

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Title Page

Prologue

{Batuba City, Balapasar, 2003}

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Make The Modern World

 

 

a NOVEL by H. C. Turk

 

 

 

 

 

• • • • • • •

 

©2003~2025 H. C. Turk

 

hcturk.com


 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

In 1803, Chinese opium merchants began growing crops on the island of Balapasar, a primitive nation known best for its ancient Temple City. Using gunpowder charges to clear a path through the dense forests, they planted their poppy seeds in fertile soil. Before the Chinese could harvest their crop, however, the monks of the Temple City conspired with nomadic inland warriors to drive the foreigners from their land.

The Chinese were led by a man who had brought his family to this formerly peaceful land. The Chinese were provided housing by the Denlek clan in exchange for modern treasures such as broken music boxes and cracked spectacles. When nomads armed with spears began killing the Chinese workers, a Balapasaran trader who had been petitioning the foreigners to willingly leave initiated an escape route to the nearest port.

The merchant’s daughter was one of four in her family who fled in separate directions when the nomads attacked. Because the Balapasaran trader had assisted the foreigners in trying to survive, his own family was slaughtered. The Denleks who aided the Chinese were also killed. The rest of their people became slaves.

Completing an arduous journey through the forests, surviving only due to aid provided by peaceful natives, the daughter arrived at the ship that would take her family to China. Her scant possessions included a Bible left by American missionaries. Though the girl did not share their religion, she loved that stack of perfect pages. Arriving at the boarding ramp, however, she was struck with remorse for having abandoned her family. How weak her spirit to fail the people she most loved in life!

As the girl turned to reenter the forest, the ship behind her exploded, sabotaged by monks using Chinese dynamite. Thrown against a post supporting an oil lantern, the woman collapsed, the glass chimney falling against her back. 

Waiting in their forest domain, a thousand or more nomads watched as the girl fell bleeding and ablaze. They waited for death to receive her. Desperately removing her burning dress, she revealed a series of cuts on her back that showed these warriors their nation, each puncture a site where foreigners had been slaughtered during previous centuries.

She did not see those thousand warriors bow to her blessing.

To stop the bleeding, the daughter pressed Bible pages against her wounds. After donning her singed dress, she began her greater journey. Because the nomads would not kill one blessed before their eyes, they ventured with her to the Temple City for further signs.

Learning that the “Blessed Fem” was being delivered to the Temple City, the Balapasaran trader entered the depths of his nation to retrieve the lost Chinese family members. Aided by compass and telescope, he gathered the remainder of the Chinese family, leading them to Monkey Mountain and the monks’ city. Upon arriving, however, he was sentenced to die for treachery.

Learning of this, the daughter reviled the monks for their barbarism, asserting that they harmed their very nation by following ancient, savage tenets. Since these tenets comprised the monks’ religion, they judged that the girl had blasphemed. They punished her by burying her up to her chin in guano. Instead of succumbing to the rancid fumes, she survived this burial of shame. Having been cleansed of her lies, she became the city’s truthsayer.

Enamored with the Blessed Fem’s courage and spiritual strength, the city’s prince vowed to wed her. In homage to the slaughtered foreigners, the young woman wore her same tattered dress, and continued to apply Bible pages to her wounds.

Since the monks still believed they should conclude the cleansing of their land, they brought the final foreigners to the sacred Glass Lake, the heart of their nation. As the monks, nomads, and foreigners gathered to determine the greater truth, the monks’ Initial Priest posed that most important question: How to end this ancient conflict?

The nomads answered: Finally, kill the foreigners and the traitors who support them.

To begin testing this truth, the monks executed the trader’s sentence of death. Standing alone on the lake of volcanic glass, the daughter watched her friend die at the hands of his own people. Wind slipping from the mountain blew a loose Bible page from the Blessed Fem, the sheet floating to the nomad leader, slapping against him. As the page flew, the young woman felt that its words flew into her heart: God would accept her into Paradise if, as Truthsayer, she answered the Initial Priest’s question.

“Ending the conflict by ending the killing will make a modern world of peace,” she cried, then stabbed herself in the heart with a knife of modern steel.

As the woman fell in death, the last Bible page dropped from her wounds. Recognizing a sign of finality, the nomads departed in peace. Recognizing the work of a sublime spirit, they wept for her loss.

Recognizing a metaphysical conclusion, the monks no longer pursued war. Following the young woman’s answer of peace, they allowed the Chinese family to return to their nation. In honor of their departed Truthsayer, the monks began tattooing their backs with the map of their land learned from the Blessed Fem, the markings white in honor of all those pale foreigners.

With decimated emotion, the city’s prince left the heart of his nation to found a new temple along the sea where his lost wife had first entered Balapasar.

The vengeful Chinese returned in a warship and demolished the temple with cannon fire.

Two hundred years after the Chinese failed to produce opium in Balapasar, Americans sought oil.

 


 

 

 

 

{Batuba City, Balapasar, 2003}

 

 

Chapter 1: 

Whisper Truths To The Damned

 

Connie Weston watched her best friend’s head blink. Leaving school, the only modern building in this district, the girls headed for the pedal-driven food wagon, and Akira turned on her hair ties, plastic bands with tiny batteries and LEDs that blinked pink and yellow and green. Everything about Akira flashed or chirped.

American-born Connie had much less style than her Japanese friend, and more substance. Akira wore a white sleeveless blouse and sky-blue denim jeans. In this heat, Connie wore her long hair tied back in a tail, but Balapasar was always hot. Akira wore tight clothing to reveal her trim figure, even as Connie wore loose clothes to hide her bulk.

Ten feet from the school’s exit, Connie began perspiring. She pulled at her cotton blouse.

“I hope they have something cold,” she said.

In this city of 12,000 people, Connie knew of few buildings that were air-conditioned apart from this school and the U.S. Embassy, where she lived. Shaped like an American convenience store with a raised-metal roof and stucco walls, the school had been built by a U.S. oil cartel. Some fifty students attended, all foreign. At sixteen and seventeen respectively, Akira and Connie were among the oldest.

A moped with two boys zipped away. The guy on the back was Connie’s sixteen-year-old brother, Jerry. The rider, Majda, was a friend who attended a school for Balapasarans. Majda waved and smiled at Connie, then sounded his horn. The honk resembled the sound a fat kid makes by cupping her hand beneath her armpit. Connie did not wave in return. Majda was so…slim.

“Mopeds are lez,” Connie scoffed.

“Shut up!” Akira shrieked, chortling loudly, then covering her mouth.

Several children collected around the food wagon. Stepping from her seat with its bicycle pedals, the food lady opened the wooden cart’s doors.

“How do you go this day?” she cheerfully greeted her customers. Balapasarans were always cheerful. Connie tried to smile in return.

She felt herself blushing because of a terrible thought. They all looked alike. Indonesians and Malaysians and Balapasarans all had the same faces. Connie didn’t want to be a bigot.

“We go happily, and I hope you do, too,” she blurted.

After giving Connie a strange smile, Akira said, “I am buying,” and reached into her shoulder bag. Dashing in black patent leather with chrome fittings, the bag resembled a binocular case.

Connie stopped abruptly to see the French guy approach. Though only sixteen, he was tall and seriously cute. But he was so serious that he ignored Connie while continuing past, though he might have looked at svelte Akira.

Connie had better boobs. Orientals were all flat-chested.

“I’ll have some sort of cold drink,” Connie told the food lady.

This woman wore a tight dress of raw silk and a flat rattan hat. These people were always comfortable.

These people: another bigoted thought. In this country, Connie was the alien.

“RC Cola hits the spot!” the food lady smiled, and handed Connie a bottle from a styrofoam chest.

Connie saw no other plastic in the wagon. Reaching for the bottle opener, she noticed bamboo boxes of fruit, and wooden shelves holding hot sates and noodles. Akira bought a fresh doughnut, and the girls stepped away.

The wagon seemed remarkably large for a vehicle propelled by a single woman, but these people were strong.

These people….

Akira fiddled with the cellphone dangling from her neck by a plastic strap. Cellphones didn’t work in Batuba. Finally, some screechy music sounded from the phone. Jerry listened to that kind of punky stuff.

After sipping from the semi-cold bottle, Connie pulled at her blouse to keep it from sticking to her skin.

“I am so sick of cotton, and hemp,” Connie said, looking down to her plaited sandals. “I’d die for a bolt of polyester.”

“Did you not return from the States with nice new clothing?” Akira wondered.

“Yes, but I bought them too small so I’d have to lose weight.” Connie then added in a swoon, “God, I can’t believe I didn’t stop growing at 150. I pray to the spirits these people worship that my weight stops here,” and she poked herself in the tummy.

“You’re not fat,” Akira said while pulling her doughnut wrapper.

“I didn’t say I was fat,” Connie squawked. “But that proves you think I am.”

“Oh, pooh, Connie. You’re not fat, and your hair is groovy! Everyone loves blondes.”

“Akira, my hair is light brown! Don’t ever call me a blonde. Being fat and blond will ruin a girl for life. Where did you learn to talk, anyway? ‘Groovy’?”

“I was watching a slasher flick on the satellite. Some very dumb teenage people were vigorously slaughtered.”

“Satellite?” Connie squealed. “You have a satellite dish?”

“Of course. Don’t you? How else would one watch the television in Balapasar?”

The two girls walked on the street, for Batuba had few sidewalks, and little traffic: tiny cars from Korea, mopeds from Taiwan, bicycles and pedestrians. No SUVs or pickup trucks. No Japanese compacts with forged wheels and rakish wings. Nothing cool.

After sipping her soda, Connie looked down to the bottle.

“My dad’s favorite. He never quite left the seventies. He used to smoke marijuana then. I guess that’s where Jerry got the habit. They don’t sell it in America any more.”

“They sell it here because your father is ambassador from your country,” Akira said while slipping on her reflective sunglasses. One lens was gold, the other silver. 

“If he weren’t, this school would have the accreditation of a barnyard. I’m graduating next year, and I am going to college in a real school in a real country: America.”

Connie turned to her friend with a universal look of longing.

“Akira, when we were in America last month, that was the best time of my life. The roads were long and all kinds of great cars were whizzing by, and people my age were driving them! You could go to parties and watch movies at theaters with ten screens, and the lights didn’t go off after dark. There were ball games and rock concerts and everything was right around the corner, not in the next village, because all of America is like that—wonderful.”

Everyone they passed looked and smiled. “How is your family and where do you go?” was the typical greeting. Virtually all the women wore hip-hugging skirts and wraparound blouses. Some of their shirts were tied above the navel, jauntily revealing tummy. The men were shorter than average Americans, and none wore knit shirts. Like their pants, their shirts were boxy. None of the people were fat.

“Connie, your America sounds like Japan. There are so many things to do. Even the small cities are filled with life.”

“I guess the real world is pretty much the same everywhere,” Connie mused. “The modern world.”

Connie then noticed a strange sound: silence. Akira’s tiny music box had died.

“The batteries must be no more,” Akira said while looking down to the device. “In Balapasar, they would say that this is a bad sign.”

Connie scoffed, “I pray to the spirits of righteousness that it ain’t.”

“Oh, Connie, you must be an atheist to mock another country’s religion.”

“Don’t be so lez, Akira,” Connie complained. “I’m not trying to mock anybody. I’m just hot.”

As Connie flapped her blouse and sighed, Akira added:

“But I am the atheist, if you are or not.”

“Get real, Akira. Atheists are afraid to believe in anything.”

“But we do believe. We believe that people know right and wrong without reading a book. And you?”

Connie then stopped and turned to Akira with a stricken expression.

“We’re not having a prom, are we?”

Akira stared blankly at her friend for a moment, then looked down to her handbag. Flipping open the top, she pulled out a device the size of a paperback book. She opened it to reveal an LCD display that showed trash.

In this movie, a woman sat on a chair while several men stood around her masturbating.

“Shut up, Akira, that is revolting!” Connie swooned.

“Somehow bukake is finer when the woman is white,” Akira claimed.

Connie felt her heart pounding. She couldn’t look, but could not look away. Since other people on the street noticed the mini-cinema, Akira closed her DVD player. She and Connie continued walking.

“The same as having an ambassador for a father,” Akira said, “having a wealthy merchant for a mother is good. My parents import these niceties at very large expense, and I have no one to share them with.”

Connie stopped as though shot, her eyes going wide.

“Of course, you only have me,” she squawked, her lips trembling.

A man riding a goat cart nodded his head in passing. Was he displaying politeness or disapproval? The fruit he carried smelled like sex.

“Connie, this is the language,” Akira insisted. “I meant nothing unkind. You are my finest friend.”

“What you meant is that your finest friend is a lard-ball with an eight-track in her dash,” Connie yelped, then ran away.

Holding her cellphone in one hand and her purse in the other, Akira trotted behind her American friend. Heavy Connie wasn’t moving that quickly.

She just wanted to go home. The embassy was only a few blocks away. She remembered America from last month too well. Wherever she lived, America would always be her home.

The pedestrians on her side of the street looked to her with surprise. Then they stared in shock. Connie slowed, seeing a woman rapidly lift her skirt hem to her waist, then run from Connie as though chased by demons. For underwear, the woman wore men’s briefs with a sports logo. Connie stopped as horns blared along the street. Cars squealed to a stop, sliding as the drivers stared at Connie. No, they stared behind.

Connie lost her dumbfounded lethargy and whirled around to see a knife enter Akira’s chest.

A man wearing only white pants held a knife scarcely longer than a chopstick. He was Balapasaran, well-muscled, bald, distinguished by a complex, virtually white tattoo covering his back. The only bald Balapasaran men were monks, and the White Monks were a legend. Despite his demonic activity, this man evinced no hateful expression as he raised the blade again, Akira dropping to the street with a snap of her skeleton, a high-tech device fractured by a fall.

Akira’s chest spat out blood against her blouse and slick handbag. Not Akira’s bleeding or her spastic twitching struck Connie breathless. Turning to flee, Connie retched at the sound of a demon’s nail entering her friend’s body.

The only people who stared now were buildings removed, and they hid behind doorways. The cars retreated, engines racing, as Connie ran. She only wanted to go home, all the way to America, since the spirits of horror had proved that she now lived in Hell.

She could not place those sounds: shifting feet, hard and horrid breathing, stifled cries. While running, Connie saw the city as though she floated above, the buildings static, only Connie in motion, but she moved too slowly. Too frightened to look behind, Connie rounded a corner, hoping to gain Jastakair Road and another hundred yards of safety. That sound of metal penetrating flesh was now at her back, in her back, Connie hearing that horror with every step.

Connie saw no other person on this narrow side street. Only two blocks from home. She felt a type of relief because the next scream came from far behind. Akira had not screamed while that knife ripped her heart.

Passing a clearing with a vast sinkhole that had never been filled, Connie looked right, south, to see the greater nation. In the distance, she saw marshes, then dense rainforest, the great peak of Monkey Mountain at Balapasar’s center showing a bit of snow and clouds. Connie looked because she saw a flash of bright metal, perhaps chrome on a moped. Could somebody help her?

Nowhere in this glimpse did she see salvation. Hearing footsteps behind, Connie turned to see dark skin following. Dark skin on a man. White pants. Though not near, he approached. Connie could run no faster. She was too heavy and the very air choked her until she gasped, and she longed to be utterly quiet, though the demon knew her exact position, since he would soon achieve it.

She did not see the blade, but felt it rising behind, above. She heard that sound of deadly entry into flesh. Soon to feel it.

Though running along a smooth road of clay, Connie stumbled. But she did not fall. Connie felt that she was running through the rainforest. Vines and roots at her feet impeded her flight. The buildings seemed to be trees or volcanic mountains offering no protection. And she was dizzy and tears filled her eyes and she could only breathe in shallow gasps. She could only drag her feet, though she hoped and prayed that she was still running, but terror filled her mind so completely that she could not know.

She knew home upon arriving. Yes, immediately ahead lay the temple. No, no, she lived in a newer building: the United States Embassy. Dripping with tears and perspiration, so filled with emotion that she could not distinguish terror from relief, Connie arrived at her home and could not enter. Either she was so depleted that she could not find the door, or the embassy had been transformed into a building that would not accept her. She tried to scream, LET ME IN, but the only sound she made was a childish blubbering. Then she heard the sound intensely, because the weeping came from another, stronger source. Someone deeper in the forest was moaning, this sound a call for murder, a cry of war.

Leaning against the stone wall, waiting for death, Connie felt a type of punishing release. She thought and felt in a type of self-communication that might have been a prayer: I’ll die in this miserable land a coward, because I left my best friend behind.

All in endless seconds, Connie arrived and fearfully looked behind. Again she saw that white tattoo, a map of death directing Akira to the afterlife. Seeing that knife enter Akira, Connie felt herself following, on the way to final rest.

Connie had not considered Heaven. She only wanted to go home. But isn’t Heaven the greatest temple, where ghosts whisper truths to the damned, informing them of salvation? 

You have to die to enter Heaven.

Not prepared to venture that far, Connie inhaled an endless breath of courage, turning to run back and help her friend as the White Monk seized her from behind.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Heroes To The Future

 

“Who were you waving at?” Jerry asked Majda as the two rode away on the moped. “Are you hitting on Akira? Man, she is so cool.”

The boys spoke English. Jerry knew Balapanese, but didn’t like it.

“Jerry,” Majda admitted, “I admire your sister.”

“Isn’t she sort of…big for you?” Jerry wondered. “She’s really a good person, even if she is fat.”

Jerry was stocky, not chubby like his sister. Everyone in their family had brown hair. Everyone in Balapasar had black hair, except some of the jungle bunnies you never saw. That was good; they were cannibals. In that ’hood, you couldn’t even get a date unless you had a shrunken head for your babe.

“Oh, Jerry, your sister is like a Baroque painting, flowing and graceful.”

“What? You been to the Louvre or something?”

“No, the Prado. Have you not?”

“No. I was at a drag racing museum in America. Zero to 300 in four seconds. You ought to see them rods.” 

Noticing brilliant green between buildings, Jerry turned to his right—north—catching a glimpse of the ocean. The beaches were great here: deep and wide, though the sand was a little gritty. But the boys weren’t heading for the beach. Short-men lived in the jungle.

“Majda, do you think we’re going to see any short-men?”

“Perhaps. If not, we still have the smoke,” Majda smiled, tapping the bike’s seat.

In Balapasar, a guy only had to hide his stash from his parents.

Looking for wild things while smoking grass. Short-men: ape-like primates who walked upright, their hides as pale as Caucasian skin. Perhaps they were some kind of rip-off from America, Jerry thought. Balapasaran Bigfoot.

To avoid the slimy sea fruit dropped from trees at the street’s edge, Majda drove down the middle of the road. In America, some soccer mom would run your butt over in her SUV. Jerry’s mom walked to work. Their family didn’t own a car.

Majda slowed while traveling through the city’s densest area, skirting the Avenue of Art. Along this broad street, women danced in ancient costumes, men wielded life-sized puppets, and gamelan orchestras set up a percussive din that hurt Jerry’s ears. Soon in the clear again, the boys headed downhill, now on a dirt trail, continuing to the marshland at the city’s edge, and the dense forest beyond. The jungle.

If he began walking, Jerry understood, he could live forever in the rainforest, with its wealth of wild food. But only primitive tribes lived in the nation’s center. At Balapasar’s exact center, Monkey Mountain sat in volcanic ash surrounded by sulfur pools bubbling hellish fumes.

Majda turned off the trail, directing the moped along the edge of a reedy marsh. Waterfowl honked like cars, but were not disturbed enough to fly off. Jerry couldn’t imagine the snakes and poisonous toads just a few feet away.

Jerry stepped off the moped, and Majda lifted the seat, reaching for the waxed bag in the storage area.

“Do you have trouble getting gas for this?” Jerry wondered.

Majda looked up, shaking his head.

“Yes, but not forever, because the Yankees bring their oil wells.”

Jerry smiled to see that Majda had already rolled the cigars: thick, loose leaves not holding marijuana, but hash. Soon he noticed nothing but that fine fragrance entering his lungs.

“Man,” Jerry said, trying not to cough from the intense flavor, “we could make a fortune selling this stuff in America. With all of your righteous spirits, the most righteous thing about your country is its weed.”

The boys continued smiling until the short-men arrived. Beyond the marsh, movement came to the shadows of dense trees housing countless birds and bugs. The boys saw countless patches of pale hide, and both stopped smoking, because neither dared to breathe. Looking carefully, they blinked, stared, and dared to whisper.

“Those are men, and not short,” Majda said.

Jerry noticed that the waterfowl had gone silent. The squirrels didn’t chirp or scamper up branches. Even the insects seemed to have retreated.

“They’re tall and have dark skin,” Jerry whispered, staring. “What is that white stuff all over them?”

“A type of cloth I do not know,” Majda admitted, “or paper.”

They saw scores of tall, dark men wearing sheets of some pale, patterned material. Did the boys view a row of men, or an army numbering in the hundreds? Did these men look toward the two boys, or disdainfully ignore them?

Dropping their cigars simultaneously, Jerry and Majda stepped to the moped and discreetly rode away. Jerry looked back, but the dark men did not follow.

Now Jerry understood why he had been told not to enter the forest. Not because he would be bitten by a toxic frog the size of his head, but because the forest was populated by a race of fiends.

No longer interested in childish thrills, the boys returned to the safety of the city, the security of the modern world.

• • • • •

In the U.S. Embassy’s second-story office, Raymond Weston sat with two Americans and a liaison from the Balapasaran government. Raymond found it odd that all of these people were virtually the same age, late forties. Did middle-aged people truly run the world?

Raymond sat behind his desk, back to the room’s sole window, which offered a broad view of the city. Raymond’s wife, Ellen, had just left with the refreshment tray. Except for a filing cabinet of pine that had been made in Taiwan and Raymond’s painted-steel desk, all of the furnishings were bamboo or rattan.

Of average build with light-brown hair and a long face, Raymond had the moderate demeanor of a diplomat. In this room, everyone was a type of politician, including the monk.

“Prasida has been a friend all these years I’ve served in his beautiful nation,” Raymond told Beverly and Phil. “He will be responsible for the ceremony where your contract with Balapasar is announced to the world.”

“Here here,” Phil said with a huge smile, lifting his brass cup of red tea to his associates.

The drink wasn’t quite cold. The refrigerators in Batuba were decent, but the electricity did come and go. Soon they’d get a new power plant, one with diesel generators.

Phil’s partner offered a more formal toast.

“Here’s to the great people of Balapasar for allowing UNNOIL to help this great nation get its petroleum from the ground and into every average home.”

Smiling, Prasida lifted his cup to Beverly. His words concluded the toast.

“May you go with God,” he concluded in excellent English, nodding his head in that typical, near-bow of his people.

They nibbled a salad of rice and fresh fruit with spices. Only in Balapasar had the Americans eaten cold rice with fruit, but they did not complain. The food was delicious, though quaint.

“It’s funny that you mention the deity,” Phil said to Prasida. “Wasn’t this embassy constructed on the site of a monastery?”

“Two hundred years ago,” Prasida explained, “the Temple of Life at this site was destroyed by Chinese cannons. They destroyed the building, but not the foundation, which is made of spirit, not stone.”

Raymond smiled mildly before speaking.

“That’s why Prasida likes to spend time here. His second home is an ancient temple.”

Prasida nodded in virtually a bow, a gesture of agreement.

“I sense spirits here,” he said brightly to Raymond. “They are old and fine, but none more beautiful than the spirits of your family.”

Bright light from the broad window filled the room. No artificial lamp burned at this time of day. Beverly looked up to the ceiling fan, which turned smartly only to slow, then stop. She fanned her face with one hand, though a cooler breeze from the ocean pressed the curtains apart. The air-conditioner had quit working again.

Beverly was a handsome lady with an average physique, reddish brown hair from a bottle, and fully functioning deodorant. Raymond and Phil wore short-sleeved dress shirts and ties. Prasida wore a light, squarish overshirt with a standup collar. Beverly noticed that he also wore a tee shirt. In this country, tee shirts were usually worn by wealthy teens.

She wore a knee-length skirt, dark and formal. Her polyester blouse clung to her skin. She wanted to take a shower, or go swimming. The best part about concluding this deal would be returning to America. Airplanes are air-conditioned.

“Will the party be at night?” Beverly suddenly asked. “It does cool down a bit after sunset.”

“Yes, in the evening,” Prasida replied.

“I heard that the king might be there,” Phil said.

Prasida nodded his head, but not in affirmation.

“The king will not likely attend, though certainly the prime minister shall.”

“Throughout history, the monarchs of Balapasar have been reluctant to accept foreign trade,” Raymond mentioned.

“I know it will be a wonderful party,” Beverly told Prasida. “Your people are so good at ceremonies.” And Prasida replied:

“Ceremonies are the spirits of mankind’s acts.”

“What a beautiful phrase,” Beverly quietly stated. “I hear the term ‘spirit’ a lot in this nation.”

“My people use the term to mean ‘essence,’ not only holy soul,” Prasida explained. He always seemed to be on the verge of smiling, though the full expression rarely arrived.

“Yes, the Balapasarans have many spirits and signs,” Raymond noted. “If you listen with your own spirit, you can learn a great deal from them.”

Standing to stretch, Phil viewed through the window. After a moment, he looked closely to the street’s far side.

“Are we seeing a good sign or a bad sign?” he wondered.

Raymond turned as Prasida stepped to the window. Looking out, he saw a puppet show, a common art form in Balapasar. But this drama was twisted. In the art of the life-sized puppet, the master concealed himself behind his puppet’s hide-thin body. But Prasida viewed a puppet master facing his large doll. A scrap of paper had blown against its face. The puppet seemed to be arguing with its master.

Prasida nearly understood, but not even scholars knew all of the nation’s story.

“Mom!”

The voice of a boy came from downstairs. Though not hearing a desperate sound, Prasida followed it, accompanied by the remaining adults.

Jerry’s last words to Majda had been: “I’m not saying anything about it. They’ll either think we’re nuts or know we’ve been smoking.”

Ellen approached her son without pause. Mothers know the sound of their children’s distress. She had her hair tied up in a bun, and wore a cotton sarong of bright patterns. Ellen was a slimmer, forty-two-year-old version of her daughter.

“What’s the matter, Jerry?”

“Uh, is everything all right?” he asked, unable to conceal his anxiety.

Ellen sniffed.

“What have you been smoking?” she asked mildly.

By then, Prasida had discreetly approached. He had a more pertinent question for Jerry.

“Where is your sister?”

“She’s on her way back from school. She’s not here yet?”

The next sound from outside made the Americans’ skin crawl. A distant sobbing came, mocking the cries of people who had lost a war.

The only Balapasaran inside responded by translating the weeping into a prayer. Calmly removing his outer shirt, Prasida began a chant that should have been soothing, but his sound of weeping was from a culture and era that the Americans could not fathom.

Prasida continued his chant while removing his tee shirt, revealing elaborate skin. His back held a white tattoo of such complexity it seemed readable, like a newspaper. Then he ran with effortless speed from the room.

“Judas Priest,” Phil wheezed.

“Wrong spirit,” Raymond said, and followed the monk.

Raymond found Prasida in the kitchen tearing at an unused fireplace for cooking. On his knees, Prasida pulled aside the fire brick, revealing a single broad stone. No stains from cooking marred the smooth surface. Neither monks nor disciples cook on a shrine.

Bent before the stone, Prasida continued staring until his chant overcame the war weeping from outside. Then both sounds stopped, and Prasida ran as though driven by a demon, or driven to reject a demon’s approach.

“Raymond?” Ellen cried, her sound another type of prayer.

Raymond grabbed his wife’s hand and moved behind Prasida, who stood at a side door. The Americans did not step near. Prasida needed room to pray.

The door was locked, and the handle held no key. The door’s glazing resembled the type of glass made in centuries past from melted sand, so thick and distorted it perverted the view. Peering through, Prasida believed that he saw his land as it had existed prior to this city’s construction. Running over raw earth, a foreign girl arrived only to look over her shoulder. Why, he might have been witnessing that immortal story of the Chinese girl captured by White Monks, looking back to read her doom in the Bible, then….

Prasida leapt from the floor to crash the glass with both feet. Before settled on the floor, he began reaching through the opening, grasping Connie, who faced a knife blade coated with her best friend’s blood.

Prasida pulled her inside as the people behind cried, gasped, or momentarily forgot how to breathe. They had not seen the girl until Prasida touched her with his prayer.

Though Connie was cut along her back by the glass, she entered with her body and spirit still connected, not separated by death.

The two entered alone. Repelled by a stronger spirit, the killing monk could not overcome history, could not penetrate the past.

Disaster is history that mocks the worst eras by repeating their pain. Scholars who repair the present by averting this mockery become heroes to the future, and to their friends.

Connie proved herself so expert in history that when she turned to see another White Monk grasping her, she embraced him completely, blessing Prasida with that most personal type of prayer.

Across Balapasar, the modern world continued to recede in the centuries.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

Melody Of Ending

 

Since the embassy had but one telephone, Connie, Jerry, and Ellen stood in Raymond’s office as the former called Batuba’s sole hospital. Jerry stood as far away as possible. He didn’t want to hear bad news. Connie said only, “Yes, I understand,” and the like, but Jerry thought he also heard her sniffling. He spoke loudly to his mom.

Staring at her daughter’s back, Ellen clutched a large box of packaged cereal made in America.

“You don’t have to get that kind again,” Jerry blurted.

Ellen barely looked at him. Didn’t she see a red stain on Connie’s blouse? Had her stitches pulled loose? Intense weeping will do that.

“You can get something simple, without all the honey-coated raisin glazing crap.”

“Akira Osawa,” Connie said more intensely into the telephone. “Her name is Akira Osawa.”

Though Ellen had lived in this country for over a decade, only in that moment did it strike her as odd that the telephone handset was connected to the receiver with a cord. 

“She’s what?” Connie said softly. “You expect what?”

Increasingly anxious, Jerry looked toward the box before speaking again.

“Why do they have to put those stupid animals with hats and sh— and crap on cereal boxes? Why does everything from America have to be a cartoon?”

“Hello, she what?”

“Jerry,” Ellen told her son without looking toward him. “America leads the world in food production.”

“America leads the world in cartoons,” Jerry insisted.

“You like cartoons, don’t you, Jerry?”

“Are you sure?” Connie whined.

Then she went silent, though her shoulders moved up and down as she replaced the handset. Yes, she was definitely bleeding again. Ellen handed her son the cereal box, then moved to her daughter.

Even after yesterday, she was still a girl.

“Sweetheart?”

“I was just in the hospital yesterday, but they wouldn’t let me see her, she was in such terrible shape. My cuts are nothing.”

Connie’s anima then exchanged her sorrow for surprise.

“But they think she’ll be all right, Mom. They really think she’ll be fine.”

Then came the shouting.

“Yes!” Jerry hollered, jumping from the floor as though leading cheers. “She is so fine. That proves those damn spirits of righteousness are for real!”

Connie turned, sharing a grand smile with her mother.

• • • • •

Though not the largest building in Batuba, the Government Affairs Center was perhaps the most beautiful. Patterned after ancient royal residences, the building had been fashioned mostly of rock-hard kusam wood, the severely sloping roof emulating the inverted hull of a boat whose prow and stern reached for the heavens.

Inside Prime Minister Garendi Sriwigare’s office, Raymond, the Prime Minister, Beverly, and Phil discussed the greatest financial agreement Balapasar had entered in its history.

“I think Prasida should be here,” Raymond had to say.

Garendi retained the pleasant expression of his countrymen, despite arguing.

“Prasida is one of those accursed White Monks,” he declared. “Had I known this, he would never have been part of our negotiations.”

“I don’t have any problems with Prasida’s religion,” Phil said for himself and Beverly. “We’d like to hear his opinions.”

They would never forget his prayers.

“Prasida saved my daughter’s life,” Raymond insisted.

“But another of his brethren tried to kill her, and nearly killed a Japanese girl.”

“Garendi, Prasida was ousted from their Temple City for marrying a Japanese girl years ago,” Raymond declared.

Their refreshments consisted of hot coffee and cinnamon rolls imported from Tokyo. Akira’s mother was the merchant.

“No matter,” Garendi said, waving his hand dismissively. “The ceremony we had planned must be canceled. We cannot risk further disruptions, and further injury.”

“We agree,” Phil replied, looking briefly to Beverly. “We can sign the final papers and make the announcement from this office.”

“I also agree,” Raymond added. “We don’t need any complicated arrangements. We’re only talking about the rights for preliminary exploration. It’s not as though UNNOIL will begin digging wells tomorrow.”

Beverly then crossed her legs and pulled her spine perfectly straight. The men turned to her.

“I think we should all be under police escort.”

“I think that is going too far,” Garendi stated mildly. “There have been no further incidents in the last twenty-four hours. Besides, Batuba has so few constables.”

Raymond stood to look through the window. Viewing the ocean, he saw foreigners walking peaceably along the beach.

“In all my years here,” he told the others, “I haven’t heard of even a mugging, until yesterday. I lived in a trailer park when I was a kid in the States, and it wasn’t this peaceful.”

“What are we arguing about?” Phil demanded. “Let’s conclude our business like professionals and quit worrying like children. We only need to sign some papers.”

“It is not quite that simple,” Garendi reminded him. “King Jastakair has to place his chop against the document. We might have to venture to the palace for that.”

All three Americans frowned; Garendi tried to smile. Seated behind his desk, which was crafted of Manabayan mahogany, he twiddled his thumbs. Before the rice and freshwater prawns arrived, Garendi’s secretary entered with a message. She handed Garendi a scroll sealed with wax.

“This is how our King Jastakair communicates,” Garendi described. “Our king never utilizes the telephone. I believe that Kraton Palace has none.”

After unrolling the scroll and reading, Garendi could not conceal his disappointment.

“We will not have to travel to Manabaya and the palace,” he reported with feigned pleasure. “The king arrives this very evening to place his seal against the documents.”

“That’s great,” Phil beamed.

“However, the king will arrive for the ceremony as originally planned.”

“There we have a problem,” Beverly asserted. “That means all of us will be inside a building that is readily accessible to the public, at night.”

Speaking personally to Raymond, Phil wryly stated:

“Parliament doesn’t have to worry. The White Monks only kill foreigners.”

Raymond and Phil smiled to each other. They were politicians.

• • • • •

Prasida checked the oil in his moped before leaving. After wiping his hands on a paper towel, he entered his house, stepping on the moat of glass shards. Though only a few inches deep and one pace wide, the moat would repel a certain cult from history, formerly his brethren. Prior to his wife.

Even their home, with its post-and-beam construction and folding interior screens, was more Japanese than Balapasaran. Entering, he bowed to his wife, who smiled broadly, covering her mouth with one hand.

Sanae wore a kimono and no shoes. As the two embraced, Prasida mussed her short hair.

“Too short,” he told her in Japanese. “Too modern.”

Sanae bowed at the neck.

“Too hot,” she said.

Their five-year-old son ran past, chased by his six-year-old sister. Each held a plastic airplane, swooping and soaring past Mother’s knees and Father’s thighs. In this war, the parents were mere landmarks on the battlefield.

No fair. His B-25 was no match for her F-16.

Sanae’s father had seen the Enola Gay.

After dressing for the ceremony, Prasida had instructions for his children.

“No playing outside until further orders from the general,” he told them sternly.

The children saluted before rapidly hugging him, then flying off to another engagement in the skies.

Since she planned on speaking divisively, Sanae bowed to Prasida before asking:

“Why is it, husband, that you dress informally for the ceremony of politics?”

He wore black pants, a loose shirt of the deepest burgundy, and navy blue sneakers.

“Wife, all parties involved determined that I should best not attend the ceremony, considering that madness from a brother the previous day.”

She stepped near to straighten his collar, though his shirt had no collar. She patted his upper chest.

“I would know of your purpose in order to share your burden,” she said quietly.

He grasped both of her hands. Those fingers against his chest made him think of spiders. He kissed one of those spidery digits.

“I remain outside the pavilion to greet and bless my friends as they enter and leave, even as I bless and greet you now, my wife and love.”

Their kissing was brief, the following embrace longer and exquisitely deep.

Prasida left with no further political discussion. Stepping to his moped, his feet crunched across the moat. Only demons feared the glass.

• • • • •

Though Raymond could smell salt in the air, the breeze seemed impossibly clean, though warm. Even after the sun had disappeared behind the horizon, leaving only a reddish cast to the lower sky, the land retained its heat.

Raymond looked down from the pavilion’s veranda to see Prasida arrive on his moped. Constables immediately confronted him. Though some of the men bowed their heads, only Prasida smiled. He did not retreat. Raymond could not discern their words, but the sound of a hot discussion came to him. Finally, the constables stalked away, leaving Prasida to look around, then up.

Raymond had to set down his drink in order to raise both hands in greeting his finest friend in this country. As though another cheerleader, Prasida returned Raymond’s greeting, the men sharing wordless regard. Prasida then stepped away, and Raymond turned to the king.

The ballroom of the Batuba Pavilion of Rite was rather small for being the most important conference site in the capital city. Raymond looked past ambassadors from eleven nations, including those whose consortiums had not been awarded the petroleum contract. Finally, he looked to King Jastakair, who sat on a portable throne. Made of golden woods and encrusted with gems, it must have weighed hundreds of pounds. Raymond wondered how it had been delivered: by pickup truck? Manpowered barge?

In his sixties, Jastakair had a headful of long, lustrous hair, though the black hue came from macassar oil. He wore tight pants, his ankles encircled with chains of beaten gold, like metal ribbons. His vest of plaited gold and silk strands seemed inches thick. Seven times seven times seven green and azure jewels adorned the royal cap.

Jastakair was surrounded by seven of the king’s sentry, seven children, and three wives, seven and three being magic numbers. Though Parliament had prohibited multiple wives, the king was not under their jurisdiction.

Shortly after Jastakair arrived, Raymond had greeted His Majesty. Raymond’s back still hurt. This king expected one knee to touch the floor when a foreigner offered salutations.

The constables stationed at every door wore simple uniforms of a silvery blue. This nation had no military, and the local constables were not armed. They didn’t even have radios. They wore diagonal bands across their chests, like school monitors at an American bus stop.

Passing members of Parliament who stood chatting or listening to the small gamelan orchestra, Raymond stepped to the entry, where he greeted Akira’s mother. After bowing to each other, they clasped all four hands.

“My family is so terrifically relieved,” she began, “now that Akira is—how you say?—away from the woods. And to think that your Connie could have also been a victim.”

“We have been blessed to survive this terrible ordeal,” Raymond said quietly, “and I pray that the madness has ended.”

The two separated, Raymond wondering what party he had to placate next. Not the UNNOIL folks. Standing by the punch bowl, Phil tried not to smirk. Looking at the fermented punch’s bubbles, Raymond understood his next task. He had to visit the latrine.

The Pavilion of Rite was an open structure patterned after an ancient Temple of Rite, situated on the same site, though the modern building had no entry shrine. It did have two restrooms, both with running water, though no hand dryers.

In passing, Raymond winked to Phil, who waved for the ambassador to approach.

“Ray, someone just called me a ‘shore snob.’ Should I initiate litigation for slander?”

Raymond had to smile.

“It’s not that bad, Phil. Balapasarans who live inland call people who live by the ocean ‘shore snobs.’ Supposedly, seaside dwellers consider themselves special because the ocean connects them to the greater world. But inlanders don’t think having access to foreigners is patriotic.”

“Oh,” Phil said thoughtfully as Raymond walked away. He did have to visit the sandbox.

Beverly stepped beside her partner, and the two spoke quietly for a moment. Their job was over: they just negotiated contracts. But the rest of UNNOIL’s personnel would have quite a battle on their hands.

“This backward damn place,” Phil complained. “What if that stabbing bullshit gets hyped? Can you imagine the security we’ll require to build our fields?”

“What union would allow their people to work in an area that requires armed guards?” Beverly added.

Phil grinned, bending his head to conceal the humor.

“That’s not a problem. We won’t be hiring Americans.”

Raymond was washing his hands when he heard the first shout. The wordless sound came from a man in the ballroom. Then the entire second floor began to shudder, as though bearing a great weight. Raymond cracked the restroom door open and peered through as the screaming began, followed by gunfire.

The ballroom was filled with tall men who wore only loincloths and pieces of newspaper glued to their bodies. Raymond saw clan members from the nation’s interior, nomadic warriors who had been peaceful for over a century. Something had inspired them to retrieve murderous history. Moving quickly, the nomads stabbed people in their torsos and faces, but only foreigners. Phil looked down to a wooden handle sprouting from his abdomen. He reached for it, as though curious, while collapsing. Beside him, Beverly wrapped both arms around her head, which did not prevent a spear from entering her face between left wrist and right elbow. In those few seconds of staring, Raymond saw a Chinese representative pull a handgun from his jacket and commence firing. Three nomads fell before their brethren silenced that semi-auto and vanquished its bearer.

The building shook from the sound of thumping bodies and terminal gasps. All the noise was now behind Raymond, who ran to the window. Pressing his face against the glass, he looked down to see three more nomads run inside. Raymond then jerked the lid off the nearest water closet and threw it through the window. After looking out to see where he might fall, he stood back to leap through the opening as the sound behind him increased. The restroom’s door had opened. Raymond jumped toward grass and sand, his body suspended in midair as a short spear with a stone tip slipped over his shoulder, continuing past, toward Prasida.

Prasida seemed a contortionist or juggler as he brushed the spear aside with one arm while extending the other to aid Raymond in falling. Both men collapsed with intense grunts, but both rapidly stood in the soft sand. Looking closely to Raymond, Prasida made a gesture and began running. Raymond followed.

From behind, one nomad looked through the broken window, then leapt through. He was no White Monk historically fearful of glass. Rising immediately, he began running after the two escapees, but could not catch the fleeing moped. A modern man would have raised his rifle and shot them in the back.

Modern men use newspaper to wrap fish, not murderers.

Above the moped’s revving engine, the pavilion’s sounds came to the two men, all gasps and grunts, final breaths performing a melody of ending.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

Clean The Floor

 

Downstairs in the embassy, Connie sat on a wicker loveseat, looking between the front door and that side entry whose window was now nailed shut with boards. She barely gasped when a sound came from behind.

“Connie?” her mother asked. “Why are you downstairs alone?”

“I’m waiting for Dad.”

“He’s not due back for quite some time. Jerry has a new DVD. Would you like to watch it?”

“Is it something exciting, horror or war?”

“Well, sort of.”

“Then I don’t want to watch it.”

Ellen sat beside her daughter. Connie’s feet were bare. Ellen wore the same fuzzy slippers she had owned for years, brought over from the States.

“Mom, I’ve really learned something. Something about…Akira.”

“What is it, sweetheart? I hope it’s something good.”

“I learned that I will never be frightened like that again.”

“Connie, when terrible things happen, you have to be frightened.”

“Not like that. I went running through the streets with my arms flapping like a chicken. I didn’t know where I was going or what to do. I only worked up some gumption two seconds before that bastard almost stabbed me.”

A horrible noise from behind caused the two women’s hearts to thump out of time.

“Geez, Connie, what are you going to do next time?” Jerry scowled from the stairwell. “Spank the bad guy?”

“Jerry, we don’t plan on this ever happening again.”

“That’s good. Am I watching this movie by myself? You’ll really like it, Connie. The bad guys get wiped out for killing the nice people. Just the way it ought to be.”

Connie then looked directly to her brother and asked, “Am I fat?”

“Fat? What does that have to do with watching a movie? You’re not real fat.”

Turning to her mother, Connie said:

“See, Mom? I’ve learned not to fear the truth. The truth is that I am fat, and my brother is a prick.”

Dumbfounded Ellen could only stare at her too-modern daughter.

“Geez, Connie,” Jerry griped. “I didn’t say you were ugly.”

Continuing with her wisdom, Connie added:

“But I’m not real fat, and he’s not a real prick.”

“Connie.”

A perturbed mother’s tone of voice. Connie again turned to her brother.

“Jerry, if you’re ever in a war and your friends are getting killed, you won’t want to wipe out the enemy, like bugs. Do you know why not?”

“Because that’s not the way the movie ends?”

“No, because you’re a prick, but not a real prick. You’re a good guy, and good guys don’t make things worse.”

Connie turned to her mom with tremendous self-satisfaction. Jerry ascended.

“I’m watching the movie,” he groaned. “I won’t get trashed watching the movie.”

This time, Connie let him leave. She stared at her mother with a beatific smile.

“You don’t like kids, do you?” Connie asked quietly, her voice nearly a squeak.

“What?” Ellen demanded. “Connie, what’s got in to you? Is your back hurting again? I’ll bet you’re feverish.”

Ellen reached to her daughter’s forehead, but Connie intercepted that hand. Pulling Ellen’s wrist down, Connie held her mom’s hand in her lap, patting her fingers. Like a kid.

“You really didn’t want to have children, did you?”

“Connie, what are you saying? Why are you talking like this?”

“I heard you and Dad talking about it years ago, and I never forgot.”

Ellen then pulled her hand away from Connie’s in order to grasp the girl’s temples, staring deeply into her eyes.

“I did not want to have children. After you and Jerry, I certainly did not want to have more. But do you really think I could want anything in life more than my babies?”

Connie reached up to take her mother’s hands in her own while replying.

“No.”

Connie spoke no further word, but she and her mother shared a smile so intense they had to laugh aloud.

From the top of the stairs came a faint sound.

“I’m throwing up if you don’t stop that mush. I’ll put on rap music and porn, I mean it.”

Connie and Ellen turned to go upstairs and watch the movie, but were interrupted by Raymond’s return.

They recognized the sound of a moped, which stopped abruptly in front of the building. As Jerry ran downstairs and the moped zipped away, the door opened, a fiend entering.

“Raymond?” Ellen blurted, standing as though jerked up by the hair.

“Geez, Dad, what happened to you?”

Only Connie stared silently. Raymond’s hair was messed and full of sand, his clothes disheveled, and his face had a look last seen when Connie entered the building backwards across broken glass. Connie knew that Prasida had saved their family again.

Despite his distress, Raymond locked the door behind before speaking.

“At the ceremony…. There, this clan of nomads overran us. Their…spears. I don’t, I don’t know if anyone is still alive.”

Though trembling, Connie turned to her brother with a secure voice.

“Jerry, let’s make sure the doors are all locked.”

Now standing nearby, Jerry insisted:

“I know they’re locked. I’ve been checking.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Raymond stated, his voice steadier now. “Prasida said the monks won’t let the clan warriors desecrate the temple. We’re safe inside.”

“Oh my god, Raymond. How many were there?”

“Dozens, a hundred. More.”

“If they wanted to enter,” Ellen added, “could we stop them?”

Raymond turned to the nearest window.

“No,” he replied, and bent to brush sand from his hair. Grains fell like ancient, desiccated rain.

“Daddy,” Connie asked, “if we’re safe inside, why didn’t Prasida enter with you?”

Ellen and Jerry looked to the windows while Raymond lethargically brushed sand from his clothing. After a brief look of confusion, Connie entered the kitchen.

She proceeded to the fireplace, that ancient, open box. After the White Monk’s attack and Prasida’s prayer, no one had replaced the fire brick on the shrine. The stone was so smooth and perfect that Connie might have been looking at a mirror. Reflected here were people suffering alone. When Connie and her father had suffered states of deadly solitude, Prasida had delivered himself to them. Now she saw Prasida alone.

Connie did not know how to pray, but she was learning. Never again would she be so terrified of death that she would ignore the tenets of life. How can you expect help from others if you will not help yourself?

“Connie?” Ellen called out from the adjoining room.

Raymond entered to see his daughter opening a door leading to Hell. He began running before his shout.

“Connie, what in the world are you doing!?”

He ran near and grasped her shoulders.

“I have to help Prasida,” she stated plainly.

The door remained open a crack, Connie’s fingers on the handle, her father’s hands on her arms. The air that entered was warm, heavy.

“How can you help Prasida?” Raymond demanded. “He’s the most able person I’ve ever met, and we’re just average people.”

“I know how to pray,” she scoffed. “Prasida taught me with his hands.”

She looked down. Raymond still grasped her arms. He might have left bruises. Less than two days before, Prasida had grasped her more completely. In her heart, he had never let go.

She patted her father’s hands and tried to pull away, but he would not release her.

“I can’t let you go out there!” he hollered. “That’s insane!”

“Connie!”

The sound came from her mother as a gasp. Raymond had heard similar gasps as the final sounds of good people, their ultimate prayer before greeting the afterlife in silence. In solitude.

“I don’t think you can stop me,” she told her father with a strange half smile: half loving, half desperate. “I know the story better than you.”

Wielding an energy worthy of Prasida, Connie pulled herself from her father’s grasp and entered the darkest night of the nation.

In unison, the orchestra emitted their melody.

“Connie!”

As though condemning him, Ellen glared at her husband. She had never seen him so angry. The two stared at each other as though at war. Though a good guy, Jerry was no hero. He felt utterly lost.

“I can’t let her go,” Raymond wheezed, “but if anyone else steps outside while I’m gone, I don’t know, I don’t know….”

The same as his daughter, he was learning.

Neither Ellen nor Jerry could bear to lock the door behind.

• • • • •

Batuba at night was no rollicking city. Typically, only a few bicycles and pedestrians traveled the streets. Tonight, however, Connie saw the expected emptiness. Not a moped or car passed, and she was the only pedestrian. The silence was perversely incomplete. The slow wind’s hot breath brought sounds. Distant, from another era, sounds that were human yet inhumane, being reactions to the demonic acts people hide within religious beliefs.

Connie had learned how to run along these streets. She did not bother to slip along in the shadows, because demons hide in the dark. She ran down the middle of each road, moving swiftly while looking around, determined to find the next horror before it found her. Again she failed.

Prasida’s lovely house was several blocks from the embassy, toward the beach. Connie felt no dramatic success to arrive without accompaniment by an inland warrior. But Prasida’s moped lying on its side seemed a bad sign.

She had only visited here a few times. Prasida’s wife was the nicest lady, though their kids were rather wild. They were perfectly silent now.

When this father entered, he had not bothered to lock his door behind. Not considering knocking, Connie entered the house, which was lit room to room by incandescent bulbs in a type of Japanese lantern. Though parting her lips to call Prasida’s name, Connie could not emit a sound. Her heart beat as though falling, falling, and she tried not to pant. She continued past the lights until arriving at blinding darkness.

Upon stepping behind Prasida in a bedroom, Connie remained silent, because she did not want to interrupt his prayer. On his knees, Prasida bowed before the objects of his worship. Nothing ancient in life was so worthy of his esteem as these items whose years numbered five, six, and forty, sums never to increase on earth.

Connie then learned what horror on earth could surpass the bloody dead body of a child. That child’s bloody dead brother, and their mom.

For the briefest moment, Connie passed out on her feet. When she came to one blink later, she felt that another era had passed. Despite her recent experience, her claimed confidence, she had much to learn about fear. Had the nomads attacked at that instant, Connie would not have been able to move. Not to save her own life, or her immortal soul.

When Raymond arrived minutes later, he saw Prasida standing with Connie. The Balapasaran displayed a smile that Raymond hoped he would never, never see again, a smile generated by incomparable sorrow.

Minutes later, Connie’s father left alone.

Connie’s new era brought knowledge, maturity. Death can teach a girl so much about living. Connie learned that murdered people don’t neatly pack themselves away into coffins. In his astonishing generosity, Prasida blessed Connie that evening by allowing her to help him clean the floor.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

Another Loser In Life

 

“I want you to consider how much you love me,” Raymond told his wife upon returning home that night.

In that moment, Ellen felt scant love for her husband. Raymond had returned alone.

“Raymond, where is Connie? Where is my daughter?”

They stood chest to chest. No words from Raymond would satisfy Ellen as she stared at him. But Raymond, having learned wisdom from one blessed, had begun answering her question before words came to her lips.

“From this moment on, do not pass a moment without considering your love for me and Connie and Jerry. Whatever happens, nothing else will endure. But I promise you our world will never be the same. Darling, I had no choice but to leave my daughter while she helps Prasida clean up the remains of his family.”

“She is what?!” Ellen cried, literally cried. Her entire body trembled as though a seizure would follow. “Connie is doing what?!”

Jerry stood on the stairs. He couldn’t speak, and really didn’t want to listen.

“Ellen, I can’t tell you how wonderful I feel to understand that now I admire Connie as much as I love her.”

Raymond had to step away. He had to sit. He had been running across half of the city. Though previously a small city, Batuba had become somehow infinite.
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