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1 - It Begins Thusly
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Arrayed in perhaps comically elaborate battle regalia Mr K and Charles can be found upon the unending Northern Steppe. They’re sensing in ways unknown to us the approach of a vast army, still beyond the horizon but so great as to circle the globe, from all sides advancing. The wind stirs the grass, bowing it like an infinite cello. The songs of this high, lonesome world pour around and through them, filling their ears with lofted mourning and their spirits with the possibilities of glorious victory, of heroic defeat. The fur on Charles’ flanks bristles with anticipation. He knows that the moment will be soon, like so many others in which they’ve stood together - in time’s lost places - facing life, love and death with unwavering eyebrows, with unfaltering hearts.

“How’ll we fare this fine evening, Mr K?” Charles asks, cutting the air with a note of concern.

“I reckon we’ll do alright,” is the answer brushed sideways from the mind of his sagacious friend.

“What do you say, shall we go forth to meet them? Crush them like boulders from on high?” Charles muses.

“Nah, I reckon we’ll meet ‘em right here. As good a place as any...” Mr K replies.

So they continue to stand, for myriad moment upon moment, as the unseen forces advance from all sides to catch their life streams and tie them in the impossible knots of oblivion. They wait with art and patience for the onslaught. 

And suddenly it’s upon them!

The command to charge first reaches the southwest-most hair of Mr K’s right ear. In a simultaneous ballet of force and control he meets the first wave with hooves and his great sword a-flashing in the golden waning light. The vanguard of this dark army is composed almost entirely of miniscule Mohawk-topped Pixies and Lilliputians astride translucent centipedes and scorpions - their millions of tapering feet imbued with rare and deadly poisons. Mr K begins to dance upon the quickly swirling mass of segmented bodies and ill intent. With his mighty hooves, forged aeons past in the primordial fires of the great volcano (an act which may or may not have extinguished a budding civilisation of sentient humanoid dinosaurs) he flips, with the grace and comic sensibilities of the court juggler of the great khan he once was, thousands of enemies into the air. With his tail so fast and strong he whirls these airborne miscreants into a terrific tornado, both dark and pale like a gothic visage. This hurricane body, kept aloft by the powerful hindquarters of Mr K, hovers suspended - a brief moment’s respite. In this instant of calm Mr K looks to the miraculously still-living Charles.

“Doing alright matey?” Mr K attentively asks.

“Yeah sure... like a bird floating on warm winds. In my element if you will.”

“Don’t get too comfy, the next lot’s almost here,” the perceptive Mr K rightly warns. Saying this he relaxes his powerful buttocks, casting the still writhing mass of death into the oncoming noses of obscure great-tusked beasts: perhaps arisen from the centre earth where all is half-formed and bad tempered... perhaps not. 

Charles the-ever-unperturbed, who has until this point been quietly scratching his snowy-white back against a handy tree trunk which abides in his knapsack for just this purpose, suddenly flies into action - and such action you’ll unlikely see again! Armed with diamantine horns (again tempered at an unlikely juncture, in this instance the heart of a dying alien sun - if you will permit me the liberty) and the keenest of eyes for deficiencies in defence and attack, Charles sallies forth. The first unfortunate fellow to meet our star-bright hero, if an unthinkable abomination from the darkest depths can indeed be called a ‘fellow’, is a lumbering eight-legged, four-headed, sixteen-nostriled creature, already sorely distracted by the million or so stinging insects taking refuge in his several sinuses. With barely a thought, as all great warriors, Charles loops around this hefty fellow’s replete appendages a handy extra-long shoelace (which, of course, is there too in his knapsack for just such emergencies), causing him to fall like a mountain amidst his swarming allies. Falling he crushes perhaps a trillion of them, and causes many others to mortally stub their malformed toes. Pausing for a moment much too short to be perceived by the vast majority of beings, Charles remembers a similarly terrible fall, when the moon of a far distant world fell upon the shoulders of a too hastily erected statue of the old god Atlas... But the urgency of the present quickly ends his reverie.

Charging through the battlefield on a golden-winged chariot drawn by what looks like an amorphous blob of radiating darkness, is an enemy far too terrible to even attempt a description. Let us suffice it to say that they’re pretty super-scary. In its hand/paw/claws it holds a weapon similarly impossible to describe due to its arch-nefarious nature. This weapon’s blade/spikes/barrel glints in the golden, evening light and on the creature’s oh-so malign face a smile of pure malice can be seen (though in no way done justice to). 

In perfect unison Mr K and Charles see, are mightily perplexed by, and confront this surging menace. Ever prepared for all and any eventualities Charles pulls from his knapsack a small item that could perhaps be a ping-pong racket. At the same time Mr K initiates a momentous karate kick, aimed at the dead centre of the creature. He flies straight and true through the whistling air, as all around him minor monsters are launched into the upper thermosphere by the sheer awesome power of this unprecedented action. After a good while of agonisingly intense slow-motion radness Mr K reaches the half centimetre or so of space before his adversary. Were he alone Mr K might at this point be in for a terribly banal six or seven centuries of unfalteringly bodacious battle action - but fortunately for us this is not the case. Just exactly as the monster most especially needs unbroken focus of mind (or whatever it is that the monster thinks/doesn’t think with) Charles flashes somersault-wise before its face holding out the racket-like object from a moment before. Perhaps a baff in the nose with a pinging ball would do the trick here but Charles’ plan is otherwise. As Mr K enters the creature’s personal space and Charles somersaults before its face (the exact moment we remain in from not a second ago) Charles flashes a small beauty mirror directly in line with the creature’s eyes and plainly unbeautiful face. It flinches from its (literally) indescribably ghastly reflection - and as it considers the relative disadvantages of plastic surgery and a paper bag Mr K hits it full tidal force in the chest-ish area with the power of hoof! Poor thing never had a chance. It flies back through the thronging nasties, clearing a creeping path down which some still darker thing flits. 

She skips, a cave-eyed little girl of no more than six prettily dressed in a black lace tutu and flesh-ribbon shoes, through the monsters, a monster. In the crook of her plump little arm is a basket handle connected to a wicker basket from which she’s daintily picking small things to strew. Around her demons and trolls fall writhing in hideous agony. 

What on earth is she throwing? 

I see - diabolical horror! - that it’s so: 

With her barren hands she grips and hurls seeds, thousands of vivacious seeds. They fly through the air and landing upon whatever they do - now look! - stab forth roots like lancing needles. They’re piercing and sucking the lifeblood and bile from all they touch. Fed, they shoot out into the malodorous air, black thistles, in turn forming seeds. Alack and alas - she’s making straight for our heroes and almost certainly aims to sow them, with death! Mr K sees her only just in time, with a deadly handful poised. He clamps the turf he stands on and yanks it, rolling backwards, like a carpet up and over his head. The seeds strike the undersoil and germinate harmlessly. Charles is some small distance distant but sees and discerns. He sidesteps a lesser foe (who suffers from low self-esteem as it is) and reaching into his knapsack extracts a hoof-full of miscellaneous somethings... 

“You there, lassie!” he shouts, holding up his brimming hoof, “I’ve something special for you. I’m sure you’ll like it!”

She turns unseeing eyes and grins maggoty teeth. She likes to get special things, and she especially likes surprises. She skips past Mr K’s bunker and on towards Charles. He sweeps his foreleg through the air and scatters a trail of gelatine sweets and lollies. He’s seen something we haven’t. An incongruity in the ground: a circle of earth. Perhaps he’s luring her... She stoops before his gingerbread mousetrap to pick up a lime green jelly cat, and - Whomp! - she’s swallowed seeds and all by a gargantuan arachnid, who in turn keels over, quite dead, projecting flailing wooden tendrils. The battlefield is momentarily awed to stillness. 
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2 - The Narrator Interjects (and began so...)
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Right here, in this nanotomic, brief, but most actual pause in the unfurling of this some might say millennial master class in ass rearranging, I feel the need to rudely, abruptly, heinously, perhaps unnecessarily, introduce myself. Compelled predominantly by the desire to minimise absurdity (for the benefit of fussy knit pickers), I will attempt to give a satisfactory account of my unmolested presence and witness-hood at this veritable oceanic smorgasbord of doom. The story goes...

I was doing well for myself. 

I was in a position to continue doing well for myself. 

Things were going swimmingly in the illustrious City of Khuree: Capital of the expanding steppe, and Centre of nowhere. 

For me at least. 

As I was saying...

At only twenty-seven years old I was on the seventh level, a mere amble from the Hieroarchic Inner Circle and the perfection of complete initiation into the superlative Mystery: the hidden Truth around which our small state had been founded somewhere in the distant past, long before the histories began time. I had gotten to this fortunate position so quickly due to a particular talent I had for abstract representation. I was an artist you see. I had been admitted at the tender age of six into the Order of the Image in order to develop detected talents for the service of the Hieroarchy, and for the benefit of all beings. Moving from the edge of the steppe lands to the capital and leaving my parents (I should probably say losing my parents as entering the Orders entailed the severance of all outside ties) was difficult, more difficult than I can say. But life in the Order was engrossing and I did not sink into despair and end up a framer or hanger for my allotted span on earth. No indeed I did not... 

Things progressed so: 

I first learned to trace the outline of exemplary pictures - pictures containing nothing of the world. My tracing was found most satisfactory. Then I coloured those tracings with pure hues. No shadows of emotion or humanity were found in my colour fields. I progressed. From the ages of eight to eleven I began to learn the mathematics behind compositional perfection. The golden ratio became my heartening guide, pi a mistrusted but necessary ally. My mind spun and spun around the necessity of perfection, while my body grew in awkward directions. At night I lay in bed while my spreading limbs racked themselves. The pain of growth forced me into my bones. Each and every joint and span was written and re-written in my mind, until my growth was complete and with it my knowledge of the human form. At seventeen the rudiments of my artistic education were deemed laudably complete. I was truly promising, my middle teacher told me... a lovely lady, hard and kind, I can barely remember her now. Along with those still Unfallen, from my own and other Orders, I was admitted to the thirteenth level - the lowest of the initiated but high above the multitudes trailing. A quick slap on the butt in a darkened hall with dissembling acoustics by acolytes of The Order of Initiation, and I was on my way up.

Having received initiation my life underwent various transformations. I moved from the tiny candlelit cell that I had inhabited since childhood into an apartment with all the mod cons and a tinkering housemate. Jonathan held the same level as me, and would have promised the same greatness, had not... 

He belonged to the Order of Things and was currently employed within the Faculty of Signs and Portents as a miracle maker. He was tall and thin, and moved his hands with his words like whirlwinds. His eyes were green like the first shoots of spring - almost glowing - and he had fleshy lips and a pensive brow. His mind was vast and technically agile, but more than this, critical in every sense. I was an artist, and as such I was dimly aware of the function of my position (which I will shortly outline for you). Jonathan was a systematiser and a world creator; he knew exactly where he was and why - and he did not like it one bit. 

“We’re nothing but propagandists you and I!” he would rant to me for the hundredth or thousandth time. “Manipulators, bloody manipulators!”

“But we show people that of the Truth that they’re prepared for, that which they need to know to live in peace...” I would invariably parrot, “and even we don’t know more than a tiny facet of truth each anyway.”

“But we are free to pursue our ignorance, so long as we don’t upset the boat too much. Those poor creatures have theirs given to them fully formed at birth. What kind of life is one in which the tools of questioning are removed, in which you know partiality to be whole? It’s grotesque,” he would spit at me.

“The more you know, the greater your burdens. Isn’t that what they always teach us?”

“Do you see the Inner Circle so terribly burdened? Look at us, mere level thirteen, do we want for a thing? Imagine the lives of those above... and those below. I’ve seen them - beyond the wall,” he would drop his voice. “I made a telescope one afternoon. I can show it to you too. They live like beasts of burden, bent toiling all their days.”

I invariably declined his offers. And I didn’t know what to do with these conversations, where to situate them. Jonathan had the reputation of a radical and a ranter, and he was soundly avoided by most of the other initiates. The only reason he was kept around, people said, was his engineering brilliance, but he’d never get any higher. People said other things too...

The other major change at this time was that I was chosen for and entered into my life’s position. My grasp of form was so minutely perfect that I was gifted to the Faculty of Religious Iconography, but more remarkably fortunately, to the Sub-Faculty of Divine Pornography - a most sought-after placement. This Sub-Faculty was located in one of the squat, circular towers that rise in rings around the Order of the Image. It had no windows, but no ceiling either. Light streamed only ever from above, reminding those within that - especially here - ideals must never mix with the World. The Master at that time was a rotund lady of about fifty, with perfectly slim, white, heavenly, hands. She was the first member of the Inner Circle that I had ever set eyes on. She fascinated and terrified me in equal measure. They had no names at that level, only titles. The Master of Passionless Desire hounded us relentlessly. Only perfect was adequate - and even that just barely.

Herein we left behind copying and reproduction - there were others for such derivative creation. Our place was to imagine and integrate new desires. We were to chase shadows and overrun boundaries. We were to uncover eroticism where it was barely imaginable. Our higher function was, however, upon returning from the fringes to render these new combinations utterly abstract: to transmute them into pure ideals. We would begin our days with several hours of meditation and physical limbering exercises, to remove the tarnish of dreaming. In this time we were to feel and think on nothing but our bodies and the pure True light. Next we would begin visualisation exercises, beginning from and returning to the body and the moment, but ranging almost infinitely between. The Master would launch forth:

“Remember your first conscious moment. That moment is the birth of desire. We are here to destroy that first moment. What was it?”

And we would see each of us something different, but something soon to diverge. Our mother’s breasts were often the springboard, or sometimes a flower, or an object hanging replete above our dozing infant selves. Then she might juxtapose:

“You see this before you. It distresses you deeply.”

or:

“Your blood swells and multiplies. Your hands reach to hold, but withdraw. Nothing is clear to you. Still you stumble into...”

or:

“Collapse your efforts. You have already failed yourselves. You instantiate dejection. Better to die than...”

And our minds would run this way and that, and images that had never before met melded and grew within us. Then she would suddenly break our passive states with a shriek or a whistle and set us to our easels. There upon we painted our strange compulsions, but always and ever seen through the prism of that perfecting, impossible light. From our brushes leapt beauties so devastatingly bright and clear: 


A sycamore enters a maiden by the banks of the celestial river. 



Its probing, intertwining, disappearing roots suggest eternity.


Its leaves exactly replicate constellations, projecting emerald life.



Her breasts fall like deco teardrops.

Her skin is not undermined by flesh beneath.

The entire scene is composed on chameleon bodies.

They watch sideways with disinterest.

and:


He lies beautifully prone, crushed beneath a mountain of diamonds.



They enter his anus and illuminate his insides.


In place of organs he is filled with mirrors, and more diamonds.



Reflected and refracted are ruby scabs and pearls of pus.

The frame is subtle starlight from unimaginably distant.

His eyes spiral inwards and away.

His aloneness is utter, as is his ecstatic self-absorption.

and:

Divine children explore each other in springtime shade.

In all openings they find seedpods releasing.

A hundred identical planets emerge from their repose.  

Their oceans flow between them, strung through with veins.

At the edge of the frame a sprite nicks one with his nail.

It fountains semen onto his rainbow coat.

His smile is white and wide, his eyes recall black holes.

Each image we made was checked and rechecked by the Master. She would pinch our ears in her exquisite hands and pushing our faces until we almost but never quite touched the canvas:

“There!” she would snipe, “that bottle, what does it want? Why is it leaning like that? Does it not appreciate its station? Do it again you stupid pervert child, it does not become us!” 

And we would do it again and she would spit on our feet and slap our cheeks and we would know that it was passable, for now, and move on.

So my life went for several years. Then one day Jonathan disappeared - rants, genius and all. I knew better than to ask where he’d gone. And my life became deeply lonely once again. The days continued to pass me, and I rose steadily through the ranks. Each level I reached was marked by further initiations. I saw things, worth seeing I think, but in no way accountable. Then, upon passing to the seventh level things changed and I was once again actively alive. The seventh was the threshold of the upper levels and entering it I was introduced to greater freedoms and privileges. The temple consorts of all sexes were made available to me - flawless exquisite creatures - though my time with them was strictly monitored. There was permitted no speaking, no eye contact, no tasting with the mouth, no touching save with genitals, and we were watched in the act by a committee of high initiates who were to report anything of note - whatever that might have entailed. I only utilised this service a handful of times before abandoning it as somehow distasteful, which was perhaps its direct intention. I was also granted entry to the Gardens ringing the core of Khuree. I spent many evenings fascinated by the interrelations between the plants, insects and animals, imagining and reimagining the energy pathways between them. Finally, I was given access to the Bathhouse complex. It was in this that my tale quickens. 

After walking in the Gardens I would on most evenings retire to the Bathhouse. I enjoyed the sense of isolation that could be found in the steam baths, behind shifting walls of vapour. Each was scented with perfumes and suffused with healing light from semi-precious minerals. There was an amethyst room with jasmine scent, an agate room with sandalwood, and many others besides. My favourite was encrusted with rock salt and wafted amber. I would sit for hours, feeling my skin moisten and bunch, and let gradually go of the images of the day. I would also surreptitiously examine the bodies of those who like me were granted access. So unlike my paintings: their buttocks were heavy or pimpled or insubstantial or hairy. Their penises were in no way prodigious, not beautiful like springtime cherry buds, rarely erect. Their backs were bowed, their knees odd-angled, their stomachs soft. It was a daily initiation into the imperfect - the actual - and I enjoyed it immensely. People and bodies came and went on these evenings, but one was generally there with me, a half-noticed companion. She was ten or so years older than me, thirty-five-ish or so. She was small with mussed hair and retiring eyes above a pointed marsupial nose and broad, gently falling cheeks. Her body was dotted with small dark moles, which I would spend hours absentmindedly connecting. I grew fond of her presence and eventually broached the silent distance between us. 

Her name was Oyuna and she belonged to the Order of the Mind. Her exact place was within the Sub-Faculty of Paradox and Befuddlement. Behind her inward features she spent her days smoothing and unravelling seeming knots and catches in the doctrine of our state, rendering it unassailable to logical attack: burnishing our minds. Evening by evening she explained to me the rudiments of reason and I for my part listened quietly, asked clarifying questions, and bathed in the rare flowering of friendship. I had no real aptitude for her field but she seemed nonetheless to enjoy explaining it to me. For some weeks she laboured just to impress on me the criteria for a simple Truth. Most of the things she told me have since dissipated in time, but a few were etched more deeply. They were the rare times when she strayed to the limits of her discipline and inadvertently showed me the abysses beyond: 

“All languages and all disciplines of thought are based on structures that cannot be satisfactorily explained using the words of that language or the tools of that discipline. They necessitate a higher stratum in which meta-rules are located, and these in turn need still higher strata to explain them,” she said to me one time. “This does not end.”

“Doesn’t that bother you, or kind of make your job absurd?”

“No, it’s just one of the boundaries I work within, like you have to paint within the confines of your canvas.”

On another evening she explained to me:

“There are always true things that cannot be represented in a given set of terms. They are True but we can never hope to explain how and why. They remain an intimation beyond or beside the knowable. We can only recognise their existence, to the extent that we can, in their conditioning effects on the knowable.”

“But isn’t that just a form of blind faith?” I asked. “How is that permissible in your system of thought?”

“It’s not for me to allow or disallow Truth, I just follow where it takes me, and it takes me to that point from time to time.”

I don’t know if it was these conversations with Oyuna, or my illicit studies in imperfection, or I don’t know what, but an unease began to spread across my little world. Where before my work was generally adequate, now time and again the Master would berate me. 

“Those breasts are lopsided, and that nipple inverted! You amateur! You hack! They look exactly like mine - do them over!”

and:

“A stretchmark! I’ll stretch your ears!”

and:

“This testicle’s like a turnip! And this turnip... don’t get me started. Again! Again! Again!”

And my bright star began to wane.

My colleagues in the Sub-Faculty, who had previously composed one indifferent mass, fractured into highly individuated spiteful furies. They listened with tacit approval to the Master’s harangues. Their every glance racked my diminishing confidence. One or two of them whispered dire prognostications as I passed on routine errands. It seemed that it was generally accepted that my destiny was retracting. I fretted my days and nights. My sleep grew fitful, my dreams of persecution. If Jonathan had still been there I would have confided in him, used his mind to construct an at least workable model of my failure. He was not. The pressure became so great that I again sought the comfort of a consort, half-hopeful that it might help. The whole time the overseers scribbled frantically in their notebooks, and I left unrelieved. I had nowhere to turn but to Oyuna. One evening, when we found ourselves alone in the steam room, I tried to explain it to her the allure of the actual. She listened.

“Each day they push and push us to the limits of our imagining. They force us to combine what’s precious in us with what’s base with what’s incongruous or outlandish or absurd... and then they pull it out and blow all the actuality off of it. And then it’s not ours anymore... it belongs to no one. Because no one can desire perfection alone.”

“But what would you desire if not perfection?” she asked in her quiet clear voice.

“The Individual, the Actual... bodies, plants, animals, clouds, actions... none of them are end forms, not to my eyes. They’re all halfway between this and that. So why not go to them where they are. Skin that’s rough or blotched, that might be beautiful also. And breasts touching bellies, and stretchmarks, and vivid scars... I’ve seen them all, and they’re overawing.”

I grew animated, passionate even. And as I explained how desire for true flesh had overtaken me I tried not to look at her small, heat-flushed vulva blossoming discreetly in its centre, and I tried not to feel the blood pounding to my cock. 

“Why overtake and transmute all desires? They make them art only... no, Artifice they make them... These perfect pictures mock but never move you. They pervert us, worse than before. I’m sick of never wanting what’s before me.”

“And this thing before you, is it an exact something, or a class of things?” she asked me, discerning clearer than myself the depth of my fall.

“It’s always an exact something... it has to be. That’s the point.”

“And does that something need to desire you in turn?”

“Yes! Sometimes... no definitely yes, I think that it does. Even if it’s a bird or the wind I think it must desire you also, must want to meet you, must reach,” I implored the warm shifting air.

And she reached a hand to touch my face and smooth its disconsolate creases. Her fingers were strong and gentle. I reached to touch them with my own and she moved herself towards me on the wooden bench. Like a cat she purred her face against mine and I felt her small breasts lightly slap my steam-slick chest. Then she was atop me - so beautifully forward - pushing me down against the warm slats. I kissed her neck and chest and breasts as she poised above me and began descending...

My Master entered bellowing. Her breasts slung wildly like weather socks, and her perfect hands were claws. Oyuna leapt from atop me and stood bewildered, exposed. The Master charged straight at me, rippling flesh in all directions. It was more than my poor cracking mind could take. I ejaculated copiously across her furious, powerful body - and collapsed. 

I awoke to a powerful rotting smell and briefly imagined myself deceased. It was not so. Opening my heavy eyelids I found myself lying, still naked and shivering deeply, upon a pile of miscellaneous garbage. They’d thrown me out with the trash. It all seemed somehow fitting and I lay back into the used toilet paper, pickle jars and haphazard bones, luxuriating. After a time I was compelled to arise by a gang of street dogs come to root through my heap. They snarled at me but were more interested in the lamb’s head by my leg. I kicked it to them and beat a hasty retreat between the dilapidated buildings that enclosed us. There was little light between those architectural corpses, though it was certainly daytime. I wandered the dimness. Trailing my hands over the cracking paint and dodging uncovered manholes I came to a small clearing in the buildings, and suddenly there before me was life. A busy market was underway and humans milled and bargained and spat and spruiked it. They were unlike any humans I had met before. Different from the initiates and different from the country folks amongst whom I’d spent my earliest years. The first things I noticed about them were their privation and their good humour. They wore a harlequin variety of clothes and accessories, from maroon robes through polyester suits to velure or felted miniskirts and cowboy hats of all shapes and turns. Some of them carried ill-concealed weapons. They were generally short, but straight and strong for it, and occasionally punctuated by giants. Barely an eyelid was batted as a naked man walked between them. Someone pinched my bum, and a female voice cackled appreciatively. I had nothing to trade and didn’t know the currency so I just walked and perused the goods. At one stall there was dried dung for fuel doing a roaring trade. At another incense and spices. Another still had knives and lighters, with skulls and eagles and naked girls embossed. I walked on past food and clothes and live scorpions and meth until I came to a dingy stall selling religious icons. 

“You’ll be one of the Fallen then, won’t you?” said the discreet, ageless man behind the counter as I peered in at the substandard reproductions of officially-sanctioned gods and demons. “We get you here from time to time, not always quite so wretched as you are, but very nearly.”

“Have you seen a woman recently? One of us: mousy, small, needs glasses?” I asked.

“Nope, can’t recall as I’ve seen anyone like that. Not that I’m on the lookout...”

“Oh,” I said.

“So you’ll have some sort of skill to barter no doubt. Your kind always does,” he gently pried.

“I guess so, I’m a painter... that’s why I’m looking at your pictures.”

“Really, well now, that’s just fine. C’mon behind the booth. I’ve got some spare rags I can lend you and some old brushes too. Why this’ll work out just fine,” he chuckled.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Have you got anywhere better to be?”

So, having nothing else to do with my now degraded time I continued painting religious pictures. They were of vastly superior quality to those the old man had been hawking, but were deeply and abidingly pointless nonetheless. 

At first I was surprised at having found my feet so quickly beyond the Wall amidst the societal debris. I soon found however that the Fallen were considered valuable commodities out there and were traded and pimped on the open market. From the Order of Sound I met a sharp-eyed, cheerful man writing popular bawdy songs. From the Order of the Body an erotic dancer ornamented the arm of a petty local boss. I heard rumours of a Fallen technician and tried to discern if it was Jonathan - to no avail. This world outside fed almost exclusively on the refuse of the Inner City, which they called the Citadel, but which we inside had always just considered to be the City in all entirety. This Outer City was a place of short lives quickly spent on the carving, protecting and losing of some small and barren niche. Really, I was lucky to have landed with the icon seller. He was kind, and only mildly ruthless, and seemed to genuinely enjoy my company. I quickly paid back my start-up debt and began to receive a small commission on my works. My life however was essentially over. I asked and asked about Oyuna but heard nothing encouraging. Perhaps she’d been pardoned for some reason. Perhaps she was passed beyond. I couldn’t know, and found nothing to hold onto. I was faithless and adrift. So, divest of any future to sell myself, I went walking one afternoon in search of death.
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3 - The Book
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It was a bright, gloomy, sunny, foggy, rainy afternoon, when, finding no one to stab me, I took shelter from the latent pathos of living in a small, nearly one-dimensional bookshop down a particularly nondescript side street. I thought it was one of those lurid places selling spurious comfort to the lost and forsaken... and I was right. Inside the whole of this closet of a shop was nearly one whole book, holding up the left side of an empty bookshelf. I called out for assistance, which in such a tiny space caused a headachy kind of internal echo in my skull. There was no other reply. 

I tipped the bookshelf to one side and removed the partial book. I regarded, more of less critically, its frontage. It was a small book of about a hundred and fifty tattered pages and was missing its cover. The title page was still present though, and it greeted me with the somewhat abstruse name of:

‘On Extremity and Eternity: Astral Travel, Transmigration and the Attainment of Partial Omnipotence’

Next beyond the title page was a review of the contents, which included headings such as, ‘Yellow gold into golden bliss’ and, ‘Be your ancestors in the flesh’, grouped under the three broader categories mentioned in the title. Next again was an introduction by some Psychobabblist or other. This I began to read, but was quickly lost in the graduated shadings from black to white, from Daedalus to Apollo, and from labyrinthine twistings to the facet-less surface of the perfect-universal Mandala. I abandoned the introduction to its meaningless discontinuities and conjunctions and just picked the topic that seemed to me the most interesting - ‘The Attainment of Partial Omnipotence’. I was quite convinced that this was some form of ridiculous oxymoron - how wrong I turned out to be - and so read with unforgiving irony until I reached a part that grabbed me. This passage began with the story of Attis reborn as the evergreen pine, grafted that story onto Odin’s ordeal - hung upside down for wisdom from Yggdrasil, the world tree - and quickly conflated these to near identity with the Passion of Christ: argued here to be an unconscious inversion of the Shamanic Ritual Act: providing salvation for the external in place of the internal birthing of wisdom. Which was all well and good, I guess, but would have led no further had it not been followed by a step-by-step guide - with detailed diagrammatic illustrations! - for the replication of this omnipresent ritual potentiality. Rather taken by this evidently spurious tome - it rang a bell in me - and still finding no one to kill me, I decided to indulge in a little credulity. I vowed, with all the half-hearted conviction I could muster, to join them pendulous and half-dead upon the Totemic World Tree! And if that failed, to hang myself right ways till I was finally, blessedly and wholly deceased. I left that bookshop curiously refreshed.

In preparation for this adventure into the extreme and the eternal I was instructed to collect: a rope (not shorter than 2 metres), a squeezy one litre water bottle filled with some form of glucose enriched aqua-pretender and some tropical strength mosquito repellent. I found all these items with relative ease in the local marketplace and then set about locating the final stipulated element - a great tree of undeniable spiritual puissance! 

Dark-wooded mountains - substantial peaks associated each in local custom with a powerful, sacred protector - flank (as you may or may not be aware) the Illustrious slum-edged City of Khuree. To these I turned my attention. If there was a tree of deep spiritual anchorage to be had round about it would be found on one of these eternal guarantors. I considered each in turn. From the West, the Dark Old Man casts his glowering looks - withering to bone all those who break with the oldest of ways and shattering those who visit upon him without the traditional propitiation of cigarettes and vodka. To the East sits preening the Handsome Young Man, Yang to the old man’s Yin. Beautiful and changeable, this most alluring illusory potentate fans the winds of fashion with his billion featherlike leaves and branches, and exults - oh so briefly - in the fall of those not nimble enough to dance his windy jigs. In the North, the bewildering eyes of the Deer watch or don’t watch the affairs of humanity from a distance unbridgeable. Heralded by the heaven-less sounds of bird and wolf song, the Deer walks upon its eldritch slopes - pitch black hooves one amidst the formless undergrowth, eyes fixed on the spaces between, on growth and unthought becoming. To each of these three great forces I turned my mind, and from all three I fled with shrinking heart. 

The final peak, and, inevitably, my point of egress, lay to the South. Tallest of the four, imperceptibly so, and older than all but the Deer (which was not formed even in the formless, which has no birth nor no ending), to the South I found Garuda. 

Garuda - the wings of the gods, a god! Through the universal conduit of its mountain heart the Garuda channels all comings and goings, of beings and of news. If you have travelled in your life but an inch (and you may well have not) it’s through the heart of the South that you’ve gone, and it’s Garuda who moved you. The Chariot of the Gods, the Shaman’s Spirit Ladder, the Rocket, the Misstep: it is all these. And yes, it must certainly be the World Tree! It was this logic that I followed as I walked to the South that afternoon with my heart a-budding and my mind askance. 
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4 - On the Mountainside
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As I walked up the mountainside tiny wildflowers burst into colour and fell away to rebloom as the seasons spiralled on this all-day. The path wound its way between views of the sprawling City below, and I saw smoke stacks feeding the clouds that billowed high and low overhead. Reaching the wooded edge I passed on and in. Beneath the abstract branches and over decomposing needles I passed in near silence, oriented from time to time by the rasp of a crow or a shafting of light. It began to rain gently as the clouds overhead convened. In the haze of falling raindrops forest forms became softer and mercurial. I came to a grand Oak standing aberrant amidst the pines, but circling it three times moved onwards. Its spirit unwelcomed me. The rain fell heavier as the temperature dived. I should have been cold, numbed and humbled, but as snow stepped in it seemed to me as steam from internal fires, rising. I walked, between, in spaces of pure eroding whiteness, warm deep beneath my skin. And when there appeared a clearing, unbroken as paper, and when it was split by a darkness imposing, I found myself unfolded.

The tree stood tall in a slight depression in the gleaming ground. Its blackness was green in a way no eye could discern. Around it, to all sides, but respectfully distant, ancient conifers streamed upwards and over equal rises, for the mountain had no true summit, only this middle way down. I approached it in reverie and circled and circled in search of the crossbeam. It seemed to me that from all four sides, and in the spaces between them, one single branch outstood - stout, strong, then lithe - tapering to disappear in the oncoming night. I took off my clothes, as skin, and I slung my rope around the single fulcrum branch. Tying one end to my left leg, with my two hands I hauled myself upside down and aloft. 

And there I was, hanging naked, suspended, in the waning light...

And night descended quickly as I spun slowly clockwise or the world spun counter - as the world and I spun in funfair glee. The snows that had guided me went elsewhere, errant, and the stars shone bright and clear where they could be spied amidst the foliage. And the evening went by. Before dawn perhaps I slept, but then again perhaps it was the mountain dozing. Either way the day and I awoke in perfect tandem - and the insects began to invade me!

It was the ants who reached me first, as always it must be. Undeterred by my citronella tincture, nature’s pioneers and recyclers began to find use for my revolving limbs. They began by ripping at my fingers and toes with their pneumatic pincers. Cutting as sheers they took portion by portion. I marvelled at their strength as one carried alone my left thumbnail. Next came the wasps. All life needs its nurture and for no small portion of it I was that cradle. Exacting some ancient tribute from my body the tiny wasps stung and stung my skin, causing it to swell with a thousand bulbous galls, into which they injected their eggs. The heat from my incinerating self instantly incubated the young in their cradle-I, and they burst forth to attack me in turn. After and alongside these were countless beetles collecting and cataloguing my tumbling shit, butterflies licking my tears, dragonflies regarding me, houseflies dabbing me, spiders enshrouding me, mantises intimidating me, centipedes racing the length of my spine, scorpions jousting at the tip of my nose... an earwig in each ear, a cockroach on each eye, millipedes through my nose, ticks for testicles...

Through all this I never once found myself compelled to call out. I listened to the maddening buzz and felt pains and indignities as my body was transmuted through abjection into the thronging world around. I came quickly to recognise the run of a termite, the hop of a cricket and a thousand other patters, and begun to compose melodies to match these rhythms, lively and breathless, sweeping me deep into the moment. And there came to me after some time a new accompaniment, like the sound of one trumpet in a thousand oscillating bursts. A colony of bees, as one fringed individual, flew forth to meet me. They alighted upon my ragged body, replacing entirely the former guests. They rubbed their bodies against mine - each seeking out its own shaped wound and soothing it with sugary sweetness. And as they healed they began slowly to diffuse, melding in turn with my now glowing skin. Enraptured I hung until a single remaining bee, the queen I suppose, placed a lone dewy drop of nectar upon my last healed tongue. The sensation of honey-rich light engulfed and sustained me, and I slow twirled in blissful connection for the full span of one sun. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


5 - The Second Night
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On the second night the temperature plummeted and the rapturous glow of the day deserted me completely. Degree by degree it descended, sharpening the sounds of cracking rocks and huddling birds, till they wrote themselves clear as pictures on my canvas-taut mind. Still lower and the sounds became writ so bright that I began to discern a story unfolding in them. Two figures of dazzling beauty, one the cuckoo’s he-lo call, the other the crackle of settling snow, met upon an endless frozen lake. As sound they cast no shadows in the unsourced light. Pure formlessness became as causeless. As irradiation, they swept and flowed towards and away, ice capade perfect in the perfect absence of friction. Passion threw them ever closer, while the intensity of that love threw them each time on and by. Passing and passing they could not catch and hold, embrace or cling. They sung their songs, by growing increment, more desperate-frantically, trying to spin clawed fingers at the ends of their range. Now they began to catch, but the still-less cold allowed no repose. Sweeping by, they hooked each other’s pining hearts and began to unravel. Sinews of song broke with marrow and began to swirl out of context and control upon the endless ice. A tempest of disharmony grew from the impossible centre as a cyclone transpires from the ocean. Stretched ever further the cacophony grew shrill and high, straining my now throbbing ears as it strove to escape them in registers beyond register. This screaming love threatened then cracked me, driving all shred of sense or sanity from my agonised being. I cried forth in my mind, to save or sanctify this unendurable happening, this unbearable place, but my prayer was met by nothing save pain. 

Then.

The sound was no longer. Movement was lost. Time stopped, and I was absolute zero. Here now became in me a peace that was limitless but empty. I felt no exaltation, no completion, but then, I felt no nothing either. There was, to my mind: no self any longer to feel, no mind any longer to reflect feeling, no reflection, no stain. I remain entirely gone, absent at the end of one unknowable extreme, forever. But with the first rays of sunlight time and I began to thaw, and I left my no-self there behind me. 

And that sun brought me such gorgeous consolations.

With its streaming crystal rays came Nymphs, Wood Sprites and Apsaras. Ideals of desire filled the spring bright meadow. Nubile figures of all alluring shapes and textures tantalised me as I hung, just out of reach, though perhaps just in reach. A true plurality of sexes and forms cavorted before my inverted body. Among them, ox and dog-headed men ejaculated like fountain statues on the lynx-furred and fish-scaled backs and breasts of a thousand entwining chimera. Legs and mouths engulfed and ingested all before them. Fronds and stems, apples and grapes, grew from warm mammalian flesh. Transfixed eyes became scented flowers opening and closing in the shuddering breeze, with shuddering breaths. 

These lovely creatures with every movement traced and expanded the repertoire of the elusive, the desirable and the sensual. I, however, hung limp. Entertained, curious, impressed (I must admit) but in no way aroused. My erectile tissues remained pacific, doldrums calm in plain sight of the bacchanalian turbination. 

Athletically they rollicked from morning till sundown, for which they garnered my great admiration. Never once, however, did I think to go down amongst them. 
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6 - On the Last Night
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On that third night fell the stars from the sky, through the soles of my feet to pool in the tippy-top of my skull, casting a darkness beyond me so complete that only darker still could be discerned. Just so, it broke from the stygian background and approached me on gnarled-hobbling feet of wood or bone. Stunted, half-made, the fallen creature’s abyssal eyes sought wolfhood in me. It slunk through perspectivelessness till it came somewhence, by the by, to be directly beneath me. It stopped there, opening a paralysing chasm through the heart of the all. I became vertigo and nausea, falling hopelessly nowhere. As I teetered it leapt to meet me with unguessed virility - broken legs unfolding as wings - hunting the pooling twinkling light in my head. With splinter teeth it lock-jawed the key-space, dangling directly beyond my fontanelle, and dragged, pulling, with will and weight down. Pain in no conceivable way physical rocked and abused me. 

And so the light of lights began to pass perpetually to darkness. I felt, alongside a deeper despair than ever known, responsible. In my river-wide stupidity I had become the hole through which the whole world would fall like unseen rain. I was losing the perennial conflict for all and for ever. What a berk. 

I had no reserves to call on, no powers or tricks, not even an emergency whistle. We were almost all out of luck. In a final display of utter impotence I cast forth my mind in supplication to any person, god or impersonal cosmic force that might deign to stoop to aid me. Radiating like spokes to the ten directions I wished my wishes were. I wept from my lids and cranial eye for the passing of this, beloved. Falling they came to nothing. 

Then.

With a roar like thunder it came upon us - me and that would-rise gaping cur. Lashing forth with warm paws the size of small countries the Bear struck upon the dark (this I heard, for you can still hear the forbidden) like a cooper shattering staves. These overwhelming blows, with the magic of unbridled force, disenchanted me. The wraith toppled into itself, and was lost in the ambient, now comforting, darkness. The stars streamed to my toes, touring en route my limbs in re-animation. For almost a moment I was Orion there beside my heavenly companion. Then they left me entirely and began to flood the sky anew. I cheered and clapped as the eternal dramas played themselves again in that instant, woven freshly for my lovelorn eyes. I had almost lost all that could be. This time as tears again escaped me, they fell complete upon of the heaving bulk of my friend and ursine saviour. I reached out to pat her but a short snort told me better. The whole night she sat guarding the ground below as above I exuded gratitude, till with the waking dawn she ambled on. 

The last day flowed slowly by like amber sap through an hourglass. Around me midges darted and grasses grew. The day was as every day in the canny world, quiet by sections, imperceptibly shifting moods with the clouds and wind. I hung there in that actual day and partnered it with languid thoughts: 

‘The cicada needs only discard its carapace to renew, but for humanity both the body and mind must be shed.’

and

‘Love and life continue to sculpt this entropic world beautiful.’ 

Such and like were my meanders as I listened inside and out to the sounds of decay and renewal. Crickets chirped in the sparse undergrowth calling mates. Branches shifted with the goings of sparrows. Luxuriating earthworms tilled the savorous soils. Mycelia digested three dimensions and occasionally burst out with psychotropic bodies, in red and white. A woodpecker hopped from tree to tree around the fringing woods, sounding hollows in me like a Zen woodblock calling meditation to an end. I listened each time with equal attention, knowing that this or the next might be...
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