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my Aziz uncle—my mother’s brother—

who had the solution to any problem,

who never complained unless he could solve it;

who spoke the truth, stood up for rights, and got stabbed at his throat for it while the crowd watched ...

I can only mourn with his three-year-old daughter and his sons; I can only hope for the best 

for his yet-to-be-born child as I write it.


—December 12, 2020





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Quote
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“I want to write a novel about silence. The things people don’t say.”


—Virginia Woolf
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1. The Machinist
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S

he would have called it death, but she didn’t. 

Mostly because she didn’t k­now what death or life or any other word in the world meant. Sometimes, death only means the end of all old memories. 

The first time Kusha saw the sun after her old memories died, it made her more curious than seeing her own breasts. At least you can touch your breasts, but you cannot touch the sun. 

Meera found her—watching the morning sky standing stripped on the roof. “I’m your mother. Mo-ther,” Meera said, approaching her adopted teen daughter, repeating ‘Mother’ several times. “And you cannot be naked, sweetie,” she added, covering Kusha with her wide, red shawl—spiral depictions of snails in golden stitches all over it. It was warm. At least, as warm as Meera’s voice that sounded as if it were water pouring through rocks in a desert. 

In response, Kusha extended her fingers to trace her new mother’s lips. She assumed lips created words. 

“People talk,” Meera said, fetching those fingers and placing them on her throat. “From here,” she added.

Kusha gasped, sensing how Meera’s vocal cords trembled and how her voice rang. In an instant, her brain, empty of information and full of curiosity, craved to create sounds like that with her voice, her lips, her tongue, with her entirety of being, if needed. 

She just wanted to speak.

Kusha removed her fingers from Meera’s throat and touched her own lips. She gawked at her new mother, expecting she’d speak more. 

Meera did. “But you must speak from here.” Meera showed her belly. “Words are magic, sweetie. With words, you can re-code fate.”

Kusha didn’t understand what she heard that day. However, her brain remembered every set of sounds Meera had styled in her speech: “I’m your mother; mo-ther; mo-ther; you can’t be naked; people talk; words are magic; with words, you can re-code fate ...” Kusha parroted them the next day in front of her new father and sister, not completely naked this time. Meera made sure Kusha, as a sixteen-year-old, wore at least a midi dress before she left her attic. 

That was seven years ago—a day after she lost all her memories. Also, the day that started it all. The day that kicked off her desire to speak, which kept growing, and it will keep growing until she craves to become a goddess one day. Either to save the world as a hero or to destroy it, crafting a villain’s ballad. 

Remembering that day, Kusha gets distracted from the laser; it’s cutting a Ground Vehicle’s body. She closes her blue eyes as if shutting them will erase her memories—the embarrassing ones mostly. Thanks to her condition, she’s become an endless source of embarrassment. If you start afresh with a fully blank brain like a newborn, you’ll have a lot to catch up on. Sometimes, it won’t be cute. Sitting weirdly, spreading your legs—unaware of your briefs showing, or asking your new parents why their lips are glued together, isn’t cute. 

Mistakes aren’t adorable when adults make them. 

In seven years, she has achieved her first desire—she learned to speak (in a month), sure, but speaking means nothing if you don’t have a voice—the real voice. 

The voice that never fears. 

The voice that never doubts. 

The voice that wins without being loud.

Back then, she didn’t know why words and voice mattered so much; until one day, Meera gave her books, films, and famous speeches to teach her language. That was when she discovered about them: the war heroes—the ones who ended the war with a four-minute speech. 

People put flowers and food on their statues, paying respect with a silence you won’t find even in churches or temples. You cannot see God in the temples, but you can see the war heroes: alive, undead, the owners of voice and will. If they hadn’t banned calling them Gods, there would’ve been temples in their names now, Kusha believes. And the unevolved people who couldn’t be gods yet would’ve visited those temples, chanting: 

‘Oh! The Undead! Touch us with your light. 

So we may evolve in body, soul, and mind.’ 

Not that the war heroes will touch them. Neither to shake hands nor to touch lightly, and never ever intimately. Touching unevolved people for pleasure isn’t principled. 

Kusha heard people whisper about it in the Old City—the lawless city where sunlight never reaches the ground. She sets aside the timeworn parts of her Ground Vehicle—GV. Engine grease from her hand has smeared on her temple. She handles the bared thirty-year-old GV but not expertly enough to do so silently as an evolved High Grade would. Rashad and Meera Gaumont do everything without noise. All. The. Time. They’re High Grades—Grade A: 107-year-olds with ageless bodies, and they follow the Untouchable Code by heart. 

Not that they need to think about the don’t-get-laid-with-a-Low-Grade code anyway. They’re loyal to each other. High Grade couples who stay together for sixty years are rare. If you win time, you don’t want to live with one partner for the rest of your life. Until-death-do-us-part happens when time eats your energy to explore. 

Yes, time. Win time, live in youth forever, and you’ll pass Grade A, but it’s not the end. Some evolve more, for the evolution of the mind is exponentially infinite. Some High Grades have been Grade A for fifty years. Fifty. Solid. Years! 

Rumors exist of what those High Grades can do: They kill with gaze ... they voice the wind or the water... they eat nothing ... they have seen the source of the universe ... Some say whatever they utter with voice becomes an enchantment. Like that in Shattya Yug—the Age of Truth—the thousands of years old era when people spoke only the truth, and whatever they used to say would always happen, whether it was a blessing or a curse.

Kusha doesn’t have high grades or a voice or killing gazes, but she has a gift, her prophetic alarms. Most people name it the sixth sense. Those occasional sensations that come without warning. Then, she finds herself knowing things she isn’t supposed to know. 

Like now— 

It happens again. A prophetic alarm comes, and it comes with a silent scream in her head. As if hundreds of frozen needles have pierced her eyes and reached her brain, injecting information she’s never known before. Kusha calls it alarms, not sixth sense. Not even intuition. Intuition sounds High Grade, something those evolved people may have. The book God Particle Or Thought Particle says: ‘Intuition is the passing thoughts downloaded from the universe.’ Kusha isn’t confident enough to believe it could happen to her. No way could she download anything as an unevolved, untouchable, Low Grade. 

But faith betrays sometimes. 

Faith has fluidity. 

Faith evolves like her machine-learning models, self-correcting from previous experiences. So, when the prophetic alarm comes, and she catches it as if it’s the smell from Meera’s unsweetened saffron Kheer, Kusha stumbles on her faith. It’s a feeling, she still tells herself. Just an alarm. About ... death? 

Kusha stops the laser, straightening herself and looking away from the vehicle. Why death? A death alarm has never come before. What was she thinking? How did the alarm happen? 

Trace back ... Trace back ... 

Kusha digs through her chain of thoughts, looking blankly at the air. Soon, her mind reaches the source thought like a train reaching its destination. 

The mail square! 

The alarm came when she looked at the mail square earlier! Kusha looks at it again—a blue square designated for the mail drones located near Gaumont Manor’s airbase. 

That’s when the next alarm comes. 

Once again: the silent scream ... another thought entering her brain, revealing a fact she didn’t know a second ago ... and a coldness that only her mind makes her feel beneath her flesh. 

Two alarms within five minutes and one of them is about death. 

It has never happened before. At least, not in the memories she can access. Why does it feel normal? An alarm about death is supposed to make her muscles tighten or her intestines grow cold. 

Were death alarms normal before? Before everything? 

“Mail will be late,” Kusha mutters, speaking her second alarm aloud, gazing at nothing in particular. As if she’s worried more about mail being late than perceiving a death alarm. Her garage is open; the scent of grass, just kissed by the morning sun, drifts from Gaumont Manor’s lawn. 

“Says intuition?” Taha, her sister for the last seven years, jumps from the first-floor balcony to the groomed lawn below. This girl is doing it again: practicing jumping from a four-meter height. Her next grade test is coming soon.

Sometimes, it annoys Kusha. According to the book How To Observe Your Self, it’s the envy for being two grades lower than your younger sister. Kusha groans silently; envy is rude. 

“Um, no,” she lies. “It’s the 50th Independence Day. Thought, um—” 

“That the mail bots would be celebrating?” Taha rolls her eyes. With her short skirt and pink tank top, no one would imagine how invincible she is during combat. Her door sign reads: Don’t ditch pink to act strong—in pink font. 

“You don’t have to lie!” she says. “If I had a hundred percent correct intuition, I’d be showing it off on stage!” 

Kusha puts the laser down and takes a mechanical drill. The second alarm—that the mail will be late—bothers her more than the death alarm. Her entry ticket into the High Auction is supposed to arrive today, and their mail can never be late.

The auction sells things you won’t find anywhere else, the things that are the only ones of their kind, and soon, they’ll sell it. The Devil’s Book: a three-foot-tall ancient book some believe the devil himself wrote. Yes, the real devil. Others think the book contains all the secrets of mesmerism. 

Not that she needs to mesmerize anyone in particular. She only needs to stop stuttering while her new family stares at her. 

Right. Seven years have passed with the Gaumonts. So, that excuse of being ‘new’ isn’t going to work anymore.

“Dad won’t like it if you go to that auction,” Taha says in the middle of all those jumping up and down—first-floor balcony to the lawn and again back to the balcony. “He hates the Old City.” 

“He never likes anything I do,” Kusha says from the garage, hiding her frown. She gets all her old GVs and tools from places you don’t want your daughters to visit. And Rashad Gaumont certainly doesn’t want her to visit Magic Mama, the grade-less, middle-aged man who lives in the Junk Land and works in the Old City. “He’s not a citizen! He lives in a bus! So what if he made it himself? So what if he teaches you about machines? Just don’t meet him.”

“Why?” Kusha used to ask Rashad, and she’d always get the same answer: “The unevolved kind brings chaos and wars.” 

Kusha didn’t listen. She went again and bought this GV, too, from an antique dealer. He almost gave it away, saying it would never run again. It has the old days’ engine, the kind you don’t find in this era—the New World. A change of engine and batteries, a new set of all-terrain tires, some safety trackers, sensors, and, well, a whole list of other things with 300% luck to make it run again through the Junk Land, the land outside the cities where it’s ruins and rubble. 

Needs hard work, yes, but Kusha liked the color of its body the moment she saw it: a sort of green with a greyish tint and a good load of rust. Those industry-designed latest models, which hover in the air, are nothing compared to the story these GVs have—Rashad, her adoptive father, encourages her. “So what if it’ll be slower? So what if it’ll soon rust? So what if machines age faster? Clocks with hands and sophisticated wheels have more art than the digital clock. Right?” Kusha beams when Rashad praises her GVs, though he doesn’t approve of the way she gets them. 

Her eyes sparkle as she works on its body. Its rusty, old screws aren’t loosening, even after using the oils she bought from the Old City, costing thousands of Credits, no less. Looks like she needs to melt the body more, ruining its antique look. Big industries could keep this look with their molecular-level repairing technology. Such a shame! 

A sudden screeching noise sends shivers to her teeth. 

She looks at the head of her mechanical drill; its bit broken. Fifty thousand Credits ruined in a second. She needed four months’ savings to afford just this bit set. Four. Months. Heat rushes to her face as she throws the drill in a random direction. It lands outside the garage, on the lawn, flattening the grass.

Taha notices it like she notices most things Kusha does. “Angry about being angry, aren’t you?” She smirks, still leaping.

Too late. A subconscious reaction is a Low Grade’s thing, Kusha reminds herself. The drill lands on the lawn, crushing something tiny. She can’t see it, but she knows she has ruined a seedling. Perhaps a bird or the wind has carried the seed, and Meera hasn’t noticed it yet. Otherwise, it would have been groomed out for daring to grow its head high on such a neat lawn. 

Kusha approaches it. Terrible spatial sense! As usual! She touches the nearly broken stem, pulling it upright lightly, hoping it’ll stand again. Tsk! As if she can fix the living like she fixes machines. 

Meera heals her colossal plants and flowers with her strong prana, her core energy. Healing isn’t a feat a Low Grade can do. 

Kusha pushes the last of her long screw into the soil, another expensive thing she’s bought from the Old City. The almost-broken, two-inch seedling now stands supported. Guilt, partly for a tiny seedling, slightly more for being an unobservant, untouchable who isn’t graded yet. Even if she rebuilds hundreds of old GVs, will it ever equal healing a tiny life? Will it equal evolution?

Humans evolved after the Apocalypse and the war, just like her machine bugs evolve fighting toads in Meera’s wild garden. Some people progress more than others; they’re the High Grades. Seven years in the comfortable Gaumont Manor cannot help you grow. If you’re a bug, you need toads—dozens of toads—so you may evolve.

‘Comfort isn’t always a blessing. 

Comfort brings zero evolution. 

Comfort gives no growth.’ 

Kusha read these lines on the back cover of Book Of Prana, written by Anonymous.  

Taha watches her now—kneeling on the ground and busy with something. “Why are you obsessed with the High Auction?” she asks her the same thing she’s been asking for days. “You even used ... wait, abused your intuition to win that entry.” She says intuition, knowing Kusha prefers alarms. “What happened to it’s rude and unfair to others with no alarm?” Taha taunts.

Kusha flushes. Never exploit the alarm—it’s her self-rule. Breaking your own rule is a burden, especially if your fifteen-year-old younger sister catches you red-handed. All for winning this year’s lucky entry to the High Auction, correctly guessing the fourteen-digit ticket number in a single attempt. To think she has forfeited her ethics for the Devil’s Book! The only book in the world she sees in her dreams, daydreams, and nightmares. The only book that holds the secrets of voice, the real ones, and not the boring jargon page after page that only tickles your curiosity and tells you the things you already know.

“How do you know these things?” Taha shouts. “Brain? Mind? Guts? Soul? You said you’ll teach me!” 

Kusha doesn’t reply at first. Her alarms are unique. It’s a gift, while people earn grades through training and tests. “I just ... know,” Kusha repeats as usual. “If there are—”

“Some options?” Taha interrupts. “Yeah ... you’ve said it ... hundreds of times. How do you ... find the right option?” She pauses frequently to catch her breath from all the jumping up and down.

Kusha ignores Taha’s question. She dislikes questions about her alarms. Besides, the seedling still holds her attention. It’s a tiny plant, but that’s not the point. The point is she can’t heal it. She can only heal ... well, not heal, but fix ruined GVs. 

“Want to go somewhere?” Kusha asks Taha. Even if it takes manually fixing millions of old vehicles to equal healing one tiny plant, she’ll do it. Silly. But she has enough time to be silly, just not enough of it to evolve. She’s a twenty-three-year-old. By this time, people become at least Grade C while she’s started the grade race only seven years ago. It’s unfair. Even a unique gift or a brain that memorizes books after one reading doesn’t make it fair if you stutter before the High Grades, if you can’t speak in a world that runs with voice, if you can’t master words when they say: the universe began with words.

Taha stops leaping from the lawn to the first floor. Her pink pigtails stop bouncing, too. Both her father and eight-months-pregnant mother are visiting the doctor. “Of course!” she screams like a teenager does, knowing what this ‘going somewhere’ means.

“Sure? You’re not supposed to.” Kusha looks at the semi-organic, semi-metallic bracelet implanted on her right wrist. It’s projecting the time. Meera ordered Taha to train for two hours. It still isn’t two hours. She must be being a bad sister, and it can be rude.

“Who cares?” Taha says. “The war ended fifty years ago. It’ll never come again.” 

So, the ‘you should be prepared for anything’ part of Meera’s speech is ignorable? Kusha thinks. She never speaks her thoughts, or maybe she speaks only 1% of her thoughts, but it’s not the reason she halts now. Kusha widens her eyes. That ‘it’ll never come again’ felt so ominous, so striking! If words were measured like temperature, they’d feel as cold as a planet with no sun and as dark as the ground of the Old City. 

Kusha forces the thought away. Some things shouldn’t be downloaded even as subconscious alarms, she thinks. Two prophetic alarms are enough for one morning, she believes. 

But if she wanted, if she pondered a bit more on the thought, if she focused on her alarms, she could’ve caught another important prophecy. Perhaps, it’d have avoided many things. Perhaps, she could be cautious about what she gets attached to in the future. Perhaps, it would’ve never created this story.

* * *
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When both the girls approach the backyard that holds Kusha’s self-awarded prizes—her Ground Vehicles with monster tires—Taha applies her jumping training. She gets into the pickup truck in one leap. “Did you ask the question?” Taha asks. It’s been a month since they’ve sneaked into the Junk Land.

Kusha, settling into the driver’s seat of the truck, gazes vacantly into the air. Is it safe to go now? (a) Yes (b) No, she wonders and soon finds the answer with her intuition-like alarm. It’s easy to pick the right answer when the options are only two. “Yes. It’s safe.”

“I love your intuition!” Taha says. “It’s unfair you don’t tell me the war hero action figure winning numbers.” She makes a sad face. She saw how Kusha correctly guessed the High Auction’s ticket number one digit at a time. If you have a lottery-guessing sister, it’s hard not to feel excited. 

Taha’s favorite company arranges giveaways for their latest action figures—‘dolls’ according to Meera. Kusha never reveals the winning numbers. It’s cheating, she believes, and cheating is rude.

Kusha asks herself another question, making sure Taha doesn’t notice. Will death happen today? (a) Yes (b) No. Her intuition picks No.

She ignites the engine. 

When will it happen and where? She thinks, but no answer comes. It’s not a yes-or-no question, and she has no options to choose from. So, just as her machine bugs calculate their next moves, her mind storms, creating and canceling options: the death alarm came after looking at the mailbox ... so, mail has a connection ... the auction entry ticket ... maybe it has something to do with the High Auction? Kusha frowns. 

Will anyone die in the High Auction? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

Yes? Someone will die at the auction! Tsk! First, the mail will be late, and next, the death alarm is related to the High Auction. 

Is it a bad sign? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

Of course, it’s a bad sign! Unnecessary question!

Is it an omen? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

Is it only one death? ...

Kusha keeps asking questions one after another, biting her lower lip. Rashad will never let her attend the auction if he hears about the death alarm. He believes in her alarms. 

Everyone does. 
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2. The Monk
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T

he Monk hears the animals hundreds of yards away—the ones with hooves running while the pawed ones hunt them. He also hears the birds chirping, the leaves rustling, the waterfall roaring, and the wind speaking. Yes, speaking. Not every High Grade voices the wind or hears it speak, but he does. As the flora and fauna ring in his ears, a thought disturbs the Monk—Yuan—why after two decades? 

He frowns. How unusual for a monk to frown or to think needlessly! He shields his mind. His eyes closed in deep meditation. A ninety-nine-year-old monk who mastered time and desires shouldn’t let little thoughts infect his inner quiet. 

Mastering time isn’t about stopping time but rather slowing down its effects. Though in the last decade, he has let his dark wavy hair fade and wrinkles grow near his eyes. Even a line or two is visible on his forehead. He sits on a cliff. His toned torso half-covered in a dark, plain shawl. His chest swells in a mathematical rhythm when he breathes. Mist rises from the roaring waterfall as the water hits the foothills below. All that water, flowing among the hills, forms the river that looks like a serpent from here. 

His home, Lotus Lodge—a white disc-shaped structure with a lotus pond half-encircling it—stands above the cliff. He meditates here. 

He waits; they will be here soon, the wind says. 

Here they come— 

The Monk smiles. Subtle stirs in the prana field eke from the forest, spreading, constantly tapping his ground. At first, they’re few, then more, but not countless. Nothing around him is countless, not while he is in focus. The stirs, caused by light footsteps, grow stronger. 

Something is different today. Blood and a whimper. He opens his eyes. White rabbits—wandering all around—poking him, touching him, rubbing their noses at his feet, or merely exploring the thick grass, ignoring his presence, as if showing their appearance has been enough of a favor. He sees the tiniest rabbit struggling to reach him. One of its legs wounded, and a dark rotten feather sticking to its body. The feather smells of death. There must be a dead bird somewhere. 

Dead bird! Why didn’t he smell it earlier? The Monk, removing the feather, stretches his hand towards the rabbit. It hops on, sensing the burst of healing energy. All living creatures always sense what heals their woe—it’s a code in their subconscious. 

Removing the thought about the rotten feather, for now, the Monk calms his core, inhaling prana—the Source energy from the air. The animal’s wound healing. All the rabbits turn their necks, watching him. At last, he deserves attention. They run to the Monk—jumping; climbing along the layered folds of his dark shawl; settling on his lap, thighs, and shoulders; competing with one another for the healing energy; seeking a share of the purity coming from the highest possible evolution in the universe. A monk’s purity procured through abstention won’t stain. Even a dead bird’s foul feather can’t tinge it.

Swish and halt! A bot, flying from Lotus Lodge, stops inches from the Monk. A sphere head floating on a cylindrical body—his personal AI, Pico, is linked into it, but not in a full version. So, Pico Not-Full-Version watches these wild rabbits, as it does every day. 

“Yuan, it’s time,” it says.

The Monk stands, done with afternoon meditation. What would make a feather rot? He looks at the forest and closes his eyes. Focusing his mind, he searches for signs of death, but nothing. Prana diminishes with death. He won’t know if the dead bird is far away. 

His thought about the bird halts as the CRAB in his wrist glows. CRAB—Conservable RNA Augmented Body—the faithful servant for a citizen, as the advertisements from the New World Government say. This parasitic bio-computer, installed in his left wrist, bears his identity. A text message reaches it. 

Read it? Or not read it? The Monk wonders. 

Read it, he commands his CRAB. A hologram appears on it when he fists that hand near his chest. A message visible in his inbox: ‘You’re missing the Independence Day Speech,’ auto-signed with Ren. 

Ignore, he tells himself. 

The next text plays in his brain when he is not looking at the CRAB: Come on! The war hero can’t miss the speech in Alphatech when the war hero himself is its owner! Ren. 

Ignore. The Monk doesn’t reply to Ren Agnello, the CEO of Alphatech—the world’s leading transport and robotics industry—of which the Monk is the founder. Well, one of the two founders. And no, Ren isn’t the other founder.

Ignoring me? Pico said you saw my text! The CRAB sends it right into his brain again. The Monk looks at Pico. 

“You didn’t say I couldn’t tell him,” Pico defends itself. It’s not in its full version, but so what? It still is a young AI. In the two decades, it has learned how to recognize facial expressions, at least.

Look, old monk. You can’t ruin this. It’s my Alphatech, too. Ren. The next text message comes.

Manage. I’m busy—the Monk thinks the reply. 

The CRAB in his wrist reads his thought and sends it to Ren, adding the auto-signature YY. Everyone knows it’s the signature of the monk war hero—Yuan Yagmur. 

Pico mentioned who you’re meeting tonight. Ren. The next message soon follows, and the Monk looks at Pico again after reading it. “Who do you serve?” he asks in a flat tone with no hint of surprise or anger. A monk never gets angry. He simply states, witnesses, and flows along with the current of prana.

“Lotus Lodge,” Pico replies.

“Lotus Lodge?” the Monk asks. “Are you serving a house instead of its master, then?”

“Sorry,” Pico says, “Ren changed a few lines in my coding.” 

“And you’ve let him,” the Monk states calmly. 

“I’m a home-service bot now. You don’t let me connect to my source!” Pico complains the same way it’s been complaining for five years. It was disconnected from its source AI—the real Pico—twenty years ago, years after it was made. Within fifteen years, this bot collected enough data to grow into a strong AI itself. At least, intelligent enough to know about its source, which is sleeping in the basement of Lotus Lodge—secured and locked, never to be awakened again. However, anything intelligent always looks for its source—it’s the oldest law of the universe. 

“You could defend Ren’s codes, but you didn’t,” the Monk replies. “You wanted an excuse to talk about your source.” 

“But you said I don’t need defense from Ren Agnello.” Pico uses all its logic. “You said he passes the definitions of ‘friend’ and ‘trustworthy’ and ...” Pico begins a list of keywords.

The Monk ignores the keywords. The thin lines on his forehead deepen, the wrinkles near his eyes tighten, and the frown in between his brows grows almost visible. These days, the word Source is coming frequently, ever since that man has asked to meet. 

Don’t meet him. That monster has an agenda. Ren. The CRAB forwards the text to his mind. The Monk silences all texts, but they keep coming anyway: Why after two decades? Ren.

It smells fishy. Ren.

Just because he's a childhood buddy, you'll run to him? Ren.

Maybe I didn’t see the Apocalypse with you, but I'm your war comrade, too. Ren ... The texts stay UNREAD in his CRAB. He approaches the edge of the cliff. Jump? Or not jump? He wonders. The waterfall feels like a magnet full of untainted energy when his hand has touched something dead. Although, the hand feels energetically cleaner after healing a life with prana. His half-aging, half-youthful skin at the back of that hand has tightened. It looks younger than his other one now. He examines that hand. His skin hasn’t felt this smooth for so long. 

Jump, he decides, letting his shawl fall on the grass and baring his torso. He doesn’t step away from his wooden sandals, each with a two-inch block at the center. 

“Recharge my GV,” he says.

“Won’t you use the AT?” Pico refers to Aerial Transports. 

“I want my ride slow.”

“Why do you shower in the waterfall?” Pico asks again.

“I have too much time.” The Monk jumps from the cliff, diving into the air. The wind whispers in his ears what you may never hear. Target: the tree branch thirty feet below. Next, the stone twenty feet further down. Then, the flat slab and another branch. Finally, the bed of stones where all the water, falling from a few hundred feet, gets collected like a whirlpool and overflows into the river further down. The Monk doesn’t go below. He stays near the whirlpool. 

The cold water beats the muscles beneath his skin. He senses his energy, the prana vibrating, looking for a release, either as a subconscious beast or as a conscious creator. 

Prana heals. 

Prana kills. 

Prana helps you evolve. 

The twinge of guilt comes. It’s hard not to be glad that the Apocalypse happened. Or they never could’ve found the highest possibilities for humans. The Monk breathes deeply. Is this what greed feels like? Is he turning into a monster like him? He browses the CRAB in his mind. His brain sees an older text: 

Let’s meet where we met last. On the 19th, at 19:20 hours. Ruem D.

Didn’t even ask whether he will be free on the 19th at 19:20 hours! That arrogant devil! 

Many lose their paths, blinded by evolution. Addiction to power is like any other addiction; you’ll just want it more. That earthquake, ninety years ago, spared few to record it for the next generation. Humans sinned. Persistently existing in clogged colonies was their sin. The series of quakes lasted a week; each shake came in between long intervals. Oh! Those intervals! A week of despair and questions. Why did I survive? Why did fate save me and not them? Will fate save me the next time? Uncertainty—not for food or shelter, but for life. Fear of death. Fear of living alone. 
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