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  KISS OF THE DRAGON

  
  




“Our enemy shall not know us. We will be silent with intent. The plans we make here today will go on. Slowly. Trickling down a stream. Penetrating generations of our adversary. We will not stop. We will not fail. Like the air we breathe. Unseen. Unheard. We will flow through their territories softly and with grace. This is an enemy they have never seen. 




We will be the enemy… that is their friend.”




He sounded more like an ancient philosopher than a general. The kind of man you would find at the end of the day, beneath a willow, standing alone at the edge of a courtyard. A man whose voice would draw listeners in, steady and smooth, reaching every ear that could catch its words, pouring out gently onto them, making them stay and listen. His tone was calm. Even. Each word measured, as if spoken to himself a hundred times before. 

He paused, just long enough for the silence to settle, then continued.

“They will not hear the change when it comes. Not in one season. It will arrive like winter. Slow, certain, and beyond denial by the time they feel the cold.

They will trace their ruin and find no battle. No fire. No great burning.

Only a thousand small agreements. A thousand open gates.

They will lose not to force, but to time. And to the trust they gave away.”

His eyes passed over us. Not fierce, not hungry. Just watchful.

As if to say: This has already begun.

He let the pause stretch. A flicker in the light above him passed over the gold stars on his dark green collar.

“Some men are raised by nations. I was raised by absence.” 

He stood without a podium. No paper. No notes. His hands folded behind his back with the ease of someone who had rehearsed cruelty in silence. His boots did not move. The wool of his coat was pressed sharp enough to cut. A single scar curved along his cheekbone. Thin, pale, deliberate. It had the look of something gained early and never spoken of again.

“They invent their own innocence, then leave others to carry the cost. They taught me that pain is inherited. And now I will return what they gave.” 

One of the generals near the back shifted slightly. A leather strap creaked. Then stillness.

“We will not drop bombs. We will not fire a single shot. No flags will rise in our country’s name. This is not their war. This is mine. And it will end when I am done.” 

His gaze swept the room like the beam of a searchlight. Not seeking approval. Only ensuring obedience. 

“There will be no weapons. No soldiers. Only shipments. Only boxes filled exactly as they asked.” 

“We started small. Indirect. In the colors, they found cheerful. In the clear wrapping that clung to their food.” His dialect was sharp. Cut clean at the edge. As if speaking any extra would cause shame.

“Now, we have found better ways to bring it to their shores.” He took one step forward.

“It will be in everything they touch. Their spoons. Their toothbrushes. Anything that can enter the body and find its way into their blood… we will place it there.

Their baby bottles will leak it when warmed. It will line every container in the name of preservation and safety. It will coat the seals of their jars. Line their cans. Coat the porcelain of their dinnerware. Their toys will shine with it. Their clothes will itch with it. Their shoes will track it through their homes. The softness of their pillows will hold it. The shine on their fruit will carry it. They will cook with it. Clean with it. Wash their laundry in it.

It will cling to their hands and slip into their mouths. They will throw away the packaging, but it will not be gone. It will settle in their landfills, leech into their soil. Rain will carry it deeper. The rivers will drink it and carry it into their oceans. Their seafood will absorb it. And the cycle will continue on without end. 

They will burn it. The ash will rise into clouds. Only to rain it back down. It will bury itself in their soil. Climb into the roots of their crops. Permeating their plantings. Their seeds will change. Their fields will bloom, but what they eat will rot them from within. Their harvests will continue, but what they grow will only be diseased. 

They will not feel it on their skin. 

They will not taste it.

They will not smell it as it slides through the cracks of their windows at night.” 

The air in the chamber thickened. Something unseen passed over the room like fog through a field. His voice dropped calmer still, like a father telling a bedtime story. 

“Slow. Unseen. Unstoppable.”

A beat of silence. 

“They will wake sick and blame the season. Forget names and blame time, and forgetfulness. They will bury their children and call it misfortune. And still, they will order more. Still, they will trust what we give them.”

He turned slightly, not away from his men, but toward something beyond the room. A thought. A wound. A memory warped into a mission.

“We will not fight as our fathers fought. We will not need banners. We will not need bullets. 

We will trade. 

We will supply. 

We will deliver.

They will open their ports. They will shake our hands. They will pay us. They will thank us for our generosity. And in a few generations, their children’s children will not remember what strength felt like. They will live bound to the comforts we allowed them. 

Sick. Dependent. Crippled from within by the very things they welcomed in. 

This is the perfect weapon…

We will be the friend they never feared, and the enemy they never saw coming.”

Nobody clapped. 

Nobody moved.

His last word fell like the lid on a coffin. Final, airtight. The silence that followed was not respect. It was tension wound to the point of fracture.

He stood still. Measuring. Watching. Like a boy who pulls the wings off a fly. Not out of malice, but to study what helplessness might look like. His stillness wasn’t calm. It was restraint dressed as control, precise as a scalpel.

The room responded the way prey does when it senses a predator near. Every man remained exactly where he’d been when the General stopped speaking, as if movement alone might betray intent. His presence didn’t demand attention. It collapsed the need for anything else.

The men closest to him, his chosen, stood in a crescent. Never turning their backs. Never breaking formation. They were not his friends. They were not his protectors. They were well-fed wolves who had eaten at his table long enough to believe they belonged there. They matched his stillness with a loyalty that looked, from a distance, like discipline. But up close, it was fear made formal. The kind that wears medals and nods in silence. Each wore the same military green uniform, their collars stitched with red circles. No rank, no names, only their unified presence beside him.

Farther out, the pack thinned. Status was measured in steps. One closer to the General meant one more hungry dog behind you. They maneuvered with calculation, using posture and position instead of voice, glances instead of words. A man would shift half a toe forward, another would cut him off with a deliberate lean. No eye contact. No sound. No one shoved. They knew what was at stake. A misstep was not corrected. It was punished.

This was not a room of strategy. It was a den.

He was not their leader. He was their alpha. And they circled him with the hungry elegance of creatures that would tear each other to pieces just to rise one inch higher. The closer you stood to him, the more dangerous your place became. No man at the center was safe. Everyone in the room was expendable, especially to each other.

The atrium itself was cut from stone, tall, raw, and indifferent. Fire cracked low in the massive hearth at the back of the great hall, casting a fevered glow that gave off more heat than light. The smell of sweat rose faster than the flames. It wasn’t smoke that made it hard to see; it was the shifting bodies, the heat-laced haze, the way every corner of the room seemed to sit with someone’s unfinished thoughts. The floor was more of the same rough stone, scuffed, cracked in places, slick in others. Something thick and dark had dried near the edge of the pillar beside me. I didn’t dare begin to imagine what.

The walls caught everything: the sharp swallow before a sentence, the rasp of a sleeve dragged too slowly, the scrape of leather shifting under tension. The room itself felt stitched shut.

No one spoke. They only waited.

The General did not glance over his shoulder. He knew who stood behind him. He knew who would die first if any challenge came. The only effort he would make would be to step over the body.

He didn’t command loyalty.

He made it useless to resist.

I had never seen a room go still the way this one had. Not even after death.

I didn’t know what I was meant to feel. How I was supposed to react. I had never known hate. Not like this. I’d seen tempers rise during arguments, in village disputes over water rights or cattle that wandered past a fence. But those passed. Even when words cut deep, apologies found their way through. Spoken by honorable men who learned to preserve patience like seed. 

This wasn’t that.

This was something fed and sharpened over time. It sat upright, back straight, hands folded. It didn’t shout. It didn’t fume. It explained itself. Clearly, quietly, and without shame.

I didn’t understand everything he said. Not fully. But I understood enough. Enough to know he meant every word. Enough to know no one here would question him. The others listened like it was prophecy.

I had only ever heard family spoken of with that kind of reverence. And even then, it was different. Gentler. In my village, affection doesn’t raise its voice. It moves through smaller things. A man rises early to mend a neighbor’s fence before the sun makes it too hot. He eats a little less when food runs thin, so someone else, an elder, a child, or a guest, can have enough. If someone is grieving, you show up without words and sweep their courtyard. You bring eggs. You wait. That’s how we speak love.

When you pass someone, even if you don’t know them, you nod. If someone’s harvest fails, you don’t ask what happened. You leave grain on their step in the dark. You fix a wheel while they’re away. You don’t need thanks. You don’t want it. Because when your time comes, and it always does, the fate of help will return to you.

Back home, there are no medals. No speeches. No long tables where men plan how to win. There are only tools and hands, and faces that look out for each other. You learn young what your hands are for. For lifting. For planting. For repairing what’s come loose and setting it right again. For opening the door, even to someone you disagree with.

Where I come from, a man is measured by what he gives. 

Not by what he takes.

Not by what he conquers.

The longer I stood there, the more I realized this place, this mountain, this sealed-away fortress filled with men and uniforms, had a life of its own. It didn’t beat like a heart. It ticked. Like machinery buried beneath the stone. I felt it underfoot, in the faint tremble of the flagstones. In the low hum that seemed to hide behind the torches. In the cracks along the wall where ash had settled, untouched. Even the flames flickered in unison, drawn by some unseen gear turning somewhere deep below. Something was advancing. 

Steadily. 

Mercilessly.

And none of us, not even those gathered closest to him, could stop it. It resonated from him like voltage, an invisible pressure that passed through the spine of every man who dared to lift his eyes. He wasn’t just part of it. He was what kept it alive. It was all motion and no question. That’s what I saw in his eyes. Not purpose. Just momentum.

This wasn’t right.

I didn’t belong here. I knew it the moment I arrived. I wasn’t a soldier. I wasn’t chosen. I was taken. Lifted from the simplicity of my world and placed like a pawn on a board I hadn’t even known existed. Not to fight. Not to strategize beside them. Just to witness. And what I had seen was worse than I imagined a battlefield might be. At least in battle, men admit they’re trying to kill each other.

This was something else.

A kind of war that moved silently and asked no permission. I stood quiet, same as the rest, but I could feel the difference inside me. Whatever this was, this plan, this future they were organizing, it wasn’t for us. Not for my countrymen. Not for the place I was from. Not for the people I knew. My neighbors would not have approved. They would’ve wept. Or stood up. Or said something that would’ve gotten them dragged out of here. We weren’t taught to see the world as an enemy. We weren’t taught to deliver harm so cleanly that the victim thanked you for it.

Yet that’s what this one man dreamt of. And the worst part was how certain he sounded.

As if he were doing something noble. As if the cruelty had been earned. But now I couldn’t unsee what I had seen. I couldn’t unhear the way he spoke of other people. Of their children. Of their food. Of their lives. Each one mentioned with the same casual ownership you’d use for a locked box you knew no one could take from you. He spoke as if the world already belonged to him, and all that remained was for the rest of us to behave accordingly.

There was nothing for me to do. No escape. No objection. No room left for my small thoughts of fairness, or peace, or home. Only the knowledge that I was standing in the mouth of something that had already decided to swallow the world.
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He reached the head of the table. His chair rose above the others, the back carved taller. Not by much, but enough to mark a quiet distinction of supremacy. Every ounce of this man seemed fixed on one thing: his own glory. A mere position of power would never have satisfied him. 

He insisted on being the first. In direct opposition to the law of military rule. In the open world, a leader would never pass through a door before his men. There would be ranks of soldiers ahead, a shield of flesh and steel ready to catch a bullet meant for him.

But here, in this dank place carved from stone, he was everything. He had created his own world where he could be first. First to lead, first to sit, first to eat, first to exist.

Without the guardianship of the government, he reigned inside this mountain fortress. His manner showed no trace of the outside world we had left behind. Calm, untouchable, almost unaltered to realities beyond these walls. 

He owned us. He owned this place. We all understood it without a word. My body tensed at the weight of these thoughts, then sagged slowly into a thick, aching sorrow as I realized something far more chilling. He was the only one here untouched by fear. He had none. 

Before the men at the table lay a humble meal. A roasted deer. A Muntjak or Sika, rested in the center. Its slender frame likely taken from the forests just beyond the cavern’s edge. Beneath it, small bundles of steamed rice wrapped tightly in glossy green leaves were tucked carefully to keep their warmth. Each man would unwrap his parcel, using the leaf as a makeshift plate, cupping it in his palm to hold the rice before adding meat in measured bites. The scent was warm and faintly sweet. The tender aroma of cooked grain mixed with the sharp, smoky tang of roasting. The only sounds were the rustle of leaves unfolding and the soft clatter of hands shuffling among the long wooden table. 

But none of them ate.

Their hands hovered. Their backs straightened.

They watched him.

He sat motionless for a moment longer, as if time itself bent slightly around his decision. Then, finally, he reached. His fingers moved without hurry, separating a portion of meat, setting it into the center of his rice leaf. He brought the first bite to his mouth.

Only then did the others begin.

It was not hunger that drove them. It was permission. And it echoed as clearly as a command. The time was quiet with some small murmurs during his meal. No one responded verbally. It was clear that only nodding in agreement or attention was allowed. 

It was hard to focus on my task at times as the men ate. I watched, as I was meant to. That was my role here. To observe. To record only what I saw and heard, nothing more.

But my body did not understand that boundary.

It ached with the simple, human urge to eat. The smell of charred meat and warm grain drove my senses to the brink of madness. I had not eaten a proper meal since I was taken. Only scraps along the trail. 

The last thing to pass my lips had been a drink, cupped from the spring at the base of the mountain when I finally arrived late last night. I held it in my mouth longer than I needed to, letting the cool spread across my tongue as if that might convince my stomach it was something more.

Now, as they ate, I stood near the back wall with my hands still, my mouth dry, and my stomach drawing itself inward in slow, disciplined ripples. I did not speak. I did not move.

I was here only to see.

And to remember.







* * *










It had taken many days to get here over tough terrain. I imagine the secrecy of this place meant that no trails were followed, no paths crossed twice. The swift, shallower rivers I could recognize by the sound of rushing water against the large stones and broken rock. The wider rivers we traversed were slow and deep, causing our entire group to shiver and break for rests and warmth by a fire before continuing on. At least four had been crossed. The first two were crossed by handmade bridges fastened with what felt like twine or rope beneath my hands. I held tightly to what security they afforded me as I crossed, not knowing the depth of what could be my fall.

The last and greatest one came many days later and was crossed by wading neck deep, tied together. My feet slipped frequently on the hard, slimy surface beneath the very tips of my toes. Being of shorter stature than the men in front and behind me, I felt dragged along like helpless sea grass. Once the last river was crossed, I was unbound. My blinds removed. I was freed.

My wrists and lower arms ached from the tightness of the ropes. The blood began to circulate in my body again. My left shoulder, the one I had always struggled with, felt numb from being oddly twisted behind my back. I could no longer lift it at all. There had been many falls along the way, and without hands to reach out and catch myself, my knees and, unfortunately, my shoulders caught the brunt of many of them. Pain radiated throughout my body as if a fire burned somewhere inside.

We had started to ascend again. The men seemed restless and weary as we trekked the steep, narrow slopes, avoiding fallen logs and constantly deciding if a branch or brush was too tall or short to step over or under. The leader switching out multiple times a day to keep a fresh focus on this one constant mental challenge that protected us all from injuries. 

They moved in shifts, trading places without a word. Whoever had led now fell back, no longer required to scan the path ahead. The follower’s role offered a kind of rest. To move without thinking, to trust the footsteps in front of you. It was their rhythm. A rotation of effort. A way to endure the long formal march.

There was no longer any focus on me as I was too far from any recognizable land formations to find my way back home. The threat of me breaking away from their protection was hopeless, for I knew what I would be returning home to. My family gone. My home burned. There would be nothing left. What seemed to amuse them the most was that they never had to say a word. 

No threats were needed. 

The knowledge was just there.

For another hour or so, we walked until we reached the edge of the forest, where my weak eyes saw the first sign of light. We had come to the outlying side of a mountain overlooking an even larger range. My old self would have relished in all of this incomprehensible beauty. But my current state held my senses closer, and I restrained my eagerness to show my captors that I was observing my surroundings. We had stopped. It seemed a suitable resting place. One I would have chosen myself, but for much different reasons than theirs. Their choice was tactical. They had selected it because of the high vantage point. Behind us, only thick forest, nearly impenetrable without a guide, and surely not without a lot of noise. In front of us, only a clear view of the enormous range and sky. Open, but so high that no one with any intent of danger could reach us.

Each man seemed to know their own tasks and began them immediately each night without confusion or reluctance. Tonight, for the first time, I was unguarded, unbound, and taken by my arm and walked over to a tree where I was visually directed to sit. I was glad to do so. My back rested graciously against an old pine. A tall one. Thick. Its girth about the size of my upper torso. It took the weight of my entire slumping body and held it firmly, supporting my tired head and neck as I lay back and looked up at the darkening sky. The stars were the only things I knew. The only connection to my family I still had. I hoped they were looking at them too in the same moment. I had to hold on to something. For now, this was all I had.

The men ate small bites of something pulled from a large leather pouch by the fire. They didn’t seem to enjoy it. Only eating to fuel themselves for the night. An attempt to make yet another cold night less dreadful. They did not speak. Not even to each other. What was in their silence?

Morning came, and I uncomfortably moved my hips to get some blood flow back to my lethargic extremities. The temperatures were warmer now, but still cold enough to see my breath as it slowly escaped my cracked and dry mouth. I was angered as I realized I had woken before my captors. How dare they be so audacious as to sleep so soundly in the confident knowledge that my escape was unreachable. I looked onward in my silent fury to see the sun crest over the tallest mountain. I knew this way. East. Toward home. They dare sleep knowing I may never find my way back from the place they were leading me, but as long as my eyes could see the sun rise, I could find East. I could find home.

I could not let my anger lead me. I knew this. I knew my strengths and my weaknesses, and allowing these thoughts would only cause me or my family harm. I would have to push them aside. 

For now.

As the men rose and wrestled their belongings into order, I was handed the rest of what was in the leather bag. If I were given this, I knew it meant we were close. The last of the food from the pouch: a few scraps of dried fish, almost too salty to eat. I placed it at the back of my teeth and gnawed as we walked, keeping the bag and using it to secretly pocket small bristles of pine or berries along the way. Anything for nourishment.

While the men seemed to know their way, they didn’t seem to know how much food they were passing up as we traveled. Or had they simply chosen not to take it? Perhaps they were so focused on getting me to my destination that nothing else, even their own hunger, seemed relevant.

The deep forests echoed. The tall trees were familiar to my senses. The birds of my region were particular and well-known to my ears, as I had traveled many times through the mountains with my wife to sit and observe them. Her favorite, the yellow canary, took weeks of time and skill to render into a painting for her. Even longer to find the titanium oxide mineral needed to make the bright yellow tint that produced the vivid yellow color I needed for his wings. Given to her as a one-year wedding anniversary gift, she hung it proudly on her side of our small bamboo bedroom. The sounds of our familiar birds faded after days of walking and blindly stumbling. Now, only the unfamiliar surrounded me.

Descent seemed our only direction now, unlike the back-and-forth rise and fall of the previous trajectory, which had wreaked such havoc on my ankles. Now, there was only a steep pitch of forward and outward motion that my legs were not adapted to. Without release, my tendons stretched forward, forcing my body to lean back so far that if I were not constantly moving, I would have sat down. The momentum became so great at times that we were all forced to run or be thrown forward, rolling, unstoppable.

When we reached an area with loose rocks, the leader raised his hand to stop the flow of followers. Giving direction for us to watch and follow suit, he lunged forward, oddly hopping in large, gaping stances from one leg to the other down a steep slope. The technique looked erratic and strange, but somehow, seconds later, the man stood at the base, having conquered the long, steep, loose rocks with a technique the rest of the men followed. Some with less grace, but all with success.

I remained at the top with the last of the men. I knew I could find a way down at my own pace, but the only look I was given was either to try their way, which was quick, or be pushed. They seemed intent on keeping me safe, so I didn’t have a great sense that the man would push me.

I was wrong.

I found myself even more unsteady now, as the sharp rocks had ripped holes in my already torn trousers. Nothing seemed broken, and I was able to stand and continue on. At the base of the hill, we found ourselves in a little field. A short reprieve from the steepness. The unrelenting descent would begin again, but I took comfort in this short break. For some time, everything was quiet except for the soft sweeping sound of the brushing of our feet against the tall brown grass of the flat land.

As we crossed it, the leader began some grumbling. Rotation was about to begin. The leader would fall back and rest, a new man taking on fresh eyes for the rest of the trek. As the men switched, the leader noticed something in the grass. 

Something wrong. 

Something worth actually using words for. 

For more than eleven nights, we had walked and slept and had not spoken. But a single growl and only one word came from the man’s lips. It was in my native language but skewed and almost unrecognizable. 

“Blood.” 

The word was used with such anger and resentment that it seemed to strike at all of the men. But only one moved out of line.

The one who pushed me.

The soft grumbling became louder. Stares grew among the men. There had been a mistake. A great one. They had left a trail. I had left a trail. Like a wounded deer, the blood had left a definite trace of our presence. 

Blood could not be there. 

It could not be found. 

They could not be found. 

The mistake would have to be corrected. The man who pushed me was to remain and follow back to where the mistake had started. He was to wipe the blood from every blade of grass that had been touched. He did not hesitate in his mission, as he knew the cost of his infraction. Though I expected that at some point, when we arrived at our destination, I would see him rejoin the group.

I never saw this man again.







* * *













It was dark, but my eyes could see the sky disappear around us as we walked downward. The walls closed in so slowly that before I could feel I was inside, I was inside.

Although the brutal wind had been upon me for days, blistering my unprotected body, I noticed it had ceased. Replaced as I walked forward and down into a cold and even darker void. The smell of fresh raw ground like that when I tilled my garden rose before us as though we were walking into the center of the world. We had reached this place without digging. Without tunnels. But we were here. Underground. Under earth.

As he finished his meal, he rose quietly and with purpose to his podium. Standing in the center of the room now. His back was to a long red silk flag draping from the ceiling and pooled excessively on the floor at his heels. Behind it, the dream of a secret door. An exit out. But the solid stone walls wept with water from the pressure of condensation. Darkened streaks of fluid slid down like staining tears, turning the walls from a dark grey to almost black. A sense of darkness filled this place like the hearts of these men around me. It was strong. Undeniable. As he spoke, he confirmed all that I had feared.

“We will cross our mighty South Sea to reach them. It will take much time and resilience to come to their borders. But with welcome arms unlike our bodies, our wares will walk freely through. We will penetrate every fiber of their beings on a level so small it will never be seen by the naked eye. They will sleep with us, wake with us. We will be the first thing they see and touch. We will make ourselves so abundant that we are the only right choice in their minds to make. 

When we are done, we will be their only choice…”

His words were chilling. I had known of War. My Grandfather had fought and returned to our village with less of himself to show for it. He never spoke of his time away, but I knew because of his injuries that his battles were engaged with very real and very sharp physical weapons. It was a sword that took his fingers. Like the one adorning the General’s side. Although his attire was very modern, he retained this one item like a trophy, connecting him to the ancient world.

It was an absolute truth that the man before me believed with all his might that a new weapon had been formed. With his mind, his plans had developed what would win his War. Not swiftly like the swipe of a sword or quickly with the firing of a gun, but slowly, indirectly. I knew this approach to victory. I had heard it many times in our history. A very old and very grim way to torture our enemy. Not to have them admit to defeat. Solely to watch them suffer. It was no longer our way as a people, as a whole.

Ancient.

Forgotten.

Death by a thousand cuts.

An enemy would not be taken by force. He would wander willingly into the home of what he thought was a friend. This friendship ritual could take years to develop. The allure of the game was enjoyed by the capturer. Prolonged for entertainment. Finding joy in the dark future being stored away for later use.

As trust was gained, the friend would lean more and more on the foe, inevitably coming to depend on him solely and without question. As if he were his only choice. The friend started needing more and more from the foe. He became lazy. Providing him food, shelter, warmth, and access to every possible need.

Soon, the friend found himself a victim.

Helpless but without a way to regain himself. His mind had forgotten all the things he could do for himself, and allowed himself now to depend only on his provisions.

The ease of asking and receiving had become second nature. Without hesitation, all his desires were met. There was nothing he could not have with ease. Why would he ever work again? Why would he need to?

As long as he would be provided for.

He no longer had to use his imagination to create the things he needed. As a young man, if he needed a cup to drink from, he would go to the forest and gather the length and diameter of material he needed. These things were simple, but his decision. He would use the tools he had made himself to carve and manipulate the fibers of the wood to shape it specifically to his own lips. If there was something about it he didn’t like in the end, he would make adjustments. The final product was created by him for him. While he was happy to share his cup and let any guest drink from it, it was his hands alone that had brought it to life. This made him feel honorable, proud.

Now, he made nothing. If he needed a cup, he simply asked for it, and one was brought to him. If he didn’t like the shape or style of it, he discarded it and just asked for another or another, while the ones he didn’t like accumulated as they were tossed to the side as trash.

All the men were taught by the generation before them how to hunt and survive. Much time and training were placed on emphasizing the structure needed to prepare, to focus, and to overcome an animal. Years of wisdom were passed down from grandfathers and fathers on how to properly smoke, store, and preserve meat for the long term. Everyone knew that the key to their survival was in the preservation of food.

This was significant.

It had always been the way.

But now the friend had only to ask his foe for a meal, and one was provided. Fruit, meat, rice, anything he needed was brought to him without hesitation or question. He wondered at first about its origin. What farm had it come from? Did he know the grower? He knew so many from his village, but he was so far away now. It did not take long before even his curiosity about this left him.

Why would he concern himself with such useless thoughts when he trusted his friend.

The meals were not prepared as he or his wife would have made. It was not as fresh, it did not taste, smell, or even feel the same on his tongue, but no matter, they were quick and came with such ease. He often found himself asking for things he did not need out of the sheer fascination at the ease with which things came to him, now taking pleasure in the act of receiving without needing. He didn’t understand his newfound pleasures, but they came anyway.

He would never need to hunt again. He would never feel the need to pass down the knowledge his father and grandfather had taught him. The friend would lose his skills not by force but by openly relinquishing his opportunities. He stopped questioning the origin of his meals, or even whose hands prepared them.

Acceptance of these things came quickly. The foe relished with sheer delight in watching as his prey turned from a strong, creative, independent man into the softly molded, feeble being before him. The foe had manufactured invisible cuts without a blade. With only his wit and will. Without ever a fight, without ever touching a hair on his head, he had eased his friend into an unsuspecting and costly demise.

Soon, the convenience the foe had been providing the friend would weaken him so greatly that he could never return to his former self. All would be lost, and the real pain would come.

The cuts.

One at a time.

Slowly.

Day by day.

Until there was nothing left.

Not even his own choices anymore. Slice by slice, the foe would have all of him until he was gone. Just one more of a thousand cuts.

The foe reassured him daily that his time of foraging in the hot fields and struggling to grow his own crops had ended. His days of self-labor had passed. His life would be easy now and forever if he would only bow to the foe. His mind would wander on the fascinating dream that his family would grow and be provided for without any work from their own hands. There was nothing left of himself but choice.

The nature of man will always be to choose the way of least resistance.

Ease is easy.

Comfort is comfortable.

A man must fight to exist or he will disappear.

The foe knew this. Expected this. Delighted in this mindset shift. Watching the desire of the man’s self-worthiness slip away day by day, provision by provision, was part of an unhurried and enjoyable time for the foe. Like placing an ant inside of a glass jar with a crumb of bread and watching him go to the bread daily, dependently, knowing he had become focused on the food and nothing else. Only the capturer holding the knowledge that the food source would eventually run out and the ant would die because he never stopped to look up and comprehend that he had been trapped.

This was it.

This had been their plan.

An ancient act of evil brought back to life to fight an enemy who did not know they were even at war. It was awful. It was brilliant. It would never be predicted, and it would certainly work. From what the General said, I could conclude that the process had already begun. The people, the friends, had already unknowingly started this journey of entrapment.




God help them…








  
  3

  
  
  HAIR OF THE RABBIT

  
  




After my day of recording the tactical meetings, I was allowed to return to my small room by way of three guards. One on each side and one behind me. There was no leader but myself. It was a psychological way to flaunt the idea that I only had one route to take: forward or death.

Today I chose no fight. I was weak. Rice was my only meal. It sat waiting, still warm on my cot. I was thankful for this one small blessing. A warm meal would help me sleep in this cold, dank place for a few hours before I would have to rise and start reciting the faces of the men from today.

This is why I was chosen. I was to take a daily record, but I was called an artist. It was a talent untaught. I was born this way. Able to see and recall the faces of people I had met only once. Everyone has a calling. I thought the entirety of my short life that this was mine. I was an artist. Made to share all of what I saw, the way I saw it, in all of its beauty, as it was created with others who could not be there. Photography had been established and widely used in my culture, but there was nothing next to a human’s hand, to mind, to silk. My only canvas. I had been so great at my talent that I had been discovered. 

Sought out. 

Found.

The beauty I had created to show my world to the outside world had cost me my family. The only way to see them again was to do what I was asked so that I could leave. Something inside me made me want to believe that it would be possible. A hope I could not lose if I were to persevere.

I could not artistically render them as I truly felt about them. Not what was in my mind’s eye. Monsters. I was to show them only with honor and stature. They wanted to be remembered this way. Their legacy was born by my hands onto a canvas of silk. Our way was known as Batik. Squid ink gathered by peasant women, sold in handblown glass jars. The sand from our very own shores, heated and shaped into globes. The ink of this sea animal was purged from their reaction to fear itself gathered before it was finally killed.

The bottle of ink sat before me with only one long brush. The tip was collected from the fur of my lightest brown rabbit. The hair was gathered and bound at the end of my bamboo brush with twine and solidified with wax from the very candle I used to light my table back home. The smell of it brought me away from this place for a moment. It was the only tool I felt confident in to master my task. It was the only item I was allowed to have that belonged to me. I knew it well, and the shape of it filled the curvatures of my hand, the way I designed it. It took months to break it in. Carving and wearing it down to contour in my hand. It was mine, and it would only fit me. The length of the wooden brush was long and straight, extending all the way to my shoulder when I was bent over at the drawing table. I frequently rested it on my chin, calculating my next brush stroke, so I rounded the end to soften it as it rested on my face.












