















[image: ]

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.
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