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				“While he was thus absorbed in contemplation and was observing the supernatural power, two other forms were generated from his body. They are still celebrated as the body of Brahma.”
			

			
				—Bhagavata Purana 3.12.52
			

			
				“Most people can’t cope with knowing more than they ask.”
			

			
				—Bryan Magee
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				Preface
			

			
				You, dear reader, and I are different persons. Nonetheless, we are one. And I mean it in more than just a kumbaya way. The oneness of our being is a fact. Yet, we are in different locations, and you read this after I write it, so how can that be? The key is to realize that notions like time and location, which we use to distinguish between us, don’t exist separately from our minds.
			

			
				Suppose these distinguishing notions—these differences—“inhabited” another world than our minds do. In that case, how could we plausibly explain that we perceive them as we do? Through a magical link between the “mind world” and the “differences world”? As long as we admit that we lack extrasensory perception, we must conclude that differences are produced by and for our minds. The distinctions between people are unreal conceptions of real present change. They cannot be known to exist beyond the present. Multiplicity is an illusion.
			

			
				Should you feel that this is . . . simply ludicrous, then you are certainly not alone! The insight that people cannot conceive reality at all is known as nonduality, and it is so counterintuitive that the mind tends to reject its own logical conclusion. Even Zen monks, who study nonduality, need ten to twenty years to fully realize it. Most people feel certain that the existence of the “outside world” doesn’t depend on their minds. Yet, upon scrutiny, we must always conclude that all we can ever think of is mind only. Our minds make us believe we can conceive a separate reality, but it’s an illusion because we can merely conceive our first-person experience. The conceptual, objective world of differences doesn’t exist since no one is a third person.
			

			
				Unlike the differences conceived by our minds, the present is not conceived by our minds but given to them. The instantaneous present cannot be doubted for lack of time—even when that present experience is doubt itself, as the seventeenth-century philosopher René Descartes taught us. The mind doesn’t create this immediate, “un-mediated” experience; it equals it. And what else is there of us but minds? Not our physical bodies since they must also be imagined by and for our minds. If your physical body existed separately from your mind, how could your mind become aware of it?
			

			
				The all-encompassing present is the only indisputable fact—if we want to understand the world rationally, so without supernatural storytelling, without trying to explain the inexplicable. You are reading what I wrote, so we partake in the same world, or better even, we are the same world—even when the persons we imagine to be will one day, inevitably, be no more.
			

			
				Those persons, those avatars our minds cannot help but imagine, are not existence because persons have some constancy while existence always flows and changes. For the same reason, life doesn’t equal existence, nor does death equal non-existence. Leibniz’s law of rational thought clarifies that entities with different properties are not identical.
			

			
				Dualistic worldviews are irrational because they require a supernatural connection between the mind and the rest of the world—acknowledges existential rationalism, the philosophy proposed in my 2021 non-fiction book Existential Rationalism: Handling Hume’s Fork. In contrast, the story awaiting you in this book is fiction: an adventure of mystery, drama, and romance!
			

			
				The thoroughness I felt Existential Rationalism needed didn’t result in an easy read. Reviewers were also hoping for more Tao. So, I thought I’d write a philosophical novella. The interpretation is up to you, but some hints might help—without giving too much away. My pointers may be too dry for your taste, but I promise it gets better once the adventure starts—to the point that I hope you’re okay with a few mildly less prudish paragraphs. You can also skip the rest of the preface or read it later.
			

			
				​Nonduality is about unconceived knowledge. Yet, language is necessarily conceptual. So, paradoxically, nondualistic metaphysics is best understood in contrast to the following titans of Western philosophy:
			

			
					
					David Hume, whose 1748 Enquiry incites to commit metaphysics to the flames since it doesn’t deal with matters of quantity, number, or experimental reasoning—while discreetly hoping the arsonists would overlook the metaphysics of that same Enquiry.
				

					
					(The early) Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose 1921 Tractatus claims that metaphysics is meaningless—save the Tractatus metaphysics, of course. His seven-chapter Tractatus wasn’t meaningless; he just had it spectacularly the wrong way around! The ultimate truth is not a methodical abstraction but the conscious experience that does the abstraction.
				

					
					Albert Einstein and his dualism. For example, in a 1930 dialogue with Rabindranath Tagore about the nature of reality, he admitted to religiously believing in truth independent of the human mind.
				

			

			
				​​​Zen philosophy opposes the views of these three gentlemen. It holds that the mind is truth itself—the second truth, a mind-independent reality, is a compelling illusion. Are Eastern and Western people fundamentally different? Or, could it be that Western dualism is . . . simply incorrect? Rational minds, averse to supernatural conjecture, must wonder how Einstein’s absolute truth reaches the human mind. Ironically, the one who gave us relativity couldn’t relinquish the dualistic objective-knowledge dream. 
			

			
				Today’s so successful science is heavily indebted to skeptical dualistic empiricism. As a lover and admirer of science, I agree that experimental verification is paramount. But scientific has nowadays almost become synonymous with skeptical. Supposedly, only experimentally falsifiable statements should be taken seriously, and metaphysics is considered an inconsequential word game.
			

			
				Seduced by its beauty, David Hume, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Albert Einstein exempted mathematics from their skepticism. Something as awe-inspiring as the Pythagorean theorem and the equations representing the laws of physics must be a peek behind the curtain of ultimate truth. This belief is as old as Plato. But is it justified?
			

			
				I promised you adventure, mystery, drama, and romance, and it’s about time I deliver on my promise. I must admit I enjoyed writing fiction. My unconscious mind could freely project on the characters, much like theirs project on their avatars. I hope you will also have fun reading it. ​
			

			
				We have limited control of our coming of age and share that fate with the remarkable bunch awaiting you in the adventure about to unfold. So, let’s leave the seriousness behind and tune in to the actors’ performances. Nothing left to do but to make yourself comfortable and enjoy the show!
			

			
				




		 


			


				Introduction
			

			
				The experience that has an opposite is not the real experience. The human mind is evolutionarily compelled to conceptualize the world and take these concepts for reality. For example, when asked what is the opposite of consciousness, many would answer something in the spirit of blackness or unconsciousness. However, blackness must be consciously experienced. And unconsciousness is the opposite of the concept of consciousness, which is different from real consciousness. To be aware of unconsciousness, one still needs to be conscious.
			

			
				You can probe your understanding of real consciousness by imagining its opposite. When you can intuit that real consciousness doesn’t have an opposite, you are on your way to finding Tao.
			

			
				道​
			

			
				 
			

		


		
			


				Prologue
			

			
				Does beauty ever keep its promise? To those who pursue or possess it? Her name is Shatarupa, but everyone calls her Sata. She is gorgeous—many still gasp for air when they see her. But she suffered for it, and others did too. I am only one of them.
			

			
				I have done something terrible and paid the price. I’ve robbed my father of his love! They gave me 30 years; I spent them in the Delhi Tihar Prisons. Last week, it was all over. . . . Walked out, a free man in his late forties. But I feel old now—shy, bent, broken . . . a shadow of who I could have been.
			

			
				Incredible as it may seem, I had gotten used to the harsh prison life. Never alone, foul-smelling food, the rats, the emptiness of all these hours in the stuffy, dark little cell. For most inmates, life was much worse than for me. I had guards looking out for me; my father had taken care of that despite what I had done.
			

			
				Now that I’m out, my life is incomparably better. But I’ve lost my soul in those endless miserable years. I no longer care about anything or anyone. Except for my sister. She never gave up on me. If I had a life at all, it was through her letters. Sata tells me everything! Does she because we’re twins? Could be—I don’t know or care too much, as long as her stories keep coming. 
			

			
				I want to dedicate the faint bit of spirit I have left to tell her story. They don’t give you writing equipment in Delhi jail—are you kidding? Finally, I can type up her incredible story and have something to get up for in the morning. She has lived for both of us, and I feel no envy. Why would I? We were together even before we were born. And deep inside, I know we’re still one, despite the physical distance.
			

			
				Finally, the world will know what has happened. We usually spoke Hindi at home, but I translated all conversations into English, including German ones. My name is Adam, and I’m about to tell a story of savage passion that started in the unlikely idyllic “Shangri-La” gated community I used to call home.
			

			
				—Adam Virinski
			

			
				 
			

		




				​VII.
			

			




				​​​​What is given cannot be taken
			

			
				The thick emerald foliage blocked most of the view on the valley’s colossal peaks. A few snow patches were still visible. The girl, rather a young woman, seemed oblivious to the magnificent environment as her hand rested on the man’s massive arm, gently guiding her through the garden’s delightfully winding paths. A cool mountain breeze played with the couple’s precious silky garments in colors almost as saturated as the abundant nature surrounding them.
			

			
				“Dad, you’ve got to stop following me!” Sata’s pursed lips contradicted her playful tone. “Ruchika says she saw you in town last night—we were just meeting with some friends.”
			

			
				“Oh, Shasha, can’t an old man be concerned with his princess daughter?”
			

			
				“Yes, of course . . . but you’re following me everywhere! Like when you showed up in the supermarket last week. You never go there! And you’ve got JT spying on me; I know it.”
			

			
				“JT is an experienced and discreet bodyguard—I’m sure he gives you all the space and privacy a girl of your age needs.”
			

			
				Bram Virinski recognized his Slavic zest in his daughter’s fiery eyes. But her graceful slightness and delicate bearing were definitely her mother’s. Bram had found his happiness here at the foot of the Himalayas, surrounded by the family he loved and who loved him—well, maybe his wife loved him a bit less than he loved her, but that was okay. His eyes betrayed the smile behind his full beard as he remembered seeing Sharada for the first time and his heart skipping a beat. . . .
			

			
				“But why doesn’t Adam have bodyguards? He has nobody following him and can do whatever he wants. Don’t you care about him, then?”
			

			
				“Look, he’s your brother, a boy. It’s still different here—the dangers are not the same.”
			

			
				“It’s not fair! You’re smothering me; I’m not a little girl anymore!” 
			

			
				“Enough about this.” Bram’s deep voice resonated between the garden walls, even when he spoke softly. “Let’s not spoil our walk; I do miss spending time with you as we used to,” and he gave her hand an affectionate little squeeze. 
			

			
				“But tell me, who were those two guys you and Ruchika were with?” 
			

			
				“Really, Dad, are you serious? You see, you’re spying on us!” 
			

			
				“You seemed to be having a good time.”
			

			
				“Oh, Dad, it’s not what it seems! We were having tea together . . . they’re just two boys we work with on our philosophy assignment.”
			

			
				“Right—uh-huh . . .”
			

			
				Sata skillfully changed the subject to one sure to divert her father’s attention: “Mr. Singh is such a cool teacher! He wants us to write an essay about the ethics of eating meat. He says that since we, as humans, know what we’re doing, there’s no excuse for taking the lives of other creatures—especially not when there are alternatives. But we’re free to make up our own minds.”
			

			
				“Sounds like it.”
			

			
				“But it’s primitive to eat animals! We can measure their suffering! They suffer just like us people. Mr. Singh says most people aren’t intelligent enough to get over their instincts. But he’s a good man because he says we shouldn’t blame but educate them.”
			

			
				“Did Mr. Singh ever read Schopenhauer to the class? I’m not saying he’s wrong to be a vegetarian, but he sounds arrogant, and some German philosophy might refresh your young minds.”
			

			
				“Oh, Dad, it’s not that bad. Mr. Singh never eats meat. He’s so inspiring because he says we should live by our convictions; otherwise, we don’t live authentically. He’s so authentic! If everybody just did what’s objectively right and trusted science, we could solve all the world’s problems. We should learn to work together and have faith. But people are so cynical that they don’t trust each other—because they don’t trust themselves! Dad, even you don’t trust anybody! Not even me.” She pouted her lips.
			

			
				Bram beamed—Sata was exactly like her mother. His heart just melted when he was with them, and he always gave them whatever they wanted. This colossal, grey-eyed immigrant who had made a fortune with his Indian outsourcing company, for whose authority many trembled, had not much to say at home. And he liked it that way. Whenever he entered the Shangri-La gated community and drove up to their secluded villa, he threw off his leadership role and gladly became a follower. He knew Sata didn’t take him very seriously, but he couldn’t help giving her advice.
			

			
				His chest rose as he deeply inhaled the crisp pine-scented air. Then the almost palpable baritone voice thundered through the lush garden: “Look, Shasha, kids your age are very impressionable. ​You love to believe that someone can tell you how to live—especially if it isn’t us, your parents. You have your whole life in front of you and need purpose. The more dramatic, the better! It’s okay to make choices and sacrifices if your heart tells you to, but you don’t need to prove yourself or please anybody to become authentic. When you do your best to be authentic, you’ve already failed! The truth is within your heart; if you pay close attention to what it says, you can always follow that feeling.”
			

			
				Sata’s brow furrowed as her lips parted—and then closed again. The sunlight played with her long hair, making it look golden, amber, and for a moment even dark, dark mahogany. Then she looked at her father, a little helpless. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dad.”
			

			
				“That’s okay, my treasure. Just remember that I love you. I will talk to JT about giving you more space.”
			

			
				“I love you too, Dad,” and she rested her head on her father’s shoulder.
			

			
				“Feels pretty authentic to me!”
			

			
				While they quietly relished their precious moment together, a bird of paradise landed on the wall surrounding the garden, tipping its head in curiosity at the delightful scene.
			

			
				Then it jumped and darted away when Bram’s voice roared again: “I hope the schools here will not teach you to feel guilty for existing—as if we need a justification just to be! Ultimately, we are instinctive animals too. Feeling shame and guilt for eating meat is fine, but it doesn’t make us better than other species. And if our intelligence makes us more special than other species, then we’d better use it! I’m glad Mr. Singh tries to be virtuous, but thinking we can live without sin is dualistic.
			

			
				“Does he understand this when he lectures the class with his ethical rules? Does he explain Freud to you guys—what guilt is made of and how it drives our thoughts? Nondualistic philosophy and psychology go hand in hand. It’s silly and arrogant to consider ourselves external to nature and to forget about great thinkers like Freud and Darwin . . .”
			

			
				There he goes again, Sata thought, rambling on and on about his favorite topic, philosophy. Graciously, she put her index finger on her chin and feigned interest in Bram’s monologue. He liked to hear himself talk and didn’t notice—or care too much—that Sata’s mind had already wandered off . . . to last night and its dark eyes, those strong arms, and that bright princely smile. . . . And what was that there, on his arm?
			

			
				After what must have been a few minutes, Bram’s voice resurfaced in her consciousness when he asked, “By the way, do you know where your brother is?”
			

			
				“You see? You don’t even know where Adam is! He might as well be in trouble or taking drugs, but that’s all fine with you,” Sata teased. Then more seriously, “This morning he told me he was going to hang out with his pals. . . .”
			

			
				✵
			

			
				Sata was right in more ways than she could have imagined. That morning, Tanmoy, Soumya, and I had gotten together. We used to go to town or Soumya’s uncle’s summerhouse on the weekend. But Tanmoy had suggested we’d go up the mountains instead. He was what you would call the pack leader, and we hadn’t asked why. It just seemed like a cool idea.
			

			
				Off we went with our sneakers, backpacks, and some bare necessities. After a long hike up, we arrived at a remote lake. The sun had already started its descent.
			

			
				“Let’s stop here,” Tanmoy said.
			

			
				Soumya agreed. “You bet, and I’m going to put on my fleece jacket; I’m freezing my nuts off! I’m hungry—what have we got?” Soumya was always hungry.
			

			
				“I brought some roti,” I replied. I took a package from my backpack and gave the dry roti to my friends. 
			

			
				Then we just sat there on the rocks and stared at the spectacular mountain lake while chewing our modest lunch, washing it away with water.
			

			
				“Now what?” Soumya asked, starting to recover from the climb. “I feel like some weed.”
			

			
				“Great minds think alike,” I said while taking the generous joint I had prepared for the occasion from my pocket. Using my hands and body to protect the lighter from the mountain wind, I lit up and took a drag. Thick smoke rolled up against the pristine blue sky when I passed it to Soumya.
			

			
				“Sweet,” said Tanmoy after he had also taken a hit, and we started to feel the familiar lightness of so many aimless days together. “Dudes,” he continued. “Look what I’ve got. A friend gave it to me. She says it’s from Nepal.”
			

			
				I was too lazy to look, but Soumya asked, “What the fuck is in that jar? Honey?”
			

			
				“They call it mad honey. Do we have some roti left?”
			

			
				I gave some roti to Tanmoy, who put his fingers into the jar and smeared what seemed like reddish honey on them, handing each of us a roti back. The sweet and slightly nauseating, lily-like smell wasn’t very inviting. 
			

			
				“What is that, man?”
			

			
				“Do you want to glimpse nirvana, my friends?” Tanmoy asked.
			

			
				“That’s crazy!”
			

			
				“My friend says farmer boys in Nepal eat this stuff when they are about to become a man.”
			

			
				“What does it do?”
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