which shines golden when she stands in the sun. She had one eye removed to place a high-resolution cam in there—one she got with a discount as a review product. Of course, Kusha makes sure she goes to the operation room again to put her beautiful eyes back before she meets Meera. Her heterochromatic eyes—one brown and the other green—flicker a bit of gold because of her hair.

Being alone for a moment with Haley, Kusha talks to her, “I told you not to say the f-word.”

“I’m sure I didn’t say fuck.”

“Not that.”

“Then what?”

“That, um—”

“Oh, fart?”

“Would you please stop?”

“Ok, alright. No f-word.”

“And no more bad stuff about the cities,” Kusha reminds her.

“I didn’t say any bad stuff about—”

“No more bad stuff about anything that Magic Mama says.”

“Girl, relax. Things are good. I can see we’re connecting. I’m handling good,” Haley says while chewing the fish bone cooked in the campfire, and then she walks back to the fishing spot near the lake.

Kusha looks at the ceiling and sighs. She’s minutes away from tearing her blue hair. She can’t believe that Haley thinks things are in her control. Of course, everything has been in Meera’s control straight from the beginning when she handed over a jacket and said, “I heard you love jackets. Did Kusha tell you to wear a dress? She overthinks things, doesn’t she?” And when Haley nodded vigorously, Meera began again, “You can relax. I designed it and ordered it just for you,” and then she added, “Never wear things that are obstacles for your ride.” And to Kusha’s surprise, Meera even winked at her. She winked at her! She never winked at her or Taha!

Haley nodded even more vigorously.

There. An ex-war hero spent her hours making something only for you, and she said things that you violently nod at. Now you just can’t back off, can you? Haley has been giggling ever since she touched the jacket, especially when she saw the chain with a pendant of a bike hanging with it.

Things seem to be going well when the conversation moves to Magic Mama’s wife, whom she never called mother; she is Mami, but she’ll always be her mother. Haley tells her about how they raised her and how she feels responsible for the family.

Things turn brilliant when Haley says she was more into photography and film, but she left those all. “Eldest in the family does what an eldest gotta do,” she says.

“I heard from Kusha … she says Dzintra runs a handloom?” Meera speaks in a delighted tone, also making sure that she’s just remembered it because Haley brought Mami into the topic. She also says Dzintra even though no one mentioned Mami’s name today.

It even makes Kusha wonder when she’s ever mentioned Mami’s name to Meera. Did I mention Mami’s name before? Yes or No? No.

“One of my friends needed handloom artists for a new project—for Moslin. You know about Moslin, right?” Meera smiles, looking at Haley and turning the fish on the grill.

“The cloth that was so thin and light that ten yards of it would slip through a woman’s wedding ring?” Haley blabbers. “Yes, Mami talks about it often.”

“Yes, as if it’s made of smoke and not of fibers—my friend mentioned that part to define Moslin in World Archive,” Meera says. “A sample survived; it saw three-fifty years. Only the people didn’t survive; the craft didn’t survive.”

“Their fingers got cut. Mami made me read about it.”

“It remained in the museums to be revived only by research.”

“Mami doesn’t do Moslin at all. I’m not sure what she’ll say. I can ask her, of course,” Haley says.

“We found the formula. But a craft is what craft has always been. Holding a formula and having the formula installed in your fingers isn’t the same. It needed decades to bring Moslin back into the lab. It’ll need more to get them into the hands of the artists,” Meera says.

And, just as it seems, it’s going well. Kusha thinks.

By the time Meera says Haley can work in her channels in case she wants to go back to photography, leaving vision programming on bikes, Kusha thinks it couldn’t go any better, especially when Haley politely says she’ll think about it, just as she’s taught her. Of course, it can’t be any better. It can go only worse.

It starts when it seems that Haley will complain a little about whether or not she should take pity, but Kusha glares at her right on time from behind Meera while she goes to wash her plates. Haley didn’t complain, not when Meera was smiling, and the smile was oozing prana. The problem arises when Haley forgets her warning and talks about what Magic Mama says about the High Grades. “I’m telling you, Ma’am, he even says you wear culture as armor. Your attire and everything on your channels.”

That’s it! Kusha thought, pressing her lips tight and putting the bowl a bit roughly on the sink. She doesn’t want to stay here to guard the girl anymore. She should just enjoy the day; perhaps she should bring another supply of good water from the fountain.

She leaves, not even telling Meera where she’s going. She sees Taha playing with their baby brother outside—apparently, Taha left the lodge too after saying, “I’ll never be into politics,” at Meera’s face. As Kusha leaves them all, she hears Meera still talking to Haley, smiling as always, “Armor? Well, you can ask him—is he sure I don’t wear it as a sword?”

“Of course, I will,” Haley says, and from her tone, it sounded as if she might be having her teeth all bared when she said it.

For some reason, they both are smiling naturally, not meaning anything particular—at least, that’s how they sound. And perhaps, it’s true. Perhaps they are connecting for real. And perhaps that is the reason Kusha feels the burning sensation on her face.

The Intuitionist has read How to Read your feelings, but she doesn’t want to define her feelings at all. She leaves, and the gold anklet on her feet resonates in the forest. Runujhunu … Runujhunu …







21. The Cycle of Nine
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At the beginning of it all, the One said, give it to those who need it; give it back to the universe. But the devil said otherwise. Burn it, it says. Burn the signature of the One, burn the codes that rest in Adam, burn it all in my name. That’s the first rule to break the treaty—the bond that holds the devil to its place. It cannot interfere until you—a child of Adam—slit the veil with your blood, with your calls, with your words. It never can. But men are greedy. They want to prosper, and they want to prosper right now. They want it all here, on earth, in a world that is fake.

During the Old World, the worst men came to power. The devil helped them. The devil said give me what I want, and the men gave it. They slaughtered children in their schools, in crowds. They made the streets flow with the blood of virgins. They did them all at some points—specific and unique in their own ways—the points making triangles and pentagons. The devil sure loves symbols. A symbol is special, not the One. An object is special, not a unified universe. An idol is special, not the concept of the whole.

You are special, not others. Just. You.

The Mesmerizer knows what the devil loves. It loves isolating the, You, the I, from the whole. He knows it loves separations—the more, the better. He knows it loves banners and symbols—the fancier, the better. And so he knows the ways of making it speak. You can always make the devil talk if you are a mesmerizer. Thus, is the blood he takes before him—on a copper bowl, no less. A black candle—it isn’t made out of crayon; it’s made of passion—its color is extracted from the charcoals of a tree that needed years of care. Its wax is collected from a hive that is deep in the forests of the Himalayas—you won’t go there unless you are determined to go through struggles—passion again. And then, when the candle is made, hours of carvings engulf it like a gown. Again, passion. Passion is the prayer, and you burn passion to call the devil. Last and the most important is the fire. Not just any fire, it must be from the burning blood of Adam—flamed from oils of golden Zaitun and smoothened with human prana. And that’s all. It will make the devil talk.

The Mesmerizer has painted something on the canvas, accumulating the passion and siphoning his blood. He didn’t light the candle yet. It’s for later, precisely when the main ritual will begin. For that, he had to make the painting first.

Piuee sees it and gazes at him, her expression shocked as if it’s her first time seeing the face, yet it’s not her first time. She saw it in the basin before—demonic, evil, nothing near purity; only the cursed ones may have faces like this. How did the man make a portrait of it so quickly? In the dimming light of one last Firefly, no less! Her gaze turns into a brief nod. Yes! That’s the face—the nod means.

Maroc has come down to them a while ago. He doesn’t say it yet, but his expression is clear—he wants to see the painting. He would’ve done so, but his Master Ruem forbids it. He cannot see it yet. Why doesn’t he let him? And then he fears what he’s been fearing the whole time. The fear is stronger now than ever.

The Mesmerizer looks at him. He remains silent as if thinking about what he will say, but he isn’t. He already knows what he will say. He is only waiting for the right moment to deliver it. “If you see the same face, we will know it’s not created by our minds.” That’s all he says, for that’s all he needs to say. Of course, you do not say any further if you’re the Mesmerizer, for it might be a voice. You shouldn’t voice a lower grade to make them do things, should you? It’s not a code but rather a conduct. Maroc is evolved enough to be a Grade A, but he isn’t a citizen. He lives in the city through other arrangements—some processes at which many would frown. People do not like the word slavery if it exists directly. Just give them a salary. And then take 30% on taxes, 40% on hidden fees, and 20% on donations; slavery becomes valid that way. Most important—no one frowns at it.

“Is it my only option?” Maroc asks.

“It’s our only option, for now,” the Mesmerizer answers.

Maroc breathes calmly, his eyes taking a moment’s look at the Mesmerizer and then to Piuee Pariyeta, probably to see whether the woman is laughing. Well, she’s not laughing. The look on her face says she will never laugh again, even if she gets out of there alive. The last look Maroc gives is at the Firefly; it’s dimly glowing. It will soon be out of energy, and then they will be in complete darkness. It’s time to do what he’s been asked to do.

He takes one last deep breath and dips his face in the basin—into that stinking water. It’s as if it’s not only the algae that are rotten; it’s the whole water that is rotten to the core if that is possible. Just what sort of shrine rots even water?

* * *

“What did it show you? What did it say?” Piuee asks Maroc right after he lifts his face from the basin. His lips pressed tightly together, probably to make sure the water doesn’t get into his mouth.

He takes a fresh napkin and spoils it with whatever is in his face. But before he does anything else, he approaches the painting. His footsteps are slow but firm as if he knows it’s his right to see it now. As if he knows that he has earned it. His eyes must see what he has paid for. The Firefly is glowing still. Maroc Metz approaches the painting and stands before it—the one made with blood and prana, the one made with the will of the Mesmerizer while being in a shrine where the Devil’s Book has been forged once.

The face of—what they all have been calling—the demon looks back at him. And, yes, it’s the same face; he’s just seen it in the water. A perfect match! The experiment has been successful. Hopefully, Master Ruem is happy. But damn! It’s not good news, though, not at all. All three of them seeing the same face of a monster they have never seen before is not a good thing. How can it be?

The Firefly goes out, and the cave immerses itself in darkness.

* * *

“Same hallucinations, all three of us? Even triplets won’t hallucinate the same things,” Piuee says when they, mostly Maroc, still argue about what has happened so far. Just what if, he says, what if these are all hallucinations, a dream, something created by their brains, their minds? The cave is toxic. Even he’s wearing the bio-silicate mask now—the same kind Piuee has been wearing for days. One thing is for sure, though, before today, he never knew true horror.

For a while, Maroc doesn’t speak. They have been discussing it all in the darkness of the cave. He doesn’t answer Piuee. He made sure that he saw it all while having his face in that water. He made sure to check everything he needed to pay attention to—he didn’t want to do it again. There can be no ‘again’ for such things.

He goes away from the painting and the basin and sits near his camp. He senses the Mesmerizer looking at him, waiting for a clear answer. He’s been avoiding the part about what else he’s seen. The only thing he has confirmed is that the face matches the painting. He wonders whether he should tell the rest of it. How do you tell another about your first moment of darkness?

Maroc looks at the Memserizer—he’s not asking anything. Of course, he wouldn’t. He needs him to say on his own what he saw, and Master Ruem won’t press for it too early, but he’ll want to know. No point delaying the inevitable. So Maroc Metz begins, and when he begins, perhaps for the first time in years, he opens something in his heart—perhaps a box, or maybe just a center there, an abstract point—no box needed—in that abstract point, he sees what died there long ago. He sees when it died.

“I saw a tree beginning at one point. Each time I walk, I choose. Each time I choose, I take a path. The path leads to more paths, and then more, and then more. I saw the paths that I didn’t take, the ones that died down for me,” Maroc says, his voice almost down to a whisper. Thanks to the cave, it resonates. Thanks to the only two audiences with evolved ears, they hear clearly no matter how low his whispers are.

“But?” the Mesmerizer gives his first push. It’s too unlike Maroc to whisper about his past this way. He found Maroc twenty years ago along with another of his treasured student in the war ground of Iota—the city in the western range of the Himalayas. It was hard for both of them to erase what they’d seen. It was hard to make them new. They both were sent to kill him—two fifteen-year-old boys were trained just enough to kill the Mesmerizer of Alpha. Of course, training just enough isn’t enough to kill someone like him.

“It showed you more,” the Mesmerizer says; a questioning tone is there with the emphasis that comes only when the truth comes.

“It showed me the moments that made me … me,” Maroc says, facing his Master Ruem. He’s not blinking at all. His grey eyes may not be visible in the regular ways of seeing, but his only two companions sense his eyes—still and gazing blankly in the dark.

“Elaborate,” the Mesmerizer says. The ones unevolved would shiver, hearing his voice, especially when their stomachs are empty and lights are absent and when the sound resonates in the cave.

“Once you said that human life is segmented in batches of nine years. Every nine years is about one defining thing—in belief or personality, even habits. And at the end of each nine years, it reaches a peak. Something happens, and the path changes. And with it changes the next nine years,” Maroc says.

“The Cycle of Nine. I heard of it, too,” Piuee interrupts. “Doesn’t always happen at the ninth year exactly.”

In some other times, Maroc would be annoyed at her opinion, but now he isn’t. “I was nine years old, in Iota. The civil war was on its spike. We still didn’t want to be a part of the World Government, but many of us wanted the chaos to end. It was not a good time. And as it always happens, bad times bring out the worst ones in the front. They were killing; they were raping, and they all had a way of justifying them all. He is a supporter of them, so he deserves death. She’s outside the home after dark, so she deserves to be killed by stoning. The boy disagreed with his father. So he deserves whipping in the street.”

“Rules. Yes. I can see when priests come and tell you what god wants of you. I know exactly when a crowd makes the choices binary—zero or one. You’re zero, so you deserve death. You’re one, and you’re rewarded. They keep nothing in between. There is no grey area, no fraction for the ones who cannot think too far,” Piuee speaks.

“It was independence day—a day we used to celebrate because our elders said that they have liberated our land from the World Government decades ago. We never celebrated independence day as other cities did and still do. We had our own date; we had our own flag—Iota still has it. And that day, kids and adults alike, would wear the flag’s color. They all would sing and walk in the procession. People would go hungry most times, but still, they’d sing on that day. People would get killed every hour, but they would march on that day. And then, in the afternoon, I heard a scream near a bridge. I ran to see what happened, just as many others did. And I saw a girl—five years old at best, fallen, dead. She was wearing the flag-colored dress before she suffered the man. Her red pajama wasn’t where it should’ve been, and her genitals were torn. She couldn’t be more than five-year-old.”

The cave remains silent. No one comments. No one asks for more; no one says what happened then. No one even says Oh, universe! Or oh, dear god!

“I didn’t know her. I just ended up in that area because of the march with flags. What ashamed me was the thought: I’m also a man. What ashamed me was that I was also wearing the same colored cloth as hers—the color of independence. And at that moment, I wanted to kill every man I could see around me. I looked around and saw the faces of the men. I was muttering to myself, God, if you exist, kill these men like insects. And I didn’t know until I saw in the basin that my face crinkled, and my teeth were biting themselves, just imagining all men being smashed like bugs. I imagined I was collecting their hearts and preserving them in the museum. Their hearts do not deserve to go back to the earth; they do not deserve to go back to the universe, I thought. Their hearts deserved pain for eternity, and that pain must be preserved in museums, in glass chambers, frozen in amber,” Maroc’s voice stops after a whisper.

“Is that when you began killing?” the Mesmerizer speaks when Maroc remains silent for around ten minutes.

“No. Not right after. When the news of a five-year-old girl spread around, as you know, people talk. They are illiterate people—the ones who do not play with better ideas, with no thoughts of creativity, with nothing good to keep their minds busy—imagine what will happen if you tell them about such news. Just any news. Even the thought of rape of a child.”

“Devil plants the seed,” Piuee answers.

“Yes. They’re not the kind who becomes aware of the gravity of such news. They are the kind who can’t escape the thought once it’s planted in them. They are like pigs. A pig begins fucking one of them, another begins fucking, and then more joins. And then more. Pigs have no sense of their own other than what is shown to them. Soon after that day, more children were being raped. Three-year-olds, seven-year-olds, even boys. Once there was a nine-year-old girl raped by three fourteen-year-old boys. The ideas were spreading, and it wasn’t one serial rapist; it was a mass. A people,” Maroc pauses for a moment.

“When there’s chaos and wars in a place, the devil walks there in each corner, not just among the oppressors. When it’s war, everyone can become an oppressor. I witnessed it with my own eyes. I thought I had to do something. And finally, right at the end of my ninth winter, when I heard what happened to a nine months old child—nine … months—I didn’t sit anymore. I found every one of those men, one by one. I took them to the deserts and skinned them alive; I took their hearts out—even the fourteen-year-old boys’. I hung their bodies at the town center. People were looking for who did that. They never thought a nine-year-old boy could do it. I was safe from being caught. Soon, it appeared that the devil had left the city, but I knew it was there still. It was inside me, only differently.”

The cave remains silent. With evolved eyes, they have already grown adjusted to the darkness. They all can see one another. They all feel one anothers’ heartbeats.

“After that, I never told myself I was a man or woman or any other identities the world had. I knew they were all illusions. I knew it even before I was a teenager. All I knew was that I was someone stuck in this body,” Maroc whispers again.

For a long time, no one speaks. It can be for minutes, even hours. Time is something they always had in abundance ever since they learned the ways of time. But in the cave, stuck with the same puzzles, the Mesmerizer focuses his will, and he has all the time he needs. He needs to do it. He gazes at where the black candle rests, where the copper bowl still holds some of his blood. “What did it ask of you?” he says, not taking his gaze away from the material ingredients needed for the ritual—the one that can make the devil speak. The Mesmerizer faces Maroc. Even in the dark, both of his audiences sense his gaze.

Maroc pauses before answering. “It said it will give me riches and power if I offer all the hearts I have collected to the Knights of the Dark. And, yes, it wants me to call them gods.”







22. Patterns of Co-incidence 
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The fire was magic until everyone could make one. Thunder became magic then, until this, too, became something you could see everywhere. Soon people realized magic is when the knowledge of a thing does not belong to all. Magic is when a few know it, carry it, and sometimes whisper about it as if it’s a secret. A comet will come 76 years later—knowing it was magic before. Perhaps not so much now. Legend says mystics being what they are, can tell what will happen, even when things will happen, for they do nothing but observe the universe, see its patterns, and notice how things usually come out no matter what. Once or twice, maybe they even add a twist at some points in the curve so that things will shape just the way they should. The Intuitionist, still a bit angry at both Haley and Meera, doesn’t think about mystics or magic, of course, not yet, but she will. Soon enough.

She follows the trail she uses while coming here with Taha. A foot-size lifter floating beside her, and two glass pitchers rest on it. Her goal—nothing serious—just get some water and maybe some air. Nothing could go wrong when you go with pitchers in the forest fountains. It’s not as if it’s the primitive age and bears will attack or cobras will sneak onto your feet. West Alpha is closer to the mangrove forest. It has Royal Bengal Tigers, and they never let you know if they’re following. But the Intuitionist knows when animals are in an attacking mood. In case there’s danger around, she takes a different path.

She crosses the first fountain—it’s a bit small with ferns and shrubs. The lack of sunlight made it a heaven for leeches. She won’t go there even if someone pays her with a million gold Books.

She reaches the waterfall she prefers to visit. It has more rocks; it’s rich in the wind; it gets plenty of sunlight—all enough to make the water clean. All that water falls to a whirlpool below—the smaller one, but the one that falls right after isn’t that small. It ends with a huge cliff and forms a river, and then more rivers, and then more. Many of those rivers pass through Alpha, and many more cross farther east, bending because of the Himalayan mountain range. The entire northwest, north, and even the east of Alpha are full of mountains and hills. Hundreds of streams are seen even in winter, thousands more on the days of the rain. Poets here always said it’s mother earth’s favorite place for crying—the land of thousand rivers.

“No need to think about how good it looks; you’re absolutely not allowed to go there alone,” Rashad and Meera told them. No need to go there anyway when there is plenty to take near her feet.

Kusha positions herself on a large stone—a bit flat and as grey as any stone is. She fills up the glass pitchers kneeling close to the flowing water. The restlessness she has had about Meera and Haley goes away from being around the sounds of the falls and the smells of leaves. If there are heavens, they will look like this, except there will be no fear of falling and no fear of death. Perhaps in heaven, people will be masters of nature—they’ll fly like birds; they’ll see the deepest oceans in a breath; they’ll climb the mountains in a blink—just as the animals do on earth—the ones who got the chance to evolve here over time. Freedom of exploring defines heaven since the earth doesn’t have it, not for humans, at least.

When two pitchers are full and drinking some air is also over, the Intuitionist orders the lifter to go back to the lodge, and then she motions to follow it. That’s when she sees them—the ones in grey shawls. They are following a mountain trail so steep that she’s sure she couldn’t walk along that path without climbing tools and gear. They all do not have the same clothing. Not exactly. But their attires are similar. You can’t call those uniforms—uniforms are where rules are, Kusha knows. They’re not wearing anything near fancy. The greyish tint of their shawls might be from the raw fibers taken straight from nature. She knows because she’s watched Mami Dzintra’s looming many times. No natural fiber looks plain, single colored. They are spotted; they tan here and there—just like natural human skin before it receives one color foundation.

The ones walking along the trail are far away, but even from here, she can see that they’re all walking barefoot. In the last seven years, she has met monks before—the ones who wear orange pieces of cloth and have their heads trimmed. But she’s never met the ones with grey shawls. It looks as if they do not care how long their hair should be because some of them have no hair at all, while others have theirs reaching their hips—clean or unclean. Perhaps they don’t have rules about cleanliness either. In an instant, Kusha realizes who they are. Mystics. Only mystics have no other rules except that one rule—be one with the One.

Kusha immediately hides behind a bush. It’s not as if they’ll harm her. Well, she doesn’t exactly know what they’ll do, in case they meet normal people. Because that’s the mystery of the mystics. No one meets them. No one ever finds them. They’re never anywhere that you can find them easily. There’s not enough knowledge about how they might behave when you meet them. So, just as it should, her heart beats like drums as she watches perhaps some of the rarest people on earth. And she watches so cautiously as if they’ll vanish into the air if they realize they’ve been spotted by a mere unevolved as her.

Mystics are originators of the way of evolution. They never come to society, but they are the indirect creators of the New World. It is said that the bringers of evolution in the New World were once students of the mystics. Kusha read about it in the Book of Prana by, well, Anonymous. She now knows at least one of these Anonymous. So it will never be the same again, remembering that book. At this moment, the Intuitionist watches them carefully. She tries approaching a bit further. The path is still approachable, so why not?

The Intuitionist follows for just a while. But skills to cross a waterfall quickly don’t come as a preset in humans as they do in beasts. Humans are rather built with options to evolve, to unlock more, maybe even the skills all the beasts have. Kusha feels hollow when she watches the grey ones leaving so quickly. Some of them look too old to walk the way they do. Compared to them, she can’t even cross fifty meters of a stream flowing along stones. You’re not evolved enough—the voice of the woman with double irises suddenly invades her mind. Kusha closes her eyes and decides not to follow them. Better go back to the lodge and worry about the job she must worry about. She needs to be done with this Career Exam; she needs to get that job in Alphatech and finally start that career, and then she needs to build this career thing as soon as possible so she’d be free from Gaumont Manor. Those are the priorities now; it’s better not to chase mystics when you have the wrong set of legs.

She turns to go back to the trail she came along. That’s when she feels that alarm—the sudden feeling of a frozen needle piercing through her eyes and her brain. She doesn’t know what it is, but her face, in some mysterious way, turns towards the group of mystics again, just for one last time. All of them are now nowhere to be seen except one. A man in a light grey shawl stands still, facing her way. He is too far from here to tell what he’s doing, but the Intuitionist knows he’s staring at her, and he is not blinking.

Kusha settles on another stone; the runujhunu of her anklet gets muffled in the water. It comes back when her foot is free of the splashes. For a moment, she gets distracted by the stream of water—it seems to go where ever she steps. Annoyed, she changes her position just once more. Water can’t reach here in the next few minutes, she thinks. She looks again at the man in a grey shawl, and to her dread, he’s still there, not moving at all.

He has a long beard—grey and curly; his hair tied at the upper back of his head, and he is staring still. Kusha was about to hide, but then the man looked at something else to her back, to the mountains behind her, and the alarm she felt a while ago comes back. She turns toward that direction—the place where all the water is coming from. It looks just as it has been, except the stream feels a bit stronger, and the water level looks higher now. The coldness in her feet and the bell of her anklet make her look down again. This stone, too, seems to be drowning. Before the sound of the forest breaking hits her ears, the Intuitionist begins running.

This part of the earth doesn’t belong to any cities. So technically, anything going around here isn’t anyone’s headache. But once or twice Kusha saw the signboards here and there—they’re shabby, often rusted, and signed by the local people. In their poor translation, Kusha once saw what a sign read: ‘The water is deep; don’t water … Forest fire and flash flood are everyone’s business.’

Well, there’s a flood coming, and not dying from it is purely her business, not anyone else’s. At some corner of her mind, when she is about to forget about that mystic, she wonders whether that man has called this upon her. Was it her punishment for seeing them?

She speeds among the stones. The shore she believes to be safe is a few yards away, and the roaring forest feels as if it’s too close. She has been hearing it for a while, yet she dares not look at it. She calls the lifter with her CRAB. The lifter belongs to the Gaumont Manor, so it’s coded to fly toward her whenever she calls it and whenever it is in the calling range, that is. But it’s not coming yet. She sent it to get the pitchers to the lodge she remembers. It must be too far away now.

Her heart thumps in her chest exactly when the shore is a yard away. For some reason, the water seems to be rising wherever she goes. As if it’s determined to catch her and take her into the stream. And for a while, she thinks she can bet on all her GVs, that the water really swirled into a whip, like a twisted rope, and then the whip of water caught on her foot—the one with the anklet. In the middle of all these, the Intuitionist only thinks, O universe! Not the anklet, not now.

The Intuitionist falls, and two more falls are coming ahead. Among all her thoughts about living or dying, another thought crosses her mind: the bodies of the mystics do not glow as people say they do.

* * *

The first fall is short—it’s the smaller whirlpool that usually seems like it’s just a few feet drop, nothing serious. You can take water from the top; even if you fall, it will be there first. So the first fall gives a sense of safety in the beginning, especially when looking from above. Then comes the next drop. If you can hold yourself to something—maybe a branch or a stone that is clutchable, maybe a hand that’s not interested in calling itself god, or maybe just an animal that belongs here—then you’re saved. But the stream isn’t any usual stream. It comes as the flash flood, and the Intuitionist is sure she saw its water swirling up to grab her ankle—or maybe just the anklet, and not her—who knows. For now, all she knows is that she’s falling.

The pressure of water hits her skin; it’s too cold, enough that she wishes she were evolved. To High Grades, this fall would be nothing. To High Grades, such falls are amusements they do on vacation.

The pressure of water feels like solid ice. The Intuitionist can’t tell whether the falling phase is over or whether she’s still waiting to be hit hard by the water—stone if she isn’t lucky. Her mind is racing, constantly calling the lifters; if any one of those is nearby, it should come, flying in a flash. Hopefully, it could catch her midair.

Is it coming? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

Is it close? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

The deepest pool of water arrives. A sudden slap of coldness hits her entire body. In the junkyard of Panami, Kusha saw the huge cranes carrying the junk vehicles and pressing them into sheets. Sometimes she wondered what it would feel like getting pressed in one of those. Well, after the fall, she thinks perhaps she has felt at least half of it. Her body feels inert; her heart stopped for a moment or maybe two, who knows, but it felt as if this rhythmically beating organ has lost its rhythm for longer than it could handle. All the air her lungs have saved is completely slapped out. In dreams, sometimes she sees herself sinking into a planet that has no land—a planet full of only blue water. That sensation of sinking is similar to now.

The Intuitionist feels her motionless body just one last time before her eyes shut down into blackness. And what a blackness that is! Millions of years living on the blue planet, and humans still couldn’t win the fear of water? How is that so?

“When you sink to your deepest, all you have to do is dance; dance as if it’s the last dance of your life, sweetie …” She wonders where Meera is. Is she looking for her?

* * *

Coincidence happens. Of course, all these can be called coincidences. If anyone took the time to plot coincidences in a graph, maybe they’d have known even coincidences have a pattern. Perhaps they’d have known that you can call them down on the earth if you want. But it’s not easy to call coincidences unless you’re a mystic, unless you can voice the universe. And mystics don’t do it often. They’d never do it unless the universe asks them to. They’re not the kind who would rebel against god, messing around with the ways of nature.

When her feet touch the depth of the pool, she begins moving. In the beginning, it looked as if the force of water is pushing her body while her feet are only looking for stability, perhaps to push down hard and swim up harder, but no. The Intuitionist has her mind completely shut down to blackness. It’s not her who moves her feet. Her feet move exactly when the mystic with the beard and grey shawl touches the water right above this whirlpool.

Of course, the Intuitionist doesn’t know what’s happening; perhaps she’ll never know. No one will ever know, and the moment will get lost as thousands of moments disappear into the universe. Unless she can download it from there, this will remain hidden.

Her feet motion into a perfect series of movements, and then it becomes a dance. Her hands and waist follow the rhythm, and her neck moves as if the pressure of water is nothing anymore. As if she is made to dance underwater.

The riverbed isn’t smooth. It has rocks; it has things that the earth decides to carry through the water. Even in that heavy traffic, the swirls of water—uniquely visible—are something that isn’t moving; they all stay near her feet, particularly near her anklet.

Oh! If she only could see it! If she could remember.

The mystic with bread still has his hand dipped in the water—at least forty feet above her, on a stone, his feet aren’t wet even by a drop, not even by the heavy mist. His hand is steady, his eyes closed as if he’s praying, but he’s not. And the water that dances along her feet swirls and swirls and swirls more into tiny threads, traveling along the river. It will continue to travel further east and further south until it falls into the bays and the seas.

During traveling in its path, it may meet a land much near to a cave—the cave of spirals, the cave of demons, the cave of lies, or maybe the shrine of the Knights of the Dark—whatever you call it—it’s the same cave, for its function is one: deceive as best as you can.

The Intuitionist, if survives this fall, will never know what the universe has crafted today. Of course, it can all be called a hoard of coincidences. But then, the universe is full of them, and magic is seeing them from afar while being one with some of them, sometimes.







23. The First Moment of Darkness 
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Hearts. That’s all it needs. That’s all it has asked. He is sure of it. Whatever it was, it wasn’t his imagination. Still, how simplistic the idea is. For ages, there were stories about witches and demons, rakshas and deities. Somehow, all of them were after human hearts. How cliché is that! How naïve is that! And yet, here it is—all clear, all too simple—the deity, the one who claims himself as the knight of the darkness—wants that age-old thing. The hearts of the children of Adam, the ones Maroc Metz has collected with care and preserved in a space built with even more care. If it were some millennia ago, his chamber of preserved hearts would be called a temple. Maroc isn’t as shaken as he has been before, but he feels as if he has seen a man who hasn’t showered for months fingering his ears and licking them.

For a while, the group of three, mostly Piuee, argues about the deal and what comes with them. Whether it should be trusted or not. For moments more, Piuee whines and gasps because, for weeks, she’s been around a man who collects hearts and preserves them in a cold chamber—sinners or not. Several times, the words ‘psycho’ and ‘fascist’ and ‘extremist’ leave out of her lips. Almost. But she handles it at the last moment each time. You don’t want to call someone with those words when you’re stuck with him in the same place.

“Are you sure it asked of hearts? And you heard it in our language?” Piuee asks again, but she doesn’t wait for an answer, “Why didn’t it ask me something like that, something that only I could give? Something other than … you know.”

“Calling it god?” Maroc asks.

“Yes. It didn’t ask me anything other than that,” Piuee says.

“Because you have nothing to lose,” the Mesmerizer speaks. He sits near the edge of the cave, his back resting on the stone wall.

“Oh, I think I have loads to lose,” Piuee argues.

“No. You don’t. Maybe you had, but over time, people forget. The attachments get thinner and thinner,” the Mesmeriser whispers. “You’re now a seeker who forgets to brush the hair or file taxes and gets bankrupted. You’re only passing the time, Pariyeta. Long life always had its side effects.”

Piuee remains silent. For her, the silence mostly means she doesn’t disagree, or she’s thinking about whether she disagrees or not. But then, the time to disagree runs out, at least for small conflicts. “What did it ask of you? What do you fear to lose?” The question sounds odd. How could she ask such a thing of the Mesmerizer himself? She could never do it if it were before. Perhaps being stuck in the same place blooms a flare of kinship? At least a bit? Piuee waits for an answer, half expecting there might be no answers at all.

“God created Adam with his own hands, and then he blew his Ruh in him and taught him the names of all things,” the Mesmerizer begins. Both his audience has no clue why he speaks of the first stories of mankind all of a sudden, but there’s not much else to do but listen, and you always listen when the Mesmerizer speaks.

“I always wondered why it sounded so simple,” the Mesmerizer continues. “Why does knowing the names of all things and being cast out from heaven sound too much like a summary? Like it’s unbelievable. A summary is always unbelievable, unacceptable. People always need the details. Just as I did.”

“The age of evolution came then. Such evolution of the mind made me wonder, what if it’s all true? What if we’re only unlocking what we always had? What if being has no limits? Soon enough, wisdom became my obsession. I knew men could regain what was lost, maybe not all of it. There’s that dimensional difference to consider, after all, between heaven and earth, at least for the human physique, since we have been cast into a place that is not meant to be home, not really. But wisdom … wisdom has no limits,” the Mesmerizer speaks as if he’s just revealed the greatest secret of the universe, the kind of secret cults used to guard among them like some treasure that only they deserved to know, the kind of secret that is open, and yet, it will remain sealed for the ones who do not deserve it.

“Wisdom?” Piuee says. “Is that what you fear losing?”

“Is that what it asked of you, Master Ruem? How can it take wisdom from someone?” Maroc asks, almost whispering. There’s always a tendency to whisper when it’s dark when you are stuck in a cave, and when you know something otherworldly is watching you.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t answer. He looks at Maroc. Both Piuee and Maroc sense his movements. The man approaches the center of the cave, right where the basin is. His footsteps feel subtle on the stone floor, and he speaks in his most melodic tone ever.

“Every obstacle I faced made me overcome it in a way I had never thought was possible.” He takes the lighter from the slab right along the basin and lights it; a single flame appears in its tip. “I became greedy for more. More obstacles, more evolution. And the evolution of the mind means access to the One. It’s a true obsession once you realize what it is. At one point, you smile wickedly when you see another obstacle in your path, and you don’t walk around it. You go through it, and you greedily wait for the next obstacle. Because you know obstacles evolve you. Because you know more evolution is more of the lost knowledge, more of the lost wisdom.”

The black candle rests on the stone slab; it holds the flame. It’s the only candle tonight, and giving light isn’t its purpose.

* * *

Piuee senses the prana in the air; the coldness in her skin comes suddenly and leaves soon after. What is it that he wants? He didn’t answer what they both asked. Every time, he avoided them, yet every time, he got what he wanted. Whichever it is, she sure understands what the black candle can do. She knows what may follow when that candle is combined with the painting of blood. Her throat feels dry, but a High Grade rarely remains silent when things must be spoken.

“D-don’t,” she begins, “Don’t do it.” She gulps air, and suddenly the hunger sets in more. They all have run out of food. Eating nothing for four days isn’t much for a Grade A, but an empty stomach has its side effects. The stomach is still made of cells, and acid burns them.

“I need what I came for,” the Mesmerizer says.

“What did you, we, come for, really? You never mentioned it. Somehow you made me come along, and now you want to burn blood in a black candle? While we are all stuck? While I am stuck here? With you?” Piuee protests; her back straightens; she doesn’t rest on the stone wall anymore as if she’ll stand up any moment now.

“What do you fear?” the Mesmerizer asks after a while.

“Connection,” Piuee answers. “You know it; you’ll lose your connection with the One, the Source, if you burn human blood in the flame, if you intend to offer it to something else. Your connection will wither away slowly. Aren’t you looking for the Source? Ever considered getting it the natural way? Or do you always jump into rebellion?”

“You’re worried about me. That’s new.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no. I’m worried about what you will do when you lose it. People do not turn into a monster on day one. The brain needs thousands of minor decisions to do something it would’ve never done before,” Piuee explains, standing and approaching him. For a moment, she even steals a gaze at Maroc. She met both of them only weeks ago; the few times she’s seen them aren’t enough to know them. She didn’t think Maroc would talk about his past, and the Mesmerizer himself would speak the way he did. But again, people always say you get to know a man only when you both meet the devil.

“Don’t do what it asked of you,” she begs.

“You don’t know what it asked of me,” the Mesmerizer says.

“What did it ask of you?” Piuee asks, halting in her path; even in the candlelight, suspicions are clear in her eyes. She knows what it asked from Maroc Metz—the sinners’ hearts he keeps preserved in his cold chamber. But the hearts aren’t here, and they’re stuck. It wouldn’t just let him escape temporarily to get the hearts for it, would it? And if human hearts are a favorite for demons, devils—whichever it is—wouldn’t it be best to ask for things that are already available? Wouldn’t it be best to ask the strongest of them to do it? And what is the oldest rule that the devil has followed? Divide and conquer. It’s always been: divide and conquer.

Gulping isn’t a thing Piuee does very often, but in the last three weeks, she did it a lot. And now she really made a gulping sound. Piuee Pariyeta wants to back off, just out of instinct. But she’s Grade A, and she knows the hunter’s first instinct is that the prey will always back off.

Fighting will not work, at least not with this man. Not when a perfect puppet is ready to die for him. Oh! That psycho will surely love to give his own heart for his Master Ruem. But she could take the candle. She could destroy it if she gets the chance. The basin is three feet away; Piuee dares not look at it. It’s not hard to target a flame when it’s the only source of light in the darkness.

The next few moves were sudden, and Piuee Pariyeta—the best symbolist of the World Library Archive—isn’t the only one who makes them. She is fast; her movement is agile; her footsteps are the ones that got to be honed during her lifelong adventures. The Mesmerizer, however, is someone who neither forgets his paperwork nor his daily training. Even in the cave, he has made sure that he does his prana motions. To someone unevolved, it’d be only meditation. It’d be only sitting with eyes closed. But it’s more than that.

He gets hold of her soon; Piuee slithers her hand impressively several times, quickly as a cobra, only to get a hold of that candle. But those attempts fail too. To an unevolved, it’d appear like a child trying to put out her birthday candle, but the adult in the room isn’t allowing it because it’s not time yet.

“Settle down,” the Mesmerizer speaks with a whisper, his lips close to her ears. Both his hands keep her steady. The slab on which the candle stands is too close. And the symbolist—just for one last time—reaches for it, getting her wrist out of the man’s grip. The attempt succeeds. She grabs the candle. It looks smooth, as if it’ll get crushed like a boiled potato if she presses, but when she does, when she crushes it with all her might, it feels brittle. The flame goes away, the candle breaks into pieces, and it would’ve broken more if it weren’t for what the Mesmerizer does next.

A sudden coldness passes along her wrist, right where the Mesmerizer holds her tightly. The smell of burnt thread fills the air, along with the smell of stinking water. But at that moment, perhaps the sharp pain in her wrist obscures the rest of her senses. Sweats fall from her skin, along with coldness because of low pressure in her blood, but the symbolist doesn’t moan. She’d never moan. Her parted lips, however, say it all; her breathing rate has increased. The pain, therefore, exists.

* * *

The Mesmerizer senses the water in her wrist, right beneath her skin; the prana flowing strongly in her body is now agitated. He sees the candle broken into pieces—the brittle and tiny pieces of wax spread all over the slab. The cave has gone dark, but he can sense them. He can smell the oil in it. He can see its solidity against the stone slab. His age-old training doesn’t make him angry, of course, at least not the outward projection of it. But his prana turns warmed, bubbling with the urge to act, perhaps to turn all the water in her into ice. Or perhaps to smash the wrist he holds in his grip into pieces? It feels frozen where he holds her.

“Calm yourself,” the Mesmerizer speaks. For a split second, the words were more for him than for her. “You assume a lot”

“Why did you bring me here? What did it ask from you?” Piuee asks, struggling to free herself. Maroc Metz isn’t even moving from his place; perhaps he’s enjoying the moments. Of course, he would; he hated her every time he looked at her messy hair.

Her resistance to his command is impressive, though. It has to be. She is a symbolist, a digger into the depth of the earth. No one can sustain long enough in such realms if they cannot shield themselves against voice, and, oh! How mischievous and quivering some voices can be when you enter the realm of the below! The Mesmerizer smiles; he needs to begin the ritual. He needs to fix the candle now, and that requires complete focus. The symbolist seems to be a hindrance, and all hindrances to the work of art will get punished.

“Look into my eyes,” the Mesmerizer begins; his voice could cut through the stones; his red eyes turn fiery in the subtle glow of the stinking water—it shakes in the basin because of all the movements. The water suddenly gets still and motionless, as if all things of the inert world have stopped, only to listen to his voice.

“No, d-don’t—” Piuee could say only this far.

“Listen, and only listen. Calm down, for there’s nothing to fear. The shrine reads fear; remove it,” the Mesmerizer speaks in a monotonous rhythm. “Do you still feel fear?”

“No.”

“Good,” the Mesmerizer speaks, his eyes locked on hers. In the darkness, no one sees the color of another’s, but they both can sense around their field. “You will go over there,” he points to her camp, which is mostly the sheet of a blanket she kept on the floor. “And then you’ll sit calmly, and you will not blink. You will not blink at all. You will stay awake, never closing your eyes until I say otherwise. Do you understand?”

Piuee Pariyeta makes a slight nod—almost, but something makes her movement rigid, as if her body has frozen along with her wrist. As if the strength needed for her neck to nod is gone, but the desire to respond to his voice forces her to speak. “Yes,” she whispers.

The Mesmerizer relaxes his gaze. His tone drones into one last whisper. “You will never blink, and you will never sleep,” he says one last time as if it’s a curse thrown into the universe. “Until I say so,” he finishes, for every curse must come with a cure.








24. The Mystery of the Blue Flower
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When the sun has slanted towards the west and the afternoon breeze begins cooling down, and the vapor of the fall splits the sunrays into a million colors, the Intuitionist opens her eyes. She finds herself on a stone—large enough that its roundness didn’t hurt her waist, but it sure hurt her neck.

Shit! How long has she been here? She stands up in haste; her entire body aches while standing, and the world even feels dizzy as she tries to be still. The runujhunu of her anklet makes her look down at her feet; that’s when she realizes her clothes are drenched but not as much as they should be. Her hair is moist, but not in the way it should if she really had fallen through that fall!

The Intuitionist looks around. It’s hard to recognize a spot in the wild, things look the same more or less everywhere, and a human isn’t any better than an ant stuck within the folds of a messy blanket. However, she is sure she was standing right here before falling. It makes her wonder, has she even fallen earlier or not?

Did I fall? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

Was it a dream? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

How much could be real, and how much was a dream? The Intuitionist storms in her mind, asking herself questions, finding out the minute details about which part of her most recent memory was true. She looks at the water stream suspiciously. What if it drags her down again? Her gaze falls on her anklet, and the look of suspicion sets in more. She kneels until she reaches it—a tiny flower, not more than an inch in size, blue and white, its petals as hard as the giant leaves in Meera’s wild garden, and it’s glowing brightly like the full moon reflecting on a sapphire. The Intuitionist knows what kind of flower it is. Such flower with tough petals and darker hue grows deep underwater in strong streams. Yet they never glow unless someone wills their prana in it. She saw Meera making flowers glow in weeks.

She looks down to the fall—the stream flowing until it falls at least two hundred feet below, or maybe more. If she really fell, how did she get up here? A shiver sets in her skin when the afternoon breeze blows again. It’s hard to tell whether it was for cold or for fear. She looks into the wild. There are too many trees and stones—the uneven shapes of the earth. It’s hard to tell if anything or anyone is hiding among them. The Intuitionist looks for that man with a grey beard. Maybe she could see that band of mystics again? How many times have you hoped to see something while gazing at the horizon? How many times one may find what he seeks?

The mystics aren’t there; the one who remained till the end isn’t visible anywhere either. To her dread, she finds what she never wanted to find. It’s on another stone behind her, carefully placed so it wouldn’t get wet or fall into the water anytime soon. Another envelope—pitch black, same markings on it, with the same smell; she knows what she’ll see if she opens it. And the first thought that crosses her mind is: was it the mystic who left it for her?

Has it always been the mystics?

* * *

A humming noise of a machine interrupts her thoughts. The one-foot-size lifter has come swishing, stopping near her. The beeping in her CRAB is visible, but it’s silent. Kusha looks at the other side of the stream. Meera stands there, waiting for her. She looks dry. So she wasn’t the one to save her from drowning—that’s after the consideration that she was drowning.

Meera looks worried. Haley, on the other hand, looks jolly—she must’ve been worried. If anything happened to her, she would’ve thought it was her fault.

Not wasting time, Kusha stands up again, the blue flower hidden within her fist. She steps onto the lifter. Within seconds it animates and turns into a larger one—hexagonal shape, each side being three feet. It finishes scanning her CRAB on its own while Kusha stares at Meera. Should she tell her she fell?

The lifter creates protective walls up to her waist. It then floats above the stream; the water level has risen, Kusha notes. So the flash flood wasn’t a dream either.

When the Intuitionist reaches the other side of the stream, Meera asks her what happened. Why would you try to cross a stream during a flash flood? She asks several variations of this same question. So Kusha decides to give something just enough to make things plausible. And I fell two-hundred feet below isn’t part of the answer.

“I think I saw the mystics, um, I got curious and caught up with the flood,” she says.

At first, Meera finds no answer. “Mystics?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“I just, um, know?” Kusha says in a questioning tone as if trying to say that’s a yes or no question, remember? “They had the kind of attires we have read about in The Book of Prana.”

Meera doesn’t say anymore. Her mind, which constantly analyses current events of the world to guess the motifs behind them, beside them, and even the ones ahead of them, soon settles into the analytical mode. A band of mystics has so close to Alpha—what could be the reason for it? For now, she motions the girls for the lodge. Taha is there alone with their baby brother. The sun is still golden and warm; if Rashad weren’t at the IF conference in Beta, today would’ve been a proper family day out with a guest along.

Back at the lodge, Haley demonstrates the new Compact Vehicle she is making with Kusha—for a race—she doesn’t add warning from Kusha’s glare. She thought she should show Meera some of what she does so that this recommendation becomes valid for her Junklandian pride.

After all the demonstrations and conversations are over, along with the consumption of the last of the brunch, Meera decides to call it a day. Perhaps the most influential man in the Admin Council being missing for three weeks and mystics being nearby scratched her nerve.

The Intuitionist desires to stay a bit longer with Haley. “I’ll be home before it’s dark,” she says with a smile. Thankfully their lodge has a dryer in the shower, and she dried herself before Meera could scold her about it.

“Before it’s dark then,” Meera says after considering.

* * *

When Meera leaves with Taha and their baby brother, the Intuitionist finally gets the time alone with Haley. They tell everything the girls have missed telling each other. The truth is they couldn’t talk things out after that night. The one-time Kusha met after the con was three days ago, and much of that time has passed on convincing Haley to meet Meera in a ‘proper’ dress—proper, according to Kusha.

She tells Haley about everything, starting from what she found out at the Ask Anything Fairy’s tent and then at the old costume store. She tells her about the newspapers and the paintings of the Word Witch. She has no real parents, and the fact that she might be an artificial human makes them both awkward. Usually, Haley turns grief around with a joke, but then you don’t joke about such things, do you?

Haley’s eyes widen when Kusha reaches the tales of the Turf Zero and how she achieved the exact copy of the Devil’s Book, handcrafted by none other than their monk war hero.

“You’re lying,” Haley says for the dozenth time. And each time, the previous event sounds more acceptable to her.

“That’s how I came to see those dance mudras,” Kusha continues her explanations. When she comes to the point where she met those brats in that old rehearsing hall, Haley begins glaring.

Her hand subconsciously traces her chin; she’s received a strong blow that night. In those moments, with her blurry vision and dizzy mind, she saw the monk war hero healing her. She thought he was just another cosplayer; he just couldn’t be the real one. Now that she remembers, she even muttered something to him. Probably it was, “You did it best, dude. You’ll win tonight.”

“I think I called the old man dude,” Haley begins, “I should’ve said something nicer and asked for an autograph. War hero autographs sell high in the Old City. You know what I think? I should’ve grabbed his hair or something. The black market of the emperor would give anything for a war hero’s DNA sample. That’s something no one could manage today. Fuck! I was this close, now that I think.”

“There’s a problem, though,” Kusha ignores Haley’s remarks.

“What problem?”

“The fifth boy, the one with cameras … they were calling him Salter. I think he took my photos.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I asked myself.”

“How bad are they?”

“Do I have to measure how bad they are?” Kusha suddenly presses her lips; her chin tightens, and her cheek puffs up. She saw some old films where women were asked how much they had been disrespected—this much or that much or is it even more much. As if there’s a difference between quarter naked or full naked when someone else is forcing you to do it.

“Alright, I’ll see what I can find out on that Salter boy,” Haley says, “but don’t worry about it. Chances are he just got caught in the middle of things he didn’t want to be in.”

“Why take photos then?” Kusha argues.

“Honestly, photographers would try to capture anything, even poop or pus,” Haley remarks.

Among everything, the Intuitionist skips the part about seeing the water swirl along her anklet and falling through the waterfall.

While heading to the city, the Intuitionist feels the black envelope in her pocket. She didn’t show it to Haley. A few times, she thought about whether she should see what was inside it. Does it hold something new? Yes or No? No. Better not now, she thinks. Better not see it, she mumbles, wondering why she doesn’t just throw it away.

“What?” Haley asks from beside her. She’s giving her a ride to the West Gate of Alpha.

“Nothing,” the Intuitionist says; the feeling of being watched engulfs her sometimes. Now is one such time, especially after receiving another black envelope.

To avoid the feelings in her belly, the Intuitionist proposes that they should do a test race in the empty land where they always go for racing. Sunset is two hours away, and it’s doable.

So both the girls drive their car at speed; there’s no one in the field. The off-grid tires spin as if they’ve finally mastered the ground. When the Intuitionist takes the wheel, to make it more fun, Haley puts a blindfold on her eyes. “Drive,” she says.

Both the girls laugh hard while the Intuitionist drives the compact GV blindly. She knows her obstacles, or perhaps she will always know her obstacles because that’s what intuition is for.

* * *

Back at the manor, Kusha tries some cooing noises with their baby brother but fails miserably, even though she’s practiced it before. She then says the word ‘Unarvu’ several times, looking at the baby.

“What did you say?” Meera asks her, her tone surprised.

“It’s the word coming into my mind after I woke—I mean when I was stuck at the other side of the stream,” Kusha answers. “I have to see what it means.”

“It means consciousness in Tamil,” Meera replies, her gaze cautious now. She remembers what Kusha said about the mystics earlier. “It’s a good name for him. Let’s call him that.”

“Really? Are you sure? Won’t you ask Rashad?”

“He can call him what I call him, or he can just call him ‘boy’ for the rest of his life,” Meera says, shutting her computer screen down.

The Intuitionist then asks what she wanted to ask. “Why did you wink at Haley today? Why were you like that with her?”

“You’ll see it if you ever really join Alphatech or any company in any City Central. And you may not like it. You can always come back to me if you want; I do not need to appear trustworthy to you. But for Haley, well, it might seem a city is a good place to her, but if she ever changes her mind, I want her to know that my door will be open, and it’s not just because she’s your friend; it’s because she’s from where I came from,” Meera explains. Her tone drones in the end.

“So you fished her?” Kusha says. In our fishing lodge?—she thinks.

“That’s just a term hundred-year-olds use for quicker communication. I’m afraid I forgot why I began all these, at least the feelings part, but I’ll try to save everyone you hold dear. You will understand since you’ve decided to go to City Central too.”

Save? Kusha doesn’t respond for a while. For weeks, she thought perhaps Meera doesn’t approve of her going to Central Alpha or joining any company or doing a normal job. But after what she’s said, there’s no way of not thinking that.

“You don’t like me going to the Central?” Kusha asks in a questioning tone, in a somewhat assured tone too.

“It’s complicated,” Meera says. It’s the second time she has said something is complicated in recent months. While the Intuitionist feels thrilled that Meera talks to her about complicated things, it sends a shiver where bile joins her stomach. “I thought I needed some new memories. That’s why—”

“That’s what I think, too,” Meera says. “And you should go and see the world more. But remember, City Central is just one dot of the world. It’s not all of it.”

Kusha remains silent, not sure what to say. She was about to show Meera the blue flower she has found since Meera would know more about it. But then she decides she’ll find it out on her own. What if Meera asks where she found it? What if such flowers glow somewhere deep in the water? If that’s true, Meera would ask whether she fell somewhere deep or not. That could cause another silent ban from going to the Junk Land.

She can solve the mystery of the blue flower later. For now, the thought of the black envelope worries her again. She almost forgot about it. Somehow it feels as if whoever sends them to her is sending those exactly for this reason—to worry her. They know time makes people forget, so they remind you of the worries again, installing fear drop by drop, slowly, just like the whispers of the devil himself.







25. Tomorrow
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In Central Alpha, at the Residential Section for the forces, the princess of Kappa hosts Ody Augustieus. The illumination and the temperature have been adjusted for the guest. When Ody finishes his shower and sits for dinner, Kiki plays light music.

“No music, Kiki,” TJ says. She is giving the man food and the space for a shower. That’s enough of the niceties her grandmother believes in. They both are in the middle of their dinner—talking, often bickering with smiles on their faces.

“Fools enslaved the world before by giving the slaves nothing. Smart men came then and enslaved the world again, except they knew the limit of giving, and they saw art in it. Finding that threshold,” TJ gestures with her fingers, “just that tipping point where slaves will work without bringing up another rebellion. I know that tipping point. Do you know how I know? My family. Royals teach it to their children on their fifth birthdays,” TJ says at one point, settling her back to the most comfortable position of the seat. She would’ve lifted her bare legs that still have nothing but briefs on, but she doesn’t. The man has been truthful about his share of pain. In the end, pain makes it all relatable, and that’s why they supply it the most. You want an army, give them money. You want a loyal army, give them pain.

“Is that why you joined IF? Better too far below in the chain of slavery than being close to the masters of the game,” Ody remarks.

“Schemers of the game,” TJ says.

“Not seeing and just serving is easier, I get it,” Ody says, toasting his empty glass in the air after finishing his drink.

TJ glares for a moment but soon relaxes. “What was my mission? I’m curious,” TJ asks.

“Is it a Yes, then?” Ody puts his hand on the jukebox—the twenty-sided polyhedron. This time too, the side facing TJ has the devil’s face crafted on it.

“You’re asking me to get close to them. Not to mention the funny box with the devil’s face. I thought you read my profile. What made you think I’ll ever say Yes to this?” TJ says, putting her chopsticks aside. Dinner is over.

“You were working on a murder case. Twenty-seven murders, all heads detached, bodies stone hard and cut into pieces like carrots. You solved most of it within three hours,” Ody pauses, seeing the stiff chin the banished princess of Kappa shows him. “The case got closed after you wrote the report before you even submitted it,” he adds.

TJ blinks quickly as if she didn’t want to blink. “So?” she says.

“But you don’t know who did the murders. You don’t know who were fighting near that broken tower,” Ody says, filling his glass. He’s playing his last and only key, and he must deliver it perfectly. “Your mission centers around them.”

TJ doesn’t speak during the pause he gives her. So he says again. “You’ll have the chance to bring justice to those brutal murders, those poor people in—”

“I do not care about justice on the murders of some rapists. Do not try to fool me with cheap emotions. State your business—straight and clear,” TJ suddenly blurts. Dinner is over; with it, hosting guests is done too. She can scream at the man and kick his butt if she wants to. For a split second there, her gaze finds the Muramasa—the cursed sword that belongs to her now.

“I know you don’t care about justice. But you want to know who they are, don’t you? You saw the sign of voicing the universe.” Ody puts the glass down. The acting is over. It’s time to play real.

“Do not try to use what I want,” TJ clenches her teeth.

“WSI can help you enter Kappa again. No one should be banished from a city of her origin just because their grandmother was banished. That’s a stubborn dogma, with all due respect to your family,” Ody lifts both his hands in the air; it’s a surrender pose.

TJ remains silent again. At other times, all these would have been perfect job opportunities. A perfect leap into her career. Maybe she’d have accepted the deal. They’re offering the Bronze card in WSI. There’s the Silver card next, and then the Gold one. One of the Gold Agents becomes the Ruler of WSI—World Security Intelligence. Each city may have its own Admin Council, but in the end, WSI is the only central administration ruling over the earth. If she takes the card, she’ll be three steps away from being the Ruler of a planet. And she would’ve, perhaps. But three things hold her throat from saying a Yes.

First, it’s WSI, and hating them is in the bones of every force in every city. Second, they spied on her on a whole different level, and if she doesn’t say Yes, they’ll throw her in the flameless fire. And third, they want her to put a coin in the devil’s alter—a gold Book—no less. Meaning: any offer they say now is the lulling from the devil himself.

“Cancel the hot beverages, Kiki,” TJ says. “Dinner is over; bring us the tea,” she adds, not looking at the bot hovering beside her.

Kiki serves tea. TJ usually drinks it after dinner every night. She sips, still staring silently at Ody, just as she’s been doing for the last five minutes. When Ody takes the tea, his face crinkles as if he’s tasted a witch potion made from his old grandfather’s toenails. He wonders when she ordered Kiki to give him a different tea, probably through CRAB. He has grown so used to watching her activities that not foreseeing this attack makes his ears burn. One thing is sure, though, he will have the worst breath he has ever had, and it will stay for a week.

“Your tea looks different than mine,” Ody says, smiling, not wanting to sound like he’s complaining.

“It’s not for good boys,” TJ answers, her eyes now on the devil’s face on the Juke Box. She still takes her tea.

“The mission starts tomorrow. You’ve to join Alphatech as Special Security for their force. The recruiting fest begins tomorrow,” Ody says while tracing the jukebox, “if you join, that is.”

* * *

In the attic of Gaumont Manor, the windows are closed tonight. All the Fireflies glow golden, while a dozen books glow white. One black envelope is scarily close to her hand, the blue flower with tough petals resting on it. The Intuitionist fell asleep in her book in the middle of her studies. She dreams about a dancing woman; this time, she dances underwater. When she wakes up after half an hour of sleep, her eyes find the envelope. She makes a tsk noise, annoyed for falling asleep, annoyed at the Career Exam, annoyed at the enveloped too. She grabs it and throws it at the farthest corner of her bed—the kind of corner where if things fall, you never want to pick it up, no matter how important it is.

The Career Exam is tomorrow. As per the arrangement, Alphatech will sponsor her. So she’ll take her test at Alphatech venue itself! Haley, on the other hand, is participating through the global hotline. In her case, it’s from the Borderland Center in the East Gate of Alpha. East Alpha is full of diverse communities, for it’s the hub of all commercial centers and headquarters of most companies. Plus, raw materials and cheap labors are available from that side of the Junk Land. Adding to that, the Old City is the closest to that side. Two other cities, Beta and Gamma, are near that side, too.

Rashad still isn’t back from the IF conference in Beta, but he calls to wish her luck. The only thing she tells him apart from ‘Um’ and ‘Yes’ and ‘Hmm’ is, “But I have intuition. If it’s questions with multiple options this year, won’t it be cheating?”

“They’ll be lucky if you cheat,” Rashad barks the way he does whenever he remembers she is joining Alphatech instead of IF. Kusha doesn’t know the details of why he hates some of the major companies in Alpha, but she knows he means well the same way Meera does. “You do no worries about all that, my girl,” he says, and then something knocks on the door of her attic. It’s their lifter—reduced to a foot size. It holds a paper rolled on it—the complex knot with golden ribbon looks like Meera’s doing. Rashad is still online when it arrives. “It’s a gift for your new journey,” he says.

Normally, you should feel the usual flutters like the protagonists of a story do when you receive a gift, but the Intuitionist, on the other hand, feels the alarm in her belly. It’s the alarm of uncertainty. The paper rolled into a tube is now on her desk, right beside the glowing blue flower. It’s a deed. She now owns a brand new Aerial Transport. No wonder Taha was gloating. Probably she wanted to blurt it out the whole day, but Meera must have told her to keep the surprise.

She should’ve been happy about it, but now it feels like a pressure. As if you’re being lured from the cave, and suddenly you’re being told to be the queen of the city. And the golden chariot awaits to fly you off to the palace in heaven.

“Isn’t that early?” she asks Rashad. “What if I fail?”

“If you fail even with intuition, I’ll finally be able to get the search warrant for the fraudulent hiring system in Alphatech. That’s even better,” Rashad says as if he’s waiting for this scenario to happen.

“O,” she says in a local accent.

Meera comes to show her the new AT; it’s in their air base; she feels too scared to go down to see it. So she sees it from the roof.

“I’ll take you to get your flying license next week,” Meera says,

The Intuitionist nods. Her bile wants to come out, hearing about flying license. She looks at the Wall to their west. The tiny lamp, like a dot at Old Mark’s spot, is visible from here. Haley will enter through a gate like this one but through the other end of the city. She left a few messages in the ether signals using the ether-com Magic Mama gave her. No reply came from Haley, though.

“Haley will be fine. She has to go around the city through the Junk Land to get to the East Gate, sweetie. She’s probably out of reach in ether-com.” Meera reads her worries. “I will check on her. I informed the East Gate, sweetie. You focus on tomorrow.”

“Yes, tomorrow,” she whispers to the night.

* * *

When the last email reaches Ren Agnello, telling him that all the preparations for this year’s Recruitment Fest are ready, the blond prince of Alphatech sits in a position that the ancient people would call fitting for a personal harem. In the middle of his action—which includes some shirtless activities and also cozy rubbing of skins of a few girls—he reads the email real quick, making sure that no one notices. He thinks of another email, and this time, it’s for the Monk.

The Monk reads it while being thirty miles away from Alphatech—from Ren’s harem, that is. It’s just a short message, nothing formal. ‘Papers are ready; you’re leaving the Prime Tower on Mihir. Lawyers will come tomorrow. And yes, it’s a ‘coincidence’ that your papers will be ready on the first day of the Recruitment Fest. Now, you’ve to give a war hero speech. No excuses. See you tomorrow then. Ren.’

The Monk breathes relief for a second. The next message that pops up takes his relief away, though. ‘Ps. The man is still missing. It’s been three weeks now. Ren.’

The Monk doesn’t reply, not even a short I will be there. He opens a window in Pico’s programming code. It’s something he cannot command Pico to do orally. He has to do it on his own. He logs in to the IF Central Security Unit. Within moments, it finds his location and asks him to give a code with a timer on. If he fails to put the code in time, it’ll send drones to Lotus Lodge. If he puts the code right, though, it will give him access to the eye of the world. War heroes are the only civilians who have access to such things.

Before the Monk puts the code, he takes a moment to think about the message. He then looks at the text for a while, deletes a few words, and adds a few more; he even removes a comma here or a semicolon there—of course, all are unnecessary. But the final text message is this:

‘Where are you? You’re worrying your fans. Y.Y.’







26. The Gold Agent
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On the morning of the Career Exam, Kusha wakes up too early from hardly sleeping. Her body is tired; her brain wants to shut down, and her eyes want to close for eternity. But that won’t work today. So she remembers what Practical Pranayama says: ‘Not strong enough to start with the mind? No problem, start with the body.’ She does the eight pranayamas Meera taught her; they are breathing exercises. It might sound useless, but doing it for an hour gives the oxygen she couldn’t get from her sleep. Well, at least it’s early, and there’s plenty of time to reach Alphatech.

The new AT gave her most of the nightmares, though. What if she fails the test? Then the grand gift she has received from the family conspiracy will feel stupid. Will she return it in case she makes a mess today? It will be hard to give the AT back. She has searched the model of the AT. It’s the latest one in series X, and it runs on Star Liquid. Because of the new fuel, the combustion chamber is way smaller, not to mention the lightest cylinders of the era. It makes the AT compact and capable of flying at a high altitude.

“Please, Kusha, will you let me fly?” Taha asks for the sixth time.

“You’re underage,” Kusha parrots Meera in a bored tone. Ever since coming back from the Con, she’s been silent more than usual. She thought it was because of the exam, because of the all-nighters she has put into her studies. She thought when the exam arrives, she’ll be excited and she’ll be done with it. And finally, it’ll be an achievement. But in reality, when the morning of the exam arrives, all she feels is drained. Or perhaps not drained. Perhaps what she feels is a lack of true prana.

Every time she closes her eyes, she remembers the night of the Con. She remembers how blissful it was when a war hero healed her. She misses the adventure of that week. She misses the thrills she has felt. And she misses looking for that book. She still has no clue why she has no real parents, and she has no guts to ask Meera and Rashad about it. Amidst all that, Career Exam feels like settling somewhere. It feels as if she is a fourteen-year-old girl from the ancient world, now having to marry someone she has never met.

“You alright, sweetie? You look like you didn’t sleep enough,” Meera asks her and doesn’t wait for an answer. She tells her how things will be fine. How if she keeps walking the path, she’ll eventually know what she must do. Her solutions are generic, yet Meera somehow is spot-on about her problems. So when the Intuitionist remains silent even after several things-will-be-good speeches, Meera puts more pistachio drinks in her glass, and she begins again, “I was confused, too, about what I should be doing. Why am I here?”

Kusha looks at her with interest this time.

“The universe always takes you to where you should be, sweetie,” Meera says.

“How?” Kusha asks.

“Problems,” Meera answers. “The universe gives you some problems. You either try to solve them, or you move on to another. Either way, you’ll be somewhere, and you’ll know what to do.”

“What if I, um, wanted to find some answers? To, um, some questions?” Kusha avoids Meera’s gaze.

“Well, every large company provides plenty of options for research. And where you’re going, they have the kind of AI that even WSI envies. You know about WSI, don’t you?” Meera asks cautiously.

And the way Meera looks at her while putting her spoons aside, she senses the shiver in her neck. She knows World Security Intelligence and how they were born after the war. How they became the World Government. But the way Meera looks at her, the Intuitionist gets alert. As if she’s receiving a hint, a message in silence. Is she hinting about something? Yes. What could she be hinting about?

“You won’t find what you don’t seek,” Meera adds.

Kusha nods, frowning, trying to calculate whether Meera is speaking in codes, and if so, why would she speak in codes in their own home? She has mentioned WSI, and she says WSI envies Alphatech’s AI. She said ‘envies’. She has read about Alphatech in the past weeks. It’s true: Alphatech’s Sylphia has the best research cores in the world. Two hundred thousand people work using its separate core units—one core resting in each of the twelve buildings. Still, they say they couldn’t use Sylphia to their fullest! She sure got interested after reading about it. Now Meera hints about it too! Does she hint about Sylphia? Yes … Meera gave a word that she’d answer her questions about her past, but she didn’t ask her anything yet. Does she mean finding out about my past? Yes.

“Are you saying I can find—” Kusha begins but gets interrupted.

“IF has a strong AI too!” Taha says. “Dad won’t let me see it,” she adds the last part like a balloon popped with a needle.

“You’re underage,” Meera tells her, and when Kusha is about to ask her again what she wants to ask, Meera interrupts her too. And it seems as if she intentionally does it. She asks her to pass the pepper and gets busy setting up her lunch boxes. Apparently, Meera has heard that ‘kids’ love Alphatech grounds, and they take exams for days. Their guest section remains open for all during the recruitment fests. So she is sending her with a meal box.

Kusha says no more, but her interests spike to a degree or two, if not by three, about Alphatech and its AI. How can her past be related to Alphatech? Does she mean that? Yes or No? No. Then what? Perhaps she means that she can find answers there? Yes.

Well, one thing is true. Many departments of Central Library rent research labs from the top companies worldwide. Alphatech’s labs are always at the top of their list when it comes to bookings. Alphatech does have the kind of logistics that can answer any question as long as you can raise the question, that is.

Kusha gulps her food enthusiastically as if she has found a gold mine that only needs digging, as if eating breakfast now is just a hindrance slowing her down. When Taha asks again about letting her fly the new AT, she says, “You’re underage,” again. Only this time, there’s a smile on her lips.

Before Kusha leaves home, Meera adds only one warning: Do not reveal your intuition to anyone.

A shiver crosses her skin, hearing the warning. It’s the alarm she feels before a change. There’s something different in the alarm. It’s as if the entire sky is overcast, and soon the Summer Storms of the Sages will come down to the earth.

* * *

Because Meera gets an urgent call from her work and because she has to fly somewhere, Kusha realizes she has to ride alone. She takes one last look in the ether com; Haley still hasn’t replied, and it feels fishy in her belly. What feels fishier is that Meera not telling her what’s the urgency. But then, Kusha settles her mind. Meera is doing enough, and she gave word that she’ll handle Haley’s situation. So, she leaves Gaumont Manor, wearing the new attire Meera has bought for her and the new boot that Taha gifted her, and finally riding her best GV she has rebuilt. From West to North, it’s going to be a long ride. So better start early even though she still has enough time to reach Alphatech.

The road is old, and it’s specifically for GVs with tires; it has forests on one side and farmlands on another. So even though the road leads to the Central Alpha, it’s almost empty. The airway above her is full of shipping cargo—connected in chains, slowly hovering one by one to their destination. After half an hour of driving, Kusha feels something wrong in her GV. It makes a loud noise—the kind that would scare anyone if it happens while it’s going at top speed. The good thing is she has intuition, and she has already begun slowing down from seconds earlier.

By the time she sides it outside the road, the front side of her GV gets covered in smoke. Kusha gets out of the vehicle, frowning. She rode to the Central Library many times in this GV. It never disappointed her. She checked everything in it, even yesterday. It should have nothing wrong with it. Yet here it is, letting her down when she needs it the most. Kusha checks the time. Three hours until the exam begins. Good, that sounds like enough time.

After calculating that even driving at full speed, it’ll take two hours to reach Alphatech. And if she calls the roadside assistant from SLED, it’ll take them two hours to arrive here and finish the questioning. Not to mention the paperwork they’ll do before they take her to where she needs to go. So Kusha decides she should catch a public bus at the nearest point or she should just ask for a lift. Anyone who catches this old road is going to East Alpha, at least to the raw material marketplaces. From there, heading Northeast will be easier. The map says that the nearest bus stop is a forty-minute walk away. So asking for a lift remains the only option.

When she couldn’t stop a single GV even though seven of them have already passed by, she wonders whether she should’ve gone to the bus stop instead. The last option is calling a ride through an app, but she finds that every app has the worst reviews brought on the top; that’s when Kusha panics. Some of them say: “If you are a lower grade traveling through empty roads, you should be careful before using this app.”

Stopping her doom-scrolling through the reviews, she decides she’ll pick one based on her intuition. And that’s when a rhythmic noise makes her look behind. Her jaws drop, seeing what it is.

A series Zero AT hovers a foot above the ground. Two golden stripes running along its sides shine in the sun. Its window comes down without a sound, and a woman in uniform stares through it—first at her broken GV and then straight at her.

She has golden blonde hair tied neatly at the back with a perfect bun. Her chin looked so sharp, as if a sculptor has trimmed there with a triangle set in one swish. Her eyes are grey and clear, and finally, her whole body is covered in a uniform that looks as if made of gold, but it’s not. It’s not made of any metals. From the look of her posture, the Intuitionist can tell it’s the most comfortable clothing ever. Even without intuition, anyone would know who she is.

“Do you need help?” the woman asks. Her voice is so warm as if it has been drenched with the freshest honey of the summer.

And out of her usual impulse of saying No to strangers without even listening, Kusha replies, “Um, n-no.” She’s been looking for a lift, but when offered help straight from a Gold Agent of WSI makes her pause. Especially after the suspicious hint Meera gave her about them this morning.

“Looks like you could use some help!” the woman says. “I could drop you off somewhere.”

“A Gold Agent has the time to help strangers?” Kusha asks.

“Then you must hurry.” The door of her AT slides open.

Checking the time in her CRAB, the Intuitionist decides she will take the ride. She hops into the AT—series Zero. The last time she checked, only the agents in WSI used this series. While settling in, she unscrews its parts in her mind, and while doing all that, she forgets to take Meera’s lunchbox with her.

“Don’t you want your lunchbox?” the woman says, smiling. “It smells good.” Of course, she can smell from that far; she’s a Grade A.

Soon, Kusha discovers that the woman has a more important skill—observation, and that’s not based on some evolved senses. In the next ten minutes, as the AT flies, the woman guesses almost everything about her life. She somehow knows she’s going for the Career Exam—she says she can tell judging her attire. Next, she finds out about her interest in old engines because she can smell engine oil from her. She also knows she lives near wild woods because her skin has the kind of glow that can happen when certain pollen is around. She also says her shoulder looks exceptionally full of prana.

“Maybe a strong healer healed you there recently?”

“Um …” Kusha says like these last ten minutes.

“Oh, I forgot to say, you can call me Umi,” the woman says.

“O, um, I’m sorry, Umi, but have we ever met before? It’s just …” Kusha pauses and considers what she should say next.

“It’s rude not to answer with your name after someone tells you theirs,” Umi says, smiling ear to ear with lips closed.

Kusha suddenly feels the urge to tell her name. As if she couldn’t utter any other word without pronouncing her name first. This is voice—powerful, innocently manipulative. She didn’t even say it in a commanding sentence. She only implied it. When a Gold Agent ‘implies’ you to do something, the first thing you do is, get cautious. Kusha gets cautious. Not replying won’t be a good idea. So she continues the conversation. “I feel like you know my name,” she repeats from Good Behavior and Social Etiquette.

“Is it an offense against your privacy?” Umi asks.

“N-no. I just, um, it was a simple expression of my feelings.”

“Since you bring up ‘feelings’ … How are you feeling these days? Anything interesting? Anything worrying? Or something you need help with?” Umi asks, her fingers playing on the golden stripes of her thigh as if they’re playing piano.

“Um …” Kusha mumbles, suddenly pondering deep into her thoughts. What is she talking about? She sure has many things going on that keep her brain busier than before. It’s not often you get almost burnt on a war turf while stealing a three-foot book from a war hero. It’s not every day you meet mystics and fall from a waterfall two hundred feet high and still remain unscathed. It’s not every day your dance gets viral with hashtag voice, and then it gets removed by the special people in your life. Most important: it’s not every day you meet a Gold Agent on your way to the Career Exam.

Which one is she talking about? The Intuitionist asks herself and realizes no answer is coming. Why no answer comes? (a) All of them are true. (b) The right option isn’t here. Again—no answer comes. That’s when the Intuitionist frowns. What could be the reason for it? The only time she doesn’t find answers to her questions is when she asks something about her past. And recently, she’s discovered that she finds no answers when someone voices her not to find something specific.

Kusha feels the sweat forming on her neck. Calm down—she tells herself. It’s a simple question, and it wasn’t about her past—the woman couldn’t have voiced her not to find something so simple. Perhaps she has missed something. What did she miss?

The Intuitionist looks for context. And that’s when she remembers one thing. A con behavior. What if there’s no right option at all? What if she’s not asking about anything specific? Perhaps she’s just throwing a stone blindly in the dark? Perhaps she will only grab whatever she gives her?

Is she thinking about anything specific: (a) Yes (b) No. No.

Kusha smiles. “I feel fine, thank you,” she says what the first page of Good Behavior and Social Etiquette says. A stranger asks you about your feeling, and you always say I feel fine, thank you. It’s basic.

“Are you sure? You look too nervous for just the Career Exam. Nothing else is bothering you?” Umi asks in the most motherly tone she could conjure in the golden uniform.

“Excuse me?” the Intuitionist feels nauseated suddenly.

“Even at this age, being Ungraded and living with parents must be hard,” Umi says; her eyes show genuine concern.

But the few times the Intuitionist worked with Meera, she got to know some of the best acting professionals in Alpha. She is sure that lips do not stay pursed like that when someone shows real concern. Earlier, the AT scanned her CRAB, which must have given her the information about her id and grade. But the woman is not staying in the façade of ‘knowing about her’. She shows that she knows even her mind and her emotions. She wants to throw stones blindly into the depth of her heart and find out anything that might be valuable. Kusha presses her lips. Suddenly her desire to begin with that grade test and get a real job feels like her urgent need. She knows it’s a trick, yet it infuriates her. Her mind isn’t expert enough to let it go. It remains as knowledge, not becoming wisdom.

“How do you know I live with—” Kusha begins.

“Your attire—they look like a mother picked them,” Umi interrupts her. “With classic taste, I must add.”

The AT remains silent for a while.

“I informed SLED about your GV, by the way. They’ll fix the issue and get it to your exam venue. You can relax about it,” Umi informs suddenly as if she’s remembered only now. But without giving her a chance to speak, she continues, “Was that legal, by the way? It looked unfit for the city.”

“It’s fit,” the Intuitionist says defensively, but then she tries to soften her tone, “With the eco-friendly engine and the latest exhaust filtration made of bio-silicate. It’s legal. The papers are in the GV.”

“Didn’t see those for seventy years at least,” Umi says.

“You saw the war,” Kusha says, not in a questioning tone, though. Even if she didn’t have intuition, it’d be ridiculous to think a Gold Agent didn’t see world war three.

“I saw the apocalypse, dear,” Umi says, “In the news first.”

“You were in the Unaffected Zone,” Kusha says, suddenly looking at her blonde hair and Scandinavian facial structure as if they make sense. Even though almost all the top cities are now a diverse mix, it’s hard to find anyone who saw that era from that zone.

“We felt the shake, of course. A plate shifting in the planetary level doesn’t just stay ‘unaffected’ anywhere,” Umi mocks the word unaffected. “We suffered less damage in the beginning, but soon men in our zone began fighting one another for the lands in the completely-destroyed zones. Funny, we still call ours Unaffected.”

Kusha notices she mentions ‘completely destroyed’ instead of ‘Affected’. She feels shamed suddenly as if she has hurt someone’s feelings. Maybe she shouldn’t have said ‘Unaffected’.

“Must be some memories,” the Intuitionist says, not knowing what else to say. In Gaumont Manor, they consciously avoid the talk about the war and the Apocalypse.

Umi looks at her face with a piercing gaze. “If surviving the Apocalypse is a logo for the people here, I’d say surviving the war up there is as equal a logo.”

Kusha doesn’t reply. She knows some of the darkest parts of history—the part about what the Old World Government did in the Unaffected Zone right after the Apocalypse. They began acquiring the lands of the Affected Zone, and soon world war broke out. The survivors began fighting for their freedom. But then the Unaffected Zone began to have a shortage of army. So, the Old World Government forced their women to conceive three children each. Mysteriously around that time, more boys were being born in the Affected Zone while they were giving birth to only girls. So, the Old World Government again passed laws that would allow them to abort the child if it’s a girl—most times without consent from the mother! Of course, the three-children law was still active. Soon enough, the three-children law became the three-sons law. It’s a dark history, and she’s read about it in the book The Boy Breeding Barns. It’s banned in the cities and can be found only in the Old City.

“Forgetting is bliss sometimes,” Umi says, looking away from the window and gazing straight at her blue eyes.

The Intuitionist frowns, hearing her. Does she know I have amnesia? Yes or No? No answer comes, and this time the Intuitionist finds no options for why she shouldn’t get any answers to this. To check all her guesses, she storms in her mind again, asking herself questions. Until she comes to one final point: she finds no answers to any questions whenever it has something to do with this woman and her past.







27. The Laughter of the Wicked
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The candle needs to be reborn. It’s broken into pieces; its thread twisted into defeat; the fragrance of its oil is almost disappearing. It’s a problem, but for the Mesmerizer, a problem is only the next phase of the game.

He collects the wax on the slab and straightens the thread with his palm. His right hand extends towards the stinking basin, barnacles sprouting on it as they do on the body of a whale. A place without green and sun eventually becomes the feast of the darkness.

Oh! How much trouble he needed to go through before he found this shrine! Eleven locations—yes, that was how many leads he had to come down to from thousands of others. He looks at his symbolist. The woman screamed in excitement when they finalized these locations. “Eleven is so good!” she said as if it could ever be good! Eleven is no good. Having that many options on board and checking them all until the shrine is found is never good. No matter how immortal you are, enthusiasm has its limits. He thought he could bring revolution and fix the world when he was thirty. “Best of luck rearing the herd of sheep for the rest of your life,” he remembers what their Master said. How true he was!

No change comes without knowledge. The world will never be good without wisdom, without truth. Even if it takes force to evolve them all, he will do it. He knows the solution. It begins here; it begins in history. It’s in the past as it has always been. For decades, he’s looked for the solution in the future, in innovations, in things that are inert—things that have no life, no soul, no prana. He was digging deep, and he lost the vision of the surroundings; he lost the vision from above. Well, he won’t make the same mistake twice.

The Mesmerizer looks at the water. His right hand extended towards it, not touching, but soon the water swells, bending up until a thread of its stream appears. Then two, and then more. They spiral one another until the impurities of it all remain in the basin until the pure water separates from it. A sphere of water not more than half a foot in diameter forms, floating in the air. Soon it changes its shape—at first, a bowl, then a glass, and in the end, the shape becomes a tube.

Good. The tube is enough to mold a candle. The water is perfect; it can create the shapes he prefers. For now, a simple candle would have been good, but the Mesmerizer concentrates. He knows the devil prefers passion. How about molding passion a bit more? He has time, for now. He learned to deal with water long ago. However, carrying mud and molding it to make a craft isn’t the same. He learned to make shapes and sharp edges with water. Several times, he was successful in shaping a sphere of water into his own hand with the same fingers and the same handprints. A hand made of water is useful when you need to slap a Low Grade. Not always you can use metal claws. But maintaining the solidity is hard when it’s still fluid.

The Mesmerizer stares at the water floating in the air in the shape of a tube. He puts the thread first; it stands straight—more or less. Then, he puts the pieces of the broken candle in it—every last bit of it. He makes sure the bits do not drown.

At last, he takes the lighter. The flame is held right beneath the water tube. The wax soon melts as the water warms. He concentrates on keeping its inner wall solid. It’s the same shape that forms in his mind, the face of what they all have seen in the basin. You depict a man’s face and the man’s pride boosts. You shape a devil’s face, and the devil will be pleased. And it will talk. It’s not a specific rule. It’s not a chemistry formula written in books. It’s the basic code of the universe—something conscious has an ego; boost it, and you’ll have access to its soul. Now you can be as imaginative and passionate as you want during the process of ego-boosting. The devil loves your sin. Be passionate about your sins as much as you can. That’s the only rule in the game.

The water boils. It can boil as much as it wants in the outer layers as long as the inner layer holds the same shape he imagines. The wax melts, and soon the shape of the candle becomes defined. The shape needs not to be stable when it melts, but it must remain firm when it hardens. He will be ready when it hardens, when it cools. The concentration of the mind is of the essence.

His companions provide him the silence he needs—one willingly, the other … Well, she can’t blink. She can’t speak. Only witnessing it all is what she gets to do. That’s the price of accepting a deal. A signed paper has no power. It’s your fear that puts you into your place. It’s your acceptance, your dependence, and your trust in the paper which forms the deal. A deal made with words is nothing unless it’s a deal with the Memserizer.

* * *

The candle is ready—improvised and better. The water, still hanging in the air, turns into a sphere again. It takes enough prana; it takes concentration to keep it there. But that doesn’t bother him. The Mesmerizer lights the candle once again. This time, the candle is shaped like the face of that demon.

Another thing has improved—the water isn’t stinking. He has collected every drop of pure water from the basin. That’s what happens when obstacles visit his path. He conjures something better with what’s provided. Obstacles stop the weak, but it forges the best of all times and sometimes the worst of all times. That’s another code in the universe.

At his command, Maroc Metz cleans the basin. Thoroughly he rubs and rubs and rubs. The cleaning agent he carries comes in use every thirteen times—he knows the math of his fate. All the rage he had on the stink of this basin washes away as he cleans it till it shines smooth and new. What’s the rule of being in a shrine again? You do something for it, not for the one who asks to be worshiped, but for the ones who will come next—maybe to worship or maybe just to sleep through the night.

The basin is clean. The Mesmerizer puts the water in it. The water plays in the smooth stone just as it does on big leaves of arum. It’s now time for the ritual. Many think the rules of the ritual lie in doing some actions one after another. If the ritual doesn’t work, they think the fault is in the objects. Bring more blood, and the devil will speak. Bring more souls, and the devil will be pleased. But the truth is even the devil knows a thousand rotten soul is nothing compared to the one that couldn’t be tinged. The devil always speaks when it finds the prana it seeks.

The candle burns, and in the flame, burns the portrait of the devil. With it burns the blood of the Memserizer, the blood of a son of Adam. The last thing needed is the prana and the symbol. The Mesmerizer draws a diagram in the air with nothing but his finger. If you are unevolved, you will never know, but the two audiences stuck with him in the cave can see it—the diagram made of prana—a perfect hexagon and a pentagon, one inside another. And then the symbols. Even a hundred years ago, people used ancient Runes for writing such a formula, but the Mesmerizer didn’t search for decades to write with Runes, a language that’s only some hundreds of years old. Not when he has discovered their language—the one with which, if you call them, they won’t be able to refuse.

Good. Enough elements are burning. Now comes the call, and then will remain drowning.

The call happens in words, but the words remain only in his mind. The humming lullaby coming out through his lips echoes in the cave. It’s a big cave; once again, everyone feels it. At last, he whistles the tone one more time. This time, the dust in the walls, along with the rubble on the floor, move—just vibrate, nothing more. The water in the basin dances as if they are on a stove receiving extreme heat, except no steam comes out of it, and it somehow feels as if the water is glowing for a bit. Right there, and even here, only for moments.

“The ones who lost light, reveal yourselves,” the Mesmerizer speaks finally. “A blood of Adam commands you.” This time, the words do not stay in the mind. Sometimes you need to speak, and when you do, it must not be shrill or loud but rather with will and prana. With voice. He speaks with voice. None of his words is a mantra; there’s nothing called a mantra anyway. There are only tools to help you focus. Sometimes the tools are drugs. Other times they are only verses and words.

The Mesmerizer takes a deep breath and puts his face into the water. This time, the water doesn’t stink.

“Who dares command me?” A voice speaks. It has a face, the same one he has painted. “Oh, a mesmerizer, I see.”

“You’re bound to serve,” the Mesmerizer says, even though he didn’t have to say it. From countless experiences in the past, he knows what triggers them.

“Is that how you begin? To the ones who have mastered treachery,” the voice speaks.

“I began when I began, and that was three weeks ago. You showed me only a memory stored in dirty water. It’s devised for all, designed to fish commoners; it’s lazy,” the Mesmerizer says.

“It worked for thousands of years! Why waste energy for fishing commoners when we can get enough with the same hook? However, we see that you’ve cleansed the water! No one has cleaned it in years, and people started thinking we love stinks and rots. Sometimes they bring us garbage, hoping we will eat them,” the voice continues.

“Must have been some hard years,” the Mesmerizer remarks.

“You will get only a few answers, Mesmerizer,” the voice suddenly gets hard, not like a bark but rather as if he wants to hurry the conversation, as if he wants to say enough chit-chat; state your business.

“And in return?” the Mesmerizer asks.

“We have already asked the price, but you didn’t deliver.”

“No, I didn’t. That was just a stored memory.”

“We always take what we ask. In case you need answers.”

The Mesmerizer remains silent. He knew it. He always knew it, and he prepared himself for such situations. But he must not remain silent for too long; they see it as a weakness. Most tricks of the tricksters depend on another’s silence. They know most people can’t talk. At least, not when it’s the right time to talk. Most people remember their lines after the battle is over. That’s why the tricksters prey on the ones who can’t speak, but they hunt the ones who can. It makes their band bigger.

“We love it when humans hate us in their silence. Many came to destroy this shrine. Many came to burn us—the ones who are of fire itself!” the voice mocks. “Tell me, Mesmerizer. Are you here to burn us too? Maybe to cleanse the universe from one dot of evil?”

“You assume a lot. But no, I don’t hate you. I pity you.”

“Pity?”

“Yes, you see, the universe is made with numbers. Everywhere you look is a pattern—a graph. You’re just one combination that defines—well, evil—according to human definitions. Still, you are just another existence, another combination, another number. The universe holds you because you just happened, you sprawled out of codes. Say you’re number 666. We cannot delete 666 from existence now, can we? Just as we can’t delete 665 or 667 or the rest of the infinite numbers. This is the truth: we cannot omit you because we didn’t create the universe. So, no, I’m not fighting you. I’m not here to destroy evil or whatever you think I intend to do. I’m not here to judge. I’m not going to be your best friend either. I’m only here to play, but I will not play with you. At least, not the game you’re playing. I will not play under your banner. I will not call you god, and I will never deliver what you want. I do not play life. I play death.”

“You sound like those ever-do-gooder monks, except with too many I. I smell mystics in some of your lines, though,” the voice says.

“I’m far from being a do-gooder, and the one who trained me got banished by his companions, yes. Perhaps they were mystics. Let’s say I don’t want to play with ones who can’t see beyond a circle, who can’t see beyond its own number.”

“A mere hundred-year-old shouldn’t tell me what I can or cannot see beyond my circle. What do you want, Mesmerizer?”

“The universe is losing its elasticity. Soon, it’ll reach its breaking point. I want to know what happens after the game ends. You know what I’m looking for,” the Mesmerizer asks finally.

“I see. You want to find the beyond. Why, I wonder? Wasn’t a hundred years enough for you? Or is it about a loved one? Perhaps, the blood of Adam has lost someone?”

The Mesmerizer remains silent. He always remains silent when his prana bubbles like heated air. He is not the one who would react with hot blood. He lifts his head from the basin, freeing his nose from water. He then takes a few deep breaths; the water in his body cools as he takes prana from it. Maroc has been standing close to him, probably ready to do anything, just in case. But the Mesmerizer dips his face into the water once again. No greetings this time, but the voice speaks without waiting for him to talk.

“Well, the blood of the man who was gifted with the names of all things,” the voice of the wicked addresses him. “Shouldn’t your bigger circle tell you already that death is also another number, another algorithm, another circle? You think you’re not playing the game only because you’re not in the previous circle, but the truth is, you’re stuck within the current one. Your circle might be bigger than the one you crossed long ago, but you are stuck now. You didn’t evolve in the last four or perhaps five decades. You have been too busy for that.”

The Mesmerizer doesn’t speak at first. He cannot refute something that even he believes to be true. “I can’t cross the current one if I can’t solve the puzzle I have. This is the puzzle that drives me. Until I solve death, I’m stuck. My only way out is to solve it.”

“Or maybe make peace with it?”

“I hope my drive will fade with time, but I don’t see that time coming soon. Therefore, I command you—the darkness that sprawled just as all things did, the abomination according to schools of mankind—leave this shrine to my control.”

“You have no right to command this shrine!”

“I need it to study it. I know what lies here. This place holds the recipe for what I seek. As a human, one of the current successors of Earth, I have the right to command you whose predecessors got banished from the lands and have been sent deep into the oceans. And as per King Solomon’s voice and the last prophet’s treaty, you cannot disobey the blood and flesh of Adam and Eve. So, I command you: reveal the truth of the shrine and every last ink of it.”

The face of the wicked smiles, and soon the smile turns into laughter. That’s a burst of laughter no one should ever hear. That’s laughter that would put children into their eternal sleep. That’s laughter that could shatter the walls of the mightiest fort.

“Careful, blood and flesh of Adam and Eve. Mankind isn’t pure anymore. Soon the knights of the dark will meet the conditions to disobey you. Soon, you will not be just the blood and flesh of Adam and Eve. Soon we will be inside you. And when many gods are fashion again, and the books are the currency, our Bringer of Light will awaken.”

* * *

The face of the wicked disappears, and what happens then takes the shortest timespan possible, and it all begins with that laughter, the laughter of the wicked.

The rest of the two didn’t hear what the wicked face said, but now isn’t the time to ask. The cave, for some reason, darkens as if it could darken even more setting up a new standard. The subtle movement on earth begins; all of them sense it. The Mesmerizer guesses what it is.

The cave reveals what it holds, but he must not celebrate too early. He knows the nature of the Knights of the Dark. Treachery has become a part of them after they have fallen. Defeat isn’t in them. They are rebels against the universe. Any fate can be changed if you will for it, they believe. You can rewrite it if you follow its codes. They know it, and they abuse the knowledge. They design nature, changing its courses, and they never like it when a new option appears—something they couldn’t foresee on their board of dice.

So when the cave shakes, and the rubble animates, and when from the depth of the sand, things appear—things that look like sticks and stones in the beginning, but soon their shapes become clearer. Bones. That’s what they are. The bones of the ones who have come before, hoping for wealth and prosperity, hoping for glamor and power over their own. The Mesmerizer knows what it is. It’s an insult. At the back of his mind, he hears what the voice of the wicked says: See what the children of Adam mean to us. This is what they are. Some pathetic pieces of bones and earth.

Maroc Metz moves in his position, his feet alert, his eyes carefully observing, prana burning in his eyes and fist, just as it does in his Master Ruem. The Symbolist, of course, still not blinking, becomes alert too. She shields her skin and muscles, mostly her eyes. You can’t keep your eyes open for too long unless you have some prana in them. Yet, her eyes feel desperate to close. Just one blink, she begs her mind. It might have been the Mesmerizer’s voice, but in the end, it’s her mind that keeps her in prison. The one who puts you in prison comes only once and then forgets you, but you choose to stay in there for the rest of your life. That keeps the order. Much of social order isn’t in maintaining it. It’s in making people too lazy to break it. Piuee Pariyeta doesn’t feel lazy, though, for she’s been kept awake.

The cave feels more conscious. The bones move as if they are being carried around by ants. Then suddenly, they all dissolve and turn into some sand until the sand begins crawling on the floor, on the walls, and on the stones that have been falling around. The sand takes the shape of letters and symbols. Soon they begin to look like verses, and then, the verses appear to be a chapter from an epic.

They gaze around, deciding where to begin reading. It’s an unknown language. Piuee sits on her blanket, just as she’s been asked. Maroc, however, hurries to the lifters. Master Ruem will need photos. Master Ruem will require records. So he releases the cams again. They’ve saved another set of batteries for the cameras only. Soon, all of them fly and record.

“They left,” the Mesmerizer whispers. His eyes find the spot where the entrance was; the door was there before it disappeared. A circle forms there, along with smaller circles at its four points. Then form some symbols; the dust of bones soon takes firmer shapes. The Mesmerizer recognizes the alchemic formula. It’s sealing alchemy; it’s not dark magic; anyone can use it to protect themselves. Nothing is dark until it requires blood, until you use dust from the bones of a child of Adam, and until your methods are wicked. That’s concealing alchemy for eternity.

“They’re sealing us.” Maroc Metz guesses it too. He lets the cameras do their work while he approaches the seal quickly. He removes the dust and breaks the circle, but the dust animating and reshaping comes back again. You can build the strongest forts, and you will stop any enemies, but you can never stop dust.

A blob of water comes in his direction. It wets the sand, only where the circle of sealing was forming. It stops the seal for now.

“It’ll dry soon,” the Mesmerizer says.

“That’s the last of the water,” Maroc says, realizing it’s the basin’s water.

“There’s always water somewhere,” the Mesmerizer whispers, going back to the lifters, the ones that carry their baggage—data, cameras, and scanners—everything they have secured since the beginning of this journey.

“They’ve all been a waste.” The Mesmerizer clenches his jaws. “Delete all of them and set them up for recording again.” Deceivers! They only know the ways of wasting another’s time.

“All of them?” Maroc asks, perplexed. You do not capture things in cams only to delete them all. “They’re raw,” he reminds.

“Everything so far has all been lies. These are the truth,” the Mesmerizer speaks, looking around at the animating sands closely this time. “Record only the truth … Others may come someday. They must not get lies mixed with it,” he says, and then he looks at Maroc, “In case we don’t leave this cave.”

Maroc nods and does what his Master Ruem says.

Soon, they delete the records of their last three weeks. Only the geological data remains—things such as the skeletal mapping of the caves, the atmosphere analysis, and the journals of the events unfolding. The cams refreshed and rebooted fly again.

The letters on the floor and the wall keep changing and reshaping. As if the cave is a bioscope, only in letters. As if its pages are rolling quickly, and the story is running. They make sure they capture every part of the cave.

The Mesmerizer approaches Piuee and gets her to stand on the wet sand—that’s the only place where the letters do not form. He removes her camp materials from the floor and throws them to the lifters, letting the cams get information even from there. Perhaps this is when he hears it—a faint noise from the walls, as if something is moving, or maybe not moving but flowing.

“Do you hear it?” he mutters, closing towards the wall. He places his palm flat on the stone, and soon he puts his ear on it.

“Hear what?” Maroc asks.

“Water,” the whisper leaves his lips. He always knows what the sound of water is like. How it flows along the rocks, the uneven surfaces, and thin tunnels. That’s the sound of it dropping through a height—a small one, also a narrow one. Soon he hears more. It’s not through one path only; hundreds of streams of water are flowing, coming toward the cave. The Mesmerizer looks around. Narrow holes are visible everywhere on all the surfaces of the cave. They look like there might be snakes living in them.

“Cover the lifters,” the Mesmerizer says, and then he approaches them. There might not be enough time before the water hits.

The sand is still running. The story isn’t over yet. The epic is going still, but it’s time to secure what has already been recorded. All their CRABs run using energy from their bodies, even though they’re offline from the outside world. So when the Mesmerizer commands them all, the cams and the scanners suddenly fly towards a lifter like bees zooming towards their hives. They rest on it, stacking one above another. Maroc commands the lifter to cover themselves with protective shields.

“Shields aren’t enough. Their energy will run out. Seal them all; we need to make them waterproof,” the Mesmerizer gives the directions, and then they both set to work. They set the destinations of their camp. If there’s an opening, the lifters will awaken and fly outside. And then they empty one lifter so they can ride on it. It has weapons. They all considered blasting their way out, but the calculations from the scanners said hitting rock-solid walls would damage the cave, and they might get buried under boulders. So leaving heavy weapons, they only keep the ones that apply high frequencies and create lasers. They can melt stones and create holes without shaking the earth too much, but they will run out of energy if they have to pierce through the entire path. So they keep one scanner close. In case there are larger holes or air tunnels close by, it can show them.

“The shrine will drown,” the Mesmerizer says, looking at the wall. In his mind, he codes one last command for the lifters with data. If the cave ever opens and if the lifters ever sense light, they will find that man, the Monk. It must not fall into the wrong hands. Better the Monk than anyone else. Better the Monk if it’s not him.







28. Alphatech
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The Gold Agent, Umi, drops her at the front square of Alphatech, right at the Admin Tower, and it has taken less time than expected! The people in West Alpha believe offering chai-singara is the minimum if you want to thank someone. The Intuitionist has no chai-shingara right now. So no matter what she’s thought about Umi, she thanks her with only one ‘um’ in the sentence.

The Admin Tower, one of the twelve in Alphatech, welcomes her along with the rest of the crowd, and it’s a huge crowd. Most faces are bubbling with energy, their eyes sparkling with dreams. They all gasp and gawk with their neck bent towards the sky, trying to look at the top of the tower, which is above the clouds.

In the reception, the identification process continues. Several lines of candidates divide into dozen more based on something; the Intuitionist wonders what is this ‘something’, and how exactly they’re sorting them. One sorting is visible through—the ones who came in force uniforms; a few even carry weapons! That girl, the one with straight black hair tied into a ponytail handing over a sword for security, looks as if she’ll burst into knives thrown at everyone because they’re scanning her sword.

Is that sword real? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

They must be the private forces for the security department. Kusha has checked the positions Alphatech fills every year, and she didn’t finish getting to the end of the list. That’s a list you’ll need a lifetime to read. Not for an unevolved with limited time.

Another group of candidates has come in exotic attires while covered in heavy makeup. They must be the models for the Marketing Tower—could even be for the Film Tower. Kusha has read about those towers a little. Initially, there was only Marketing Tower that made films to promote Alphatech’s products. But later, the film department got a separate tower because the quality of the contents the Film Tower makes are so good that even those need marketing.

Kusha finds a few familiar faces. Her jaws drop when she sees them. It’s an entire bunch of the reviewers she used to follow four years ago: Baby Boo, Stinky Bees, Boy Doll, Goo Pie, Anchovies, The Pig Five, Slaves For Food, Slave For Pats, Poop Shaker, and Master Of All Poop … She recognizes them all. In fact, she even remembers Anchovies had a logo of sharks in their channel. Are they all applying in Alphatech? Yes. If they join the Marketing Tower here, companies worldwide will have a tough time in the coming days.

The Intuitionist tries to find the ones who will apply to the departments she will. And that doesn’t do any good. Most of them came with a short model of something they have made. They excitedly explain their projects among themselves while waiting in lines. That’s when she considers for the first time: what if it was mandatory to bring something? Kusha feels the sweat on her neck. She has a hundred things she’s made in her attic, and she hasn’t brought a single one along. What if everyone in the Mechanics department has brought at least something to show? Not good. That’s not good at all.

The lines pass quickly. Humans frown seeing her grade. The robots, on the other hand, do not bother. Amidst all that, a group of people—around two dozen—come in a crowd. They all skip the lines, and they don’t make a sound the entire time. They reach straight at the end and get their Passes. Kusha notices the color of their Passes; they are purple. Their mood affects the entire place, and suddenly it’s a pin-drop silence everywhere. People waiting in lines get stunned not because of what they do but because of what they look like.

If the models waiting in the lines were exotic, then this bunch is nothing less than angels from heaven. Each of them looks similar, yet somehow, each wears something vastly different from what another wears. Their attires aren’t something you get to see in the malls. In fact, it’d be hard to say whether what they wear are attires at all, or are they some boxes cut in angles and circles, in shapes and formlessness? Some of the models waiting in the lines have similar attire, too, yet something is different in the group of angels that none waiting in lines have. Looking for seconds, the Intuitionist realizes a few things: they all have voice, and they are all Grade A. Perhaps they’re not as young as they look.

“They have worked with Alphatech Film Tower before …” Some of the whispers reach her ears while still waiting in line.

Amidst them all, the Intuitionist feels nervous. She has nothing to show; none of her previous projects are in the World Library. She hasn’t brought any of her machine bugs, and she has no certificate from volunteering with Meera. The last one is her fault: Meera wanted to give her that piece of paper, but she politely said she didn’t want to do it with her parents’ referral. For a split second, she looks at her reflection on the smooth surface a few meters away. Perhaps it’s human instinct. If you have no skills to show, you begin looking at yourself, hoping at least your attires are fine. Meera made her fit inside a white blouse with a green vest binding it from above. The purple skirt reaching her knees isn’t one that anyone would call office attire, but it’s not fancy either. Just as that Gold Agent said: it appears formal with classic taste. Meera has an eye for the color palette. Somehow she looks perfect with the burgundy boots. Oh! Except for the oil spot on her white sleeves, perhaps?

Kusha notices the spot on her quarter sleeve and tries to rub it off. It’s probably from when she tried to fix her GV on the way.

Perhaps around this time, things begin feeling wrong rather than just disturbing. A woman with hair as white as cotton candy, wearing a white blouse and grey skirt, comes. Her footsteps look authoritative. She stops where they hand over the Passes and talks to the man who manages the lines. For a fraction of a second, the Intuitionist thinks the woman has looked right at her while saying something to the manager. And then, the line managing person also looks at her for less than a second. She wouldn’t have noticed if she weren’t forcibly looking for problems.

Her alarm gets confirmed when the Intuitionist reaches the end of the line, and the manager takes her to the next section quickly. Only this time, he assists her along. The Intuitionist frowns. Why does he tag along? Where is he taking her? He chats politely and smiles widely while keeping his abdomen a bit facing toward her—all these are the basic gestures of a professional receptionist. The Intuitionist doesn’t ask whether there’s any problem, though, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. The man is escorting her with a smile. What will be the problem here? What’s there to ask?

“This is where I have to leave you, Miss,” the man says. “Just follow the lobby, turn right, and there’s only one lift. It will take you to your admission hall.” He smiles again, and there couldn’t be any more genuine smile than that, the Intuitionist thinks.

How true she is! And yet how wrong she is! For even a slave smiling genuinely from the heart never knows what monstrosity lives on because of his slavery.







29. The Lift
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When the Monk was about to take a turn at a lift that only a select few uses to get to Tower Prime, a voice stops him from behind.

“Yuan,” calls Mihir Stutterland, the vice of the prime research team, the man who will receive the responsibilities the Monk had.

Mihir Stutterland has been here since almost the beginning of Alphatech. Even Ren supported him when it came to choosing on whom the responsibilities of the team shall rest.

The Monk greets him back, and as he has expected, much of their conversation remains about why he wants to leave the Tower Prime all of a sudden, how things might get difficult without a war hero around, and how the Alphatech research team will lose a great mind as the Monk. Retirement, in the end, is like another event as a wedding, especially when it comes to a war hero. Ren has kept the news private, but it won’t remain so for long.

“It needs no reason, Mihir. Life is too long to do just one thing, and too short to do everything,” the Monk draws a conclusion to their conversation, especially to the ‘why’s that Mihir doesn’t let go.

None of them realize that a pair of almond eyes watch them like a hawk, for even if she isn’t a Grade A, she’s as good as any, and she knows how to listen while hiding herself. She stands at the edge of the lobby, acting as if she’s reading emails in her CRAB. A sword resting on her back fits her uniform. Looking and listening are part of her job, but she doesn’t have to do it now. At least not before she secures a place here. It wouldn’t have been hard to do, considering the Bronze Card she owns now, but the problem is she can’t use it, not yet. You can’t just come to a company and announce that you’re a spy for the most hated organization in the world.

Tirity Jinnouchi frowns hearing the Monk war hero—one of the founders of Alphatech—retiring. It’s definitely news.

A brush of the wind alerts TJ. It came from the lobby behind her. A girl with blue hair and blue eyes hurrying along it. Her green vest and purple skirt would’ve looked terrible if they were a few more shades brighter. Her footsteps are loud; her breathing is noisy for her evolved ears; and her prana looks weak; her cells have continuous damage stored over time without healing. The girl is aging! She approaches. Perhaps she wants to catch the same lift. TJ doesn’t know why, but she’s been sent to a special line. It doesn’t bother her, but she guesses it may be because of her fifteen years of experience from IF. It also could be for her last name.

The girl with blue hair catches her attention. If she’s going for the lift, perhaps she can tag along. The Monk war hero seems to be going for the same lift. And it’s best not to be in the same lift as the person you want to spy on, especially not on day one.

“You came for the security interview?” TJ asks the girl.

The girl—the Intuitionist—stops at her track, almost skidding on the smooth floor. Thank universe! She doesn’t fall. She smiles at first as an answer to a stranger’s question. She’s been trying to talk to someone the whole time she stood in the line, but everyone seemed busy in the conversation they were already having, and catching up to those sounded like trouble. This time, however, someone is talking to her on her own. It’s the girl with a long sword at the back. “Um, no. The Career Exam,” she answers.

“Yes, through a special lift,” TJ was about to smirk, but then perhaps she thinks smirking might scare a girl who is trembling ten percent, so she doesn’t. Instead, she adds a questioning tone as if asking her indirectly why she’s been chosen for the lift since, clearly, not many go through this path. Unlike the Intuitionist, TJ has studied the entire Alphatech history, its architectural details, and hidden locations. She knows this lift isn’t for regular workers and certainly not for first-time visitors.

“Lift?” the Intuitionist asks. “Um, yeah, I mean, yes … I was expecting Discs, and, um, more crowd …” the Intuitionist drones her tone, seeing the expression of her listener. Probably it’s not the thing the girl was talking about? Yes. TJ doesn’t bother to explain, though, what she means. So the Intuitionist doesn’t talk anymore, nor does she notice that she is walking beside her as if she’s her new companion. They both get closer to the lift. The Intuitionist, however, has found a new thing to worry about: why she’s been sent to a different section, a different lift than the others. Come to think of it: there’s not even a line here. And the group of angels they all have seen before was passing in this direction, too.

Did they go through this lobby? Yes. Through that lift? Yes.

The Intuitionist doesn’t notice him, but TJ perfectly sees that man—the Monk—entering the lift alone. A pitch-black shawl wraps his torso, and one grey sleeve is visible through it. The wooden geta sandals don’t pit-pat as loudly as TJ has thought they would do. And the man, with his dark brown eyes still as stone, whispers in the lift, “Wait five seconds,” he says.

TJ hears him. She knows he’s saying it to the lift—must be to the AI, Sylphia. She has read details about Sylphia, the legendary AI that even WSI drools over. Its cores are fragmented into twelve sections, and one core belongs to each tower. TJ hurries just the way you’d do seeing someone holding the door open for you.

The Intuitionist, deep into her thoughts, comes back to reality. She hurries, mostly mirroring the reaction her new companion gives. There’s a problem, though. No how-to books say that you shouldn’t run to catch a lift in a new boot on a slippery floor, especially if you’re Ungraded. Not to mention when the one who holds the lift for you is the person from whom you should run away.

Perhaps that’s when the universe should’ve stopped. Perhaps, that’s when the time should’ve stopped too. It’s when the Monk looks right at her blue eyes, and the same eyes look back at him. It’s when she falls elbow-first on the floor. It’s when TJ smoothes her eyebrows with two fingers and says, “I’m not with her. She’s not with me,” while looking at the Monk.

And it’s also when the Monk says one more thing to the lift, “Wait five more seconds, Sylphia.”







30. The Door
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What kind of luck is it that you go to the headquarter of the Alphatech, and you end up right in front of the Monk—the man who found it? Not just that, you come here for the first time in your life; you’re only a candidate in the Career Exam, nothing more. It means you don’t even belong here. Two hundred thousand people work here; they belong more than you do, yet many of those workers never meet the Monk, at least not from ten yards away. And here she is, standing so close to the man. The Intuitionist recognizes him instantly—his grey hair looks vibrant today—perhaps because of the light the Alphatech provides. And as she stands back again after hitting the floor, she asks herself only one thing: Did he recognize me? No.

Subconsciously her hand reaches her hair; it’s blue today. Her face has no fake shapes of bones. Her false black hair she wore during the Con isn’t hiding her anymore, and without that sari and jewelry, she definitely looks different. In fact, she could pass as someone else undetected only if the man weren’t a Grade A. He is evolved; he’s almost a century-old war hero, and he is always on those sandals—always alert, always listening, always sensing everything around him. Will he recognize my smell? Yes.

And that brings her to one conclusion: don’t go any closer. Run.

The Intuitionist ignores what TJ says. The whole thing was a bad idea since the beginning—she tells herself. You avoid something for too long, and that thing catches up to you soon enough. Ever since the Con, she was worried about it—the fact that one of the founders of Alphatech is that man. The one from whom she stole a book. He, of course, took it away, but that doesn’t take things back to square one, does it? It’s not a game. It’s life, and it’s about people. You can’t reset things back to the starting point. She knew she wouldn’t be facing him today. She asked herself several times, and her intuition always said that it’d be safe today, that she won’t meet the Monk here. But then what changed? Something definitely did. Or perhaps someone’s mind did. Someone decided on a new choice, and things turned to a different point. What was it? When was it?

The Intuitionist realizes when it happened. It was earlier; when that woman with hair like cotton candy sorted her into a different line. Perhaps she wasn’t supposed to be here? Perhaps that woman decided it just a while ago? She did feel an alarm since then, and she didn’t ask herself ‘Will I meet the Monk’ just one more time. You do not ask every question you worry about at every hour of your life, do you? No human can fit all questions in their current moment.

“Um, I don’t think, I should be going there …” the Intuitionist begins, stepping back hesitantly. She says it to the girl with a long sword, who seems concerned now after what she’s said.

“You want to give up because you tripped on the floor?” TJ lifts her brows as if she won’t believe it even if she witnesses it.

“Um …” the Intuitionist was about to answer something that would sound like a strong reason for not going to that lift. But through the strands of her blue hair, she notices the Monk now gazes right at her with keen eyes. Yes, those eyes surely look keener than they should be, and perhaps his ears are even more focused on listening—perhaps the keenest way. Right, he can recognize her voice too. It means she shouldn’t speak at all either.

Oh! Universe! This was sure a bad idea. She shouldn’t have hoped for Alphatech after the mess she’s made in the War Turf. How could she know that Turf Zero is owned by the founder of Alphatech? How could she know that the only copy of Devil’s Book belonged to him? If she knew, she’d have stayed put in her attic and not blown up her golden chance to land a promising career.

The Intuitionist, this time, doesn’t run. She rather turns around and walks away as quickly as possible for her Ungraded feet.

Of course, her new companion for the shortest time doesn’t bother her. She’s still in the lobby, and she has a lift to catch when the Monk himself holds the door for her. The man’s last five seconds must be over already. So the new companion, Tirity Jinnouchi, minds her own business. She’s a banished princess of Kappa, 18th in the line, and today may hold her only chance to enter the city of her origin.

She knows what this lift is for. She knows they will insult her for her demotion from IF to SLED. Maybe they will call her ‘Captain’ too many times just to irritate her ears that are used to hearing ‘Major’. She knows they will ask her why she’s joining a private company after being in forces for so long. No matter what they say today, she’ll stay calm, and she’ll secure her position here, right in Alphatech. And some of the reasons are standing right there in that lift too.

She, after all, has recognized the man’s voice. The voice that can control over elements!—that’s the sentence she wrote in her report. That’s the sentence that got even a D-Rank mission to be shut down.

* * *

Out of hurry more than instinct, the Intuitionist takes a few turns in the lobby, thinking she should just go back to the Gaumont Manor instead of pushing her luck, but then she reaches another lift. Its door opens right when she arrives. People come out of it. And tempted by the empty lift, she gets in it quickly. She takes the ride, even though she doesn’t know which ride it is. The lift asks her where she wants to go. She only tells her a random floor number without using her Pass. She looks at her Pass properly for the first time. It’s a purple colored card with engravings on it.

The lift travels like a tiny capsule flying along a vein. After settling her racing heart, she looks through its walls; they are transparent. The lift’s back faces a hollow space that runs throughout the tower, with dozens of disc lifts floating around.

When her lift stops at the 279th floor, the Intuitionist feels turmoil in her belly. There’s only one doorway at the end of a small lobby, and the door looks big. Too big. A giant-sized door with two-part swings—each with intricate details of wood—polished with the kind of varnish that reflects even in such low light. The lobby is darker compared to the rest of the places in the tower. It’s still the Admin Tower. She feels the cold on her skin. Where is she? Where are the other people?

She checks the time. The exam time has already started, but no worries—the exams begin whenever someone prefers. Still, she doesn’t want to delay it any longer. The sooner it’s over, the better.

She reaches the end of the lobby and pushes the silver handle. The door opens, and the flood of light hits her eyes. A classical orchestra playing in ambiance and people are talking in slow voices. The Intuitionist recognizes some of them. She saw them earlier: they’re the ones who got Purple Passes, too, without waiting in lines.

No one looks like they’re here for a job in a tech company. There’s no computer, no rows or columns of seats for the examinees. Everyone here looks like an artificial angel. Cameras hovering, reflectors moving around like the wings of butterflies, and Fireflies glowing near the ceiling. Most lights flood only one spot. It’s a stage that extends to a narrow ramp. A large sign at the top of the stage holds an engraving of gold lettering.

‘Showmanship: the only thing you need to enter.’







31. Willing Sacrifices

[image: ]

The Source is God’s power. Anyone who can bend the Source can create matter, craft events, and change the grand storyline. To do that, one must bear the seeds of rebels. One must be brave enough to rebel against god, for you cannot control the universe if you do not win its laws.

The Mesmerizer knew it, but for ages, it wasn’t quite a revelation to him. It only stayed as knowledge, never becoming wisdom. Until he saw what he saw when he was busy making the world.

So he searched. He searched and searched. The path was just as he thought—one thing leading to another, one book taking to more books. One map revealing the next map. The devil loves working in puzzles—the ones that are built like chains, like a ladder made with thousands of steps. The devil was the smartest of its kind before he fell. He always picks the smartest ones to design your fall. The Mesmerizer has passed many falls, yet he has followed the steps, the clue after clue that came to him. And in the middle of those clues, perhaps somewhere at the trench of one step or two, he forgot that the truth is always simple. He forgot if the Source is God’s power, it would need only one step, not thousands.

The cave is drowning, and with it, drowns the truth.

The dust of human bones was forming and deforming letters. The story of truth could continue for endless times, but it doesn’t. What if this one was the last point of the puzzle? What if this cave had all answers? The cave is filling with water coming from thousands of holes. Where does all that water come from? Who knows?

One thing is sure, though: when truth drowns, it feels like death.

All the drives on the lifters have been sealed. The Mesmerizer calculates how many centuries they’ll last underwater in case they never leave. The truth will not come out until people seek it. There wasn’t enough time to read them, but some verses couldn’t be overlooked. It’s strange how people try to find something, and the universe somehow turns their face exactly to what they seek. Intuition is powerful; it’s a cheat code. Only if he could bottle this cheat code from somewhere!

He wonders if his intuition is the reason he’s noticed it:


‘… Five pairs of Willing Sacrifices to forge the prana that pierces the sky.’



The clause is written in the language of the others; it took him a decade to understand it. The cameras record as much as they can until the water stops the sand from animating. How will he ever know how much is lost? How will he ever find it again?

There was one way, though. If he were alone, if he came by himself, if he hadn’t needed to worry about these two, he could’ve tried to hold the water up. He could give the cams more time to get it all. There are more holes in the cave through which the water isn’t coming. The air from here is leaving through them. He could make a bubble of air in the water. In the past, he held out a wall of a cyclone before, only once. It made him weak for weeks. He could lift all the water here; it would be hard, for sure, but it’s risky when two other humans are his responsibility. Besides, holding the water up and drying the dust enough isn’t the same thing. He will become too weak too soon; it won’t help to survive afterward.

The Mesmerizer holds the wrist of Piuee Pariyeta like adults hold children before crossing busy roads. His thoughts about the lost truth get distracted by the water. It smells of the forest and mountains—the paths it has traveled. The Mesmerizer frowns a little. It’s strange! The water shouldn’t smell of the fresh forest and the kind of stones that are too far away from here. The rocks and the sand of this area smell different. That means the water came through a diverse path, and it has traveled a long way.

* * *

When the water level rises more than fifteen feet and all their possessions are already drowned, the Mesmerizer waits—still in the water, enclosed with a bubble of air, both Maroc and Piuee within it. It’s the reverse of holding a sphere of water. All you’d need is to tell the water to wrap some air for you. Easy.

He stands firmly, watching the water level above them rise. The bubble is small; the air within it isn’t enough for them, not for too long, but he can make another. Some holes have air pathways, especially the ones at the upper corner. If the air of the cave is leaving through those, could there be an opening through that path? Could they find the sky through there?

Maroc guesses his intentions. “What if the cave breaks?”

“It will break.”

“What about the boulders?”

“Deflect when you can or stand on them when you can. The water will keep the path clear,” the Mesmerizer answers.

“That won’t work if the height is too long.”

“In the end, it’s a shrine of the dark, and each of their shrines had a tunnel to pass sunlight through reflectors. They have been deprived of light. So they rebelled and found other ways of having it. This shrine must have had a tunnel for sunlight too,” the Mesmerizer says; he was about to say more, but the subtle movement on his palm makes him look to his side, toward his symbolist. She wants to say something!

“Speak,” the Mesmerizer says almost in a whisper. It’s not just a mere command. It’s voice, a stronger one. You need a stronger voice to counter a voice, even if it’s against one of your own.

“I always avoided underwater civilizations. I will not die today trapped in some narrow tunnels full of water,” Piuee speaks, her voice desperate as if she is ready to beg, in case she needs to. Her eyes are red and puffy from staring too long. Several times water hit her eyes; she still couldn’t close them, not even a blink.

“So you have seen the tunnel?” Maroc asks.

“I was checking the scanners. It caught something,” Piuee points in the direction even though she doesn’t want to. She doesn’t want to beg the Mesmerizer to have her blinking rights back, but perhaps giving him something will make him do it on his own. “The tunnelway is filled with debris. Didn’t think it could be a tunnel at all.”

“Debris is better than solid rock,” the Mesmerizer says, his eyes on the target, waiting for the water level to rise till there. Once it rises, they will swim up, and they can make a pathway through. Well, easy to say but hard to do. In real life, there’s this thing called gravity, and back pain isn’t the only trouble it causes people.

How much can he handle with water?

How much can he deflect boulders with waves and air bubbles?

Most importantly, how much progress has it all been?

Each time he finds something, he loses much of it. Each time he finds a lead, he needs to cross dozens of lies. He knows this has been just another step. This time too, much of the truth has been lost. Who knows how many steps there are? Will he ever reach the truth in his lifetime? Even if he gets several lifetime’s worth of it? The universe throws questions—puzzles. Couldn’t there be a shortcut to finding the answers to all questions? Every puzzle has cheat codes. Couldn’t there be any cheat code somewhere, hiding around us?

A cheat code … the thought almost forms as a whisper on his lips.

The Mesmerizer looks back at his symbolist and brings her face closer to his. He stills his gaze with prana in his eyes as if they’ll force any pair of eyes to mirror him. And then, he speaks, “Blink.”

* * *

Getting the tunnel free of debris isn’t as hard as they’ve thought. It’s harder. The lasers have run out. Maroc now uses frequency weapons. In the end, sound does the magic. But it’s hard to do, and the reasons are three—first, the cave is full of water, and their access to find air is shortening. Second, the tunnel is rising upward; all the debris loosening and falling straight on them; they couldn’t even enter the tunnel yet. Third, they are at the same place as they’ve been hours ago. It’s taking on their nerves—at least on the Symbolist. Even though she’s used to getting stuck, she admitted: she’s not a water person.

One thing is good, though. Their scanners are smaller, and they released a set of spiders through the tunnel. Those can find the narrowest openings and dig through them, creating more space. A dozen spiders scanning rocks and air are their last diggers. If their batteries do not run out, they could clean the entire tunnel way!

The second good thing is the first bad thing they had—the water. Since the tunnel is getting filled with water, it’s taking less force for the spiders to remove debris and release them to float down. If there were no water, those would’ve run out of power supply long ago. Progress, in the end, is slow but steady. And the final good thing is the scanner has risen to enough height, and it’s getting information from new locations. It’s showing geological data. By now, Piuee has found out at what height of the earth it floats; how much further away the air could be. Several times it crosses things made of concentrated silica—glass and reflectors. So it really is the Sun tunnel.

“I wonder if anyone is looking for us,” Piuee says in the middle of calculations. She blinked just once. She didn’t achieve her right to blink yet. That’s the punishment you get for messing up with a mesmerizer. They’ll voice so strongly that you won’t get the chance to blink. Piuee feels her eyes red again, her cheek puffy in anger, but at some corner of her mind, she holds a sort of gratefulness. She would’ve given up on her life already. While this man is sure that he will go back to his den soon enough and pour some Bourbon into a glass after playing his piano. She was staying in Kuhawk for more hours than at her home—before coming here, that is.

“Is there anyone looking for you?” Piuee asks.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t answer. The answer can be a lie if he says Yes. It can also be a lie if he says No. He knows the whole world might be looking for him, yet if he says there’s no one who really wants to look for him—that could be true, too. Things change when you are a hundred-year-old war hero.







32. The Fox Plushie
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What is intuition?

The bringers of evolution say, ‘intuition is the passing thoughts downloaded from the universe.’ And they said it when intuition was the most desired power one could seek. It was a dark time full of deception. It was when no one trusted the ones next to them. In such times, what else would you ask if you were allowed a miracle? Yes. The eye. You’d want the power to see, the eye to find the truth. The gift of seeing the truth will be your desire when all around you are lies, when no one else is left for you to trust. That’s when you’ll be lured to the eye. You’ll grab it when you’re offered to have it. And you’ll forget you always had an eye. You’ll forget humans are born to see the truth if they want to. Perhaps that’s what intuition is: seeing things ahead when you want to see them.

It’s the first time the Intuitionist faces crowds. It’s the first time she asks herself questions, but the scenes are moving faster, and the events are coming sooner than she has the time to ask. In the end, intuition is useless if you can’t download the truth at the speed of the universe. Especially when distractions thrown at you are limitless.

The exam hall is quiet, yet it screams out loud that she’s in the wrong place. Strange! She’s never been in the wrong place before.

“You’re in the right place, Miss. Welcome,” a better-generation robot tells her when she stops near the entrance.

The Intuitionist doesn’t answer it. She doesn’t even look at it. A tickling sensation touches her neck, sending shivers along her back. The sensation is like when Taha brushes the tail of her fox plushie on her neck when she sleeps, just to annoy her.

The Intuitionist turns around; her attention is on the lounge. It’s enclosed in glass, and people are inside it—the kind of people who appear in films and billboards. And there’s also that man—blond curls, wearing perhaps the latest clothing in the Fashion Week, his eyes as blue as the clear sky. She recognizes him. She read about him just last week. He was the top racer of Alphatech and a programmer from Tower Prime. Now he is the CEO. At the end of the article, it mentions that he was once a space pirate right after the war. Other stories about him sound like exaggerations by attention seekers. One of the stories mentions the Cruiser of Doom—the legendary spaceship that got lost with treasures that could buy you the whole moon. Exaggeration isn’t a problem. The problem is the man, now standing up, approaches her. He leaves the glass box and walks towards the entrance, towards her.

The Intuitionist calculates in her mind: what could be the possible reasons that make one walk toward another? But she gives up. You need to know people enough to find options on such things. And seven years in Gaumont Manor doesn’t make you an expert on people, and certainly not on Ren Agnello. He stops in front of her. Probably he was about to greet her, saying his name, but she interrupts him. “I know who you are,” she says, and her tone sounds as if she is saying: you don’t have to tell me what I already know.

Ren pauses before answering. As the star racer of the old times and the CEO of Alphatech, he must measure his speech, especially if it’s with young girls. In the background of his mind, he already does a prana scan on her, and the conclusion he draws from whatever analysis he does is: She is aging! Such a waste!

“I sense trouble,” Ren greets. “You don’t look like you’re supposed to be here, and I’m not allowing reporters.” He speaks with the softest tone possible as if he’s scared of scaring a kitten, and he must do his best to save it while making sure he doesn’t get hurt along the process.

“I’m not a reporter,” the Intuitionist defends quickly. “I came for, um, the test,” her voice droning enough to cause suspicion. Her heart races too, which many here can sense if they want to.

“You can show your Pass; they can check which hall you’re supposed to be in,” Ren answers her, pointing at the reception. He then listens to her heart rate, checking whether she’s lying. He also scans her attire in the briefest moments, wondering if she could be a beginner in modeling, but then he drops that idea. No matter how her clothes appear, she looks like she’ll fall on the ramp. And finally, in his mind, he asks Sylphia to give him her earlier moments in the Admin Tower, especially from the reception points. The last part isn’t necessary, yet he does it. What’s the point of having power if you don’t use it? Besides, years of experience have made him suspicious of reporters and spies. He can whiff out anyone who spends time with news channels with just one look at them.

In the footage Sylphia shows him, he finds nothing suspicious in the beginning until he reaches the end. That’s when he finds the first interesting thing of the day. His eyes automatically find the Pass the Intuitionist holds in her hand: a rectangle card as hard as steel, a purple line running along its sides. So, she really is supposed to be here! She was asked to use the special lift. However, she didn’t ride the lift, seeing the Monk. What’s more interesting is that she’s used another path, another route, to reach where she has been told. And she didn’t take help from Sylphia for direction. How did she find this hall without a map, without help?

“We may need to scan your CRAB, Miss … Well, what should I call you? You may call me Ren.” Ren flashes his best smile, the kind of smile that he has practiced so much that it comes off even in his sleep. It’s the camera-ready smile, and he must do it often in public.

“I, um, I am Kusha …” the Intuitionist pauses. Somehow she knows she shouldn’t tell her name, especially her last name. She didn’t think she will meet the CEO of Alphatech himself, not just its founder, and that too on the same day. Even a lifetime doesn’t provide you with that sort of luck. She thought she could pass this Career Exam without an incident. And here she is, things unfolding before her eyes, each incident worse than the last, and perhaps they began when that woman with cotton-candy hair pointed in her direction. Or maybe not. Maybe it didn’t begin then. Maybe it all began before when a blonde woman met her in her golden uniform.

“Kusha?” Ren says just the way you do when a child tells you his or her name. “That’s a beautiful name! It’s the name of a herb that incites consciousness, isn’t it?”

The Intuitionist was about to run away again, thinking she has hit her back on the wall. Again. If you can’t tell your full name to the person you’re talking to, that’s hitting a wall at the back. In such times, the Intuitionist always walks towards the exit. But then, the blond man, Ren Agnello, stops her with words, and he doesn’t even take his hands out of his pockets. Of course, he would. He is a Grade A; he has a voice, and he maintains a ship as large as Alphatech. You do not do that without being an expert with words. You never do that without the skills of turning the heads of the crowd to a stage, to a common point. The Intuitionist feels the warmth coming back to her fingers, hearing what he says about her name, but she also feels cautious. You become cautious when Meera Gaumont is your mother.

“It feels as if I heard that name somewhere,” Ren says, already diving into his mind. He instructs Sylphia to run a search on the name, and that’s when he realizes where he’s heard it. No words come out of his lips, but a short message leaves his CRAB:


The girl you’re looking for has blue hair and blue eyes. She’s with me in the Admin Tower. Ren.



“I see why they’ve sent you with a Purple Pass.” Ren grins, his eyes pointing at the Pass she holds. “They always find out what you’re most suited for.” His smile now weakens a little; perhaps some other thoughts cross his mind.

Kusha looks at her Pass. This is when the alarm hits her mind like a needle of ice. It’s not a death alarm. It’s not an alarm of uncertainty. All she knows is that she shouldn’t stay here any longer, in case she wants to hide who she is.

As expected of her, the Intuitionist runs. Career can burn in hell; the dream of little dreams of her can drown in magma. Her little hope of finding the truth after accessing Sylphia—which could’ve happened if she could find a home here—all may burst like balloons. As long as someone in the shawl doesn’t find her, and as long as the man doesn’t reach Meera with the wrong news, things should be smooth.

* * *

Things hardly go smoothly when Ren Agnello catches up to her. It shouldn’t have been a hunting event for Ren, at least not on the day when beautiful models are arriving. He would’ve sent someone else—perhaps Mrs. Abstract or Miss Tia Nun after her. He was determined to enjoy the day in his own way, being less than mildly busy—listening to songs the girls play or watching the drafts the boys show him. Getting to a seat of responsibility isn’t hard. Hard is smiling after getting there. And he can always give the hardest of smiles whenever it’s required of him. Amidst all the boring moments while running an enterprise, rarely come the ones that are interesting. This moment seems to be one of those interesting ones.

Ren goes after her, following along as she runs away. Well, she walks away first, and slowly it turns into walking quicker and then running when she senses him. She gets into a lift by sheer luck as a few important celebrities stop Ren to get those smile stamps before they enter. Ren delivers those smiles and misses the Intuitionist by some second. Not a problem; he has Sylphia with him.

Result: the Intuitionist finds her lift slowing down. It stops at Level 99. Most would call it lucky that the door of the lift opens to reveal someone in a shawl standing right in front of her, but for the Intuitionist, it’s the worst luck ever. Because this time, the dozen times of cubic-yard air space doesn’t stand between them. Because this time, the man stands too close. Because this time, his grey hair curling into spirals doesn’t sway in the wind, and that, for some reason, looks scary. Perhaps it’s because of her mind, her thoughts of things she’s done in a certain Turf.

“Your voice sounded familiar,” the Monk speaks. “Now you smell familiar too.” He didn’t need to add the last part, but you always add a tone of disapproval when a teenager—in his case, someone a bit above teenage—troubles you for the third time.







33. Freedom
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What is freedom?

Men shed blood to break the chains of their children. They said it was for freedom. The chains became abstract soon enough. Men spent money for freedom then. ‘Hunger no more’ would be freedom, they said, but freedom remained far away still. Perhaps freedom would be when you do whatever you want to do. Fill your chalice with your heart’s desire and drink it, and you shall be free, they say. All his life, the Mesmerizer has done everything that he desired, everything that his heart wanted. And yet in the cave, drowning with two companions, he finds freedom missing. Men may fight thousands of wars, but they’ll never find freedom until they get rid of their voices, until they stop their own whispers.

The tunnel goes dark, cold water tickling his skin, and a whisper rings in his ears: Seek. The Source is close. Seek …

The spiders have run out of energy. They have cleared much of the debris, but the narrow space they were trying to open is not enough to slither out. The tunnel is still closed.

“The Knights of the Dark take what they ask,” Piuee mumbles.

The bubble of air the Mesmerizer holds for them is weakening. The oxygen is running out. He may not be showing it, but his prana withers too. Yet he doesn’t release his grip from Piuee’s wrist. She’s breathing more air. If he loosens his grip even slightly, she will drown below into the darkness.

It’s a dead end, and it’ll be death.

Death came to him thousands of times before. Those times, what made him cheat death wasn’t hope. It’s never hope. It’s the lack of freedom from his mind, from a voice. Whose voice? He doesn’t know, yet he knows that every time death comes to him, he will hear her and those same words she speaks: Continue … Live … Seek … A personal whisper inspiring to continue may be a good thing for thirty-year-olds, but for the ones who have seen seventy more winters, continue or live may feel like an annoying song stuck in the brain; it may even become a whip of slavery. Slavery from their own voices.

The Mesmerizer nods at Maroc, pointing at Piuee, who remains afloat—dizzy, half her body is in an air bubble. Her transparent mask is still on and her eyes red. Even water couldn’t make her blink. His grip on her wrist loosens, and she slowly floats down to reach Maroc below her in the tunnel. Maroc catches her and swims. They all go back to the cave, for the Mesmerizer needs space for what he must do. The good thing is the cave is large. So it can hold some water dance.

A bubble of air detaches from the large one he leaves for his companions. The Mesmerizer sits in the water right at the center of the cave, his eyes closed in meditation; his legs are in a lotus pose. One last breath … and his bubble diminishes, filling up his lungs. Cold water tickles his face, and all his focus comes to a point, into one will, to voice the water. Then, it happens. The dance happens, and the water moves—swirling and twirling. The cave provides the space for it.

It’s hard to make water spin when there is no air. Just as there wouldn’t be waves in the oceans if there were no wind. The Mesmerizer needs wind. He manages to find some—still trapped in the holes and creeks. Sometimes they’re useful for breathing, but mostly they wither away because of the strong current he makes. The current then forms streams, and within streams form more streams. They all speed towards the tunnel as streams within streams, as serpents of water. If it works, it will floss the debris out into the air. If it doesn’t, the hope of freedom will be lost. Only the universe knows how long the tunnel is. Only the universe knows how far the sky is. In the end, no matter how evolved you are, you’ll always need air.

Their lungs have reached limits; they want to expand, if not with air, then be water; at least their lungs will be free. The Mesmerizer senses his companions coughing, only to gulp water. His prana is weakening, and so weakens the strength in the water serpents.

It’s around then that they all look at the center of the cave, right at the basin, and they all see it. Brains hallucinate when oxygen isn’t enough, yet somehow they all know they’re not hallucinating.

Something is glowing there. Perhaps it’s the slabs around it; perhaps, it’s the water itself, and it happens when a blue stream of water enters the cave through the holes—the ones that began pouring water long ago. It brings air, thousands of bubbles of it. So many as if a whale has exhaled somewhere and the air got passed here somehow, perhaps through holes or shafts or pipes. That’s only the beginning.

Soon the bubbles swirling with spirals—thin and blue—move like serpents, approaching the basin. And the Mesmerizer knows he’s not the one making the water move this time. Amazement stops when their survival nature hits. They all approach the bottom of the cave, swiftly swimming back to the basin—the place where it all began.

With trembling hands, the Mesmerizer collects all the bubbles forming an air space around them. It’s hard to do; the wind isn’t his forte. When they hit the floor, Maroc and Piuee cough, vomiting water, while the Mesmerizer—not so much. Water, in the end, doesn’t listen to you if you can’t hold your breath for a while. He breathes better, kneeling on the stone; his fingertips already taking in the prana from the surrounding water. And that’s when they all hear it, a ringing sound of an anklet, a runujhunu in a rhythm that sounded as if the cave is playing it. But the Mesmerizer knows it’s not the cave. It’s for the cave, and it’s not coming from his anklet. It came from somewhere else, carried by the bubbles of air, carried by the water.

Instinctively, he takes the other anklet out of his pocket, and this time when he hits it repeatedly and rhythmically on the basin, he makes sure that it matches the ringing tempo. No matter how much he needs to gasp for air, he keeps the rhythm right. A smile breaks at a corner of his lips. Of course, you can’t expect a clap with one hand. It always needed two anklets for it to work as a key; he should have known. He should’ve taken both of the pair; leaving the other with the girl was a mistake. Coming here with only one of them was foolish.

But then, how did the cave open the first time?

Why did it let them enter with prayers from just one?







34. The Caged Men
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When the Monk reads texts from Ren, he also checks another ID—Ruem D. His last message to the name is still Undelivered. For now, he does what Ren has instructed. He waits before a certain lift. It opens, and just as Ren has said, she has blue hair. Her weak prana is something he’s seen before. This time, however, her brows are more surprised, her lips pointed downward, and those pitch-black pupils surrounded by blue irises are never fixed at one point. They’re always shaking as if she’s been caught doing something. Did the girl come for the book again? How much of a lure the Devil’s Book can be? Could he measure it on a scale—the intensity of this lure?

The Monk notices her clothes. The purple skirt has caught dust; the boot smells new; the white shirt has a spot of engine oil near the sleeve. The vest—well, the vest is green, and somehow she fits well in the color—all of them combined had to be designed by an expert. It makes him wonder: perhaps she really came for the Film Tower! What was she doing with engine oil, though? Whichever it is, she mustn’t be allowed into that tower. She must be stopped today.

“It’s time you reveal your last name, Kusha,” the Monk greets her. He stands, blocking the exit as Sylphia keeps the lift inactive.

The Intuitionist darts her gaze at the openings on both of his sides. When she looks back at him, his face says—do not try anything stupid. He enters the lift slowly, and it moves. It’s going up again, towards the sky. Oh! How lovely the sky seems when looked at from the ground, but at a height, the sky is scary. As if it screams that it’s not your place. As if it’s only there to show you how small you are, how you do not belong here.

The lift moves quickly, but it feels as if the flight isn’t ending for ages. She didn’t tell her last name yet. She didn’t speak at all. For a long while, they stare at each other without blinking, as if it will let them know what the other thinks. But of course, it doesn’t. You never know what someone is thinking if you have no intuition. You never know what a monk is thinking, even if you have intuition. A monk might not be thinking at all. A wall of ice stands between them; even the brightest rays of sunlight will not melt it.

“Did you come for the book again?” the Monk asks.

“No. I came for—for the …” the Intuitionist doesn’t finish her words. The warmth of red flushes her cheek. For some reason, the words ‘Career Exam’ sounds so foolish when you stand before someone so above you. It’s not as if her ego will be hurt talking about the career before a man who could be as good a master as Meera and Rashad are to her. She has been taught how to respect masters—teachers—the ones who speak the words that always light the paths. But this time, it’s different. He’s not Meera or Rashad. He’s the Monk.

He forcibly took his book back—yes, the one she stole from him, but stealing needed work. Plus, he shouldn’t have extracted the truth from her mind without her permission. Of course, you do not utter ‘career’ in such moments, definitely not when he stands in a querying posture as if she has done something wrong. Well, she hasn’t done anything wrong this time, and she’s not going to point it out.

The Monk closes in towards her. His dark shawl tickles the air around her belly. He doesn’t touch, but his eyes are fixed on hers as prana burn in the air strongly. Whatever may happen will not look good from the outside through the transparent walls of the lift. So Sylphia plays some Ads in the walls, blocking the view, probably because the Monk asks it to. “Tell only the truth,” he uses voice.

He says no words of conditioning. It’s only been three weeks since he has spoken to her. His voice should be familiar to her mind by now. It’s necessary to make the ears familiar if you want to voice. It sets the keys. It remains an induction for the process of hypnosis. Induction can be anything. For a wolf, a simple bone in the hand and a word in your voice can be the first induction—a word such as ‘sit’. If the wolf sits, it will sit again. If it sits again, it will do more, perhaps even kill. It will become your dog. The secret to a wolf’s mind is in that very first command: ‘sit’. The problem is, however, the Intuitionist isn’t one to be a dog. The Monk realizes it in her answers.

“Are you still looking for the Devil’s Book?” he asks.

“Yes,” she answers.

“Are you here for the book?”

“No.”

“Why do you want the book?”

“To read it.”

“What are you looking for?”

“The truth.”

The Monk pauses, noticing the pattern of her answers. She speaks with the least number of words possible. That’s something you don’t do if you can be lured with a bone. That’s something you don’t do unless resistance is installed in your mind. That’s new! It seems that the first induction ‘sit’ will need a redo for her, but that would require permission from his ethics now. The Monk almost frowns. He induced her with his voice that day only to save her, to heal her. But today, she needs no healing. Today, if he voices any longer, it’ll not be for any saving. Today, if he plants induction, it will be against his ethics. Grade A Codes of Conduct do not say you can’t voice a lower grade, but it still mentions you shouldn’t touch them to harm them. And he isn’t the kind who uses the holes within laws.

* * *

Before the Monk decides on anything, the lift stops midway—at the 136th floor. The door opens, revealing TJ. She was standing with her long sword, waiting for the lift. Her interview is over. She has achieved her current goal, and it’s not that much of an achievement to make her gloat, and definitely not enough to have some drink in the evening—as Ody Augusteous suggests. Her almond eyes sharpen when she sees who is, or perhaps, who are in the lift. It’s the monk war hero again! And also that girl she’s met earlier. She wonders whether the man was standing too close to her just now. The girl looks flushed too.

TJ waits two seconds before entering the lift. Her keen eyes already checking the Intuitionist from top to bottom. For what? She doesn’t know, and she doesn’t want to know. There’s nothing to know anyway; it’s the Monk, and everyone knows he’s never been seen with a woman and definitely not with an unevolved. She doesn’t know what Grade the girl is, but she has to be below Grade D. Yet TJ can’t help but take one more scan of the girl’s body. Well, the girl doesn’t seem to have anyone else’s prana. Meaning: no one has touched her in the last few minutes. So TJ looks away, minding her own business. At the back of her neck, she senses being checked too. Perhaps the Monk has noticed her checking on the girl. The lift is going up. She has to do some paperwork for her new job.

If the universe really keeps a record of everything that happens, perhaps it will keep this moment written somewhere special—the moment when the three of them journeyed in a lift with too much tension bubbling in the air as one suspects another.

The lift reaches the floor TJ wanted to stop. She leaves the other two behind, and the Monk, not too obviously, bars the exit again, not letting the Intuitionist out.

“You did something! …” the Intuitionist says the moment the girl with the long sword leaves. Yes or No? Yes. She already finds the answer. “What did you do?” she asks. Her tone assured as if he has no chance to refuse her previous accusation.

“I only asked a few questions,” the Monk says calmly.

“You—you’ve no right to …” the Intuitionist says. Suddenly the deception she has felt that night comes back. She remembers how he took the book and how he took her square drive, and how the anger she felt afterward led her to send a beetle after him, and then she even lost the only beetle she had! By the time she recalls them all, the lift door opens, revealing Ren Agnello in the lobby.

Ren takes a deep breath, watching both the Monk and the Intuitionist at a staring contest. The Monk, of course, has nothing in his eyes than the usual neutral monkness. The girl, however, is oozing out fire through her blue eyes. Ren takes caution. Caution—such as which word may not lead to problems and which words his lawyer would deem safe. There are other things to consider—the color of her skin, which city she has come from, and also her neural identity. She could even be psycho or extremely socio-phobic or a desperate stalker who has been seen around the Monk more than a few times already. The laws are different for neuro-diverse people. The worst thing in the New World is you need to play inclusive even to psychos and not just deceivers or rapists or murderers.

“Maybe I should take the matter into my own hands since she has received a Purple Pass?” Ren says, looking at the Monk. His hand extended towards the Intuitionist, hoping it’ll relax her. “Miss Kusha, you wanted to interview for the Grand Race, didn’t you?” he asks, stepping back along the lobby, giving them the space to enter.

The Intuitionist steps into the lobby. “Race? I—I only—”

“You can’t walk straight, and you came for the Grand Race?” the Monk asks in a questioning tone. He then keenly looks into her face, inspecting her expressions. The last time he saw her at the Con, she did the Oldest Dance. Perhaps that’s why the sorting department has sent her to the special lift. However, the Monk remembers what followed that night after the dance. A beast lives inside her, and it’s strong. He has no interest to bring that beast again, but when it comes to human curiosity, there’s no limit. Especially when it’s related to the dance he’s looking for, the dance that can lead him to the Source.

Ren looks baffled, hearing what the Monk says, just as you’ll be when you’re trying to calm a child down, but then someone comes and makes her cry by pinching from behind. ‘Will you ever learn how to greet girls? Ren.’ He thinks, and the text leaves his CRAB, which the Monk receives and reads immediately.

“I can race,” the Intuitionist says. She will not take mockery from someone who thinks he has the right to voice her for questioning.

“Are you sure?” Ren asks calmly. Though, a little plea is still there in his eyes as if he wants to say: don’t cut off your knees because someone else dares you to. “Alphatech Grand Race is always in the spotlight. That’s why we see how they react to cameras and people’s eyes before we put them on the tracks,” Ren adds.

“He means you’ll have to be good in showmanship. They’ll check how you smile, how you handle when you fall while walking, or what you do when your sari gets too loose. Especially when someone laughs when such things happen,” the Monk says more calmly than before, ignoring the look Ren gives him. He also receives a new text:

‘Are you alright? You could go to jail for that. If she ever files a complaint.’

‘She will never file a complaint,’ the Monk replies to the text in his mind and looks back to the Intuitionist. “Besides, you have to begin with your full name and proper identity this time.”

The list of conditions and challenges infuriates the Intuitionist, but she doesn’t jump into a decision. When someone comes to you ready with lists of your gains and pains, you always think it over. No matter how many times you think, it still might not be enough … “Because the ones who come ready with lists, remember they have explored all the possible paths you’ll take, sweetie,” Meera always tells her.

So the Intuitionist thinks it all. She asks herself questions at lightning speed—something she’s never done before. The questions don’t finish sometimes before she jumps to the next question. Other times, the questions remain only as single-word options. And those options lead to more one-word options until they all turn into a tree—paths of branches and more branches. Until it becomes a sequence of choices in an algorithm. And then, her decision comes to one single thought. Why? Why is he doing it? Why does he throw all the negative possibilities? Why does he mock her, as if he wants her to run away?

“You don’t want me here, do you?” the Intuitionist asks, looking at the Monk, and she finds her answer. She then looks at Ren. “I want to race and do the walking part on the ramp. When do I start?” To her surprise, her tone sounds like a mixture of Meera’s and Haley’s tones.

“No, you are not entering the race,” the Monk interferes before Ren gets the chance to open his mouth.

“Why?” the Intuitionist asks, suddenly feeling his voice.

‘You can’t do that. She can sue us if we don’t let her race after giving her the Purple Pass,’ Ren texts the Monk immediately. He also adds more, suggesting the better option just the way he always does. He was the best racer and the top coder in Team Prime. Now he exists to present better options to people. ‘At least let her walk on the ramp, and then we can reject her, saying she didn’t pass stage one. Ren.’

‘You don’t want to send her to the stage when she’s angry,’ The Monk texts, and then begins aloud, “The Admin Tower doesn’t allow unevolved candidates to risk their lives in the races.”

The Intuitionist frowns, her cheeks burning. Her face doesn’t show the wrath bubbling in her. They stare as if they’re seeing a new species—an unevolved untouchable. “Why did I receive this Pass then?” she asks, showing her Pass.

“You have said it yourself. You wanted to race,” the Monk answers. He knows he is using her words against her. He knows she might not be here for the race or the ramp. That there are stronger chances she’s come for the other towers, but that’s not the problem. Right now, what’s more important is hiding someone who can do the Oldest Dance from the Film Tower. Someone removed her video from social media, and he or she did it for a good reason. He doesn’t know who has done it, but she couldn’t have done it alone. She doesn’t appear to have the skills to handle situations at all. There’s a high chance that she’s walking a path designed by someone else. Whichever it is, the Film Tower is cursed, and she mustn’t fall into its traps when she might be the only one who knows the Oldest Dance.

The Intuitionist remains silent. It’s the sort of time when she’d like to scream, perhaps protest using the polite words she has learned from books, but she doesn’t. And the reason is one: it’s the Monk, the war hero whose records of speeches she used to hoard. You do not expect things from famous people because you are a fan. In the end, they’re people too. But if they stop your entrance to somewhere as small as this, that’s low. It’s a disappointment when such men do that.

Ren Agnello steps closer to her. Perhaps he thinks he still has the chance to rectify the situation. “Miss Kusha, you still can join the recruiting events the other towers are holding. All you have to do is follow a few protocols, such as letting us verify your identity. And before you leave this floor, you need to sign a few agreements, which a candidate must …” Ren continues speaking in the most polite tone he could ever manage. So polite that the Intuitionist feels uncomfortable. A stranger can’t be this friendly, can he? Perhaps he can if he has to handle Alphatech. She notes the kind of words he speaks; he’s using terms from official agreements. Some of his lines are taken straight from law books. It reminds her of an old song written after a famous book: I know why caged men sing like lawyers …

She looks at the Monk again, even though Ren hasn’t stopped talking to her. What she understands so far is that they want her to keep her mouth shut about this little incident—one where they gave her a Purple Pass she didn’t ask for, and then they canceled it by force. The blond man hinted about the time policy too. That she has to agree she won’t file any charges saying they wasted her time.

“I’ll take a look at other recruiting lines,” the Intuitionist lies while signing on the e-paper that flies here with a pen. She doesn’t read it, but from what she understands, it basically says that she’s willingly stepping out of the interview because of personal reasons such as—low grades, danger, and health risks. It’s outrageous, but no need to take things any further, she tells herself. Unlike the rude war hero, this man was polite with her. He deserves the same politeness, even if it’s a lie. Besides, she already has decided what she’ll do. She will get to the ground floor, far away from this boringly blue sky, and she’ll get to the parking station. Hopefully, her GV is waiting for her, just as that Gold Agent Umi said it would. She’ll get into her GV and drive to the West, to the Gaumont Manor. Finally, she’ll reach her attic and get a good night’s sleep.

* * *

“She lied,” Ren says as her lift door closes. “That wasn’t the face of someone who will stand in the lines again. Weren’t you harsh?”

“Someone who performs the Oldest Dance seeing only some photos shouldn’t be anywhere near racing or that Film Tower. That would be calling for more trouble, but I have to find her again,” the Monk says, his mind busy writing commands in his CRAB. The pit-pat of his sandals is subtle as he passes lobbies. “You denied application protocol, didn’t you? The models were supposed to apply before they come here. You know spies take the chance of this every year.”

Ren follows him until they both reach his suite on the top floor. “Recruitment gets low if we leave it to the universe,” he says. “Not all who apply are good in showmanship, even if they’re good in races. So the HR team looks elsewhere.”

It’s not until a couple of minutes later when Sylphia shows them the identity report the Admin Tower has scanned when all candidates entered. Ren was about to leave, letting the Monk be busy with his last day in Alphatech. But he stops right before the exit, and the Monk halts in his path, too.

“She is a Gaumont! Meera and Rashad’s daughter!” Ren speaks first. “Wait, where is the agreement?” He then looks for the piece of e-paper the Intuitionist has signed earlier. He tossed it a while ago. It should be somewhere around here … “Oh, there it is!” Ren takes it and puts it on the table with care, as if he has just dodged a bullet by a mere inch. The signature Kusha Gaumont is not hard to read. “Did Rashad send her as a spy? Or maybe she’s Meera’s spy.”

“Even if she is a spy, she has failed her mission,” the Monk says, though his mind is busy connecting all the dots.

“Did she?” Ren asks, “Fail, I mean?” he adds, and both of them consider. “Sylphia, can you find the girl? Where is she now?” he speaks aloud, turning towards the center of the room.

Within seconds, Sylphia projects a few windows in the air, displaying videos. Streaming LIVE, they all show the blue-haired girl, the Intuitionist, busy in the ground-level parking, looking at something on a GV. The GV is the next thing that surprises them both—its body is slightly green, the engine looks like the latest model that could be managed for a vehicle that runs on old fuels, and most importantly, it has tires—monster ones, good for off-grid; those would require a four-wheel-drive engine. Looking from close, as Ren zooms in onto the car, the GV reveals to have a manual gear!

“Now, now … those gears have gone obsolete even before the Apocalypse!” Ren says. “I’m telling you, she might have come for the Mechanics department. Maybe the weapons department, considering her father is a Section Commander. I’m getting crazy seeing how many of our labs get booked by IF every quarter. And … she’s adopted! See? He must be using her.”

The Monk doesn’t comment before he watches what she does. He has tried to guess enough about her, and every time, at every turn, the girl proves to have more things hidden. Someone who has an interest in the Devil’s Book has championed a cosplay con performing the Oldest Dance. Today she came in classic attire chosen by her mother—Meera, no less! No wonder she got picked up by the Film Tower. And now she’s fixing an old GV that should be in a museum. Yet the monk senses the tickle in his neck. Something feels off, as if these aren’t the only things about her, as if there are more.

Well, Ren finds out soon enough at least one thing that the Monk didn’t know before. “Oh, wait, I think she came for the programming departments, maybe robotics! It was us who invited her! We were supposed to sponsor her because she championed the World Coding Contest! Oh! Good lord! Her parents are going to kill me.” Ren gasps as politely and dramatically as he can, forgetting no cameras are around that he’d need to show the right portion of his teeth even while gasping. He pours himself a drink though it’s still morning. He never drinks in front of the Monk. You just can’t pour yourself a Scotch when you know the man before you never drinks.

“She’s scored way above the one next to her,” the Monk mutters, scanning the report Sylphia displays.

“She won coding contests three times in a row, and she stopped joining later because it got boring. Did she say boring? Alphatech invited her for a job before, and she ignored them! Sylphia, you cruel! How could you write ignored at my face?” Ren says.

“Section-Commander Rashad invited her to join IF’s Cyber department. She rejected that one too,” Sylphia answers Ren.

“Not fishy at all, not fishy at all.” Ren fills his glass again.

Finally, they both exchange a dark look when they realize the Gold Agent, Umi Vellariya, has dropped her. For a minute, they debate whether she could really be a spy. Ren finally points out that unless she’s faking with her prana level, she couldn’t even be a guard at a grocery store.

The Monk looks into the videos; the cameras capturing them hover around like flies. He remembers one more thing about her. The girl hacked through his door and his lifter—both times, in a single try. How did she do that? Her old GV still has its front hatch open, and the girl suddenly looks satisfied. And that’s when the subtle suspicion he had smacks onto his face. The girl, with her big blue eyes, stares right back at him, exactly at the camera view he’s had his eyes on. As if she knows where the cam is and which one he’s looking through.

“Interesting! This camera is invisible, by the way. A new model from the Security Tower. They launched a batch secretly for the test. According to them, an Ungraded of twenty … twenty-four-year old shouldn’t ever sense it,” Ren informs.

“Can you show her from another camera, Sylphia?” the Monk asks, not answering Ren yet. Sylphia displays the Intuitionist from another camera, a new view from a new angle.

Both their interest turns into a shock when the girl looks at this camera now, right at them, again. Within seconds, the Monk gives new commands to Sylphia. This time, he chooses the views at random on his own, and each time, no matter whether the cam is near or far, the girl looks exactly at the one through which he looks.

Kusha Gaumont—he almost whispers.

“That’s impossible even for a Grade A,” Ren Agnello says. “Even if you can sense a cam as small as a fly because it interrupts your field of prana, how would you know when someone is looking at the other end of it or when they’ve gone for a coffee.”

“We didn’t go for coffee. She’s sensing our eyes correctly at second’s difference,” the Monk mutters.

“You said she knew passwords twice before,” Ren speaks as if he’ll propose a weird theory next, but he’s looking for assurance before saying it aloud. “You don’t suppose that it’s—”

“Intuition?” the Monk says the word. He’s been thinking about it—the rarest possibility of it happening in someone alive, in someone who didn’t even begin her training in Evolution School. And soon, he considers the danger of it. She guessed passwords twice. She escaped him earlier today, seeing him in the lift, and then she took another path to come back to the hall where she should be—as a Purple Pass holder, at least. She didn’t get lost, and it has to be intuition.

As both the men discuss the history of oracles and the rarest books that talk about them, they reach their last point of amazement.

“She’s leaving. Are you sure you want to let her go?” Ren asks for the third time. “If she tells her daddy, or worse, her mommy, I’ll be the one who gets burned since you’re signing things away.”

The Monk considers, looking at the videos. She is in her GV—it has barked alive smoothly groaning, a bit of steam and fume visible, but looking at the shape of the fume, the Monk knows it’s nothing. It will run just fine. She fixed it in less than ten minutes. Her face is puffy, probably from grinding her jaws to each other. Her blue eyes do not look at any cams anymore. In fact, she’s doing the opposite. As if she wouldn’t care about the cams at all.

It’s not until she crosses the entire GV parking and passes the front square of the Admin Tower, her GV suddenly brakes hard, halting in the middle of the road. Both the men look at her from a different camera that shows her face. Her eyes are now fearful of something, as if she’s seen a ghost or perhaps felt a ghost around her. Or perhaps she has gone into a shock? She’s doing nothing. She’s simply staring in a direction, but there’s nothing to see there. At least nothing that you’d be fearful about.

“You don’t think she’s having a heart attack, do you?” Ren speaks first. If that sort of thing is about to happen, he needs to stop it before it happens on the Alphatech grounds. Sylphia shows her health report, reading her expressions and skin color and breathing rate.

“Not a heart attack,” Sylphia informs.

“You don’t think she’s looking at another camera, do you?” Ren asks. The Monk doesn’t answer. So Ren checks into Sylphia’s logs. “None of our cams are in that direction. If it’s a cam—”

“It’s someone else,” the Monk whispers. Why would she look scared, then? He doesn’t say it aloud. And why would she halt, giving attention to another cam when she has lost interest in theirs already? But it proves one more thing about her intuition—if she has the gift, that is.

“She can sense different sets of eyes,” Ren says aloud what the Monk thinks. He’s already digging into the security reports, the ones about regular scans on cams in the Alphatech ground, the ones that could be detected as alien cams.

The Monk remains silent, wondering the final questions of the day: whose eyes could make her press the brake hard like that in broad daylight? Why did she look as if she has seen someone who will hunt her down, someone who mustn’t discover her secret?

As the girl with blue hair—Kusha Gaumont—leaves Alphatech once and for all, the Monk notices a change in his inbox. The text sent to the name Ruem D shows Delivered. The man hasn’t replied to him yet. Not that he expects him to be in a chatting mood, but the Mesmerizer is back, and it’s definitely news.

“Ren, I want her in Alphatech,” the Monk says.

“You want me to go after her? I could go after her with only two shots of Gin.” Ren smiles.

“Not today,” the Monk considers. “Let the recruitment event pass, and let the Film Tower forget about her. But soon, get her inside, and start with your best apology.”

“Why, me? I wasn’t the one harsh,” Ren protests. “Hey! Where are you going without signing the papers? It’s morning. You can’t even place the excuse of lunch!” His voice gets loud at the end as the black shawl slithers out of the door.







35. Tricking the Tricksters
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When the spiral path forms again out of a block of stone, the group of adventurers reaches outside, flying on a lifter. The cool breeze and the warm sun hit their skin, and the three of them breathe to their lungs’ content. Piuee breathes loudly, staring into the bright sunlight with her blood-red eyes. She was healing them initially, but now, not so much. Healing needs prana, and prana comes better when breathing is better. Even the Mesmerizer needed air after a point. How wouldn’t she? Yet here she is, eyes puffy from never blinking again—Piuee Pariyeta still doesn’t beg for her blinking right. Relief washes her, though, as the breeze of freedom touches her body.

“Good that you know magic,” she says.

“It’s not magic,” the Mesmerizer says, still exhaling strongly.

“What is it then?” she asks, gasping.

“Barter system.”

“What did it ask of you? What did you deliver?” Piuee frowns.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t speak. The Knights of the Dark have asked for souls, but he didn’t deliver souls. In the end, the cave belongs to the universe, and the universe has only one key.

“Music,” he answers. “I delivered the right music.”

“Treachery. You’ve tricked the tricksters. You have angered them,” Piuee says, breathing loudly as if her lungs will burst. “You know they’ll find another way to get what they want. They wait for the next point of your suffering, and they strike when you’re the weakest.”

“I’ll trick them again,” the Mesmerizer whispers.

“Then you should be worried. If you trick them once more, they’ll think you belong to them,” Piuee says. “And three times you trick the tricksters, they make you theirs …” She repeats what she has translated from the Twin of the Devil’s Book.

“Woman, breathe some air until that day comes, please,” Maroc speaks this time. Surprisingly the malice in his eyes is absent as he looks at the messiest ginger hair he has ever seen.

Later the Mesmerizer discovers what has been bugging him as Maroc tells him about it—a detail that he has failed to mention these past weeks. That three weeks ago, right before the cave opened its door, he was watching a certain dance that came in an email. When the Mesmerizer hears the music while watching the most peculiar dance he’s ever seen, he recognizes the sound of the other anklet. So the cave opened not for one, but two of them, all along. He still watches the video—the one Maroc Metz has thrown at him exactly when they’ve found their freedom.

Oh! What a freedom that is! One that comes with the right to breathe, along with bombardments of emails, not to mention thousands of missed calls from hundreds of IDs. The taste of freedom speeds when Kuhawk connects with his CRAB, and the Mesmerizer gets notified about perhaps the most important news in his life. It’s from his only other apprentice—the one who accompanied Maroc twenty years ago on a mission to kill him.

Master Ruem, I found you the cheat code you are looking for.

The universe may have hoards of coincidences lying around everywhere, but this one moment will be stored somewhere out there in the one giant consciousness. All because the message has been chosen to reach him now, exactly at this moment of his life.

Within minutes the lifters reach their camp. Piuee breathes mountain air being grateful to the universe. Maroc combs his hair to perfection after disinfecting his body while the Mesmerizer remains busy with his inbox. He realizes what it is that his apprentice and spy terms as his cheat code. It amazes him more than he thought it would, for it’s the same girl again. It’s the girl from the dance, the girl who has gone for the Devil’s Book. According to Maroc, she was in Turf Zero, too, the night of the Summer. And she’s Meera’s daughter, and she has met the Monk!

“She’s running. Why is it that she always runs?” the Mesmerizer whispers, the tone of mockery mixed with wonder clear in his voice.

He always had eyes and ears in Alphatech. Hearing the conversation between Ren Agnello and that man, he realizes what that girl is. She’s driving out through Alphatech Square at the moment. Could it be possible? Could she be that miraculous probability that happens only once in centuries? Did she really guess passwords twice, correctly both times? Now that he remembers, she won a lottery ticket—the entry to the High Auction, and that night, she found the original Devil’s Book among thousands of fake ones.

The Mesmerizer feels the warmth in his body as the water drenching his cloth turns into mist. The hat he left before leaving the camp has caught some dust in three weeks. Only a shake blows them all away, and he puts it on. His blood boils in his prana, the air in his lungs fuming in excitement. He was about to die today—buried and drowned in a cave, and it didn’t happen because of three mysteries. First, the girl’s anklet aided to unlock the cave—both times. Second, its sound got carried through the water to a cave so far east of Alpha. And last, she might really be a cheat code!

Surprising him once more, the girl with blue hair brakes hard on her monster GV in front of the Admin Tower. It stops, fuming its tires. The girl then looks straight at him, exactly at the camera whose view he is looking at. She stares, and what a stare that is! It holds fear mixed with disbelief. Perhaps everyone has caught up on her on a very bad day. Or perhaps, it’s his eyes that she fears the most. Perhaps she feels his intent to hunt her down? Perhaps she senses what’s coming.

“She’ll come home, Master Ruem,” Maroc says, “for the tour.”

“Time to go home then,” the Mesmerizer speaks as if going home is another code in the universe, as if you couldn’t stay a nomad and live in tents in a place such as this.

They all settle their AT—an airbus. All the lifters holding their treasure hover and pile one above another like cubes. Maroc sets the destination—Home: Kuhawk.

* * *

Later at Kuhawk, when the Mesmerizer is done replaying Kusha Gaumont’s videos from all angles in live-size holograms, he finds out more about her. She stands in the middle of his room, frozen at one moment, exactly when she looked back at the Monk through a cam after fixing her GV. Her nose is close to his as the Mesmerizer gazes closely at her blue eyes.

Maroc finds out more about her, confirming first whether she has a hundred percent correct intuition or not. He had to check her interests and activities over the last few months. He finds out the speed of her typing when she won all the lotteries in her life. Two lotteries to be specific. One was for the High Auction, and the other to win the latest war hero action figures—full set!

“She’s a fan,” Maroc blurts out while checking whether she uses a bot or cryptography tools for her guesswork. He projects what the Monk and Ren Agnello think and find out about her. Meanwhile, he does his own digging from the IF server, and Kuhawk files them all neatly: … She was a survivor of a war camp before the Gaumonts adopted her. She has amnesia and sociophobia. She’s still Ungraded for the lack of her birth parents’ identities and is eligible to sit for Grade Test now since she’s lived under the guardian’s care for a minimum of five years. Her anxiety prevents her from a meditative state. However, she finds her focus during learning. She learned to program before she learned to talk to her new family …

The file includes even trivial things. Such as, she downloads every ebook that begins with How To; she has friends in the Junk Land, and also that a boy-next-door threw a card once with splashing hearts and kisses at her balcony, and then Meera ran the boy out of town. “Meera Gaumont is protective of her!” Maroc says.

“How is she the cheat code?” Piuee protests meekly. Coming here—a home—she has had the most delicious dinner of her life. She has showered, and she has rested with her eyes open still, never closing, never blinking. She understands what’s happening. Intuition was valuable all over history—the secret oracles of the priests—that’s what they’re named. If the girl guesses things correctly every time, even the large numbers, then how quickly will she solve a problem? How quickly will she find the right solutions? The man will not need to go through a wrong move again—if he gets her, that is. Perhaps he will approach the girl just as he has done so with her. Perhaps he has found another interesting thing to lure.

“If it needs five pairs of willing sacrifices, I’m guessing there will be a ritual too, and then a formula, possibly that has never been discovered before,” the Mesmerizer says; his attention is now on the writings from the cave. Kuhawk is still running an analysis on them. “It’ll be hard to find the formula.”

“I’m sorry. Finding Five Pairs of Willing Sacrifices will be less hard, you mean?” Piuee grits her teeth.

“Isn’t that invention, Master Ruem, rather than discovery?” Maroc ignores Piuee.

“You made a game and coded a rare treasure in it that no player has ever found. And one day, someone finds it. What is it? An invention or a discovery?” the Mesmerizer whispers.

“You’re saying the formula might’ve always been there? Since the creation of the universe?” Maroc says.

“Not just the formula. The rules … and the counter-rules.”

“Do you think her intuition is a counter-rule?” Maroc asks.

“How would you define a counter-rule? Is it not just another number in the probability, another point in the recurring pattern? Legend says every few centuries, the universe forges someone who guesses all things correctly on the first try, just as there is someone who guesses all things wrong, and of course, there are the ones in the middle. What is this forging if not points in a recurring curve?”

No one speaks. Of course, they are evolved humans, but they’re still stuck within a span of a couple of hundred years at best. How will they notice the patterns of a universe that is billions of years old?

“Five pairs of sacrifices could be anything, even objects with human will. Without a cheat code, we will never find them,” the Mesmerizer whispers; his eyes find the girl with blue hair frozen in the room. His red eyes flash when light reflects from his fiery red hair.

“If you’re looking for the codes of the universe, you must want to change something. What do you want to change?” Piuee suddenly asks, knowing it might not be a good idea to ask it.

As expected, no answer comes from the Mesmerizer.

The detailed conversation between Ren and the Monk sheds some light on what they think about her. They even suspect that she might be working for him! Well, soon, that won’t be wrong. Soon she will belong to him and only him. Soon she’ll be home—at Kuhawk.







36. Poison Letters
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Sometimes you think nothing in the world can hurt you; you think you’re not that teenager anymore who took all things to heart. You think you’ve grown up so much that whatever a stranger throws at you isn’t of any importance. You believe your shields are so strong you won’t notice when someone pinches at your back. You’re not bothered; you’re simply doing what you do best—being busy with things that you know no one else in the world will do. Nothing can pierce you until, of course, it’s not from any other random stranger. Until you realize it’s from someone you’ve admired; it’s from someone you thought was your standard.

The Intuitionist bleeds. It’s not her date in the month yet. Yet she bleeds. Meera taught her seven years ago that she would bleed every month. She taught her how to handle it, but she never told her what to do when she bleeds too early. Is it bad? Yes. Is it unhealthy? Yes. She searches on the internet. It says she’s under extreme stress.

“It says I’m aging!” the Intuitionist whispers.

“Well, of course, you are. You’re not training at all, Kusha,” Tishi says, suddenly emerging from the corner of her room and whooshing up and then smoothly flying down towards her.

“It says I’m having Menopause.”

“What? But you didn’t even kiss anyone yet, Kusha,” Tishi says.

Over the next two days, the Intuitionist doesn’t get up from her bed because of the extreme pain in her womb. That’s the first time she sees flashes of memories from her past—running away from a building that had no openings. She’s seen it before. Only this time, she’s not sleeping. This time, she’s wide awake, and the memories come as if they’re imaginations from a story. She puts her hands on her belly. Her womb has never ached this way before.

When she thinks she can’t take the pain anymore, she looks at her closet. She’s kept her letters there. The mind-poisoning letters are hidden and safe, covered with a black envelope. The closet is closed, but in her mind, she sees it open; she sees herself holding the envelopes. She sees herself seeing the letters and drinking them. They feel attractive. They taste good.

* * *


“… The secrets to god’s power are now open to all.

How much of it will you believe? It’s fine if you don’t believe it. The law of probability confirms that some will always fall. Some must always drop. In the end, your belief marks your boundary. Your belief determines how far you will go. Will you limit your faith when the possibilities are infinite? Will you look away when the One’s consciousness can be yours?”



The lulling voice of the woman drones as it storms outside the attic. Somewhere further west outside the walls, the Summer Storms of the Sages have hit the earth. As expected, it came for the homeless in the Junk Land, not for the tyrants.

A black envelope torn open, the letter rests in her hand as the Intuitionist stares at the storm lying on her bed. The storm is beautiful when you have a home. Her attic keeps the sound of the storm blocked through a silencer. No matter how beautiful the storm looks, she hates its sounds—its thunders and lightning. She knows why she hates it. In her nightmares, it always storms.

For two nights, she looks into the spiral symbol in the nameless letters as many times as she can. She doesn’t vomit anymore as prana boosts through her body. The good thing is Rashad isn’t back yet from Beta, and Meera doesn’t stay home for too long. Otherwise, they’d have caught her already—bubbling and glowing with the prana she gets just by seeing some letters. They’d have found those out by now. Rashad sounded excited the last time he talked to her. He might as well be preparing a war against Alphatech. The Intuitionist, however, is assured of one thing—that the symbol in the letters was installed into her mind long ago.

How does it feel having prana boosts? Guilty. Like masturbation. It feels as if it’s wrong for reasons defined by the temples—the same temples that burnt women for being widows. Even The Book of Prana by the rude leagues of Anonymous says: ‘A moment’s access to prana isn’t productive if the means to get it is wrong. ’

The Intuitionist makes a ‘poof’ sound thinking about The Book of Prana. She suddenly lurches out of bed and gets the book from her shelf. She goes straight to her west-side balcony and throws it into the air. It should’ve fallen into the lawn below, but surprisingly, The Book of Prana, even though is heavy, flies along a trajectory with speed. It reaches so far that it looks like a giant golf ball. It falls deep into Meera’s garden. A bit more speed in it, and it would’ve fallen on the other side of the city wall.

The Intuitionist looks at her hand, not believing her strength. She must’ve used all her prana in that throw because the tear in her shoulder immediately brings her to reality. Her face crinkles in pain and—call it fate—but her eyes directly find what she should dread having. It’s on the balcony floor—another black envelope. Someone must’ve left it for her again.

In the last few days of excessive use of the poison letters, she’s realized one thing. The effects of looking into them wither as if they’re drugs, something material, something that runs out over time. It worries her. What if it becomes an addiction? But looking at the mirror and looking into her face, into her skin, she rethinks, and she loses the battle. She takes the envelope, opens it, and looks into it again. It’ll heal the shoulder; it’ll heal the womb … She mutters her excuses.

After three more days, Meera comes, flying the new AT and landing it on the roof alongside her attic. She gives the usual lecture on she shouldn’t stay all cooped up in there, that she should not take things to heart, and that she should really tell her what happened.

The Intuitionist notices Meera looks more worried today. Perhaps it’s because she has searched about the Gold Agents and WSI the last couple of days. Did she see my search history? Yes. Her blue eyes calmly look away from Meera. For the first time, the Intuitionist feels strongly about what she needs: a home of her own with no gifted cars and no given-away computers.

“Shouldn’t you go and check on Haley?” Meera asks, trying to look into her eyes. “She didn’t come on any of the days I’ve kept open for her.” When the Intuitionist doesn’t answer, she adds more. “Maybe you should take the AT and take it for a test flight? You flew well in the simulator this week. Give it a go. Just be careful around the trees, and don’t take it to the Maze.”

The Intuitionist doesn’t speak. The AT they’ve gifted her is a Compact AT. It’s allowed in the Old City. But the Old City—the Maze—has air routes and tunnel-ways; all of them are unplanned and dangerous. Enough for them to be every parent’s nightmare.

Meera was about to leave, but she stops in her path. “And sweetie, I found a new plant near your garage. It was standing supported with a screw.” Meera waits for her to say something but the Intuitionist only flushes. “It looked strong enough to replant on a pot. And by new, I mean it literally. I searched the Library Archive. The plant doesn’t exist in the database. Congratulations! You’ve found a new species.” Meera smiles, “should I name it Kusha?”

“No!” the Intuitionist speaks this time.

“Find a name, then?” Meera smiles again before leaving.

When a tiny plant in a pot arrives on a square-foot lifter, the Intuitionist still stands beside her new AT—a prize for a thing she didn’t even get to do. She looks at the three-inch size plant; it’s standing without the support of any screw. She takes it to her attic and places it on her balcony. “Tishi,” she calls.

Tishi’s hologram pops into the air. “Yes, Kusha!”

“Remind me to water it every day,” she says.

“I will, Kusha,” Tishi answers. “If I do that, will you give me a Grade A body?”

“I will,” she says and realizes right after that a High Grade would’ve considered it a word. They would’ve never said it unless they knew they could honor it. She remembers the word she gave to Rashad months ago. She said she’d do well in the Career Exam this year if he let her go to the High Auction. Well, it seems the unevolved can never keep their word. Perhaps, it’s fate.

The Intuitionist fetches the ether-com Magic Mama gave her and quickly gets down to her garage. Taking the largest truck, she leaves the West Gate. This time too, she doesn’t say Hello to Old Mark.








37. The Stones of Secret Carvings
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Reaching Haley’s bunker in Panami was hard. No vehicle enters the town, so she had to leave the truck outside and walk the rest of the way. And all that for nothing. The bunker is empty as if no one has ever lived there. While walking back to the truck again this time, the Intuitionist feels being watched, perhaps even followed. Is anyone following? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

She finds her truck and drives it to Magic Mama’s bus. It was in a meadow far away from Panami, and now it’s empty as they’ve left it. She knew it already, but just to misdirect the followers, she leads them here. Well, now what? She asks herself questions, her mind deep into thoughts. If Haley didn’t come for the Career Exam, it had to be something important.

Maybe the ones who want to harm Magic Mama are now after them? Yes. Maybe Mami Zintra was in danger? Yes. Are they hiding? Yes.

She checks the map in her CRAB, the thought of finding them floating in her mind. Where could they be? The Old City seems like a good option. When she zooms around the Old City and its maze, the beating in her belly gets stronger. When she tries to pinpoint a location among the possible leads, the tickling sensation of being watched comes again. She looks back; a few men approach her.

Flashy jackets, shining shoes unfit to wear in the Junkland, sunglasses in their eyes even though the sky is cloudy today. They don’t look like they shower even once a week. Their faces covered with round layers of fat, their hair cut short down to their scalp as if they’re born to be pawns of an army or, at best, clerks in another’s office. For some reason, they all look the same, just as all insects look the same. Without intuition, she could never identify them apart. Their wrists are empty—no CRAB wrapping them around. Junklandians—not the very best of their kind. One of them moves with his shoulders wobbling. Probably he thinks it’ll mark his leadership.

“Are you looking for someone?” he asks.

The Intuitionist reads them all quickly. She then looks at the time. It’s already been hours looking for Haley, and she’s not in the mood to cause trouble. She can handle the four of them alone, especially since they all look amateur. But that’s not the problem at all here. In the Junk Land, most boys of this age are amateurs, yes, but there are many of them. Within a blink, they can come swarming around from everywhere, and they always start by pulling your shirt if you have breasts. The youthful days of the men in the Junk Land pass being a brainless meat-sack hitting their own with a club until they all grow old and weak, just enough to sit and think. The men in Junk Land do not evolve until all their teeth fall and until their spines bend enough to receive beatings from their sons and daughters.

“No,” the Intuitionist says, walking away from the empty bus. “I guess they left for good,” she mutters under her breath and abandons them all. Her footsteps are bold, half-expecting they’ll attack from behind. She remains alert until she reaches her truck.

Her intuition says Haley is with Mami Zintra—somewhere in the Old City. You can’t pinpoint a home in that maze without a good 3D map. Besides, it’s best not to look for them today with fools following her. She looks into the rear-view screen of her truck. One of them follows her until she takes the turn for the West Gate of Alpha. Security starts a few miles around the city walls. If anyone is following, he won’t be able to do so anymore.

With her truck, she takes the hiking trail instead of going straight to the city, and before doing it, she stills her truck for a while and puts a blindfold around her eyes. The sun is still in the middle, and the forest has enough moisture from the last week’s storm. It’s perfect for practicing blind driving.

She has a shipping trailer on a hill nearby. It’s something she’s turned into a cottage—roughly usable, nothing too cozy, considering that the kitchen and the toilet are still missing, and also the cot with no mattress. Because much of her hard work went into making several DIY lifters. She attached them all at the bottom of the trailer to carry it a few kilometers and then up the hill. Taha was there; she liked it that day. She said, “Imagine turning a shipping trailer into an AT. I’d live in it if you turn it into an AT someday.” The Intuitionist doesn’t smile remembering it. She said she’d do it; she said she’d invite Taha to live with her then. She said they both would live on the top of that hill. Dreams sound beautiful on top of the mountains. Dreams leave the moment you enter the cities.

Today she’s not going there to dream or to see the views. Today, she’s going to work—she tells herself. The trailer is close to the bottom of that fall—the small lake of whirlpool where she fell that day, where she saw the mystics and found a glowing blue flower after waking up. The flower is with her in her bag, and mysteriously, it’s fresh, and it glows still. She wants to dive into the lake and find more of those flowers. She wants to see whether they all glow. Her intuition says they don’t, but she wants to see it herself.

She left her diving gears in the trailer the last time she came. And those gears are the only reason she’s taking this path, nothing else. It’s definitely not to clear her head or to get some good air as Meera says she should. No one needs good air or sightseeing in the mountains after encounters with rude war heroes. And definitely, there’s no need to drive blind to prove to yourself that you have a gift too, that you could win anyone’s stupid races if you wanted to.

One hour of blind driving beside forests and ghost villages finally takes her to her trailer-turned-cottage. Not taking much rest, she takes her diving gear and follows the path to that fall. It’ll take her closer to their family fishing lodge, but the lodge is on higher ground, and she’ll have to climb if she wants to get there. Meera keeps food and supplies in their fishing lodge, but those won’t be necessary.

The sun is still bright and golden. It would’ve been better if Haley were here. But it wouldn’t be a good idea to find her when those men might follow her again. Just to shake off the tickle in her belly, she leaves another message for Haley in her ether-com.

By the time she reaches the lake at the bottom of the fall, she forgets most of what happened in Alphatech. And by the time she dives deep into it a few times, she forgets all of it. She saw in a How-To video once by a Norse man whom everyone calls Mad Jimmy because he talks about aliens. He said, ‘Everything is prana, and you need to release your old prana with your mind. If you can’t, you release it by writing or painting. If you can’t release it that way, do it by singing. If not, do it with a hundred squats. Can’t do that either? Just walk it out. If you can’t do even that, be a beast and just fuck it out.’ She didn’t know what fuck meant back then, so she asked Taha, and Taha only said that it was a thing to say to seemingly-nice people who are not nice inside. She told it to several such seemingly-nice people until their faces turned like potatoes and until her belly gave her stronger tickles.

When all the dives into the lake prove to be of no more use, considering she has found nothing apart from more blue flowers, she removes her diving gear and finally sits on a stone. Gasping loudly, she notes one thing, though—the blue flowers aren’t as fresh as that day, and they’re not glowing at all. Now that she sees more of the samples, she doubts whether the flower glowed that day. To reassure herself, she checks the first blue flower she already has. Well, it’s still glowing, bright like the moon reflecting on sapphire.

The afternoon breeze makes the air cold. So the Intuitionist hurries back to the trailer, taking all her stuff. While walking, at some corner of her mind, she hopes she’ll meet that mystic again. But no. There’s no sign of tangled hair or grey shawls or raw clothes. There’s no sign of the mystics. However, on her way back to the trailer, she senses a tickling at the back of her neck. She looks back at first. When she focuses on her senses, to her surprise, she looks up at the sky—cloudless and clear blue. Nothing is visible there except the Moon Ferries—the ring-shaped space resorts encircling the Earth. Why would she feel like being watched by the Moon Ferries? Who could live there? She walks the rest of her path, buried deep in thoughts.

Back at the trailer, she changes to a dry shirt from her backup trunk. The blue flowers, including the glowing one, rest on the small wooden stool she has kept for the jug. She wonders why they don’t glow today. Could it be because it glowed only when it was fresh and young? Yes. Could it be because they’ve grown old? Yes. But then, why this one is still glowing? By now, it should’ve withered and dried. It’s been weeks.

* * *

A few days later, to check her theory, the Intuitionist comes to the trailer again from the city. She leaves Haley a message. Then she reaches the lake and dives once more. She saw new flowers yet to bloom the last time she came. She’s checked the properties of the flower in detail this time. Flowers underwater deteriorate quickly, but during the short time they live, they grow to have strong petals. Sometimes they calcify, but at other times, they bloom into adulthood quicker than most. So today, she may have the chance to see them ripe. Still, it wasn’t mentioned anywhere that the flowers glow.

Diving into the bottom of the lake, the Intuitionist gets disappointed. They’re just fully blooming as blue as the last day. No glow adorns them anywhere. The thought chills her for some reason. If a mystic leaves you a flower that glows while no other flowers of its kind do, it should chill you. Maybe it’d thrill you a little too. The Intuitionist looks around, perhaps feeling both the chill and the thrill. Was it a miracle? Yes.

After a couple of dives today, she removes her diving gears and simply swims around the roaring falls. She didn’t bring her swimsuit. Meera never lets her wear those. “Swimsuits have the funniest shapes designed by some horny daddies,” Meera told her only once. After that, she never wanted to wear them.

When she checks her ether-com once more, the Intuitionist decides she’ll go and find Haley if she doesn’t reply within an hour, and this time, she’ll use her intuition. In that hour, her thoughts shift around the flower and the fall and the mystics. No matter the truth, humans always had a fascination for miracles. You’d rather believe you got saved by miracles instead of dying from a fall. You’d rather believe in the mystic who brought the miracle for you. That’s human nature.

Even supremacists worshiped the prophet who brought them the most miracles that saved the good while killing all evil. They got attached to miracles so much that they began faking miracles at one point. They even killed the later prophets who couldn’t bring enough miracles for them. You can’t accept a prophet who can’t win the Award for Miracleism, can you? God must bless you, and God must kill others while he blesses only you. After all, where is the fun if there’s no killing and punishing while you wear the crown? Might as well fake it all and say god wills it.

From the flashes in her mind when she looks into the water, the Intuitionist sees a woman dancing there. She frowns. She didn’t want to think about the dance—the Oldest Dance—as Meera said. But now she does. Mysteries of the universe are just like that. You don’t want to look away from them just because someone you dislike is looking for them too.

Soon, what happened in Alphatech comes back to her mind, and to calm her rage down, she stands up. Taking a sharp stone from the shore, she goes near the stream. She saw a stone wall before—flat and dark—just behind the flowing water. It opens into a cave. She pushes along the streams and drenches herself again with the strong current. When she reaches that stone wall and the cave, she takes a breath and remembers the dance photos she saw at that Turf. She then begins writing all the mudras in stick figures—each symbol representing a pose. In another stone, she puts a few symbols together as if they’re words, but they’re not. They’re just a sequence of a dance.

It takes time to curve them with only stones. They may not last decades or centuries, perhaps they will make a mark on earth for some time, but she doesn’t care. Some say it’s the last age. So there’s no need to make a mark when there isn’t much of the age left anyway. Perhaps, that’s what there is to it all. There’s no need for a job, no need for Grades to live in the cities. There’s no need for anything at all. She can just live here and wonder about things that wonder her.

After looking at her carvings on the stones for minutes, the Intuitionist closes her eyes as if she’s installing them all in her mind. She watches the new sequence she has made. And to her surprise, she feels as if she didn’t invent the sequence. As if the sequence has always been there in the universe, and she has only downloaded it. Soon as she begins dancing. Music plays in her mind—not in her CRAB but rather in her own mind, in the real universe. And sometime around then, one of her feet begins tapping on the stones, her hand touching the stream. Soon, both her feet move.

The tremendous force of the water doesn’t stop her; the uneven floor of rough stones doesn’t twist her ankles. If she were blindfolded, she would know where her feet should fall. Even if she were sleeping, she would know at what angles her knees should bend. She dances around the stones open to the sky right beside the fall, as if she’s born to dance on uneven floors. Her footsteps were brave.

It’s easy to feel brave when no one is around.

When her dance ends, somehow she knows she didn’t tear her midi-dress even by a bit today. Perhaps this is what they call being one with the One. When you don’t know where the next step should fall, when you don’t plan five steps ahead and ten weeks through, when you simply be and the dance unfolds, bringing the magic of truth, bringing the power of One.

By the end of an hour, the Intuitionist has done a dozen more stanzas than she has saved on her stones of secret carvings.

* * *

When she finds the text Haley has sent in her ether com, the Intuitionist, drenched in her dress, walks quickly towards the trailer. Haley says she’s coming.

It wasn’t until she reaches within half a mile of the trailer that the Intuitionist feels the strong gazes pushing her from her back. The feeling wasn’t as strong before, but now it is. So much that she halts abruptly and turns around as if she has felt a roach in her back, and she wants to shake it off. Well, there’s no one behind her, but to her terror, she senses that feeling again—the feeling of ants crawling on her cheek and her neck. With instinct, her hands reach her cheek, and she looks up at the trees, wondering whether ants have jumped on her. She looks around quickly one last time.

Is there anyone? Yes. Is it Haley? No.

“Who’s there?” she whispers, knowing whoever is at the other end of her call can hear her. “WHO IS THERE?” she screams. The scream fades away among the trees and the forest. She quickly takes her ether-com out and types a message for Haley. ‘When are you coming? Where are you? Come faster.’ And bless the universe! Haley replies quickly, this time: ‘I’m waiting for the bus. Should I wait faster?’

And then, she sees it right when she looks up from the ether-com. A wine-red AT slowly appearing out of invisibility—from a camouflage. It hovers a foot above the ground; the road isn’t smooth, nor is it wide enough to fit two vehicles coming side by side, but you could stop your AT in there and get out of it, walking as people do in a fashion-show carnival. And the universe may bless the hearts of the blind fans … It’s the Mesmerizer himself!







38. The First Seed of Traps
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If you’re an unevolved Ungraded who looks at secret letters of fake strength; if you’re in a forest alone, too powerless to say that you’ve been wronged, and if you’re standing in wet cloth after trying to swim away your powerlessness, and then if you see a mesmerizer—any mesmerizer—what should be your first instinct? And, if it’s the Mesmerizer, what will you do?

The Intuitionist stands still. Meera’s three beware playing in her mind. She calculates which way she should run, what moves she should use as misdirection, or whether she should drop her diving gears before running. Maybe throw them at his face? In fact, should she run at all? In the corner of her mind, she even wonders if running would be rude. Running right after seeing someone is definitely rude when you know the man has come for you since there’s no one else around. But it’s the Mesmerizer. Surely, acting like she didn’t see him isn’t rude, right? But then what did he do to her anyway? Spoke one or two unsweetened lines during the High Auction that he probably didn’t consider rude. Besides, she doesn’t remember the later part of that auction night. Meanwhile, what the Monk war hero did is as fresh as the spring water in her cloth.

Calculations aren’t over, but her time to react is.

The Mesmerizer stops a couple of feet away from her before speaking. “Xenemantula bites make people dance in the forests. We used them during the war several times. I was wondering if some of those got loose in here.”

If it were other times, the Intuitionist would’ve rolled her eyes even though eye-rolling is rude, but now she only wonders why old people prefer greeting with war stories.

“I’m Ruem, an Admin in the Council. I wonder if you remember, we met in the High Auction.” The unnecessary greeting comes when he takes his hat off.

Of course, she remembers him. Along with the rest of the things he said that night. She was about to tell him something snarky, but she stops at the last moment. For less than a second, she thinks maybe he has looked at her just now. Well, to elaborate, he looked at her everywhere other than her eyes. The Intuitionist feels the tickle in her neck again; the feeling of ants crawling along her cheek comes back. Her hand reaches her face as she is about to rub the ants out, but she pauses just before it, remembering nothing will be there.

At that moment, the Intuitionist realizes one fact in her life. That it doesn’t matter if it’s the Mesmerizer—someone who never lies, someone with voice and integrity—if such a man looks at an unevolved girl, that look will always feel like dirt. Strong people can tease each other with death threats, and they both may take it as an evening flirt, and their evening flirt may seem like a basic greeting for them. But to her, just one gaze from him feels threatening—uncomfortably teasing, especially when her clothing is drenched.

“Came here to enjoy nature?” the Mesmerizer asks. He then looks further down the side of the road where it might have been a thriving village once, before the war and the Apocalypse. Now it’s all a ghost village. “I can see why you like it here. Nature always wins, doesn’t it?”

“Nature wins when it has no war to fight,” the Intuitionist speaks for the first time.

The Mesmerizer looks back, reading her expression. Her tone definitely sounds aggressive. He wonders how much she remembers about the night of their first encounter. Even if she remembers what he did, it won’t help her. A mesmerizer can hurt a thousand times; he can lure you back a thousand times. That’s the power of voice. From the corner of his eyes, he looks at her feet. The other anklet isn’t visible. Probably she didn’t bring it today.

“And do you?” he asks, “have a war to fight?”

The Intuitionist doesn’t reply. She turns around again in the direction of her trailer and tries not to give the best sprint of her life. Mostly she walks with wider footsteps, thumping on the ground. Her diving gears dangle along her side, and she hides her only glowing blue flower in her hand. Somehow, the man is right. She’s trying to vent on him for what the other war hero did. In the end, when it comes to powerful people, they’re all flocks of the same bird—owl, eagle, or crow—don’t matter. If one hits you, you’re allowed to hit them all—in case you’re too weak to identify which one is worse.

* * *

When she reaches her trailer up the hill, her hands begin shaking a little. She can’t tell whether it’s for the breeze or the heavy diving gears or simply because of her fears. The Mesmerizer is still following her as if she has permitted him to be her companion from ten feet apart. Yet she couldn’t tell him not to follow her. She couldn’t tell him to leave her alone. Not even now, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts.

The Mesmerizer, on the other hand, keeps her in his complete observation. The way she walks, the way she steals gazes at him thinking he may not notice, the way she avoids the paths of peril—she has avoided a trail for some reason. He realizes it was because of that green viper on a tree branch that may have jumped on her if she took that path. But she avoided it, perhaps without even knowing a snake was there. Perhaps the girl doesn’t notice anything unless it truly becomes a danger for her.

He begins reading about her environment too. He wonders what exactly has lured her here. The hills? The green? Maybe the sun and the wind? Or maybe the birds and the bees? The fountain back there was definitely healing; it seemed like her secret spot for dancing. He looks at the trailer next—scrutinizing every inch of it, trying to measure her mental state from every curve of its worn-out painting. There is a mound of stones at the far right, near the cliff. The cliff isn’t that steep, but it still is a cliff, and the mound looks like she has brought the stones one by one as if it’s a temple—a pyramid.

“Is that for prayer?” he asks.

“No. For sun-gazing. Not prayer,” the Intuitionist answers. She thought she wouldn’t answer anything he asks. But in the last seven years, she has learned that people get offended when they’re accused of praying. So she has felt the need to be offended and clear it out quickly. Then she realizes she didn’t think, and she just mirrored what most people do.

“Sun-gazing!” the Mesmerizer doesn’t look surprised even though he sounds so. “‘The one who withstands the wind, the water, the blizzard, and the sun shall possess the power of his own eyes.’” He quotes, and the Intuitionist flinches hearing that quote. It’s from The Book of Prana.

“You know ancient people used to do sun-gazing,” he begins again, “to awaken their inner eyes. Soon the later generations started worshipping the sun,” he smiles a little, “with eyes closed,” he adds.

The Intuitionist remembers another thing she has read in Spirituality Versus Rituality. “Things change without books,” she quotes.

“Things change without the right books,” the Mesmerizer corrects her, but not in a tone that says she’s wrong. In fact, he sounds impressed. This girl has so much hidden in her, awaiting an explosion. Sometimes, the ones worst at something become the best at it. Can it ever grow? It can, under the right guide. Perhaps feeding her information won’t be that hard after all.

He looks around again. He has to know more; he has to read her choices, her mind, and her patterns of thoughts. A mesmerizer must set the traps. This girl is a nature lover, and nature lovers cannot be forced. Fear never works on the gifted ones; only your passion reveals their best. He knows the secret of ultimate productivity: fear for the cowards, praises for the fearless, and never force a talented one into their work. In the end, they are all the same—meat to work for the ones who can make them. And at the top of the chain are the ones who can make them sit in their suitable seats. That’s how you craft one world—the New World of harmonious labor. The Mesmerizer despises it, but the tactics of harmony have their merits sometimes.

There’s one problem, though. She has intuition. Meaning: lies won’t work on her. She needs the truth or something closer to the truth. And lies work only when they’re true from a different perspective. So he must design a path for her—one she won’t be able to escape, not even with intuition. He will design each of the paths she may take, and he’ll be there on each of those roads extending his hand like a perfect gentleman, ready to give blessings.

A text arrives in his CRAB: My idol is heading towards West Alpha. You might want to remove your traces with the girl. Metz.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t bat an eye knowing the information. He has already predicted when the Monk might be coming to meet her.

Let me know if he heads to the Manor. Ruem D. He sends the message back quickly. He didn’t spy on the Monk before, not for too long. That was a respectful boundary for their old friendship. But circumstances demand a change. At this moment, when many forces are active, you might want to watch your old friends more than the enemies. He’s coming to Gaumont Manor soon. Should he let him meet her? This girl is unpredictable. That Monk will start apologizing, and a naïve girl with a child’s memory won’t stay angry for too long. Calculations say she’ll join the Monk and not him.

Should he let her? He could take her right now, from right here. He wouldn’t even have to force her to lure her.

Perhaps, no. Not today. With the right ones, luring can’t happen in a day. He needs to set his cues; he needs to place inductions. He needs to place the first few whispers before they settle in her mind. And they will settle just the way he wants—towards his direction because he will tell her what she’ll soon face. Lies might be the key to anyone’s mind, but in the end, truth wins anyone’s heart.

The Mesmerizer notices she’s about to go inside her trailer, probably to change her clothes or to stay inside with the door shut. “You took a different trail to come back here. Why did you change your path?” he asks, stopping her.

The Intuitionist turns around. “I just, um, wanted to,” she answers truthfully. She was mostly busy getting away from him, so she doesn’t know why she took a different path here. It wasn’t as if he wouldn’t be able to catch up to him.

“There was an Opheyodrys in a branch there. It was poisonous. You couldn’t have known. How did you know without prana?” the Mesmerizer asks, even though he already knows its answer.

The Intuitionist gets cautious suddenly. Is that why he’s here? Yes. Does he know? Yes. She gulps. “I d-didn’t know there was a snake. There’s nothing to, um, overthink,” she says weakly.

“Isn’t there?” the Mesmerizer smiles.

A shiver spreads along her skin. The feeling is similar to that day when she braked hard at the front square of Alphatech.







39. The Fourth Kind of Arrogance
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When a mesmerizer smiles at you, you may feel some eels in your stomach, maybe some flutter in your throat, and a bit of water below your navel. But if it’s the Mesmerizer looking—with a hint of a smile, no less—a smile that cannot mean anything good, then what must you feel? The Intuitionist senses the hollow in her because of that smile. She finally drops her diving gears and turns around to face the door, mostly to hide in her trailer that has no locks. It’s foolish, but when survival instinct hits, you do all sorts of things. For a second or two, the Intuitionist even feels the flutter in her throat and that water below her navel. It makes her want to pee, but the voice stops her right there.

“I only want to talk,” he speaks, neither loudly nor rudely. Yet no one could call it something other than a roar. He stands with his hands in his pockets. “Perhaps, pausing and listening makes it not rude. Since we’ve met before,” he adds a little care in the end, like you’d show to a bird, hoping it’ll trust you and sit on your hand.

An invisible chain turns her body around to face him. She feels that desperate desire to talk to him. Or maybe just to listen to him.

“Do you remember nothing from the night of the auction?” the Mesmerizer softens his tone again, as soft as mist in the forest.

The Intuitionist marks the signs of a hypnotist: calm voice, flawless pronunciation, long pauses among the words, a trace of a lull with subtle melody, a resonating frequency that makes you think he’s the best singer in the world. They never stutter with their sentences; they never struggle to find words while they speak. They always sound like the perfect actor delivering dialogue on a stage.

“Have to g-go. They’ll be worried, um, home,” she says. Her voice shakes as it fetches words from here and there like a child with only seven years of memory. Fear makes the voice worse. Always.

“Aren’t you waiting for someone?” the Mesmerizer asks.

The Intuitionist remains silent. How do you know I’m waiting for someone is a stupid thing to ask at this point. “Um, why would you … why would an Admin, um …”

“Want to talk to you?”

“Yes.”

“I’m surprised you asked after a Gold Agent who sleeps with the Ruler met you a couple of weeks ago,” the Mesmerizer says.

“O.” The Intuitionist can’t refute his words. Perhaps asking how he knows about Umi Vellariya would be foolish too, and she sleeps with the Ruler? She didn’t see this bit of information anywhere. So she doesn’t ask anything at all, but her cheeks redden. Flushing red is normal when anyone mentions sexual intimacy to a pair of virgin ears. She notices his hands in his pockets—a gesture of a gentleman who wouldn’t harm with his hands, for he has bound them in his good suit. He’s trying to make her feel safe. Is it a trap? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

“You found me because a Gold Agent gave me a lift?” the Intuitionist gulps. She didn’t tell Meera or Rashad about the blonde woman who met her. They’ll ask her too many questions if they find out, especially when she isn’t ready to talk. But now, the Mesmerizer knows about it. How long will it take for Meera or Rashad to find out?

“I wouldn’t forget anyone who reads the Devil’s Book,” the Mesmerizer answers.

“I wasn’t, um, reading the Devil’s Book. How could I?”

“Even if you can, I can keep it a secret.”

“O.” The Intuitionist gulps again. If a man meets you alone in a forest and says he will keep your secret, it’s not comfortable. This is the moment when she should ask what he wants from her, but she doesn’t. She knows what he wants, and she knows she can’t give it to him. So no point bringing that up.

Disappointing her, though, the Mesmerizer comes straight to the point. “I’m building a machine, Kusha Gaumont. Its design is modified from the ones in ancient times. I will ask you to have an open mind when I say ancient. But let’s say it will revolutionize human evolution, and it’ll have archaeological value.” He pauses here, checking whether the girl is actually listening or whether she’s still in shock from meeting a war hero in the Junk Land.

“Um, sounds interesting,” she says just to fill the silence. She dares not to ask why he tells her all this.

“If I say I want you to work with me, it’ll be a voice.”

“Do you, um, voice people? Often?”

The Mesmerizer stares at her for a long time. “Most times, people don’t need voicing, Kusha Gaumont. All they need is the point of sale, the mark that will make them interested. Easy is getting people with money, but getting the talented ones as you is harder.”

“You’re attacking with Cupid’s arrow,” the Intuitionist says quickly. Never take praises from the mesmerizers; their praises are Cupid’s arrow. It’s the first rule of being around them.

“Meera teaches you well, doesn’t she?” the Mesmerizer gives a faint smirk. “Did she ever tell you about me?”

“What would she tell about you?”

“So she didn’t.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Do you voice people often?”

“I found a point of sale for you, Kusha Gaumont. The machine could evolve everyone without the harsh prana training.”

“You mean artificially. Sounds harmful.”

“Well, everything begins somewhere until it reaches perfection.”

“You think I’ll be interested because I’m Ungraded?”

“I know you hate the grade system. Even if my project fails, it’ll not fail politically.”

“Politically?”

“I’ll have to voice you to forget it if I tell you the details, but to summarize, let’s say powerful people do not want everyone to become equally powerful. If such a machine comes into existence, even as fake news, the whole world will want it, but the powerful few won’t. My guess is it might end the grade system if those few want to stop a riot.”

The Intuitionist assesses for a moment what he has just said. So everyone’s favorite Ruem D wants to end the grade system through a riot? Meera will grab this news. Or is he trying to play it as a good card—a truth card—to lure her? Is he trying to be on her good side? Of course, he is. That’s a basic rule for negotiation.

“So you want a riot?” she asks.

“Time is valuable. Why waste it on one bird when you can kill many with one arrow?”

“I, well, um, the thing is, I’m not really in a mood to bring riots or kill many birds with one arrow or make plans about everyone’s evolution.” The Intuitionist tries to be as polite as possible.

“Of course not. That’s my plan. Hard-working, talented children do not plan or want anything. They only execute a fraction of another’s plan in exchange for a meager sum. I’m telling you all of it because I know you’ll reject my proposition no matter what I say,” the Mesmerizer says.

“You know I’ll r-rej, um, not work with you, and you still came here to meet me? Why?” the Intuitionist feels astonished. All these times, she thought High Grades couldn’t possibly give up a chance to voice someone like her. When they can make her do what they want her to do. And here she is, standing before Ruem D, the Mesmerizer, and he is reminding her at every point that he’s taking precautions so that he doesn’t voice her accidentally. You do not train your mind to be wary of the mesmerizers to meet one who seems too much of a gentleman to harm you. Or is this the card the Mesmerizer plays? Is this what Ruem D. orchestrates?

“I know what path you’ll walk soon. I know which turns you will take and where you’ll reach. In the end, you’ll—well, if I say you’ll reach me, it will be a voice for you, but I’m only here to place myself as an option. Someday, you may find it to be your only option,” the Mesmerizer says, his jaws rigid and his eyes cold as ice. He could’ve smiled to play warm and harmless. He could’ve lured her right now, right here; he could have her obedient towards him starting from today. But, no. To someone who guesses all things correctly, those will have the opposite effect.

The Intuitionist tries not to shiver hearing his tone. There are three kinds of arrogance. One kind is the attractive kind; it comes from toddlers. People wows and oohs seeing this kind of arrogance because it looks cute. The next kind is in the middle; it oozes out from certain people whose parents wowed them for too long, and it comes in them in a subtle manner, like a fart—smelly, discomforting in public, yet no one can exactly point it out even if it comes loudly. The last kind is the most unattractive kind. It makes you want to piss and puke. You see it in a man, and you just want to slap hard. All you’ve to know is when to slap and how hard to slap. Which one does the Mesmerizer sound like?

To the Intuitionist, it’s something near the last, somehow completely avoiding the middle, and in the end, a lot slanting towards the first. She feels this itch to slap him, yet something steals her desire to piss and puke, and finally if she had a few more years of experience in romance, she might’ve found it attractive even. Whichever it is, it can be the fourth kind of arrogance.

The Mesmerizer closes in, stepping up on a log that looks like it’s a stair to enter her trailer cottage. “Yes, truth has a flare of arrogance, Kusha Gaumont,” he says, making her eyes widen as if he has just read her mind. “I know you can tell apart the false from the truth. I know telling you little will do only harm. Soon you’ll forget this little arrogance when you see only lies around you. Soon you’ll meet the devil, and this one moment’s truth will ring like your only candle in the darkness.”

“Do you … voice people often?” the Intuitionist whispers. The man deflects questions and topics quicker than she thought, and each time he brings up a new topic, it makes her forget about the previous ones. She desperately feels the need to be cautious.

“This wasn’t a voice.”

“But it sounded like a curse.”

“A path that many have already followed becomes a truth. If it’s corrupt, it’s a curse. If it’s noble, it’s a blessing,” the Mesmerizer says.

“What’s this path you talk about? What path will I take?”

“Someone is coming to meet you very soon. You’ll accept his proposal,” the Mesmerizer whispers, coming even closer, so close that her back almost tickles the door of her trailer.

“Are you … v-voicing me?” the Intuitionist asks but already finds her answer. Suddenly the feeling of phantom ants comes back. A cool breeze hits her wet cloth, sending shivers along her skin. The Mesmerizer stands less than a foot from her. She senses a tickle in her hand, in her arm, in her cheek, and then in her hair, as if something is going upward, touching her. For a second, she gazes at his hands—they’re both still in his pockets. What is touching her, then? It’s not like ants crawling anymore. It’s cold; it’s wet like snakes slithering along her skin, like drops of water spiraling. Water?

The Intuitionist realizes what’s touching her. The drops of water from her blue hair and her dress are leaving, accumulating into larger drops. Instead of falling, they’re traveling up, defying gravity, and forming into a shape of a finger, then two fingers, and then three. Finally, a hand. A hand made out of water drained from her wet cloth! She stares at the hand tracing her shoulder and her neck. She’s sure she’d have frowned if it were a real hand. But now, she’s mostly awed at it. Now she wonders how that is possible.

He can voice the water! But everyone says that’s a rumor. Even Meera used to call it a rumor. Now that she thinks Meera didn’t say it recently.

“It’s my secret. If I say don’t tell anyone, it will be a voice,” the Mesmerizer whispers, and it sounds as if it came from too close to her ear. She looks up and really finds him close to her ear.

Questions roam in her mind that she wanted to ask him the whole time. Did you do anything to me on that night? Did you kill anyone during the auction? But she doesn’t ask them, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. Besides, she has found the answers on her own. She could’ve found them long ago, only if she knew what questions to ask.

Suddenly for no reason, her blue eyes become blurry, and her throat feels as if thorns are sticking to it. It takes courage to ask whether the man standing before you did something to you that he shouldn’t have, even if you know the answer. It’s easy to demand answers from your equals, but it needs the courage to scream when you’re powerless.

“Did you voice me before?” the Intuitionist asks.

The Mesmerizer watches her still gaze, one drop of tear blurring only one of her blue eyes. She looks determined not to make it fall. Her voice sounded as if her question came out after a fierce internal war. “I saved your life that night, Kusha Gaumont,” he answers. “You found out something you shouldn’t have. The original Devil’s Book, out of thousands of fake ones. I must add that night Rockwood might have destroyed the original if you hadn’t found it in time.”

“Did you k-kill Rockwood?” she already finds the answer, playing several versions of the question along with the possible scenarios in her mind. She realizes the Mesmerizer wouldn’t lie, that he saved her life, and Rockwood really must’ve wanted to kill her for something. Still, Ruem D is hiding so much. “Did you try to kill me too?”

“Did you ask me? Or did you ask yourself?” he asks.

“Asked myself,” she says.

“In questions of Yes and No?” he asks.

The Intuitionist nods.

“So, is this how your power works?” he asks again.

“Did you kill all those people in the High Auction?”

“What did the answer come this time? Yes? Or No?”

The Intuitionist doesn’t answer. The cool breeze doesn’t make her shiver anymore. Her midi dress has dried up, and the hand of water tickles warm in her skin. It’s not necessary to touch her like that with a hand made of water, yet he’s taunting her with it. And it hurts her pride to step back, but it seems pride loses when survival instinct hits.

“Will you k-kill me?” she asks.

“That would be such a waste, Kusha Gaumont. Let me tell you a secret: clever men don’t kill around. Killing is a lot of work. Most would have just one or two kills and live off the legends of those couple trophies. Most people fear those old legends. It’s fear of death that keeps people in the line, not the death itself.”

A drop of tear falls from one of her blue eyes. The Intuitionist tries hard to guess more scenarios, finding more answers and trying to piece together a lost memory with its bits. “You made me forget something. Something important.”

“A goal,” the Mesmerizer nods.

“My goal, my … my purpose. You took it.”

“I voiced you not to find the original Devil’s Book, that’s all. It’s dangerous for an Ungraded. Yet you still went out to look for a copy. Purpose never leaves, Kusha Gaumont. It comes following a different path. If you work with me, it can come back to you.”

“No.”

“I have the original Devil’s Book with me. Don’t you want to read it? Don’t you want to see its secrets?”

“No.”

The Mesmerizer stares at her, smiling. And soon, the smile turns into laughter. Looking at the sky and roaring in the meadow on the hill, he still laughs. He knew she won’t agree today if he reveals the truth right away. But that was his only course of action. There are no other ways with an Intuitionist than the truth, than coming with a clean slate. Still, it’s been a while since someone unevolved has rejected his persuasion. It’s been a long time since someone overcame his traps of emotions, breaking the record of the Mesmerizer, who can lure even without using voice.

Perhaps even after knowing she will reject him, he had a hint of expectation that she might join him today, all because he has planted his truth. Yes, somewhere in his heart, he wanted a Yes today. If he had the Yes, he would’ve won something the Monk wants. But doesn’t matter; he’ll soon have her anyway. And when she comes, it’ll be permanent. A bond is always permanent after you meet the devil.

* * *

A sharp sensation of being prey forever pierces her belly. The Intuitionist steps back, almost tripping; she clumsily gets inside her trailer. Her shabby door isn’t something that can hold anyone out. The Mesmerizer still laughs, and what a laughter that is. She can bet the rustling around the bushes and canopies in the trees was because of the fleeing animals. She can bet she saw mist around turning into snow right before she almost fell inside her trailer.

Is this the Will of Slayer? No. It can’t be, or she’d be dead. But it wasn’t hard to recognize—the feeling of being hunted. It’s that same eye that looked at her that day in Alphatech. Was he watching me? Yes.

The Mesmerizer stops laughing. He stands at the door, not entering yet, his hands still in his pockets. The Intuitionist prays she won’t have to remind him that entering someone’s house without permission is rude.

Well, the Mesmerizer doesn’t consider it rude. He steps in; his footstep doesn’t make the floor creak as harshly as when she steps on it. She backs off quicker this time. Her intuition saves her from tripping over her possessions at least three times. The fourth time, however, she trips on the water jar she has kept on the floor the last day. It would’ve been a painful fall, but it isn’t.

The warm feeling along her arm comes suddenly. She hangs in the air, her body remaining in a slanted position just before her face is about to fall on those wooden logs. That could have given her some nasty cuts. The pain in her arm soon makes her bite her teeth. She realizes what it is. The Mesmerizer holds her, but not with his own hands, no. His hands are still in his pockets, his gaze as fiery as red flames while the hand of water wraps around her arm. Holding a solid body with water must be hard. It’s gripping her arm as snakes twirl around their prey. A moan almost leaves her throat as the Intuitionist stands up again, smudging her back along the wall of her trailer. The hand still keeps its hold, tightening. As if he’s punishing her without even touching her.

For what? For saying ‘No’?

The Intuitionist hardens her jaw. She won’t make a sound of an ache. Her fingers twitch, her face burning red from the pain. The glowing blue flower she has been holding in that hand gets loose; she drops it on the floor. In the faint light of her trailer, the glow of the blue flower is prominently visible, like moonlight stuck in a sapphire.

The pressure around her arm releases. The hand of water hovers, tickling and taking away the last drop of water on her skin. It turns into a sphere again, probably because something else occupies his attention. The pain in her arm makes her want to itch, but she keeps her face straight, standing still and not moving. Her back touches the wall, mostly for balance. She shouldn’t have danced right after diving. Now the muscles in her entire body ache. Standing with shaking legs, she watches him approach her; one of his hands comes out of his pockets. He doesn’t look at her but rather at the flower on the floor.

The Mesmerizer gets down as if he’ll kneel. Except he doesn’t; he wouldn’t, not on such a dirty floor. He senses the awareness in her legs, in her toes, probably because he’s too close to her now. His fingers pick the blue flower. He takes another look at her bare ankles. The other gold anklet of Queen Anwesha isn’t there, but the faint marks on her skin are present. So, she wears it often, perhaps even when she sleeps. The Mesmerizer stands, only to find her blue eyes wide, shocked, as if they remember something.

“You look like you want to ask me more,” he says, mostly to initiate an unevolved into becoming an information dumper. It’s easy to make an unevolved talk. All you have to do is praise them and then ask them about their lives. It’s the oldest way of turning beautiful models into pets.

“I just … just felt—” The Intuitionist doesn’t finish. A part of her feels alarmed as he has found the glowing blue flower. She wants to beg him not to take it, but of course, she wouldn’t. What bothers her more is that a memory has flashed in her mind when he almost kneeled before her just now. As if he did that before. For a moment, she even feels a shiver in her bare legs, in her skin. And right then, she remembers a moment—one she believes couldn’t ever happen. Or could it? A scene where a man with fiery red hair, the Mesmerizer himself, was putting both of those gold anklets around her ankles … Did it happen? Yes. She was sitting on the floor then; her skirt was too above her knees in a manner that Meera would’ve scolded her.

“D-did you … did you take my anklet?” the Intuitionist asks.

“What did the answer come this time? Yes? Or No?”

“Yes.”

“So even with intuition, you didn’t find it out sooner? Is it because you didn’t have a context to ask the questions?” the Mesmerizer asks, playing with the blue flower along his fingers. If he did it a few more inches closer to her nose, she would’ve called it a rude provocation. She doesn’t answer the question. Perhaps she doesn’t want to talk about the rules of her abilities, and he doesn’t blame her. Even the strongest ones on the planet wouldn’t reveal their strengths and weaknesses. “Who gave you the flower?” he asks, making sure he doesn’t sound interested, even though, at the moment, this is the only thing he prefers knowing.

“I found it in the lake,” the Intuitionist answers quickly.

“Lies are such a turn-off, sweetheart,” the Mesmerizer says. His eyes become cold until he sees the red flushing her cheek as she looks down. “Have you seen any mystic passing by lately?” he asks.

The Intuitionist looks up again, her heart racing. He has asked a simple question; it’s nothing he shouldn’t know. Yet it feels as if he shouldn’t have known about it, as if he has discovered her special secret. So it hurts to say Yes, but she can’t say No. Not after his warnings about lies. She remains silent, but the pressure of his gaze makes her nod.

“Did the mystic talk to you?” the Mesmerizer asks. The curiosity he wanted to hide soon begins showing.

“No,” she says. “I only saw them from afar. But then I—fell. From a waterfall.”

“The one in which you were swimming today,” the Mesmerizer narrows his eyes, remembering it was more than two hundred feet fall.

“From the top of it.”

“And?”

“I must have fainted in the water, but then I woke up on a stone, and the flower was beside me.”

“So you don’t know how you got saved,” he says.

The Intuitionist remains silent for a while. “I wasn’t sure I even fell. I woke up at the spot I fell from.”

“But you know that you fell because you asked yourself.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re diving into the lake to find more glowing flowers.”

“Yes,” she answers after a pause.

The Mesmerizer stares at her as if he’s thinking deeply, picturing and deciding how much to believe and deducing what really happened, but no. There’s no need for picturing and deducing. He already knows what has happened. Suddenly he senses that old feeling, one he felt when he met her first. And it feels stronger this time; her blue eyes feel familiar, somehow. As if he met her long ago. But he doesn’t remember when, and that cannot happen unless it’s too old of a memory. The Mesmerizer doesn’t ponder on it anymore.

“By any chance, were you wearing your mother’s anklet the day you fell?” he asks while putting the glowing flower into the hole of a metal ring near the shoulder of her dress, making sure he doesn’t touch her. His other hand is still in his pocket.

“Yes,” the Intuitionist says, the wall feels cold on her back, and it itches where the flower touches her shoulder.

The Mesmerizer doesn’t speak for a long time. This time when he stares at her, he wants to ask her more questions. Questions such as when it happened or how many mystics there were or what they looked like. Most important: did she dance underwater after she fell? But he asks none of those. He doesn’t need to, for he is sure about one thing at least. He has solved one mystery he has been trying to solve since coming back from that Shrine of the Knights of the Dark. That this girl has saved his life, somehow. He owes his life to a mere Ungraded untouchable who happens to be his cheat code for everything he wants.

“Your friend is here, sweetheart. Our little chat is over. Can you do me a favor, though?” the Mesmerizer smiles lightly. “Do not tell your mother about today,” he says with voice, and then he comes closer, looking deeper into her blue eyes. “And don’t tell anyone about the riot part I told you.” His eyes are playful, his voice smooth as always.

“I’ll tell Rashad,” the Intuitionist says.

“You are not the kind who calls daddies, are you? Besides, no one will believe I met you here.”

“Meera will—” the Intuitionist stops before she can finish. She realizes what he has just done. She realizes she can’t ever tell Meera about today, even if she wants to. She realizes that suddenly, the desire to tell anyone about today has left her. As if this moment is just another insignificant part of her insignificant day, and she couldn’t bother telling anyone about it. So he does voice the unevolved untouchables! For the first time, the Intuitionist realizes how powerful the voice is. It can steal your dreams and desires just as it can give them to you, and the process is as easy as installing software into a bot. She stares at his red eyes for a few more seconds before she approaches the door, trying to escape the dirty trailer she thought could be her home someday. When she steps out of the door, the Mesmerizer speaks, and his voice stops her again.

“One tip: don’t bother diving into the lake anymore. Only a mystic can make a flower glow,” he says, putting his hat on again.

“Meera can make flowers glow, too,” she answers, mostly to disagree with him.

“Not in five minutes, can she?” he says and then waits while she fails to deny him. “Busy people have limitations, Kusha Gaumont. Busy people stop evolving after a point,”

“Are you? Among those busy people?” she asks.

“Yes. I’m afraid I am.”

The Intuitionist looks at the blob of water still floating beside the Mesmerizer. He didn’t let the water go. He could have dropped it long ago. He could’ve thrown it outside somewhere. Could he turn it into a vapor and vanish it all into thin air? Yes or No? Yes. And yet, he holds it still, like a perfect sphere of water without a container. That must need some focus. That would need continuous evolution. But the Mesmerizer wouldn’t lie. So she accepts his answer. “I’ll never work with you. I don’t brainstorm over decisions. I just know it.”

“We shall see,” the Mesmerizer answers.

His calmness infuriates her, and so the Intuitionist walks away towards her truck. The “Nice truck” compliment coming from the back doesn’t stop her or make her look behind. Her midi dress is completely dry, shining brightly in the sun; her blue hair blows in the wind, and the flower glows like a pin on her shoulder.

It wasn’t until she rides her truck and settles in the driving seat, she snatches the flower away and throws it on the seat beside her. She then looks back at her trailer. And that’s when she sees it. Even from such a distance, his flaming red hair is visible. His hat hides his eyes, and the water—the blob of water is now close to his nose.

Is he smelling the water? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

The Intuitionist feels a twirl as if a snake crawls along her spine. The terror in her belly comes back, and her hand reaches her arm right where that blob of water has gripped her; it still aches and itches. The water must be smelling of her. She quickly looks away and accelerates her GV, taking the road she knows Haley is coming through.

* * *

As she runs away from her trailer cottage, the Intuitionist sees Haley coming with her bike. They both stop their vehicles. Her, a bit more roughly than Haley. She quickly tells her to get her bike on the truck and ride with her. The way her blue eyes stay wide while frequently looking back at the road, also the way she paces around the mud street, makes Haley follow what she says. When they both ride the truck and two more minutes pass, yet the Intuitionist doesn’t speak, Haley decides to do the talking. She begins by apologizing.

The Intuitionist listens to her, her mind half attentive to her words. It’s just as she has guessed. Some men came to bother Magic Mama’s family, and Haley had to move them away in a rush. By awfully wicked luck, it had to happen when it was time for the Career Exam.

“Look, I know I troubled Meera, and I’m sorry for that. I’ll write a formal apology to her if you want me to,” Haley says again when Kusha remains quiet. The truck runs at high speed—the kind that would be banned on a rough hiking trail. Her mind is still occupied with whatever the Mesmerizer has told her.

“Kusha?” Haley touches her shoulder. “You’re speeding.”

The Intuitionist releases the accelerator. When the ride feels less bumpy, she begins speaking. “You have nothing to apologize for. I missed the test too,” she says, and over the next half an hour, she tells Haley everything that has happened, starting from meeting a Gold Agent. The only things she leaves out are the envelopes she’s getting addicted to and today’s meeting with the Mesmerizer. The first one is simply because of shame, and the last she leaves just out of fear. Fear that maybe she didn’t see the Mesmerizer at all, that maybe today was just a nightmare. Besides, if it’s true, what if the Mesmerizer is watching her still?

For the rest of the path, the Intuitionist mostly stays quiet until they reach the road leading to the West Gate of Alpha. And for ten minutes, Haley tries to convince her about the Resolution Race as usual, only this time, she uses better cards she now holds in her hands.

“The GV is almost ready. Just a few more test runs, and I think it will be ready to go. We don’t have to champion the race. We just need to catch some eyes, Kusha. All the companies will be there. Even Alphatech—”

“I don’t want to join Alphatech.”

Haley pauses, being sharply interrupted like that. “Alright, I’ll scratch Alphatech off my list. But this is the last time I can participate in the race. I’m crossing the age limit next month, you know it,” Haley says.

The Intuitionist stops the truck at the side of the road. Haley needs to drop off from here. “I can come and help you during the test runs every day until the race, but it’s your last chance, and that’s exactly why I shouldn’t join your race, Haley,” The Intuitionist says Haley’s name. She doesn’t usually say it. Most times, she talks to people without addressing them directly. Most times, she calls them with ‘you’ or other pronouns. She knows why she does that. Embarrassingly enough, it’s a sign of poor voice. But this time, she calls her by her name, and Haley, even if she’s never noticed it before, she notices it now.

“I’ll just ruin your last chance to get it all,” the Intuitionist finally says what she wanted to say for all these months. She then looks at Haley’s eyes—one brown and one green. Her dark blonde strands of hair poking through her hoodie.

Haley moves her lips as if she wants to say something. In other times, she would’ve thrown a tantrum or given her a knock with her knuckle at her forehead or annoyed her until she smiled like the sunshine and said Yes for the race. But Haley does none of those.

For some reason, none of them feels that energy to lift the other as they’ve always done before. For the first time, they both realize they’ve crossed a mark today—the mark when wrong things have happened to them both at the same time. Perhaps this is the mark of adulthood. It’s a kind of mark when friends continue to face their problems at the same moments. It’s the kind of mark when they no longer can be the energetic one of the week to lift the other’s mood. It’s that sort of mark when friends begin sharing their life issues as the others silently listen while waiting for their turn to tell.








40. The Tea-Stall with Clean Cups
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Over the next few days, the Intuitionist confirms several things. And that needed intense research from the Library Archive and detailed self-questioning with pen and paper. In the latter case, she had to roll some pieces of paper like dice. Of course, each paper had things written on them—things that none of her family must see; she will have to burn them later. Her room is a mess. She didn’t shower for a while, her hair dangling like blue noodles. The only things missing are the pointy hat and the candles, and her attic would’ve looked like a witch’s hut that answers all questions 100% correctly.

From her experiments, the first thing she confirms is that the Mesmerizer has voiced her not to find the original Devil’ Book. That was the reason she never tried to look for it again; her mind got diverted to finding a copy instead. And it didn’t happen as she assumed; it didn’t happen as they show in the movies. Like some dolls performing and following whatever is instructed. No. Whatever she did, she didn’t do those in a trance. When she went to look for a copy, her actions and decisions—all happened consciously, intentionally.

It brings to her second confirmation. That is, if someone voices, the mind finds the logic to support that voice on its own. No matter what logic you frame, it always supports the voice; it always overpowers your mind. And that brings her to her third confirmation, that no matter how much she tries to tell anyone about the Mesmerizer—what he did or what he said that day—she just can’t say it. No matter which way she tries, she fails to tell anyone.

She attempted it first with Taha. She thought maybe saying it in a single line, straight forward quickly without thinking, would work. So she didn’t add any backstory or description. She just delivered the truth in one simple line. But of course, people do not believe when you tell them the truth in one sentence. You tell people ‘be good’ or ‘respect others’ or ‘don’t lie,’ and people never like it. But the moment you tell them a story about the liar who used to scream “Tiger! Tiger!” to scare people. And then, one day, the liar got eaten by a tiger because when the tiger really came, no one believed him. People don’t see the truth until they’re told through a story.

So the next few times the Intuitionist meets Haley to help her with the vehicle for the race, she tries to tell her all through a story. Through details, through moments that would help her understand it, symbolizing one thing with another. But Haley, being busy with testing the vehicle, hears only half of it. The rest half gets lost over the wind as Kusha speaks while they ride the quad-bike with two seats. They have removed the flight modules from it, turning it into a GV since they can’t compete with the ATs without unaffordable parts. Then they had to add a second seat because, to compete, they need a two-person group. And finally, they had raced countless times to test its faults and to increase its speed.

“I’m sorry, what? So this blob of water was chasing a fish, and then the fish turned into a cat, you mean? Which movie was it again? Is it free to watch for the Junklandians?” Haley asks at one point, and Kusha decides she should give up. There’s no way Haley will ever understand something told in symbols until she even knows what those symbols mean first.

During the next week’s test racing near her trailer, the only new thing that happens is Haley brings news about Magic Mama. “Magic Mama was right. They came with an offer.”

“What offer?” Kusha asks.

“They will give him a million Songs if he sells the rights of his water pump. They will build several of those to clean the Junk Land, and they will promote their election through it,” Haley answers.

“What did Magic Mama say?”

“No, of course. He specifically said, ‘I’ll never be the Donkey of One-Eyed Liar,’” Haley says.

“So he’ll be stuck in prison?” Kusha frowns.

“Of course not!” Haley says, and then they both brainstorm over how they may get Magic Mama out of the police station. There will be no logical or lawful solution. It has to be through some tricks and treats here and there. If not, probably through some nasty tautness at the precise points. They take the time to ask around during their lunch and brunch breaks in the town of Panami. That part becomes annoying when they need to hide from some local Donkeys. Everyone calls the gangs of the local politicians Donkeys. Kusha thought it was a mean thing to call someone, but after everything, she begins calling them Donkeys, too—without remorse. She remembers not to make it a habit, though, or she may slip it up in front of Meera.

After several lunchtime looking-arounds, they do manage to find something. It was when they were taking their after-lunch tea at the Tea-Stall With Clean Cups near Panami Police Station. They didn’t meet Magic Mama today since it’ll only feed the police with a bribe.

At the tea stall, the tea maker tells them something interesting. Kusha listens to the woman intently, and it brings back something from her recent memories. It reminds her of the first time she set foot in the yard of that police station. She came to know that day that a High Grade owned the building. But today, however, they both learn something new.

“I’m tellin’ ye gals both, hear me as I say. Once every year, just as Spring breaks, a man in a tailcoat sets foot in that place. That nasty little police place. The police Donkeys are scared shit out of that man. They clean the whole thing up. They wash the walls and fix the doors; they pile the shit from those nasty cells. They turn each brick upside down and run water on them. They all turn into good Donkeys when that man comes to look around. He always buys tea from me because my cups are clean. He says he doesn’t like that place, but he’s gotta come every year. His boss owns it,” the woman continues. The way she speaks, they can tell that this little story is like her certificate, her perfect review of her little tea stall with clean cups.

“I’m tellin’ ye gals both … say to that man all your woes. Say to him about Magic Mama. He will do somethin’,” the tea-maker repeats herself until Haley assures her that she will do what she says.

Later at first, they laugh at the idea saying no way the owners of such a corrupt place will be without some worse sort of corruption. Probably they already know about it all, and probably they’re accomplices, even. But by the time they reach their trailer again, they decide they will try to find who owns that place at least.

“I’ll check that out. I have a membership with the Library Archive. It should hold the ownership information of the old buildings. Magic Mama said it’s at least a 400-year-old building,” Kusha assures Haley, mostly to take some workload off Haley’s shoulders.

The quad bike looks ready. They also painted it with ionized colors. The Resolution Race is tomorrow, and Haley even got to practice with Ivan, too. Ivan, Magic Mama’s son, gladly accepted to be her partner when Haley asked him. At the end of the day, Kusha wishes Haley and Ivan good luck.

The entire time, as she drives back to the city, she wonders why she couldn’t look at Haley while wishing her luck or when she said she might not be able to come to see her race. The last part wasn’t necessary, but the thought that a recruiting team from Alphatech will be there makes her nauseated. Probably Haley noticed it. Probably that’s why she didn’t protest.

But then, the universe loves irony. The things that you avoid always come back sooner than you expect.







41. The Corner in the Garden
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Back in the city, the Intuitionist passes her night sleeplessly while thinking about the race the next day. When staying in bed feels more pointless than ever, she gets up and logs in to the Library Archive. She begins by searching the old buildings and their histories to make it look like an innocent search—in case Rashad or Meera checks her history.

After going through a dozen old buildings, both inside the cities and outside, she finally reaches the ones in Panami. And just as she has planned, in the next search, the Panami Police Station comes at the top. She clicks on it. Skimming over the article, she goes to that specific point—the identity of its landlord. That’s when the first strange thing of the night happens.

Most buildings have their owners’ names mentioned. If they’re not owned privately, it’s written that they’re owned by the World Government. But in the case of the Panami Police Station, the owner’s name is hidden. The only information she finds is the owner is a generous benefactor who takes no rent from the local administration. There is even a special thanks to the ‘generous benefactor’ for waiving all fees for such a ‘historic’ structure. When she digs deeper—once or twice, reaching links she couldn’t have found if not for her intuition—she finds the mention of its consulting guardian. It’s the next strange thing: the guardian’s name is hidden too.

There’s a saying that bad ideas always come in the dark of the night, and somehow they seem like the best ideas at the time. So the Intuitionist tries to hack into the website server to pass through the ‘Hidden’ barriers, which are probably because of her Ungraded citizenship. The barrier must be just another code—nothing that an Intuitionist cannot pass. So she writes the codes, her eyes constantly checking the time. In case there are securities, it’s usually coded with time. Her fingers tremble when she Runs the last code—almost. What if the website is more secure than she thought? Is it more secure? Yes or No? Yes.

The Intuitionist withdraws her fingers, but her hands still hang on her keypad glowing on her crescent desk. Her CRAB glows, making her jump. It’s a text from Meera: sweetie, you’re still awake. Is everything ok? If the silencer in her attic weren’t turned off right now, the Intuitionist would’ve made some annoyed noises, perhaps even the F-word she never uses, but she does none of those. Before going to bed, she makes sure she doesn’t reply to Meera’s text.

* * *

The next morning when living in the attic becomes harder, Kusha takes a book—a random one from her shelf, made with glow paper—and she walks hurriedly towards the back of the manor while trying not to think about the Resolution Race. She passes the lawns and her garage—her machine bugs are planting new seeds in the garden. She enters Meera’s back garden with giant trees and glowing flowers. That garden is so large it stretches till the end of the city walls. She reaches deep into it and finds the swing chair she always uses for reading—her not-so-secret corner in the garden.

The thoughts about the race and Haley add to her previous worries regarding Alphatech and now the Mesmerizer. Her mind still wonders about her conversation with him. By now, she has replayed it in her head a hundred times that she could even deliver the dialogues on a stage—both hers and his. She thinks details of each topic he has talked about. The only part that still is a mystery is that he mentioned someone would come to her with an offer. He said she has to accept that offer.

The Intuitionist has thought day and night about it and the stranger who will come to her. She is determined that she will reject him, but then, can you really reject someone after a war hero voiced you not to? Perhaps that’s what she wants to see. Of course, among all these, she pauses her search for the Devil’s Book and her past.

The book she has randomly picked from the shelf without even looking at it is The Defence Against Mesmerisation. Before she begins reading, she takes her shirt sleeve up and starts removing the thick roll of bandage she has wrapped around her arm. It’s still bruised blue, but she can’t take it to Meera to heal herself. She never goes near her without keeping it covered with thick layers of clothing. Or Meera will sense the blocked prana in her arm. It itches more because of the bandage, but here in the garden, it’s freedom. Here Meera won’t see it. She removes the bandage completely; the bruise has grown worse. She has to visit a healer from the Old City soon.

Right around noon, Meera texts her again. She was about to ignore it, but the first three words of her message makes the Intuitionist quickly click on it: Someone has come to see you. Meera.

Her heart beats as if it wasn’t beating before, and her fingers turn cold. The Intuitionist is sure these aren’t just for some curiosity. Her hands leave The Defence Against Mesmerisation on the swing chair.

She hurries back to the manor and reaches home—almost. A peek into the front garage and the GV comes into view—completely dark, matte body hovering six inches above the ground, the logo of Alphatech and the name of the last decade’s champion model are also visible. She scolds herself mentally for recognizing the model’s name.

She was about to go inside, but she stops. Anyone can own a GV from Alphatech, right? But then why does it send boiling rage to her ears, to her cheeks? A few steps into the lobby, a slightly angular approach at the corner, and she gets to peek into the living room. Through the green leaves of the snake plants rising high, the fringes of a dark shawl are visible. Meera is there too.

The Intuitionist realizes who exactly came to see her. In that instant, only one word plays in her mind constantly, as if it’s a mantra she needs to practice. The word is No.

She turns around and hurries back to where she was—Meera’s garden of giant trees. Right on the lawn, she bumps into Taha, who looks excited, and she’s constantly blabbering about the new autographs in three of her diaries. And then she continues to tag along with her to the end of the lawn—this time, begging her to accept the offer so that she can get a two-hour visiting license in Alphatech.

The Intuitionist, of course, doesn’t ask what offer She doesn’t even speak. She almost reaches her garage, her footsteps thumping on the ground, and she doesn’t stop or even look when Meera calls her.

“Kusha, please, talk to me,” Meera says again. She isn’t wearing a sari that she wears casually at home. It means she got informed that he was coming.

“You didn’t say he was coming?” The Intuitionist asks, turning around and looking straight at Meera. The air around them makes Taha slither back home without making a sound.

Meera looks like she’s frowning, but that could be because of the scorching sunlight falling straight on her face. “I didn’t know he came for you. How will I know what happened if you do not tell me?”

“And so you asked him to tell you?” the Intuitionist protests.

“No, I’m not going to hear it from someone else until I hear it from you,” Meera answers. “That’s what I was telling Yuan. He—” Meera pauses, seeing the flinch she gives hearing his name. “Kusha, you can tell me what he has done. And I will not hesitate before doing the right thing. I give you my word. And I’m saying it about the last of my oldest friends … a family.”

The Intuitionist becomes cautious after Meera gives her a word. Especially when she calls him a family. In her almost eight years of memory, she has learned one major thing about High Grades’ words: that they never promise something unless it benefits them.

So over the next five minutes, the Intuitionist fails to explain that she doesn’t want to talk about what Meera wants her to. Whatever the mother and the daughter do is visible from the manor’s living room. And their words are audible to a High Grade’s ears.

“Alright, do you want me to tell him to leave?” That’s the question Meera reaches in the end.

And surprisingly, the Intuitionist stops before saying Yes. She tries to say it again, and then again, and a third time, but each time, something makes her halt. She just can’t say Yes. On the outside, she looks as if she’s considering hard, but on the inside, she knows what it is. She gulps air. Her hands turn cold as she watches the man with grey hair getting out of their living room. He reaches them soon enough, his shawl swinging in the wind. For a second or two, the Intuitionist wonders whether the wind is stronger now.

“Maybe I can explain since your daughter is here?” the Monk says.

Meera doesn’t answer, but she looks at the Intuitionist as if the question was intended for her instead. Of course, the Intuitionist remains silent, glaring at the Monk.

Silence means Yes for the ones who can say No. For now, the Monk considers the silence of a High Grade mother to begin his explanation. And he does it quite well, considering how he touches all points within two sentences and how in the third sentence, he informs Meera that he has saved her daughter from being fished by the wrong towers in Alphatech. And then, in one final point, he apologizes—first to the pair of angry blue eyes and then to Meera. In the conclusion, he reminds them about her dance video through which the wrong towers have found her.

“I admit my first instinct was to hide that dance. But I should’ve handled it better,” the Monk says. “I would’ve if I had known she was your family.”

And there. That was all Meera needed, but not so much with her—the Intuitionist. Her blue eyes were warming the more the war hero was apologizing. Several times, his eyes even looked tense when he was speaking. However, the twists in her tummy have begun right when he mentioned those towers. It’s as if he has prepared all his cards long ago, drafting them like a master of mesmerization who orchestrates magic on the stage. And the last thread she was trying to hang on to, just not to be rude, gets torn when he says he would’ve handled it better if he had known she was Meera’s family.

Meera looks happy with the way the Monk handles it, but she gazes at the Intuitionist, hearing his last part. She then gives the Monk another look and texts him something: You made a mistake, in the end. “I appreciate you saved my girl from the fool’s politics. But Yuan, are you saying you didn’t handle it better because you didn’t know she was a family?” Meera asks. This time, a smirk appears at the corner of her lips, almost.

‘Are you against me in this? Y.Y.’

‘Why should I help you? Meera.’

‘I found proof that he is on to her, and yes, I know about her power. She revealed it quite dramatically that day. Y.Y.’

Meera’s face changes in that instant. A frown appears on her brows, but within seconds, it dissolves, yet the fear in her eyes remains still. And all that fear oozes out one question from her mind: ‘Do you think he knows?’

‘I can keep her safe from him. I give you my word. Y.Y.’

Meera considers for a moment before it becomes too long a pause that the Intuitionist will suspect they are talking through text messages. And bless the universe! She finds out the truth the moment she suspects a thing—anything. However, it’s today, right here on the lawn—the back garden of Gaumont Manor, Meera realizes one truth: that she cannot keep her in the attic for long. That her bird has grown wings and it will fly away soon. Better be it somewhere she trusts; better if she’s in the hands of those she calls family.

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to,” Meera speaks. This time, she noticeably catches her eyes with the Intuitionist and leaves for the manor, probably to check her unsweetened saffron kheer.

The Monk looks back to the manor, calculating how far they are or whether Meera could hear them from here. Even if she can’t, there are dozens of machine bugs tending the flowers around.

“It seems you didn’t tell your mother about that day?” the Monk begins. “I wonder how much you hide.”

The Intuitionist presses her lips while folding her hands around her chest. The first thing the man says is about what card he still holds in his hands. He indirectly tells her that he knows Meera doesn’t know anything about her ventures for the Devil’s Book. That her family knows nothing about what she has done in the War Turf. How outrageous these High Grades can be!

“Is this how war heroes apologize to commoners?” she asks.

“A Gaumont isn’t a commoner,” the Monk answers.

“I’m not a—” the Intuitionist pauses. She checks whether Meera can hear her. Well, she can. And the thought sends heat to her face so much that one of her eyes tends to be wetter than the other.

The Monk notices it. So in the next few minutes, he apologizes properly and offers her a position in Alphatech. He speaks with official words and measured flattery, along with dazzling descriptions of Alphatech’s research facilities. As if a king has landed on a girl’s hut to offer her a position in the royal court after witnessing her talent on the streets. After all, he knows crying at the earshot of a High Grade mother is the best weapon in the world, and the girl seems to know it well.

Things turn slightly positive, at least for the Monk, when he begins praising her GVs. They’re closer to her garage, and the trucks in a line are shining under the sheds. Just one “Will you show me” here, and then “May I see the engine of this one” there, and then “How did you manage to get the color back” after a while, and that’s it. The Intuitionist doesn’t look as grumpy as before.

She even adds, “I wanted to repair its original body, but I don’t have molecular-level repairing techs.”

Well, she’s talking, but the Monk remains cautious. He makes sure he doesn’t ask about the incidents in the War Turf or the copy of the Devil’s Book she stole from him, not even the moments during the Con, especially the part where he voiced her to know where she sent the book and the part where he forcibly took her square-drive. As if none of those has ever happened before. As if those were just some nightmares, and this is the truth. As if this is a fresh start. Really.

People dream of such fresh starts, don’t they? So much that they could beg for it in the streets right on their knees, perhaps with a sarod or a flute and with songs on their lips.

One mistake happens, though, and it’s fully on the Monk. “How did you get the engine? I know Junk Land doesn’t have it. By any chance, you didn’t mold the cylinders yourself, did you? I thought that’s ill—”

“Shh,” the Intuitionist says; mostly she makes the shape of saying it with her lips soundlessly. Then she walks towards the back garden, going farther away from the manor. It means, ‘follow me,’ even though she doesn’t gesture anything like it.

The Monk lifts his brows only for a second, but he makes sure he doesn’t look back at the manor. He follows, and while he does that, he remembers one thing. That nothing good has ever come whenever he followed her.







42. The Logic of Life
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During the Old World in the southeastern regions of Asia, which is now Beta after the earthquake, there once was a plant called giant bamboo. Each of those plants had roots digging deep, sometimes more than five times their stem. The stems used to reach around two-hundred feet. And yet thickness was their most fascinating part. You couldn’t wrap them with your hands even if you tried to hug them. And back in those days, they used to call them giant bamboo. Well, they were nothing compared to the trees Meera has grown in the last fifty years, ever since growing plants and having a garden has become normal, that is.

Before that, it was only wars. It was only children trying to hide in their little tents, shoving off their nightmares during sleep while guilt drove them into madness during their day. It was their existential crisis hitting them every moment, every second, in every breath as if they were alive. For they had to do the most terrible things the adults had asked them to do. Meanwhile, the adults had to do even more terrible things while making sure the children finished those tasks. Things get ugly when intentions become questionable.

Things get ugly when people lose faith.

The Monk enters the garden, and it’s no less than the deepest forests in the south of Beta, the land that rose from beneath the Indian Ocean after the great earthquake. Even those forests don’t glow like this one. It never can. Not without the prana from a daughter of Adam and Eve, or perhaps a mystic.

“Why do you want me in Alphatech? Really?” the Intuitionist suddenly turns around and looks at the Monk.

The swing chair is a few feet ahead. The Monk notices the book open. She was studying defense against mesmerization. Seeing the book, the Monk feels that tickle in his neck to test her on it. After all, he has learned so much from Meera. How much she must be teaching her daughter? So he begins—

“What’s there to stress? Life gives us chances, and we take them. We taste it a bit. If we like, we play around more. If we don’t, we move on. There will be another chance the next day. But pushing away everything that comes at the door is just standing at one point. That’s not progress, is it?” the Monk says.

The Intuitionist feels the pressure of his words. His tone is normal, yet he is using so many words when he could just voice with a line or two. Surely, he wouldn’t voice, or he will have to face Meera, but still, the Intuitionist becomes cautious. The war hero is using the logic of life to lure her. Her gaze falls on the book on her swing chair. Of course, a man sees a girl reading a book, and he has to test her! The Intuitionist fists her hands. The only way to fight back is to question him.

Keep speaking; keep countering—methodically and truthfully. With humans of honor, only words are the way. With serpents, only silence is the way: says The Book Of Prana, Chapter 9. So she begins, and not to her surprise, much of her focus stays on countering another voice in her head rather than the one at present.

“But standing at one point is evolution, isn’t it? We see the patterns when we don’t move,” the Intuitionist repeats a verse from the Book of Prana. Her copy is still in this garden somewhere. It seems she uses it more often than not. Perhaps she has to pick it up before it rains.

“We see patterns without moving, yes, but only when we see them from above. Standing still on the road never shows what’s ahead,” the Monk says, and there’s no way to counter it.

So the Intuitionist takes a different path: Almost yield, yet do not yield. Of course, she still can’t say a direct No to his offer because of that outrageous voice from a rude man with a hat. “People take decisions based on their data collected in the past. I don’t have enough data, but I have a … hunch. I know leaving a place is messier than entering it. I just want to make sure I’m not joining the villain,” she says truthfully.

“Do you think I am the villain?” the Monk asks.

“And people call you the Monk,” the Intuitionist makes a face as if she will roll her eyes, but she doesn’t. Eye rolling isn’t something you do when you are too focused to deflect anything a war hero says.

“Doesn’t answer my question. Do you think I am the villain?”

Is he a villain? (a) Yes (b) No. No answer comes.

It could mean both. It could mean none. None or Both? Both. The Intuitionist feels disappointed. The answer was the same for the Mesmerizer. But she can’t say it aloud, and she has to come up with an answer quickly. “A world with only black and white is flat. It needs grey for dimensions.”

The Monk narrows his eyes. For someone with unawakened prana, so far, she has been impressive. “Alphatech is safe for someone like you,” the Monk chooses his words carefully. A truth speaker must not talk carelessly of an industry that houses more than two hundred thousand employees. It’s a different world entirely, which is never in the control of only one set of hands. “At least, it’s safe for someone who guesses passwords and lotteries correctly at one try.”

The Intuitionist senses the turmoil in her belly, and it came when he said the word safe. Is he lying? Yes or No. No. But he must be hiding so much, not to mention he knows about her gift. “Safer than Gaumont Manor?” she asks, trying to act normal. She regains the focus she has lost during thinking about her options.

“People never stay in their mother’s nest forever, Kusha Gaumont. Someday you’ll want to explore. I’m only here to—”

“Place yourself as an option. Oh yes! Those words are the mantra you all use. The mantra of truthful surrender!” She rolls her eyes this time.

“All?” the Monk asks.

The Intuitionist looks away, realizing it’s the Mesmerizer’s voice shielding the moments she must not reveal. So she deflects again. “The first day I entered Alphatech didn’t appear as you say.”

“The first day you entered Alphatech, they gave you a Purple Pass. And then you found your ways on your own. You found out the ones who were watching you. And you met some of the bests in there.”

The Intuitionist catches the rhythm of his voice. “You’re luring with praises,” she says, and something sticks in her throat. According to Define Your Emotions, it’s called sulking after being hurt.

“Everyone begins their exploration somewhere. It seems that your interests align with Alphatech, but that’s not the reason I’m here. I’m here to make amendments first,” the Monk says.

“To Meera—I mean—mother,” the Intuitionist says.

The Monk takes a moment before speaking again. The sun’s rays have begun bending towards the west. “Did you tell her about the Devil’s Book?” the Monk pauses, cautiously evaluating the changes in her face. “Does she know the rest of the things you did?”

“She knows nothing!” she speaks with force in each word.

“I will not tell her, in case you’re worried,” the Monk says.

“Are you here to blackmail me with it?” the Intuitionist speaks in an astonished tone. But the next second, she folds her arms around her chest again as if she has already found the answer. Well, she did. “I’ll tell Rashad about the War Turf and what was there.”

“There was nothing there interesting enough for Rashad, I can assure you, and I am not lying,” the Monk says. “But I wonder how he will take it if I say you entered my territories and stole my property.”

“Which you stole from—” the Intuitionist suddenly bursts into anger, but she stops immediately, realizing it’s painful to mention that man, the one who was smelling the water that was drenched with her sweat. For a moment, the itch in her arm where the hand of water gripped her comes back. The thought that he voiced her to accept the offer from a stranger, and then the stranger is none other than this man—another one of those High Grade war heroes. All are revolting.

Standing only three feet apart, the Monk notices her shaking voice and fierce eyes. The words she hasn’t spoken yet tingle his curiosity. Does she know that man? Has she met him? Ever? She could have. Now that he knows she was in the High Auction. Perhaps it’s around when he tries to read her with more focus, simply out of habit, the prana in his eyes becomes denser. And just as it should, everything in the surrounding get clearer in his vision. Every insect, every bird around, the pollens floating in the air—all become prominent. And what becomes clearer is the extreme block of prana in one of her arms, right above the elbow.

“Are you hurt?” the Monk asks. His eyes catch the white bandage fallen near the swing that looks like a ribbon from where he stands. He has no intuition; he is nowhere near guessing 100% correctly. However, being on earth for almost a hundred years as a seeker gives you some intuition. At least enough to help you find things when you seek for long enough. The Monk approaches the swing. The title of the book becomes clear as he almost kneels and takes the ribbon between his fingers. Within seconds, he recognizes the prana mixed in it along with hers.

“When did he meet you?” the Monk asks, looking at her and still holding the ribbon. Only one drop of tear clouding just one of her eyes; he can see it threatening to fall. Her lips are pressed tightly together as if they want to let the words out, but they can’t.

“What has he done now?” the whisper finally leaves his lips.

* * *

Over the next few minutes, the Monk analyzes several things. And the most important of them all is that he is here alone with Meera’s daughter, and he’s the first one to discover that the Mesmerizer has voiced her for something. Anytime it could backfire towards him if Meera or Rashad ever finds out.

Getting information out of the Intuitionist proves trickier than he has expected. She can’t tell him at all about why that man has met her. All he gets to do is guess what it could be about while asking her questions. The idea is if he’s asking the wrong questions, at least she can answer with Yes or No. But if he asks the right question, she won’t be able to answer at all. The bad thing is he’s not an intuitionist. Thus, all her answers have been No, so far. The good thing is the girl is eager to answer this time. Interesting how the table turns when you meet a common enemy.

“Am I anywhere near finding out what he wanted with you?” the Monk asks.

“No,” the Intuitionist answers. For the first time, she sees someone suffering like she does all the time—like when she has the power to find correct answers, but it doesn’t work unless she figures out the right questions and also the right options.

“It’s not helping. Right questions never arise without a context.”

“Alright then, you can join Alphatech. We have instruments for such issues. I can help you with—” The Monk pauses as the Intuitionist suddenly looks at him with interest.

“Yes! I—” the Intuitionist begins eagerly, but right then, she slaps her mouth shut as if she didn’t mean to agree with him.

And that was all the Monk needed to guess what happened. “He voiced you to accept my deal. He knew I’d be here!”

This time, the Intuitionist doesn’t answer at all. There is no Yes or No. She stares at him, her eyes widely screaming in silence as if she’s so alone in the world, forced to keep the secrets within her tummy and obligated to carry on with the wrong man’s bidding. Universe knows what he has asked her to do.

The Monk presses the ribbon in his grip tightly; his jaws are rigid.

“I’m sorry it has happened to you. Children have always been on the front line, suffering the flame first in all wars in history. It was always the youth who had to shield the monsters. The children were preyed on first through the wrong stories, through dreams dazzling and dancing before their eyes. But you’ll be able to take the right decisions eventually when you become stronger,” the Monk speaks.

Without realizing it himself, he gets closer to the Intuitionist. His fingers reach for her arm right above her elbow, exactly where her pain is. He waits a few seconds to see whether she backs off. She’s not backing off. And then, the Monk heals her arm with only the touch of his two fingers. The only thing between him and her skin is the sleeve of her shirt.

Her old bruise was getting worse, lacking air and light; it now soothes slowly with prana.

“I’m not a child,” she only says.







43. The Silence of the Empty Road
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“Why do you think… Why did he…?” the Intuitionist begins when her arm soothes into complete painlessness.

“Ask you to join Alphatech?” the Monk guesses.

The Intuitionist doesn’t answer. Silence confirms the Monk has guessed right. “Will it stress you being there? Do you want me to withdraw my—”

“That question won’t help me,” she interrupts.

“Look, all he did is plant fear in you. He gave you the seeds of confusion, which you’ll face in each of your steps if you don’t overcome his voice. If you are wondering which step will make you a winner while proving him to be the loser, then you’re mistaken.”

“Because no matter which path I choose—”

“He will use that move to his advantage, yes,” the Monk nods.

“Won’t you do that, too?” the Intuitionist asks. “That’s like Krav Maga. Weaponizing every object in your path. Rashad teaches me.”

“Then you have nothing to fear when you have masters as Rashad and Meera,” the Monk says. “And you must also know … Krav Maga is a martial art. It’s for your limbs, for physical objects. But there’s a game that trains your brain for whatever situation arises in your path,” the Monk explains.

“Dungeons and Dragons?” the Intuitionist guesses.

“Yes. It teaches you to predict every possible outcome of any situation in any field and be ready for each possibility. So yes, you can expect that he has calculated every move you’ll make, and he’ll be ready for them all. But with intuition as your weapon, you shouldn’t have much to fear. With your intuition, Alphatech should be nothing you can’t handle,” the Monk gives her an impressed look.

“Why does it sound like that place is a war ground?” she asks.

“Every place in every industry is playing a mind war right now. I shouldn’t speak much of it. Meera won’t like it. I believe she shields you from those, but in the end, it’s up to you. Better see the world where you have friends. Better a place with your trusted ones around than places where you have to begin from scratch.”

“You fear Alphatech’s politics,” the Intuitionist remarks.

“It’s not fear. I just do not want to give it more time than I already gave. Its crew can handle it. But yes, sometimes, I do not like how they handle things, and I do not point out a problem unless I can offer a solution,” the Monk says.

The Intuitionist remains silent for a moment. In some corner of her mind, she wonders about Magic Mama. He, too, never speaks of a problem unless he can solve it. Of course, as rare men are born sometimes, who act and don’t complain … A tiny ray of red flushes her cheeks when she catches eyes with that bandage again. It’s still in his hand.

“Is that why you don’t give speeches anymore?” she asks.

The Monk narrows his eyes, not answering. He is sure Pico makes all his fake speeches undetectable, even by bots and other AIs. Perhaps she has spotted those because of her intuition? Impressive!

“If you’re worried about politics, all you have to do is not catch the eyes of the wrong people. Not rising too high too soon is the gist of it. However, I wouldn’t say you won’t handle well even if you prefer being ambitious,” the Monk says. “Just stay cautious of the Film and Advert Towers.”

“You just want to make sure I don’t work for him, don’t you?” the Intuitionist asks and finds the answer on her own.

“Would you rather have me use you, just as he wants to?”

The Intuitionist remains silent. This time, she looks away from the Monk, withdrawing from the fight and considering hard for the first time what she really wants. The sunlight peeking through the trees is falling on the blooming flowers. Some of their petals glow because of Meera’s prana, and then she remembers the glowing flower the mystic has left for her. She couldn’t throw it out even after that man has touched it. All these times, she was trying so hard to tell someone about that day on that hill. She couldn’t tell anyone. No one understood, yet the first one to figure it out is him—the Monk? It’s interesting. It’s weird. Once more, she senses that feeling. Perhaps this is adulthood. A time when you meet the ones you dislike the most, and then soon enough, they might be the only ones to understand you.

“After I left the Con, I sent a beetle after you,” she says.

“I sensed it. I’m sorry it got burnt so far away from its home.”

The Intuitionist narrows her eyes, hearing him. Is he mocking? Yes or No? No. “I heard what you said to that boy—the one who was selling ties,” she begins. “Do you believe it? That anyone who looks for something deserves to find it?”

“What do you want to find?” the Monk asks. His eyes don’t show it, but curiosity gnaws at him. Just what could be the reason for a girl like her to look for the Devil’s Book? Not everyone walks such a path. What fate is it that she even ended up with Queen Anwesha’s anklets?

The Intuitionist doesn’t answer. You can’t answer such questions. Not when there are plenty of things that she’s looking for. Not when going after such things may seem so foolish, so unreasonable. Why not just find a good job, a nice place to stay, and the perfect monthly ration card with the perfect grade of citizenship instead? Well, those are the basic things she needs, yes. And after that comes what Meera has told her—the research options and the tools available in Alphatech, including access to the strongest AI that even WSI envies.

“I have some conditions,” she says.

And the Monk nods as if he was ready for it. “If it’s about the Devil’s Book or that square drive, I will have to talk to Meera first.”

The Intuitionist gives an annoyed look. “I’ll get to the book later. For now, I want you to give a pass to someone I know. She is doing a race. We are doing a race, and we will apply to Alphatech through the recruitment team there.”

“That’s one way to do it, yes,” the Monk answers, half-relieved that the girl didn’t ask for the moon at the moment.

“There’s a problem. It’s for the Junklandians,” she informs.

“Oh. Meera wouldn’t like it if I let you do that.”

“You are no one to let me do that.”

“Alright, Kusha Gaumont. What exactly do I have to do?”

The Intuitionist pauses, hearing him say her full name. Is he mocking? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. She bites her teeth before speaking. “We will win the Resolution Race and get into Alphatech.”

“And if you don’t win, I should be …”

“You won’t do anything. I’m just informing you.”

“Oh,” the Monk speaks. “I’m still not seeing the conditions.”

“The first condition is you’ll watch the race.”

“If that is the punishment for saying you can’t race—”

“And I’ll get to use Alphatech’s molecular repairing technology on some of my trucks,” the Intuitionist interrupts.

“Yes, I can do that, too. Three times and Ren won’t mind.”

“Thirty times,” the Intuitionist says.

The Monk was about to open his mouth, perhaps to negotiate further. But he remembers something that even the factologists will agree with: you do not negotiate with children when their High Grade mothers are nearby. “Thirty, it is,” he says.

“There’s a building in the Junk Land. I’m trying to find its owner without letting Meera know,” the Intuitionist asks.

“I can do that, yes,” the Monk says.

“I want free access to Alphatech’s racing ground for as long as I stay. I won’t participate in the races. All I want is a practice ground,” the Intuitionist places her next demand.

“Racing grounds are off limits. You have to convince Ren.”

“No. I won’t accept—I mean—I don’t—” the Intuitionist stops at the moment, feeling that man’s voice that twists her core before she can reject the Monk’s offer. She fists her hands and presses her lips tightly.

“Alright. I’ll ask Ren to be in your race today. If he watches, maybe you can convince him yourself. With your skills, I mean. I don’t want to suggest you directly. Or it’ll be a voice.”

“Do you?” she asks curiously. “Voice lower grades often?”

“I voiced you only when you stole my book,” the Monk says.

The Intuitionist stares into his eyes until she suddenly turns around, heading hurriedly towards the manor. “The Resolution Race is almost starting,” she says, checking the time in her CRAB. “You might want to tell your … your friend … Ren … to be there.” And then the Intuitionist begins running.

“It seems it’s in the Old City, that’s farther east of Alpha,” the Monk speaks loudly from behind as Pico has already informed him of all the schedules of the race. “Do you need a ride?”

“No. I have my ride, thank you,” the Intuitionist answers loudly, not stopping, not even looking back, her mind focused on the best sprint of her life as she hurries to the manor, straight to her roof where Meera has left the new AT for her. Her gift for joining Alphatech, the one she hasn’t ridden yet.

While walking back to the manor, the Monk sees the list of all participants. The face of Haley Harrowvy becomes familiar as he has met her during the Con incident. She came as the Hermes he hired through an illegal app. He already finds out details about her and sends them to Ren Agnello. Ren, of course, complains at first. ‘Excuse me! You want me to come and see a race at fifteen minutes’ notice? I will need our fastest AT from here. That’s in the Old City,’ Ren texts.

‘An Ungraded girl is going there right now to participate, and she’s starting from the West Alpha.’ The Monk answer.

‘Are you provoking me?’ Ren.

“She has just started … now,” the Monk speaks aloud as he watches an AT, flashing new in the sunlight, taking off at full speed. His CRAB sends it to Ren as a voicemail.

‘I’ll give her a headstart. It’s only fair, considering she’s Ungraded, plus the heavy air traffic in the West and the Central.’ Ren.

‘You’re forgetting. Intuitionists know which paths are clear.’ Y.Y.

* * *

Before leaving Gaumont Manor, the Monk does one last bit of chit-chat with Meera, which he doesn’t want to do. He rather wants to say that her daughter had the nerve to demand freebies and passes, along with favors that a young girl shouldn’t take from older men, and she has done all those after stealing a book from him.

“Do you want to ask me anything?” the Monk asks Meera. “Because I have to see your daughter’s race as her first condition.”

“First condition? I wonder what are the others,” Meera says.

“I have to give a pass to her friend.”

“Haley. She’s good. I wrote a recommendation letter for her, but she missed the exam. More of Junk Land issues than family issues,” Meera says as she walks him out. “But my girl has learned to ask for favors! She doesn’t ask me for favors. I have to say I envy you.”

The Monk remains silent. He doesn’t add the rest of the ‘favors’ the Intuitionist has asked him to do. “You are teaching her well,” he only says. “Do you want to ask me anything else?”

“You said it twice!” Meera says. “What do you think I should ask you?” she says playfully. “Perhaps, something like, did you touch my daughter after taking her into the woods?”

The Monk stops a foot away from his car and turns to look at Meera. Her honey-brown eyes sparkle as confidently. In her sari, which is like the first shade of green in the spring, she looks as fresh as always.

“Is that a question?” the Monk asks.

“You can answer it without another question,” Meera says.

“Yes, I touched her,” the Monk says, and he senses that tiny change in her gaze, even though the smile on Meera’s lips is still there.

“You’re not denying that you manipulated her to take you somewhere private,” Meera says, “by asking her some wrong questions!”

“She has secrets; that’s all I can say for now. Any more, and I will become her enemy,” the Monk says defensively.

Meera stays silent for a moment. “I’m happy you got her to fly that AT. She didn’t touch it even after getting her flying license yesterday.”

“Whispers are reaching her, Meera,” the Monk says. “Thought you should know.” And then he settles in his GV. When he looks through the window, he speaks again, “The tulips are gigantic.”

“Taha used to hide in them,” Meera says. “I’d always find her full of pollens.”

And then they nod at each other before the Monk leaves the manor. With a GV, it’ll take some time to reach the Resolution Race. Perhaps he has to break some traffic rules while driving at full speed. Perhaps using ground-level roads would be the best. The thought gives the Monk a strange sensation. He didn’t drive along the old roads for so long; they are not on the maps.

So today, the Monk speeds in his vehicle, going full manual and without any map. Almost a hundred-year-old war heroes don’t need maps in the city they have built. The only things that accompany him are the silence of the empty road and that white bandage the Intuitionist was wearing.
















44. The Resolution Race
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It’s easy to talk about fear when you’re not living with it. Fear appears normal to an outsider when they can tell not to be afraid. What they can never do is show how not to. You know fear only when you live with it. Perhaps the worst fear is deciding whether the next decision will be right or wrong. Perhaps the worst fear is facing that question: what will we regret more? Taking it all or leaving it all? People live in fear because they live only on the current page. People fear because they never rise and look from above. They never find the entire plot of a story—just like the Intuitionist.

She lives in the current moment. If the page is designed with apologies crafted by someone with voice, she forgets what has happened in the previous chapters. The chapters where the wrong sort came and hurt her, knowing that they will pay a visit after a month, confident with their designs, with their plans. The wrong sort hurt another, not because they’re good at it, but because they know most are bad at pointing it out. Most are bad at discovering patterns. Time heals anything—knowing it is a philosophy for most people, but believing it is magic for the wrong sort. So the wrong sort schedules their love and hate. They hate, and then they love when they know you must have healed by now. The Intuitionist doesn’t know, but today is the day when she decides to enter into that world—the world of scheduled love and hate.

Of course, she doesn’t find it out yet, for her current moment is just another happy ending—short-lived, dazzling with another little win, but still a happy one.

She reaches the Old City, flying her new AT. She spends no time explaining it to Haley. Soon enough, they both change their model once again. This time, the Intuitionist dares to add the flight module back. She takes parts from her new AT, adding them to their quad bike. If the race goes well, she can reinstall the parts back to her AT, and chances are Meera will never find out. In the end, the goal is to catch the eyes of the right people. Everyone knows most eyes stay in the air.

And bless the universe! They catch all eyes the moment the race begins. First, it’s because of the appearance of the quad bike—no one has seen such a weird thing with wheels. At first, everyone thought it was a GV participating in the ground races, but soon as all the vehicles begin at the same time, within fifty seconds, their quad-bike takes off into the air smoothly and silently.

No one realizes that they’ve just improvised their design because they couldn’t take out the wheels in time. So even though their quad-bike starts with the GVs, it soon catches up with the ATs. The crowd cheers, mostly out of shock and then from wonder, and lastly, they clap and dance hard because, in the end, they’re here to see something interesting. They’re here to see things they’ve never seen. They’re here to be entertained by the underdogs who are having a hard time because the weight of their wheels is too much for the air.

The race goes well. They didn’t champion it, but they finish in a tie with the second. The top five vehicles are funded by famous industries anyway. What their quad bike has won is people’s hearts, and in the end, that’s what most companies want—the ones who win people’s choice. We can make your design a brand, they say. We can make merch out of your model they offer. We will fund you if you open a startup with that … hang on, is it a GV or an AT? They ask them.

Haley enjoys the attention, of course. She thanks the Intuitionist a dozen times for being her driver. She believes they couldn’t have crossed those barriers without crashing if it weren’t for her intuition. You don’t win such races without training on proper grounds. “Just think about it, everyone crashed at least once, even though they’ve trained in better places. We couldn’t have recovered if we crashed even one time,” she tells her. And later, when she speaks to the interviewers, she says something that makes the Intuitionist blush.

“My partner can race blind,” Haley says.

From the back of her neck, the Intuitionist senses tickle as if she is being watched. She has learned not to look back too often when it happens. When she confirms who it is, she turns to the upper levels of the gallery. It’s in the Old City, and the racing ground is vast, considering it’s in the maze itself. Unlike the rest of the places, the deeper maze begins after four hundred feet height here, giving the authority enough space to design the race routes. Of course, they can’t hold the race right at the ground level since the original natives live there. But for some reason, the Resolution Race happens as much closer to the ground as possible.

The High Grades get to watch it from the best pods in the gallery. The tickle of gazes is coming from there.

* * *

In a pod reserved for Alphatech, the Monk was having an argument with Ren Agnello. Most of Ren’s complaints were centered around—she’s demanding things like her mother even before she enters Alphatech. I wonder what she’ll do after. “I’m telling you she’s trouble,” Ren says.

“You never complain about girls. Any girl in Alphatech is always beneficial—if not in work, in bed—don’t you always say that?”

“In bed? Meera will slaughter me a thousand times on her channels if I even look at her dear Ungraded daughter,” Ren says.

“I’d say you’re jealous. You can never figure out troubles the first time you race,” the Monk says.

“I never figured out anything the first time I did anything. Isn’t that how you trapped me?” Ren says bitterly.

“And yet here she is—foreseen every trap on her path. A few times, she even made it look like she got saved out of mere chance.”

“That’s dangerous. She’ll figure out everything in Alphatech soon enough, which makes me wonder, what are you planning, Monk? Are you finally petting a champion?” Ren asks.

The Monk doesn’t answer, but he avoids Ren’s eyes.

“I see,” Ren frowns as if his suspicions have become true. “And here I was thinking, how come you are recommending a couple of young girls bubbling with youth and chastity straight towards hell’s gate after twenty long years? You already know they’ll survive. Perhaps you’re planning more. You are planting things before you leave, aren’t you?” Ren asks, turning towards the Monk, which gives birth to another long argument.

In the end, the argument draws to one final point. Alphatech is better for her than being around the Mesmerizer. And Ren can’t counter that point. “Besides, she beat eleven kids to a pulp in ten minutes. She will do fine in the stepping stones,” the Monk says when Ren motions to leave after retrieving his silencer back into his pocket.

The Monk leaves his pod. When he watches Kusha Gaumont and her friend in a video Pico shows him, they’re both finished with the recruitment team, now busy reassembling her new AT. From their conversation, he has realized the Intuitionist doesn’t plan to tell her mother that they’ve taken parts from the new AT. Great! Another secret he must keep. The girl is high maintenance, and soon he begins to wonder whether his plan will ever bloom. She needs to be in Alphatech, and she needs to adjust well in the first six months.

“Stepping stones!” A familiar voice calls out from behind.

The Monk looks back, realizing someone has heard the last part of his conversation when Ren turned the silencer off before leaving. A smile almost appears on his lips when he sees who it is. “Lidsus,” he greets. “I was wondering if I will see you here, so far from Beta.”

“And I couldn’t ever imagine seeing you here,” says Lidsus, a man with completely white hair so curled it looks like cotton glued to the scalp. Though the first thing you notice in him is the silver rod he holds in his hand, like in the old days, people used to hold an umbrella. Much of this race’s fund has come out of his organizations—all having different titles and owners. However, the Monk always knows who owns them all—the most powerful man in Beta—Lidsus. And yet, he stays in the shadows, including his elder sons. Only a few of his younger children come to the spotlight, receiving fires and arrows from politics whenever necessary.

“How come the war hero is here of all places? To make friends?” Lidsus asks.

“Friends. Enemies. Whichever the universe provides me with.”

“You are talking like a real monk.”

“I’ve never been a fake one.”

“Someone who lives in a house designed by world’s one of the top-ten architects and calls himself a monk. Yes, that monk is a fraud,” Lidsus says.

“Your world’s one of the top-ten architects is also the one with the world’s best convincing tongue. You can’t do anything about it if he shows his arguments without even using voice, especially displaying the old-friend card,” the Monk defends.

“I heard the world’s best beauty flirted with you last year, using voice. She couldn’t make you slither into her bed, but the Mesmerizer made you stay in a luxurious home! Fraud monk or not, people never do things they don’t want to do,” Lidsus says.

“I did thousands of things I never wanted to do even when I thought I had a strong will and voice, Lidsus,” the Monk says.

“Like signing on the paper that began the Grade system?”

“I don’t want to talk about those, Lidsus.”

“We shall see how long you can avoid. Now that I heard you talk about ‘stepping stones,’ I guess the time isn’t far away. I wonder if you have a champion. Who is it I wonder?”

The Monk doesn’t reply. He can’t deny that he didn’t think about what Lidsus speaks of. Now he can’t lie about it, of course. “It’s too early to speak of that, Lidsus. I’m only here to do a favor for an old friend.”

Lidsus, of course, doesn’t let it go.

So in the next few minutes, they make it a battle of pride where both the men make it a show of what they know so far while trying to throw stones into the dark and see whether any of their guesses hit the mark. It’s hard to guess right if you’re not the Intuitionist.

* * *

As the Monk is a bit taken in conversation with Lidsus, far away from them, the Intuitionist finishes reassembling the AT. Ivan has stayed behind with Haley to help them both.

It’s when the large clock in the gallery bells, letting them all know that it’s only one more hour to midnight, the Intuitionist leaves for the restroom. Three things happen around then. First, she sends another text to Meera, telling her not to worry, that she’s perfectly doing dandy and is about to take off for home.

And the next … well, she was never prepared for the next. In the corridor, the lights begin to turn off, probably, it’s time for them to be turned off. And then, a silhouette of a man becomes visible at the end of the corridor. The man looks familiar—at least that shape of the tailcoat is, and it sends a shiver along her back.







45. The Slave
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Tonight, the Old City has been as bad as always. At least for Maroc Metz. He evades splatters of mud countless times as he walks through the streets. He curses the Resolution Race board for arranging it so close to the ground level every year—all because the youth must begin from the lowest level—it’s symbolic!

“How stupid they all are!” he curses for the fourteenth time. He shooes away every bot that tries to sell a cheeseburger to him. “How dare you sell food in that dirty pan?” he shouts to a few of them. The only time he thinks the Old City still has its old folks, is when he stops to hear a man playing guitar in the street. He was playing classical but using scales that sound similar to the songs of the eastern cities. He puts a coin in that man’s hat—a whole silver Song, and the man gives a slight nod in his direction even though his fingers don’t falter even once.

After that, he enters the racing gallery while changing his gloves, once again, because his finger has come in touch with that musician’s hat, and that hat looked like it wasn’t washed for years. He checks around the gallery several times. He doesn’t speak to anyone at all. The only time he opened his mouth to mutter something was for his CRAB to type a message. ‘What days it has come down to? Your old friend is now babysitting!’ he sends to Master Ruem.

‘Make sure he doesn’t find out. Ruem D.’

Maroc doesn’t reply to this message; he motions to do what he has been asked to do—the thing that the Monk must not find out.

He finds the blue-haired girl—Kusha Gaumont—the Intuitionist. It needs time to find her alone. The rest of it is easy; he only lets her see him. Curious young girls always need just those, and they come to you on their own. All you have to do is make it look like one secret game and tell them only the rarest of all can win it. He disappears into the darkness after showing himself for a while.

* * *

The Intuitionist follows him.

This time as she follows, she remembers one detail of a story she has heard recently. It’s about the man who drinks tea from the Tea Stall With Clean Cups—the tea-maker in Panami said he wears a tailcoat and gloves. The man has disappeared, but it isn’t hard to find him with her intuition.

She stops in a dark corridor; the glow from outside shines like moonlight here. Though a level so close to the ground will never see the moonlight again. The man is standing on the other side of the corridor. A part of his face is visible in the light, the other side still in the dark. The Intuitionist recognizes him. He was the one who set fire to the Monk’s section in Turf Zero. And he did it with thousands of cluster bugs that flew together in the shape of a dragon—a snake. Her hands turn cold, seeing his pitch-black eyes behind his clear glasses—analyzers, she can tell from where she stands.

She senses being watched—scrutinized, to be exact. Several times he frowns at her hair, her shoes, and around her breasts and shoulders, where her shirt has misplaced itself in ways that happen to children who haven’t mastered dressing quite yet. What does he want?—the Intuitionist wants to ask, but she prefers not to, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts.

When she still decides whether to run or not, the man in the tailcoat speaks, “You were trying to find me and my master. By hacking into a fourth-grade website using a child’s-grade method.”

The greeting sends a flush to her cheeks, but it assures her about what she has guessed already. The building of Panami Police Station belongs to him. How foolish it would be now to ask him to do something for Magic Mama!

“Did you need to speak with him?” Maroc asks. “Again?”

“No. Your … master can forget that,” she answers.

“What if I don’t want to forget that?” Maroc says. “The method of child’s-grade hacking into a fourth-grade website can be unforgettable.”

“Are you saying enough interesting things don’t happen in your life anymore?” the Intuitionist speaks, fisting both her hands. “Other than visiting shitty buildings and drinking tea in clean cups.” Her nostrils flare a little, and her eyes burn in the sort of anger that Meera would call unnecessary. She dances along the whispers of the snake, and she knows she mustn’t do it.

“You do have a tongue, don’t you? I must say, I have become a fan after seeing your race today, if not after the dance.”

“And now the praises from the snake!” the Intuitionist, for the first time in her life, visibly rolls her eyes. Eye rolling is rude; she never does it, yet she makes sure she does it for long enough.

Maroc smirks, stepping in towards her a little. “When an admirer boosts your ego, you take it, and you take it silently,” he says; he has been training with voice for the last ten years with none other than his Master Ruem, and he’s becoming quite good at it. Unlike High Grades, he doesn’t need to worry about some no-touching or no-harming codes because he is, after all, not a citizen. He is not a High Grade. He is just a slave—an evolved, for sure, but still, a slave who keeps doing his master’s bidding like a perfect dog in love with the one who gives him the bone.

The Intuitionist senses the strength of his words. He has spoken with a direct order, and he has used prana from his throat, and it has enough force that she feels her hands motionless. She has memorized every trick to break out of such situations. Harm yourself—that’s the basics of it, and everyone knows basics are the most powerful of all.

She fists her hands tighter, enough to hurt herself with her nails, and once her hands break loose, she slaps herself hard right in front of him.

“Lovely seeing you slap yourself. It almost removes my anger for what you’ve done with Master Ruem,” Maroc says in a soothing tone as if words are melting out of his lips. “How dare you reject him!”

The Intuitionist stares silently; anger bubbles in her everywhere. And much of that anger is because of that man who was smelling her sweat mixed in a blob of water. She couldn’t say anything that day, but a couple of weeks gives you enough time for the rage to bloom. She twists her ankles to jump forward at him, but she hears Meera’s voice in her mind. Don’t, sweetie. He only wants you to attack him.

The next moment, however, his CRAB glows, and the Intuitionist stands there without moving. She doesn’t need to do anything because, in an instant, his expression changes. He even seems to swallow air. Probably he’s talking to someone. Probably it’s him? Yes or No?

“Apologies for my behavior, Miss Gaumont,” Maroc speaks, changing his tone. “Master Ruem wanted to see you.”

“I don’t want to go,” the Intuitionist takes a step backward.

“You don’t have to. He will meet you here,” he says, and then he takes out a small box—wrapped in wine-red velvet. Inside it are two engraved spaces—one empty and the other holds a device shaped like two commas pulling each other. She recognizes it in an instant. Some of the tech industries have been launching them in the last two years. It’s a Mind World. At the moment, it’s the most secure communication system on earth, for it creates mental space for the ones wearing the paired devices, and in the space, whatever the users think is received by only the ones who wear the other pair of it.

She wanted to check them the moment she saw those in the advertisements. But she knows of its harms. Entering the Mind World with a High Grade can be the most dangerous thing she has done in her life. She can be held imprisoned for eternity, even though it will be only some hours passing in the real world. Besides, she knows the secret reasons why they invented them. “I bet it’s where the High Grades can fuck the Low Grades,” Haley told her once, and after having several discussions over how saying the f-word is rude, the Intuitionist has confirmed Haley’s remark to be true, using just one Yes or No question.

“As if I’ll ever use a Mind World to talk to him,” the Intuitionist folds her arms around her chest.

“Master will punish me if you don’t. You see, I wasn’t supposed to be rude. I was supposed to present myself as trustworthy,” Maroc says, making sure his tone sounds truthful while mocking.

“Snake,” she says, exhaling hard and still disagreeing to do anything Maroc says. And then, to see his face more miserable, she disagrees with him for five more minutes even after secretly deciding that she will perhaps use the paired devices after all. The thought of Magic Mama stuck in a stupid cage of a police station bothers her more than the risks of being in a Mind World with the Mesmerizer.

“Why do you serve him?” the Intuitionist asks finally.

“I could serve the worst man in the world as long as they know they are the worst. Because otherwise, it will mean they are those liars who foolishly believe they are trying to make the world a better place.”

The Intuitionist stares at Maroc for a little longer than she should. She then touches the device—the only one of the pair left in the box. The other one must be with him. The thought sends turmoil in her belly, and the device feels cold in her fingers.

“You may want to sit somewhere,” Maroc says. “I am Maroc. Maroc Metz. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Kusha Gaumont.”

In that instant, the Intuitionist doesn’t know how, but an image of the man standing before her in a perfect tailcoat and a gloved hand comes in a flash of her memories. Just one flash of her memories: a gloved hand holding a heart that was so securely put that not a single drop of blood was messing the ground, and the dead body of someone—a man perhaps—was lying there. The name Rockwood tickles her mind for a second, but then it disappears.

A shiver passes through her spine. The Intuitionist forgets to greet him back, seeing these flashes of her memories.

“Voice isn’t a formula, Kusha Gaumont. It comes from being fearless of consequences,” Maroc Metz only says.







46. The Mind World
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In the Mind World, there is freedom. Whatever you think happens. Whatever you imagine forms. Unless you can control your thoughts, you must not be there for too long …

The Intuitionist passes the instructions quickly, and then a room appears—a house. It seems to be on a mountain. Wooden floors, bamboo furnishing, and books; a few paintings on the walls are of ink and oils. There is even poetry written in a long frame. She touches it to see if all these are real or if they are just holograms. The frame feels cold in her fingers, and the page where the poem is written feels rough and textured. It’s as solid as she feels. The Intuitionist reads the first few lines from it—

In the days of famines,

I have seen—

The true hunger was not in the bellies.

It was in the souls—

Devoid of tales and songs so sweet like the ones in the old

Times.

I’d say that’s the true face of a famine—

The famine in art.

The famine in words.

The famine of truth.

Sad! We are living it still.

“Someone wrote it shortly before the Apocalypse. We never found the poet’s name,” the Mesmerizer greets her.

The Intuitionist looks back, wondering when he has arrived as if he has appeared out of thin air. Curiously, she steps closer to him.

Well, he looks real, too real, as if she will feel him if she touches that red strand of hair near his eyes. Will he feel it if a punch lands on his face? she wonders. Before she can find an answer, a wrist appears in the air, going straight toward his face like a spear.

Of course, the Mesmerizer looks as if he has been expecting it. The hand disappears before it reaches his face. “If you want to punch me here, next time, imagine the hand closer,” he says.

The Intuitionist settles a few rules in her mind. First, a Mind World can make anything she imagines. It’s projecting her thoughts; meaning, she must not think of anything embarrassing. Second, none of the things in this room is from her imagination; this setting is his work. And third … well, to be sure of the third rule, the Intuitionist throws several spears and arrows and swords. She imagines them flying towards him. Only this time, she puts them closer—just as he has instructed.

All of those vanish once again after being too close to his face. The Meserizer doesn’t even bat his eyes, though. The man is constructing this house and the environment constantly, and his thoughts aren’t shifting even once. While her spears looked jittery. Her swords looked not solid enough, and her arrows weren’t spinning well. Keeping focus during imagination is the hardest brainwork, yet the Mesmerizer has constructed even the details of a page’s texture for a poem. She can bet those textures didn’t disappear when he resisted her weapons. She feels a flush in her cheek, mostly from envy. No wonder people want to worship them.

It’s believed all the universes and all creations are the One god’s constant thought that is so focused and so strong that nothing bends, nothing breaks, nothing displaces from its course. And what else would men want on earth other than mimicking their source?

“How does it look like without a construct?” she asks.

“Empty. All dark. All nothingness,” the Mesmerizer says, “and then suddenly things appear out of nothing. You could almost call it a big bang in a lower dimension.”

“Why did you want to meet me here?” she asks.

“I’m too far away from the Old City, and you were trying to find me from an article about a place I own.”

“I didn’t know it was yours.”

“So you don’t want to talk to me about it?” he says.

And right then, the Intuitionist feels a burning in her face. Somehow the burn feels real, more real than the real world. Emotions intensify when you are in your imagination. And so the Mind World multiplies her wrath. The man knows she needs something, and he wants her to come to that point while he emphasizes the word ‘favor’. She sees Meera dealing with such things all the time, yet it feels dangerous; it feels enraging, a bit thrilling even. Can she handle it as Meera does? Can you ever handle such things when it comes from the Mesmerizer?

“The police in your property are taking bribes for every tiny thing in every tiny step. For visiting, for cell transfer, for food, for water, for turning off the noise from speakers where they play loud rock metals. Every cell is full of …” the Intuitionist pauses, trying to cool the heat she feels beneath her skin. Oh! How real the anger feels! “I just can’t believe the building belongs to you.”

The Mesmerizer notices how strictly she avoids begging for what she wants. He knows what she wants, yet here she is, attempting to manipulate the Mesmerizer by attacking his pride.

“Poetry on a fake frame, fake books, and fake mountains,” the Intuitionist continues. She looks at each of these things as she utters their names, and then her gaze stops at the lake outside, far below this hill. “I have seen the truth that you own,” she finishes, and in an instant, some recent memories become prominent in her thoughts. For being in the Mind World, those memories become alive as some well-thought projection—a hand of water forming, along with her body. The hand is tracing her arm. The projection is vague, and it vanishes right away as if she didn’t intend to show him what was troubling her mind.

“You are speaking better than that day,” the Mesmerizer speaks.

“You are avoiding it,” the Intuitionist says quickly. For a second, she wonders if she should continue. Her throat quivers a little; would it be a good idea to attack a High Grade’s pride even more when you are in the Mind World with him?

There are rumors about the Mind World. Some say it has been devised for the rebels in the west—to keep them imprisoned for forty days in their imaginations, to make them see all sorts of lies. But that’s not all. Some say the first day of their prison is equivalent to a year; the second day there is like a month, and the third day is like a week. The rest of the days are the same as it is in the real world. But the most interesting rumor is: anyone who crosses those forty days yet never breaks, can never be broken by any Mind World ever.

Many called the false gods their gods after being thrown into the fire of a Mind World, but only the rarest few didn’t, and those rarest few never called themselves gods or queens, nor kings or emperors. It’s forbidden to speak of rebels inside the walls, but the Intuitionist has heard about it from the whispers of the Old City.

“I wonder if I have touched a thing of sentiment,” the Intuitionist speaks again. “Perhaps, even the Mesmerizer has a thing he doesn’t want to deal with.”

A twinkle flashes in his eyes as the Mesmerizer takes a better look at her. Once again, her eyes, her tone, and the way her cheeks look puffed when she’s angry—somehow, they all look familiar.

“That’s my ancestral home,” he begins, “My mother’s home that she inherited through six lineages. My father is from Scandinavia where I was born. They both came to this side of the earth shortly before the Apocalypse. For research purposes, as far as I remember. All I know is how I hated that place,” he says as he looks outside through the window—mountains and the lake are stable; the wind blowing is gentle still. The petals of purple flowers are riding the wind just as they did a while ago. The construct of his mind stands firm.

The Intuitionist gulps. “Never provoke a High Grade’s sentiments; their emotional play will kill you and not them.” She remembers what Meera told her once. Of course, the moment you think you’ve defeated a High Grade with words, they’ll always turn the table around. And now it’s hard to speak again. The way he looks at the mountains, at the peaceful wind, he looks sad. Could he be sad? Ever? Yes. Is it all acting? No. Of course, a true mesmerizer knows how to win with the truth. The Intuitionist doesn’t speak. It appears as if the time for her answer has run out. So the Mesmerizer speaks this time.

“I’ll ask Maroc to better handle that place,” he says.

“I didn’t ask you to,” she says quickly.

“I know,” the Mesmerizer speaks. “Let’s say I have an old sentiment for the man you are worried about. Although, you must not tell him about me. Your Magic Mama usually refuses to take help.”

The Intuitionist remains silent. Something hurts in her throat. Perhaps it’s guilt. She began in an attack mode, and now the man has shown no resistance. He doesn’t fight; he has accepted her unspoken wish. He has even accepted defeat by talking about his sentiments. And that’s unsettling. High Grades never fight when you begin the fight. They begin only when you are smothered with food and boosted with praises. They begin when you withdraw your guard believing that you have won. They begin when you’re drooling for what they imply on rewarding you in some distant future. She fists her hands, ready for any attack on her mind, yet she has no idea how that attack may happen. Perhaps it was a bad idea to come here after all. Perhaps she really should leave.

“I should go then. They’ll be, um, worried,” she says.

“To them, you’re gone only for a minute,” the Mesmerizer smiles. And right that instant, the construct of the wooden room with bamboo furnishing erase slowly from their surroundings. The mountains leave; the lake is gone, and the wind stops blowing too. Instead, they’re now in a library. Piles of bookshelves standing seventeen to nineteen feet high, the glass walls letting the sunlight in, the walls are all a part of a curvature—they join to become the roof at the top. It’s a globe. Or perhaps the globe.

The Intuitionist recognizes it—Kuhawk. She saw it many times reported as one of the world’s top ten architecture. She takes a closer look at the books, and soon astonishment peaks in her eyes. Not one of them is a normal book that looks like you can buy in a bookshop or on the online archive. She takes a few more steps ahead slowly and soon, quickly, going through the shelves, trying to take a peek at them all. Each of those books is exclusive, perhaps the only copy in the world. She stops at the inner edge of this floor, where a circle is punched to show the ground floor. Right at the center hovers the Devil’s Book. Or at least the construct of it. Now she understands how the attack will come. It’s a Mind World. Of course, it will come through visual demonstrations of all your desires and dreams.

“Didn’t you want to read it? You entered the High Auction for it,” the Mesmerizer whispers as he watches her staring at the book one floor below. “Cheating,” he adds.

The Intuitionist snatches her gaze away from the book and looks at him. “That was just one time. I don’t—I’ll never use my power for guessing numbers and lotteries again.”

“What about knowledge and wisdom?” he asks.

“The kind that makes a few men powerful? No.”

“Naïve,” the Mesmerizer says. “But no matter. Soon you will face attacks from all sides, and what you will want then is only power.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Do not worry, Kusha Gaumont. I do not have the time to attack a little girl. The world has plenty of harm to provide on its own. Now that even the Monk has chosen you as his champion—”

“I’m not anyone’s champion,” the Intuitionist interrupts.

“Aren’t you? He still waits in the gallery, hidden somewhere in the dark, to keep an eye on you. He invites you to a place that everyone secretly calls Hell’s Gate. He hates the place he has found himself, yet he throws you there. He lures you in. Why? Because he believes in you? Because you are special? Because he thinks you can survive? With your gift? With your youthful energy and your last name?”

“You whisper poison,” the Intuitionist says weakly.

“Am I lying?” the Mesmerizer asks and waits for her to answer. When she doesn’t, he continues again. “I’ve read your files, Kusha Gaumont. The ones that your parents do not want you to see. You could know about your past, and that is my offer, along with access to this library. My entire life’s collection.”

The Intuitionist doesn’t speak. In the Mind World, it feels like she hasn’t spoken for too long. She has entered here with a prepared answer—No. Whatever he offers, just say No … that’s what she has been telling herself. And yet, it hurts her throat to say it aloud. The pain comes, if not from his voice, but from her curiosity, from her desire to know about her past. He speaks of some files about her. So he knows about her past? About her life before Gaumont Manor.

The Intuitionist swallows air holding her desire to speak. She fists her hands again as if she’s stuck because of a powerful voice. Perhaps she really is. After all, what else is voice if not making your audience numb with their desires? What else is voice if not making all dance buried in their dreams?

“Focus on the negative things, sweetie. Look for a way to disagree,” Meera’s voice lulls in her mind, and soon, her shape appears like a halo in the Mind World, speaking the words to her once again. The Intuitionist stops thinking about Meera quickly, forcing Meera’s face to disappear from the world he has created.

But the Mesmerizer doesn’t let her go. He pushes her further into the thought she wants to hide. “Is Meera the reason you deny?”

“No!” the Intuitionist says quickly, and then her thought moves to her reasons—why? Why does she deny him desperately? Why does she disagree with him so violently? And once again, her thoughts shift to her memories of the day near her trailer cottage. The way she saw him smelling the sphere of water that was full of her sweat. The way he touched her indirectly with a hand of water. The way she couldn’t say anything. The way she acted as if it wasn’t happening.

The scene appears in the room again and vanishes as she fights the memory away. Her thought then shifts to the High Auction’s evening, to the moment when the Mesmerizer said she was a fraud who sold originality detection service. But that moment disappears too. And then more moments appear and disappear—all of which are blurry, full of darkness, along with occasional clarity. And they happen in a room full of large books kept on hover discs. They look like the Devil’s Books—perhaps copies. And then suddenly ants crawl on her face, on her neck. She knows they’re in her mind, but in the Mind World, they feel real. Too real. She quickly backs off, trying to rub the ants out of her face, but there is nowhere to run when her own thoughts are her prison.

The Mesmerizer suddenly approaches forward close enough that she will look at him with attention. He jerks his hand as if he is dismissing someone or something, and soon the ants vanish from her face, from her skin. He cancels her thoughts with ones of his own.

“You did more to me that day,” the Intuitionist speaks finally. And then her face glooms—the way it does when you are hurt by someone too close, someone you have admired for too long. The gloom remains only for a while until she forces it out of her mind. It soon gets replaced by another thing—this time, a warning.

The warning of the ghost woman she has heard during the High Auction suddenly becomes too clear in her mind. So clear that, to her dread, the woman’s face appears in the Mind World. And they both see the mysterious woman coming out of nowhere—the one she still calls the ghost woman. She is born from her memory, and she speaks some fractions of those warnings she told her: “… They are coming for you … Don’t look for the Devil’s Book … You need to be deprogrammed …”

The Intuitionist quickly stops thinking about the ghost woman and her warnings. “No. I don’t want to work with you. I deny your offer, and I want to leave,” she speaks in desperation, trying to hide her thoughts.

However, the Mesmerizer suddenly looks at her with interest. “Kiret! How did you meet Kiret?” he asks as if all he has done so far was just casual play with a child’s weak mind.

“Kiret?” the Intuitionist asks. “You know the ghost woman?”

“Ghost? Did she appear like a halo in the air just like now?”

The Intuitionist doesn’t answer, not wanting to tell him anything. She doesn’t ask him more about the ghost woman either. She knows he will only try to bait her with it.

And the Mesmerizer understands her silence. He realizes what has happened, and it piques his interest even more. First, the girl has opened some ancient doors with only a dance and an anklet. Second, she has a touch of a mystic, and now someone strong enough to teleport her mind has contacted her. Who is this girl? Is she really just an unevolved untouchable? He has read her files, only the ones that are easily accessible for a war hero, but he sure thought there was so much more missing from those files. Just what sort of card Meera has kept in her hands? He notices she doesn’t know Kiret. She calls her ghost woman. She seems not to know the importance of it. The Mesmerizer settles his gaze. Perhaps better not to push her about it for now.

The only reason he has met her today is to receive her punches while making himself familiar. It always works with the young minds—beat them real hard, and then let them beat you in their own inexpert and weak manner. Soon they will believe they have repaid enough of their debt. Soon they will forget what they have suffered. It’s always better to fool yourself, believing you’ve taken your revenge, rather than accepting that you are weak—incapable of handling someone so above you. So all he does is plant seeds in her mind—just enough to confuse her.

“Are you sure you don’t want it,” he begins. “I could teach you how to get it all. How to achieve everything you want without having five wrinkles around your eyes in the next five years. You want to see the industry. Go. See it. Believe me, it will eat your time. It will only give you wrinkles. That’s the art of subtle slavery. They’ll make sure you never have the time to evolve; they’ll make sure you know no freedom. And they will design when you must panic and when you must feel safe enough to produce more than you should—to please them. So that they don’t send you to the panic room again. Soon you’ll act as if you belong, as if they’re all your friends, as if you’re all in a big home.” The Mesmerizer rounds up his lips as he whispers ‘belong’ and ‘home’. The severe mock is clear in his tone. “Industry isn’t your destiny, Kusha Gaumont.”

“You think I can’t do anything there?” the Intuitionist asks.

“Ask yourself. Are you born to find the next comfortable water flask with which people can drink more comfortably? Are you born to design the next tiny box where below the average will get drunk and snore in their own vomit?”

“What makes you think I’ll make water flasks or boxes there? I might want to make—” the Intuitionist says weakly.

“It doesn’t matter what you want to make. You will make what they need you to make. They need innocent hands to do their work; they need children’s lips to parrot their words, and you will do it in exchange for a meager amount—more if you are a little rebellious. But still, a slave. For food. For home. And for a few months’ sense of security with friends you never meet. You will play a role in the vast plan that has spread worldwide like fungus, and your role will be this tiny,” the Mesmeriser brings his pointing finger and thumb closer to each other, holding his hand up, showing her how tiny her life will be if she takes any wrong turn being dazzled by a logo. “Easily replaceable by another set of muscles and brains when you can’t handle it,” he adds.

“You are speaking like conspiracy theorists,” she remarks.

“Tell me, Kusha Gaumont. Am. I. Lying?” he asks and waits for her to dare say that the Mesmerizer—the one who never lies—is now lying all of a sudden. “Words don’t mean much unless it comes from someone with voice,” he says when the Intuitionist remains silent still.

“Why do you want the Source?” she asks.

“Get into that place, get anywhere in the world, and you’ll know why I look for the Source. If you are not just another human passing the day blindly, you will eventually follow the path I followed.”

“And you think I’ll join you?” A murderer—she doesn’t add.

“I think you will look for the Source, and eventually, you will seek the ones who are like you.”

“It’s a general statement.”

“Also the truth.”

“Yes, I know. You lure with the truth, and the truth you tell has five-word sentences or three-word phrases that fit everyone. Meera—mother—told me to be aware of such people,” the Intuitionist suddenly gets riled up. These days the moment she hears the word ‘truth,’ vile wrath stirs in her, for she has realized that the High Grades aren’t as honest as they claim to be. She has realized people can hide so much yet seem truthful. She knows being truthful and being honest isn’t the same.

“Your mother taught me everything I know about mesmerization, sweetheart. Don’t trust anyone, not even the woman you call mother,” the Mesmerizer says, and when he says it, he makes sure he doesn’t look eye to eye with her, for it could be a voice for her; it could be a direct command for her, especially for it’s a Mind World.

The Intuitionist remains silent, perhaps swallowing the information. She wants to ask who he is to Meera and how they know each other apart from the war, but something holds her back. Perhaps she should ask this question soon, but not to him.

“That day … why did you say I’ll meet the devil soon?” the Intuitionist asks.

And the Mesmerizer smiles as if he didn’t expect she’d ask such a question, yet he’s glad she did. “For that, you have to read a book, Kusha Gaumont,” he says, and the room, the globe holding his library, suddenly spins in the Mind World and stops at a shelf—wooden and standing high same as the rest of them.

The Intuitionist sees the book he touches with his finger. The First Stories of Mankind: The Story of Iblis.







47. Blink 
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Outside the Mind World, it feels strange. It’s hard to tell which world is real. The Intuitionist wonders whether she should be scared about it. Soon as she walks back to Haley and Ivan, she thinks, what if this world isn’t real either? What if it’s a Mind World of another kind, on another scale, relative to another world?

One thing is true, though. The Mesmerizer has succeeded with his voice, with his whispering. Because the next time she meets the Monk, mostly to say goodbye to him before leaving for Alpha, she remains cautious while talking to him. The Mesmerizer said the Monk made her a champion of some sort. Of course, she doesn’t ask the Monk about it. She knows he hides much more than he shows. She says nothing about the Mesmerizer or what he said about Alphatech—Hell’s Gate—he called it. Perhaps what the Mesmerser said is true. Perhaps the human mind inclines toward the one who is honest, the one who comes to a clean slate starting with the truth.

Things end well for now. At least Haley is still gloating. They will both join Alphatech, and they will be able to make their dreams real once they make it their home. A shiver passes through her spine as the Intuitionist thinks about those words—‘dream’ and ‘home’.

While flying her new AT back to the manor, she wonders what the Mesmerizer said about Meera. She remembers every word he told her today. For weeks, she hated that man, and now she is not sure what to think of him. And the same thing happened with the Monk!

A cold shiver spreads through her body every time she wonders how these two High Grades smoothened her anger for them both.

She thinks about the last part of her conversation in the Mind World. The part where the Mesmerizer apologized for indirectly touching her with a hand of water.

“Apologies, Kusha Gaumont,” he said. “I thought a woman who saved me with just a dance would be strong enough to say ‘No’ whenever she wants to.”

The Intuitionist remained silent, wondering whether a High Grade would lie in a Mind World, whether their codes of honor applied here, and whether he really thought she was strong. “What about the night of the auction? You erased my memories. What else did you do that night?”

“I gave you a word, which I will keep when it’s time. You will get your memory back when I fulfill that word,” the Mesmerizer said.

“So you didn’t touch me,” she said, fisting her hands and staring fiercely. The questioning tone was clear in her words.

“Only to heal a knife wound, and … ” the Mesmerizer paused, perhaps remembering that night. Those moments when he had fulfilled his desire to smell her. He shouldn’t have done that, perhaps. How in the universe could he have known that she’d one day reveal to be his cheat code? How could he have known that one day he would need her? Now he must tell her the truth.

“And?” the Intuitionist said, but he didn’t speak. Instead, a thin halo formed in the air, showing just the top of two humans—a man with red hair and a girl wearing a weird vest on a white blouse. The man was so close to her that if his hair weren’t brushed neatly to the back, those red strands would’ve tickled her ears. And if he weren’t so careful, his nose would’ve touched her neck when he smelled her. He had smelled her, and then he smelled her more and more. And more. His one hand was holding her wrist—a terrible wound visible on her arm. So he was being truthful about the knife wound. The Intuitionist peeked at his hands as if trying to find out what else he had done.

In the Mind World, she looked back at the Mesmerizer again—the one who looked more solid, the one who was gazing at her with a stiff chin as if no one could ever decipher what he was thinking or feeling. A shiver passed along her skin right near her neck and cheek as if ants were crawling there. She closed her eyes, trying not to think of ants anymore. Never again. She took another peek at the halo—just one other look. And then she exhaled hard.

The Intuitionist passed through an internal battle. A tiny part of the battle was a relief—the sort of relief that weak people feel when they believe that peace has been offered by the strong—the kind of peace they thought they’d never receive. And most of that battle, however, was unknown. Even if she knew any of them, perhaps she couldn’t have said them, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts.

“One more thing,” the Intuitionist spoke. “What did you mean when you said I saved you?” she asked.

The Mesmerizer didn’t speak for a long time, or maybe it was for a little while, and she couldn’t tell because the sense of time in the Mind World wasn’t what she thought it was.

“You possess a gift, Kusha Gaumont,” the Mesmerizer said, “And yes, I owe you my life.”

In the attic, as the Intuitionist is still thinking about the Mind World, Tishi appears in the air and flies towards her.

“It’s time to water your new plant, Kusha. It’s time to name your new plant, Kusha,” Tishi says.

The Intuitionist goes to her west-side balcony to find the pot Meera gave her—the one that holds the seedling that she saved with the last of her long screw. “Did you check the files from the Library Archive they sent me yesterday?” she asks Tishi.

“Yes, I did. The plant is original. Its family is uncertain. It has never been seen before. If you send a sample to the Library Archive, they will let you name it. Some of the herbologists have shown interest in studying it,” Tishi says, displaying a few emails that it has been trying to show her for days.

“Well, they will have to wait. It’s not big enough that I will giveaway samples,” the Intuitionist says as she inspects the four-inch seedling from too close.

“And it’s not growing quickly enough, Kusha. I’ve already found out the rate of growth in all sorts of plants, Kusha,” Tishi says.

“I believe it’s similar to bamboo. I think it needs deeper soil for its roots to grow first,” the Intuitionist whispers, and suddenly a soft wind blows toward the balcony. She looks at the west wall, and then her gaze turns to the Moon Ferries in the sky—the spaceships clustered in a ring-shaped structure centered around a large station that looks like a big dot in the middle from here. It’s not growing quickly enough—the words lull in her mind as she senses gazes from there.

* * *

Far away from Gaumont Manor, in the Southwest of Alpha, Kuhawk holds three residents now. That’s a fifty percent increase from what it had for a long while. The Mesmerizer, among his schedules of work, has grown a new hobby—watching the two most important souls in the world at the moment. One is his old friend, who is playing sarod in the forest, and the other is his cheat code, who is watering a seedling.

He still couldn’t get his eyes inside Lotus Lodge shields, though, and he has a plan to solve it. But his eyes are on the Monk whenever the man is outside. Two monitors always show them at the corner of the room wherever he goes. It’s as if he is living with them; he is dining with them; he is sleeping with them. It’s as if his life and soul are being drained into two children of Adam spoon by spoon, bit by bit. The Mesmerizer has learned enough to know of its harm. He remains cautious, of course. So he does other things to distract himself sometimes. Such as: finding out where Kiret is or how Maroc is handling Panami Police Station, or he just simply checks on Piuee.

He goes to the study one evening, and then he heals the eyes of his Symbolist. Her eyes have puffed up. As a Grade A, she was healing herself constantly, but not well enough. It’s been weeks since she couldn’t close her eyes, and she has been sleeping with her eyes open. Perhaps it’s enough of a punishment. So tonight, when the Mesmerizer visits her again, he puts his palm on both her eyes. His prana soothes them. Then he brings her face closer to his. And he begins speaking.

“Blink. From now on, you will blink whenever you want to. You will close your eyes whenever you do not want to see. And you will sleep with your eyes closed. I remove you from my voice. I remove you from my will. I remove you from the Mesmer I hold on your mind …”

The Mesmerizer repeats it for a long time because to win against your own voice, you must voice stronger than before; you must will fiercer than before, and you must do it with words. Because only with words, you can recode fate.

* * *

























Wisdom Revolution 4: The Temple of Lust

1. Alphatech
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You meet three kinds of people before death. One kind orders food at a restaurant and says it gently if the order is wrong. The second kind is the nasty kind. As you’ve guessed, they’re far from being gentle. They scream; they whine; they call the manager and make a scene of it all. They exist to prove that they exist. The third kind, however, swallows the wrong order without making a sound. They’ll tell you it’s fine. That it’s not a problem at all, but the truth is they just can’t tell that they’ve been wronged. They sure as hell can’t tell they want someone to see their misery, perhaps even get them the right order without making it a scene. And somehow, they might even believe that they are being kind to the manager! Confrontation is impossible for some, and the Intuitionist belongs to this ‘some’.

So when the first day in Alphatech arrives like another divorce among celebrities—demanding more drama than, say, the climate control (yes, control, not crisis)—Kusha finds herself at the corner of an audience. It’s full of faces—all gleaming like the moon as if stars are shining bright above them, and they’re ready to win the next world war if it’s asked of them.

Their glow, however, will last only a while. No one knows it, not yet, but the Intuitionist does. It’s impossible not to sense it. Not after the warning the King of Mesmerizers gave her.

You do not enjoy your first day at your first job when a war hero with voice says you’ll meet the devil soon …
















Acknowledgment

For The Cheat Code, I acknowledge the One—the creator of everything in all universes. I acknowledge only Him and no other liar and imposter god in the world. I acknowledge the way He designed my path that made me stand where I am. I acknowledge Him for making me ask the right questions. I acknowledge Him for making me seek the right things. I acknowledge Him for removing the lies that are intentionally mixed with the truth every time. I acknowledge Him for teaching me the words that strengthen my voice against the serpent. I acknowledge Him for showing me new concepts of truth every day. I acknowledge Him for sending me everyone around me—the ones who really help me, the ones who believe that they are helping me, and the ones who believe they’re taking care of me like the Pharaoh believed he was the one taking care of Moses!

The One from whom everything has sprawled can design anything. He can make you learn things from the best minds in the world only to prepare you for something completely different.

Things will repeat.

Every story that has ever survived will recycle, for they were being recycled already—in every era, in every generation.

I acknowledge the One who designs the best plots, stories, and ironies through mathematics. I acknowledge the one who wrote His latest Book using unbending laws of numbers—through the programming of words and letters.

The One is the only Guardian anyone needs.

—To bring the Age of Truth

Misba







Author’s note

If you like it, let me know.

If you think others should read it, spread the word about it.

If you want to know more secrets, find me.

I read what you send me.

I always pay attention to your voice.

I hear you.

“I’m waiting for the bus. Should I wait faster?” This part of the dialogue in chapter 37 of this book was told by Saad Manzur first. He said it to me over the phone when he was waiting for the bus after finishing some paperwork at DMV.

If you have something to tell me, contact me here— kushabooks@gmail.com.

www.authormisba.com

The ways you can support this series and its characters—


	Add the book to your social media shelves.


	Rate and review it wherever you can.


	Share quotes and highlights from it.


	Follow me on her social media accounts.


	E-mail her about any corrections or discussions.





Free review copies of this book and the next ones in the series become available in NOMAD’s app during the OFFER times. Just go to Google Play and search Nomad Books, and you will find the app.



To get news of BOOK OFFERS, be on her EMAIL LIST.

Facebook: @authormisba

Instagram: @misba_writesandpaints

Patreon: @misba

Art channel and news: #Kushaniverse
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