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1.
Akbar wrapped a checkered scarf around his face, hoping that no one would speak to him as he hurried through one of Baghdad’s numerous open-air markets. He could disguise his appearance, but his halting Arabic might give him away. The Iraqi accent is difficult, and the inflection of a vowel one way or another could mean life or death in certain sections of the war-torn city. He’d managed fine during occasional forays, always escorted by members of the Dulaini clan. That day, the Turk decided to test his luck and venture out alone, dangerous as it was.
He refused to meet the Americans at one of their humongous bases—he would be spotted and marked for death. Instead, they picked a different public place each time to pass along information. Akbar used to meet the American soldiers at checkpoints, to slip in and quickly out to an awaiting car. Until the last time, when a soldier next to him took a sniper’s bullet through the neck. Arterial blood sprayed in crimson spurts all over the stunned villager, an indelible memory painted in his mind. Death, Akbar learned, could come any time, anywhere. The Americans nicknamed him Shabah, an Arabic word used to describe the Stealth fighter. It meant “ghost.”
He sure felt like a ghost, the choice his. He asked for the most dangerous assignments, demanding back his free will by testing his luck with every opportunity, the only time he really felt alive.
Akbar checked if anyone paid him particular attention as he spotted the coffee shop where he was to meet the Americans. The streets were calm, surprisingly quiet. A rampant rumor had taken hold that the all-seeing Eye would strike dead any and all who strayed, either convinced of the (t)error of their ways, or prevented from spreading it further. The plan called for Akbar to blend with the customers until the G.I.'s swept him away in a staged raid. Simple, though nothing came easily in Baghdad. Merely venturing into public could become a descent into the Inferno.
He entered the dim street-side shop and immediately felt stares. Despite the peace talk, spotters still prowled for all sides: Shiite, Sunni, Al-Qaeda, Iranians through the Shiites, Saudis through the Sunnis, Syrians, Kurds, Israelis. And the crazy American contractors who shot at anything that moved. People disappeared every day.
He spied behind his scarf to take the lay of the narrow room with bare wooden walls. Simple wooden tables and chairs along a center aisle led to a service counter in back. Male patrons sipped coffee; a few puffed pungent Egyptian tobacco from hookahs. He quickly realized the plan’s flaw and wanted to turn back: The other patrons bundled together in small groups, safety in numbers. A stranger with his face hidden drew immediate suspicion.
Conversations stopped. A man to Akbar’s right pulled a pistol from his work jacket and set it on the table. Akbar bee-lined for the attendant in back and tried to appear normal. He plopped dinars on the counter.
“Coffee, please,” he asked the bedraggled attendant, who was scarred with pink tissue completely over one eye. Akbar could not help notice but tried anyway, and the more he tried, the more obvious became his discomfort. He unconsciously tightened the checkered scarf around his face.
The attendant leaned over the counter and muttered something hostile in Arabic. He made no move toward the coffee urn.
“Coffee, please,” Akbar repeated. The attendant’s indignation rose with a clinched fist for emphasis as he barked loud enough for everyone to hear—not that they weren’t already listening. Akbar fished through his mind to make sense of the words. Patrons drifted toward the entrance, prepared to flee.
The attendant tore away Akbar’s scarf, pointed an accusatory finger and shouted. The Turk easily recognized the word:
“Sunni!”
Good as dead, Akbar quickly tried to exit, but the patrons who a moment prior were ready to run instead lined up for a scrum. The man with the pistol talked urgently into a cellphone. Akbar held up his hands beseechingly. Angry faces closed in. Desperately, he reached inside his robes and shouted an Arabic phrase he knew well:
“Allahu Akbar!”
God is great, in Arabic. Or in other words, “I’m about to blow up and take you infidels with me!”
The patrons scattered. Tables and chairs overturned, delicate coffee cups and saucers smashed. A path opened leading to the front door. Akbar dashed.
The black metal muzzle of an M-4 assault rifle greeted his forehead at the door. Knowing the reputation of the Americans to shoot first and ask questions later, the villager squeezed shut his eyes, expecting to die.
The young, highly-trained soldier pulled Akbar outside and threw him to the ground. Another soldier yanked his arms behind his back and quickly restrained his wrists with zip cuffs, then tossed him into the back of a Stryker armored vehicle. Flat on his belly, Akbar looked up to see the familiar face of Captain Stevens, the American officer who gathered intelligence using “alternative means.”
“What the hell did you do?” the captain asked, amused.
“They thought I was a suicide bomber.”
Stevens slapped his knee. He gave orders to a lanky lieutenant with buzzed red hair just visible at the edges of his Kevlar helmet. The junior officer returned moments later and reported, “All’s well, Cap. The customers think we’re heroes.”
“Perfect,” the captain said with a satisfied smile. “Let’s move.”
Soldiers piled in. The convoy of three Strykers barreled away, not even ninety seconds after arriving. The young soldier who had stuck the rifle in Akbar’s face undid his cuffs.
“Yer sure a lucky one, Shabah, but easy to recognize, thank the Lord. I just about dropped ya at the front door,” the soldier said with an Oklahoma accent. Captain Stevens pointed at Akbar.
“Uncle Sam’s watching over you.”
“He’s not the only one,” Akbar replied, sweating coldly as adrenaline drained away. He wanted to heave up the contents of his stomach. Bile rose in his throat. He tasted it.
“Easy son, it’s over now,” said Stevens. “Cavalry arrived in the nick of time.”
The captain handed Akbar a bottle of water, wondering about his informant, but the results were inarguable. A dual process started of real talks between the three main ethnic factions in Iraq, and polishing off the remaining extremists who had turned the country into their personal war. Even a small hope of never returning to the God-forsaken country brightened the captain’s day. He’d survived three tours, and paid back Uncle Sam enough for ten college educations. Or about what some security contractors made in six months.
Captain Stevens sometimes kicked himself for turning down the obscene money he could have made by resigning after his last tour and returning as a security contractor, but he had to know lives would be saved by having his experience and competence where needed most. Generals suck-up to politicians and civilian brass, and colonels suck-up to generals. Captains actually fight wars. They personally know every name under their command returning home in a flag-draped coffin. He did his best to put Akbar at ease.
“It was a bad idea anyway. Some fucking newsie wrote a story about our latest tactic to contact informants, so the customers might have already suspected you. What do you have for us this time?”
Akbar swigged the water and wiped his face. He leaned against the rumbling vehicle. “Terrorist safe house. I’m told they’ll be gone by tomorrow morning, so, uh, do what you do before then.”
“Don’t you worry, we’ll have surveillance overhead in five minutes. Nothing we like more than disposing of some terrorists. Can you point it out on a map?”
Akbar reached into his dusty black robes and removed a folded satellite photo, coordinates scrawled to the side in red marker.
“How the hell do you get this stuff?” Stevens asked. He handed the map to his lieutenant. “We heard about that place, just needed verification.” The lieutenant signed thumbs-up to the other soldiers. Death was about to visit some bad guys—and everyone else who got in the way.
“Long story,” answered Akbar.
“I have time.”
“I don’t.”
“Very well,” said Stevens. “I won’t ask if you’re sure about this information. Everything else you’ve given us had been Grade A. By the way, we sent that last bunch to meet their Maker with a big boom—a 2,000 pound JDAM.”
The captain used his hands to tell the story, one hand the ground, the other a missile incoming, then obliteration. The thought disturbed Akbar. He looked away but found nowhere to land his eyes in the cramped interior.
“You don’t care? Then what’s the point of putting yourself in danger?” A foreign noncombatant voluntarily in a war zone made about as much sense to the captain as a nun in a drug den. Shabah never explained where he came from or where he went. Or where he obtained his information.
“Better that I don’t know. So much senseless death.”
A moment of reflective silence hung over the military men, begun by the villager’s simple statement. They believed in the fight for the first few years, but two or three tours later, took pride only in doing their jobs and displaying their overwhelming firepower. Captain Stevens refocused their attention.
“What’s our motto, eh fellas?”
The squad chanted, “Death from above, death from below—just die motherfuckers!”
The soldiers slapped high-fives. Heavy metal equipment jangled on their bodies. Akbar felt sick again, but he choked it down and tried to act brave and sure like his company, an awkwardly fitting mask over the person beneath.
The American soldiers dropped him off across town in a deserted industrial area on a straight dusty road aimed at the horizon. Dilapidated factories sat far off to the side, fronted by vast parking lots full of emptiness, lifeless husks of a once-prosperous nation. A few scattered palm trees swayed in the persistent desert wind.
Akbar wanted to walk, think, and decide what came next. Mixed feelings made sausage of his heart. He missed the mountains, his village and his brother Abby, but the scraps of his former life also waited. Back in that familiar environment he might revert to the old meek and mild Akbar. The busy businessman life no longer appealed, or the dutiful brother, or the simple villager, or the victim of fate. Or so he thought.
Something else waited at the mountain. It visited occasionally as a ghostly face only Akbar could see. He no longer talked to it, cared what it thought or what it had to say.
Given the choice, Akbar sought a path as far away as possible, but always the Eye found him. He never asked about the source of the information passed along to the Americans for the Dulaini clan; it couldn’t be more obvious. On television he watched the Festival of Lights at Nemrut Dag, saw the crowds and heard the bold proclamation of world peace in one year. He noticed the new respect from Umar, the Dulaini clan leader, and caught the admiring glances at the sacrificial lamb, the villager from Turkey helping to end someone else’s war.
Blood still stained his hands no matter the righteousness of the cause he participated in as a way to free himself from the poltergeist’s grip. For every terrorist killed, entire families sometimes went with them. The grisly picture of people blown to bits haunted his sleep.
Death from above....
Thinking about the soldiers’ motto hurt his head. He wondered what became of himself. A tool wielded by the hands of others, came the reply from his wounded pride. His life circled back, resisting all attempts to the contrary. Every act of defiance resulted in servitude, further chained to the memory of a dark cell where he’d lost his mind for long stretches, only to find it again by serving his jailer. Always his mountain nemesis in the background intercepting prayers like King David’s son Absolom at the Jerusalem gate, claiming the right to hear supplications.
Lost in thought, mortal fear suddenly struck Akbar: He walked on an open road. A sniper could be hidden anywhere in the lonely flats of warehouses and mountainous factories, prepared to fire a lead projectile through the soft flesh and precious bones of his neck. He remembered the soldier killed right in front of his eyes. Iraqi snipers used a Russian rifle lethal in skilled hands from a kilometer distant.
Death from afar....
A desolate neighborhood rose out the sand ahead on the dusty road, his destination at the far end in a better area defended as a virtual fortress by the Dulainis. The shattered wreckage of homes, picked over by derelicts and mongrel dogs, reeked of danger lurking behind every shadow and fallen wall. Umar had warned direly about ever attempting to cross the dangerous no-man’s land. Perfect opportunity for Akbar to test himself against fate. Like his parents tested theirs with every lengthy ride along treacherous mountain roads known to swallow buses.
In the city known to swallow people, Akbar made a decision: He would return home to Turkey and face his doppelgänger, once his task in Iraq was complete. Twice he had survived when he thought he might perish. He wondered if the old Iraqi saying was true, that if something extraordinary happens once, it will never be repeated. But if it happens twice, it most certainly will happen a third time.
If he didn’t survive this time, death would answer the question.
General Hafez Rabin first saw the sign of the sacred mountain and began to grasp its meaning while subduing Palestinian militants in the Nablaz refugee camp on the Gaza Strip.
A fluke some would call the circumstances of seeing the symbol of the religion to unite all. He knew from the start, something from beyond touched him. No rational reason either, a sin of commission never before committed. The Israeli war hero’s motto until that day: Just the facts.
The top-gun general wanted a better feel for the situation on the ground. Against his captain’s advice about possible snipers, he stepped out and looked around. General Rabin’s eye, gained from twenty-five years of fighting the Palestinians, assessed the situation differently. He saw no lurking danger; people within the intact buildings looked back, albeit warily—abject faces of women, children, old men. No fight left in the place. The Hamas militants would have fled already—fled or lay dead under the sophisticated onslaught of the Israeli Defense Force.
Three identical young Palestinian girls played on a slab porch. They wore simple summer dresses, showing no fear of General Rabin or the ring of anxious soldiers aiming high-tech assault rifles at every vantage point. The triplets were a vision of purity against desolation, in front of a ramshackle house made of concrete and steel rebar showing through pockmarked walls. The contrast made the general curious how three little girls could play outside five minutes after a military assault. All at once he had to know why.
The general had seen obscene bravery, children facing bullets with stones, and he knew the courageous desperation of young lives raised in a war zone. Buzz of drones high overhead, booms near and far, little education or hope. Eventually the young become immune. Some become adults and take up arms against an enemy better at war, so out-gunned, defiance equaled a suicidal invitation to death.
But the triplets, perhaps ten years old, appeared neither defiant nor shell-shocked, and their lack of fear gave Rabin hope for the future. Standing on the concrete slab they knew as a porch—so unlike the general’s children, with gardens of pomegranate trees to play in and a nanny to occupy their days in safety—they played a game like hopscotch. Instead of skipping back and forth with thin, tanned legs maneuvering through chalk-drawn boxes, the identical sisters hopped around a symbol on the ground.
General Rabin wanted the Palestinians to know that he, as a representative of the Israeli people, intended peace. The hated enemy could be compassionate despite the incursions. With a flick of his hand he ordered more space from his watchful soldiers. A female voice called out distantly from deep inside the house.
“Daughters of Palestine,” the general intoned softly, “please tell me about the game you are playing.”
His presence did not appear to register on the triplets consumed by a ritualistic and mostly unspoken process. They faced each other, each holding a fresh olive leaf overhead that fluttered to the ground in a breeze. Two leaves landed faceup and one facedown. Two sisters circled clockwise two spaces; two girls landed in the same space.
General Rabin thought he saw the point of the game, but then the facedown leaf flipped over, blown by a wind gust, and one of the triplets took the open point on a colorful triangle surrounded by a circle. They looked at each other and passed a tacit signal, three childish bodies sharing one common mind. A sister wearing a red bow in her long black hair glanced the general’s direction.
A woman Rabin assumed to be their grandmother appeared at the front door, shot the soldiers a scornful look and said impatiently, “I’ve been calling. Go inside. Now.”
“Not yet, Mamma,” the girls said together, “we’re almost done.”
Mamma. The affectionate term meant mother. General Rabin felt embarrassed by his unspoken assumption. Worn like an old rock from the stresses of living in a permanent refugee camp, the girls’ mother could easily pass for a grandmother. His heart ached, never immunized to the ravages of war, just sick of it.
The triplets picked up the leaves, held them high, waited for the right moment and let them fall. Each landed faceup. The girls switched positions, picked up the leaves and again held them to the wind, and again each landed on its backside.
The sister with the red bow handed all three leaves to General Rabin. He smiled kindly, the same look he would give his own daughters if they had handed him a crayon drawing. The IDF soldiers felt vulnerable standing on an open street, but the general pretended to be oblivious; they were safe. Another crazy hunch.
“You’re the one,” the girl with the red bow declared, “to carry the sign of peace, the man we were told would come.”
The matter-of-fact tone struck Rabin like prophecy. It said: You should know this by now. Fascinated by precognition—a cog in the machine of the general’s rational world—he thought of an old friend of his mother who had the gift. Or the curse, as some people consider it. The seer predicted rightly that Rabin would gain great respect among men, and face a time of intense testing in the name of his people. More than he’d faced already?
He knelt down and removed his Kevlar helmet, his tan face creased with lines, sun-bleached hair spiked with sweat. The air cooled his angular head; the rest of his body sweltered in the armored uniform. He did not have to wear a full combat outfit as a general in the field, but did anyway as a message of solidarity with his troops.
“I want peace. Many people in my country do,” Rabin replied. “You speak as if you expected me.”
The triplets passed another mysterious look between them. The general observed in his peripheral vision the symbol chalked on the concrete—a circle and triangle overlay—and knew he had seen it somewhere before. Recently.
“We were promised,” said the identical sisters.
“General,” the captain interrupted. Rabin waved him off.
“Who promised you?” he asked, feeling déjà vu.
The triplet wearing the bow said, “The man in our dream. He promised that our prayers for peace would be answered. It’s been three nights in a row.”
“Please explain,” said the general, who rarely dreamed that he could remember. He didn’t have time, but if he did, he might realize that déjà vu is the remembrance of fragments of foretelling dreams.
The sisters shared a thought; the other two nodded.
“You must be the one,” said the sister accented in red. “Three times round, three apart, three come together and three the start. See?”
“Now! Inside,” the Palestinian mother insisted. “Enough of your imaginary friend.”
“Please allow them to finish. I will make sure your home is spared,” promised Rabin, his soldiers taking notice of the famous general asking a Palestinian for permission.
The weary mother waved impatiently for him to finish, but secretly was relieved. Half of the homes on her block had been demolished by Israeli bulldozers in an attempt to root out militants, or sometimes in retribution against their families. Or sometimes for the hell of it just to piss people off. Rabin looked at his captain.
“You heard. It is my order.”
He felt a tickle on his tactician’s brain that defied logic. Something called to him, and it might change his life. He asked, “Girls, where should I take these leaves in the name of peace?”
“Seek the 3,” said a sister who hadn’t spoken yet, “at the mountain.”
“Isn’t it obvious?” the other girl followed.
The Israeli general slipped the olive leaves into his flak vest. The chalk drawing caught his eye again. Lines shot off the sides of the triangle, beginnings of a more complex image he’d interrupted. “Perhaps I don’t see what is obvious to you because I am an adult and my mind is filled with adult concerns.”
Hafez Rabin opened his arms to encompass the three sisters. He lowered his voice so only they could hear, and lowered his eyes to hide their moist emotion from his soldiers.
“I do hope your belief in me is true, but I need a little better clue. Where do I seek the 3?”
The sister in red pointed at their drawing. They said together:
“Follow the sign.”
Kurdish Governor Jalal Zebari thought that the special favor asked by Demetrius was unusual. Carry the ceremonial pen used to sign the MAS Treaty in his jacket pocket as a good luck charm? Thank goodness the governor took the suggestion.
Little did Zebari know, Demetrius possessed the master of the bulky pair—or better thought of as the parent—and its child transmitted everything the governor felt. The Kurd needed the yang energy of the magician’s wand in his new role as a candidate to head the government of Iraq. He also needed the precious metal to perform a more mundane but vital role: bullet shield.
The governor remembered thinking to himself the split second after leaving his feet, “Only in movies do people fly through the air when struck by a bullet.” He had seen enough people die to know they usually drop like sacks of grain. Zebari did not hear the shot, but he sure felt the bullet strike his chest over the heart. A summation of everything he’d ever done flashed through his mind, focused on all of the successes or failures at being a better man for his family and his people. But then the voice of Antiochus spoke in his left ear from the sacred mountain in Turkey:
Rise, and finish your mission.
The governor felt the hole in his suit jacket, still hot at the edges, then touched his monogrammed shirt. It was barely punctured. A drop of blood dripped underneath the fine silk cloth. He pulled the beautiful silver pen—penetrated by an evil lead stinger—from his jacket pocket.
Death from afar.
Bodyguards shoved him into an awaiting SUV and tore away. An hour later, Governor Zebari called a news conference and displayed the pen for the cameras. Another miracle.
Beneath his fresh shirt and jacket, the long, yellowish purple bruise left by absorbing the immense force of the high-caliber round had already begun to heal. No need to go to a hospital as his aides tried to insist. Governor Zebari had a message to send, and he delivered it directly and forcefully to his attempted assassins like they stood eye to eye:
“You cannot stop the coming peace,” he said simply. “Lay down your arms and join with us, or soon you’ll no longer be living in our world. This is your last chance. An assassin shot me in the heart, yet here I stand. And if Allah wills it, I plan to be here a lot longer, to put an end to the violence, and to restore the dignity of this historic land and its people.”
A bloodbath ensued as one after another, car bomb factories, militant training schools, terrorist safe houses and insurgent strongholds toppled. Elite Kurdish Special Forces led the most difficult raids, while the Iraqi general army held the line. Most of the targets were of no mind to surrender, though appeals were made in the name of compassion. No American military help needed; the troops were packed and headed home with a victory of sorts.
“The last resisters are responsible for their own fate,” Demetrius told Zebari near the end of the cleansing, body count racking up numbers like an NBA scoreboard. “Violence is sometimes necessary to achieve peace.”
The lion’s heart of Iraq knew where the cancer lie. For the first time in a long time, the people felt real confidence in their government. By the end, when a few futile retaliatory strikes were foiled, even skeptics felt safe to say that Iraq had pacified.
And the whole world knew why.
Iraqi voters had a decision to make: Approve the Kurd chosen by Demetrius, despite their religious objections, to bring peace to the ravaged land, or not? To be elected with a clear mandate required support from influential Shia leaders; in particular, one with the all-important religious credentials to quiet questions about false idols and pagan gods.
Lo and behold, only days before the election, a most unlikely voice spoke from the shadows.
Deep down in his Iraqi mosque, the Shiite Imam Abdel al-Fakr—furry, hollow-eyed, pale like something that lives in the dark—unfolded the copper scroll by candlelight on a prayer rug for the latest communication from the Mahdi.
Confused, the imam wondered why a Kurd emerged as the favored candidate to lead Iraq—a Kurd with the blessing of Demetrius! Certainly the Mahdi would promote his people, the Shiites. They suffered terribly under Saddam and deserved the spoils. Centuries of abuse over a thirteen-hundred year disagreement would not vanish, forgive and forget. The Sunnis were going to know for the next millennium just how wrong they’d been!
No Kurd would ascend to power. Allow them a homeland carved from Iraqi soil? Demetrius be damned! The Mahdi would not screw his chosen people. Imam al-Fakr had to know the true source of the messages inscribed by an invisible hand on a thin copper sheet given to him by Demetrius.
Fury threatened to blow off the imam’s mental lid—lips quivering, eyes twitching, breathing fitfully, sweating in the cool and quiet of the underground bedroom chamber. Always sweating.
He hovered over the reflective surface and waited for the magical words to appear at the apex of the new moon. New instructions from the divine source, or more deception? He was beginning to wonder, even doubt.
After a few minutes of intense concentration staring at the blank copper surface, he hung his head and squeezed his temples. “Just a little farther to carry this heavy mantle. A little longer until He returns,” the imam whispered. He secretly questioned if he would make it that long, the pains in his head growing worse by the week. He felt like a tire bulging at the seams, screaming to contain the pressure. Whoever controlled the flow just kept adding more. More. MORE!
Imam al-Fakr thought of the tire because recently one had burst nearby the mosque during one of the few times a month he ventured outside in daylight. The shocking sound nearly scared him to death. The symbolism fit: a mass of deformed cells in his head presently spread all directions to consume fresh gray matter. The doctors in Iran informed him, the late stage of development made surgery risky, the prospects slim, and if successful, the recovery long. He only wanted to see the promised day before being freed from miserable life.
The imam felt a familiar presence enter the austere bed chamber at the moment of the new moon’s apex. His demand for answers quieted when the Eye beheld him. Trembling, he said “Here I am, Lord” to the physically empty room. Wax dripped down his hand and off the bronze candlestick. Such minor pain in comparison to what he felt every day, not even registered on the affixed mind. Arabic script formed one slash at a time on the reddish copper surface.
The first word: See. Must see something, perhaps a hidden meaning or vision.
The next word confused the imam, and he hated being unsure of anything—he devoured uncertainty: North.
See North.
He waited for more, and gradually realized that the presence had abated, no more words forthcoming.
The Mahdi is coming from the north? Or the imam should support Demetrius’s man from the north, the Kurd, Jalal Zebari? Mt. Nemrut is to the north, he thought, and Kurdish Iraq. Surely the Mahdi was on home soil.
The more Imam al-Fakr thought about it, the more he felt deception. See north like hell! They could take their Kurdish candidate and sacred mountain and all go jump in the flames!
The twitching returned, and the lip quivers, the finger tremors. Pressure released, a volcano venting gas before erupting. The imam’s eyeballs rolled back. The millions of poor Iraqi Shiites who hung on his every word would support one of their own. They would vote for a Kurd over his dead body!
The last thing Imam al-Fakr felt before his eyes closed forever: his head splitting in half down the middle. A blinding flash and good night.
In the morning, the imam’s followers found him slumped over with his left hand on the scroll. The two words inscribed beneath his cold, rigid fingers, presumed to be his last act, were also presumed to be his last wish. Words repeated among the gathering throng attracted to news of his death, soon heard around Iraq.
The country’s voters cast ballots three days later. The absence of engraving tools in the imam’s bed chamber raised suspicion, but most people simply shrugged and surmised that the late and revered cleric possessed powers like the Finger of God writing the Ten Commandment on stone. A presumption built that anyone associated with the sacred mountain could do no wrong.
Jalal Zebari, the governor elected Iraqi Prime Minister—who had twice gambled everything on Demetrius and won—encouraged the perception. And as the guns silenced, the world joined Iraqis in celebrating the rise of a strongman to end the bitter violence, led in turn by a life-saving priest on a worldwide mission of peace.
The copper scroll moved on to Tehran.
Late in the summer season, when a hint of impending winter bite returned to the nightly mountain winds, a visitor eager to experience Nemrut Dag for himself rode anonymously in a packed tour bus. He watched the beautiful scenery roll by, the sacred mountain’s peak appearing ever closer. No big festivals or public events for the discreet Israeli General Rabin with three olive leaves next to his heart, given by prophetic Palestinian triplets enacting a private ritual in a bombed-out refugee camp.
The astute, innately conservative general wanted facts. No more mysterious hints: first-hand experience. His training as a strategist taught him to first identify clearly and gain all possible information, hard to do with a secretive target. He’d pondered the peace movement, made discreet inquiries among friends in the intelligence service—the Mossad—after the experience with the triplets. Finally, the military lowered the alert status, allowing for long-awaited summer vacations.
General Rabin bolted.
He brushed off questions from colleagues by saying he had been too busy to think about where to go. His family knew. No reason to hide it, or to gab. Discretion is a general’s best friend.
None of his colleagues spoke enthusiastically about the MAS Treaty. In their collective opinion it had nothing to do with Israel’s security situation. Plus, something smelled fishy about a peace movement led by a one-named man with no public past.
Some more conservative Israelis openly scorned The Way as idiotic or worse. The influence of Demetrius stopped at words and grand gestures, was the common opinion in Rabin’s circle, and all of the other mumbo jumbo about miracles and signs and world peace just the wishful thinking of overactive imaginations. The easily persuadable masses were a compass with no magnetic north, a boat with billowy sails to catch the wind but no wheel to steer.
Or did the public know something more learned minds failed to grasp? The MAS Treaty fell completely outside of Rabin’s military realm; same for the diplomatic crowd struggling to respond to a situation never played out in strategic scenarios, or covered in policy manuals. The elusive terms gave no more than a few specifics from which to extrapolate. That failed to quell world embrace of MAS as a concept. Easy for the public to latch to, but much harder for decision-makers to openly support after jettisoning the happy talk for details.
Mysteries tugged at the general’s intuition:
The failed bombing of the statue.
The massive head moved in the night, and the flash of light at dawn detected by satellite, proof vanished into a top-secret hole.
Reports of mystery healings and spiritual conversions around the world.
And one fact nobody could deny: Demetrius helped solve a possibly cataclysmic situation between the Kurds and Turkey, followed by Act Two in Iraq.
The mystery priest gave the Mossad little to report. Agents had checked every dark corner of Turkey and uncovered no more information than already known. Only Demetrius talked publicly about negotiations; only he knew everything. Perhaps he could explain why three little girls singled out General Rabin as a peacemaker.
Problem was, Demetrius found you, you didn’t find him. No office or public phone number or secretary or spokesperson attached to his name, only an encrypted satellite phone and a knack for knowing the right people.
The next-best choice for finding answers: a pilgrimage to the source. He had to. Love leads to blind alleys and threshing room floors of the soul. Unconditional love he had found in Palestinian triplets, pointing him down a road of new opportunity. Perhaps the other priests would take a message. The mountain might speak. Or maybe he would return home with nothing other than a nice souvenir t-shirt.
Fate, he invited while watching the pyramid-shaped mountain peak loom larger with each pass up the steep road, could carry the Israeli general to his destiny.
****
“Feel that?”
Cipheus sat facing the risen statue beside Yousef on the Fire Altar, his feet tucked into his robes. Nearby, Aggememnon maintained extraordinary focus conducting the energy generated in the heart of the mountain and beaming it wherever needed. He directed the steady current of returning energy back underground for Antiochus to engineer his resurrection by feeding off the myriad minds intent on his return. To Yousef’s knowledge, the old priest only stopped once a day to eat and rest, refresh with a quick yoga session, and retake his place as Conductor.
“Feel what?” Yousef finally answered, his mind deep into the image he had been taught to concentrate upon: the Divine Child. All that is good about the universe summed up in a joyful piece of wondrous new flesh.
Cipheus stared reprovingly at Yousef.
“What is it?”
“I’m surprised,” the young priest replied slowly, “you don’t know by now.”
“I was meditating on your lesson.”
“You must maintain receptivity to those who come here seeking. He is watching us right now, waiting for an opportunity. Our brethren must be led home.”
“You’re right,” Yousef acknowledged, suddenly sensing the presence of General Rabin. “I’m sorry.”
Cipheus felt his student’s sincerity, and moved on to teaching another lesson. “Do you remember how to differentiate what your body tells you when being observed?”
“A tingle in the spine means the observer is human, in the side is animal. Low in the spine, the observer is thinking from the baser instincts, and higher around the neck or crown of the head means intellect or spirit, usually.”
Yousef had honed the ability with Cipheus during the winter indoors, testing how close the young priest could silently approach undetected from behind. They practiced tracking each other throughout the Order’s headquarters in the deep Turkish woods. Clever Cipheus once stood unnoticed behind Yousef for almost half an hour, the disciple lost in reading an old book about the Kings of Commagene, the kingdom that splintered from the Seleucid’s after Antiochus the Fourth’s death in 163 B.C.E.
The lesson helped Yousef identify the feeling of being watched, usually manifested as a twitch or muscle spasm, sometimes accompanied by a shiver up or down the spine, depending on the intent of the observer. Microscopic particles respond to being observed, as do entire galaxies billions of light years away. Observation condenses many layers of possibility into one.
“Did you feel a whisper on your neck while you were meditating?” asked Cipheus.
“I guess I did, now that I think of it. I thought it was a breeze.”
“Never get lost in the meditation; always maintain self-awareness. I’ll talk to this one. He is very important to our ultimate goal.”
Cipheus undid his legs from lotus position and caught the eyes of General Rabin. He tested the Israeli’s mind by commanding his attention while closing the space between them. The strong-willed general broke contact after four seconds. Cipheus noted his straight but relaxed posture, ready stance, and steady gaze that returned to the approaching young priest in robes. The general’s thin lips tightened, the only outward sign of his inner battle to process the fact that Cipheus had locked eyes, made mental contact, and walked across the terrace. He stopped a meter away.
“Shalom, pilgrim,” Cipheus welcomed.
“Shalom.”
“You would like to talk.”
“Correct.” Always efficient, the general.
“Walk with me, please.”
The priest’s foreknowledge and teenage appearance intrigued Rabin. He said to himself: You already knew something waited for you here at the mountain; don’t act so surprised. Sick of war and violence, he wanted desperately to leave his country safer than the one of his birth. That meant a Palestinian solution.
Passing the buck to the next generation of leadership would be a disgraceful failure, in Rabin’s opinion. No peace would come to the Middle East without first coming to Palestine. Why not take the opportunity with the MAS Treaty? It wasn’t crazy to desire an end to a long war so much to consider anything.
“I’ll answer any question you have, best I can,” Cipheus said as they worked through the crowds, finding space to stand alone on the north terrace next to a line of crumbling sandstone tablets.
Rabin asked curiously, “How did you know I’m Jewish?” He didn’t think he looked it.
“Because you were once before, long ago. Don’t ask how I know unless you are prepared to hear the whole story,” said Cipheus.
“I’m all ears,” Rabin quickly replied.
The young priest nodded and folded together his hands, waiting for the general to speak his mind.
“I also want to know more about this medallion around your neck, the symbol of your religion.”
“You have seen the sign.”
“Yes, if that’s what it is,” Rabin affirmed conditionally.
“Where?”
He explained the experience with the triplets in the refugee camp, which led to divulging background information, very consciously crossing the line into his private life. He’d been called. The past lives aspect he was not sure of yet, but yes, he belonged, Cipheus confirmed. Rabin had one last doubt.
“A small but vocal group based on an old family dynasty in my country claims that our ancient enemy, Antiochus Epiphanes, is behind your movement. It is disturbingly associated with a tragic period of Jewish history, and the Hasmons have stirred up the Orthodox to oppose you.”
“You have my answer, if you were asking a question,” said Cipheus. “Our king constructed Nemrut as a testament to his unifying vision, welcoming all people. Everything that you want to know is here.”
Rabin already possessed every piece of information available. He noticed nearby a woman wearing white robes with purple trim, her head covered by the robe’s hood. A beautiful young boy with uncut wavy hair held her hand while following the conversation between Cipheus and the general.
Young Antiochus dropped Darianna’s hand and walked over. A kid-lover, General Rabin knelt down, ready to greet him, but words stopped on his lips as he stared into black pupils surrounded by indigo blue. An odd feeling—time slowing—distorted his senses.
The next moment, Rabin saw something he could never explain, but nevertheless appeared fantastically real: Antiochus and Cipheus as celestial bodies parallel to their physical ones. The adolescent priest’s spirit appeared to fill twice the space of his body, but Antiochus next to him defied description, made of boundless light and energy.
Rabin blinked. The image vanished.
Antiochus opened his mouth and the other shoe dropped. Out sprang a surprisingly strong, juvenile voice:
“You should listen to the priests of Nemk-Ru. They wield the Power of Three.”
Thinking of the Palestinian triplets and the three olives leaves, Rabin asked, “What power is that?”
“The power to make peace.”
Cipheus nodded his approval.
“Am I here to make peace?” Rabin’s gut churned at the prospect of gaining the answer he sought, and for some reason he thought the amazing child could tell him.
“You already know why you’re here,” Antiochus answered, inviting the general ever deeper.
Rabin felt faint. He managed a reply.
“Who are you?”
“I am the one Isaiah spoke of, chapter 11. You are a man of your people. Tell me, why have the Jews stopped looking for Immanuel, their Messiah?”
General Rabin heard himself say, “I don’t know. I think most of us would admit he came long ago and we missed him.”
“What if Jesus wasn’t the Jewish Messiah?”
Antiochus bent the general’s mind with another question: “What if your Messiah never came because the Jews stopped asking, hoping and believing? The people here haven’t forgotten.”
The next day, Demetrius took time out from accompanying the MAS Treaty around the world to cultivate an important seed. A distant cheer announced his arrival. General Rabin followed the sound and saw people running toward the north terrace. Could it be?
A few minutes later, a pack of excited admirers came around the walking path leading to the east terrace. Rabin spotted the stately priest’s head above them. Demetrius looked the part of a guru returned from the desert, with bright gray eyes that took in everyone at once, dressed in white robes, confident smile. The symbol of the mountain prominently displayed around his neck—a symbol Rabin first saw at a refugee camp, drawn in colorful chalk by Palestinian schoolgirls.
At the general’s side, Cipheus spoke softly.
“He’s here for you. We can take you nearby to speak privately.”
By the time he returned home to Israel, General Rabin understood why Demetrius had earned his reputation as a peacemaker. The priest displayed an impressive mind. Only a few times in his life had the high-IQ general deferred to a superior intellect. He’d found one.
Correction: found him.
Rabin forgot about young Antiochus’s scriptural reference until returning home, when the thought popped into his head. He thumbed through the Book of Isaiah, dust caked to sweat generated from rapidly tearing through boxes of stored books. Beneath his shirt he wore a gift from Demetrius: the symbol of The Way formed from silver. Moon metal. Intuition. Crazy hunches that turn out to be callings to higher office, to convince his country the time had come for peace. In Israel, only a military man with a hawkish reputation could claim the ability to say enough is enough. Where the others had failed, Rabin was determined to succeed, backed by a power that defied all traditional logic.
He found the scripture, chapter 11. Had to be it:
The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard lie down with the goat,
the calf and the lion and the babe together;
And a little child shall lead them.
A little child he met at the sacred mountain in Turkey, where Isaiah says they will neither harm nor destroy on the holy mountain, and the Lord will reach out a second time to reclaim the remnants of his people.
A little child named Immanuel!
Ruth Hasmon still preferred the news to stain her fingers instead of glue her eyes. Her morning ritual concluded with the newspaper and a cup of coffee on the back patio, time to think about the day ahead. Another day maintaining The Vigil but feeling powerless.
Confined to the country under a cloud of suspicion, the Hasmon sisters were lucky to be free from Turkish custody for possible terrorism, according to the Israeli government. Bunch of crap, they all knew, but Turkey’s new clout and traditionally good relations with Israel left few supporters on the Hasmon’s side. Even Benny’s friends in the government were powerless. At the end of the last phone call anyone would return, a low-level clerk told the sisters to stop making a fuss and count their blessings; they had only lost their passports, not their freedom. Count their blessings—the gall!
Ruth and Shiri’s faces all over the BCC video of the attempted bombing at Nemrut, and their well-known opposition to the mountain movement, led to accusations of radicalism that could not be conclusively proved or disproved, but did provide opportune occasion to marginalize their voices.
Newspaper on top of a glass patio table, everything stopped—the birds, the breeze, the coffee cup on route to Ruth’s lips—when she read the front page story beneath the fold. She ran upstairs with the clutched paper to Shiri’s closed bedroom door, raised a fist to knock, but heard muffled voices inside. Sis had company. Ruth peered out the second floor window and saw David’s car in the driveway. “Would be tough to find a rabbi for that wedding,” she mumbled. Orthodox and Arab....
From the confines of their homeland, the Hasmons and David Gilaadi tracked clues through Turkey, Iraq, and on across the globe in pursuit of a story presented to the public one perfect piece at a time. Ruth could imagine centuries of preparation matched with modern media savvy. What was Antiochus planning? He’d neutralized critics like themselves and the American reverend; presumably controlled minds, like the Orthodox boy turned suicide bomber; claimed followers around the world, supposed reborn souls. She sensed vague impressions of someone behind the scenes pulling the strings, all-knowing and all-powerful.
Ruth rapped at the bedroom door, unable to wait any longer to share the news. Shiri answered a moment later wearing a bathrobe, hair disheveled.
“He’s running for election.” Ruth held up the paper. “A conservative hawk running to allow MAS into Israel. Want to know what else?”
Shiri waved off to give her a minute. Ten minutes later, they met in the kitchen. David played with some dry toast.
Ruth said as a way of apologizing, “Neither of us have been keeping house lately. We don’t even have butter.”
“That’s all right, I’m not very hungry. I had a feeling Rabin would do this, the way he has been talking. He’s going to win,” predicted David.
“No polling data yet, but I bet you’re right,” Ruth agreed. “So what do we do?”
Shiri sneaked her hand onto David’s behind and answered, “We work our asses off to stop him.”
For the next few weeks they poured everything they had into working against Rabin, which meant, in a sense, working for their arch political enemies, the Israeli religious establishment. Together they formed the core of resistance against allowing the “pagan” MAS Treaty into Israeli borders. The parliamentary government system, made up of multiple competing political parties, uses governing coalitions. An unresolvable issue of such magnitude among the majority meant calling for a new election and allowing the voters to decide, shuffling the electoral cards and starting over. Not only were the Hasmons forced to support a grocery list of political figures they despised, they sunk vast resources into trying to get them elected.
The reaction: swift and brutal.
Benny’s old friends and acquaintances dried up overnight. David’s university teaching contract was rejected for renewal. The dirty looks of colleagues and students made clear the reason. Malicious attacks crippled their Web server and defaced their home page. Fraudulent charges hit their credit cards. They had to buy new computers and only connect to the Internet from anonymous hotspots after keylogger and spying programs infested their systems. And with every possible precaution in place, they still had to worry about mobile interceptors, same for their cellphones. They changed all of their passwords and account numbers. Vehicles tailed them everywhere. A favorite restaurant refused service. On and on.
All for nothing. Rabin’s Peace Party dominated and quickly formed a ruling coalition. Voters spoke resoundingly. Within hours, the invitation was extended to Demetrius to bring himself and the MAS Treaty to Israel, so that her citizens could participate. Hamas immediately agreed to an indefinite cease-fire. Israel’s Arab enemies backed off. Then the world saw the true potency of the peace movement to produce results.
Relying on individual signers created self-enforcement. Self-enforcement freed governments to officially remain on the sidelines, the dirty work left to others behind the scenes. Everywhere the MAS Treaty journeyed, conflicts abated, barriers fell. Enlightenment spread. People converted. Unresolvable differences were set aside as enthusiasm and hope swept away resistance. The more the probability became of world peace, the more the balloon of excitement expanded in all directions—including in Israel.
The Hasmons found themselves fighting against the very liberal democratic values they believed in, their warnings about Israel’s old enemy returned at Mt. Nemrut viewed popularly as hiccups from the lunatic fringe. Increasingly isolated and under attack from all sides, they hunkered down and watched helplessly as the Treaty marched inexorably onward, their old enemy triumphing at every turn.
At the last minute, a powerful Orthodox politician and old friend of the dynastic Hasmon family challenged Rabin’s authority, and the issue had to be resolved legally before Israel allowed MAS within her borders. The point of law was so arcane but prescient, a thorough vetting up the legal chain meant a long delay. The Hasmons savored their small victory, but they fought a flood with a bucket.
The physical form of the MAS Treaty could be kept out of Israel a while longer; however, the underpinnings already took hold in the minds of the public.
“Tell me, Guardian“—Peter Vandermill began an imaginary dialog with the timeless being fused in dark quartz that stood between him and his wife—“who created you and why?”
Peter felt hints of contact, seated below XahmoTomhaX in a state of self-induced hypnosis. With practice he improved; he had been studying. Active imagination dialog—the technique he used to “talk” with the statue—traced back to Carl Jung’s early word association tests, worked up through Fritz Perls and Gestalt Therapy, and found its purest expression—in Peter’s opinion—in the writings of Robert A. Johnson.
Peter sought scientific grounding in the mystical world. Few scientists wander into the paranormal without inevitably facing scorn and widespread giggles from their peers. Jung himself wrote of Freud’s hear-no-evil approach to conversations about ghosts or personified evil. For the latter subject, Peter found People of the Lie and Glimpses of the Devil by well-known self-help author Scott Peck. Peck described encounters with various incarnations of evil, and confirmed the existence of Satan, giving the voice of reason to Peter’s doubts and the backing of another learned mind. Unfortunately, he couldn’t seek out opinions—he would have to give away information which could conceivably put them in danger. As if he and Darianna were not already in the worst sort of danger.
Behind Peter’s eyes he saw the statue’s answer about its creation, beginning with digging down into the mountain. Dark, lean people with large eyes and narrow faces in pursuit of a fabled jewel of the Earth. They found the main artery, a vein of silver leading straight down and expanding out. More room for workers chiseling, pounding, hauling. Wise shamans spoke to the precious mineral for its guidance on how to form its shape and honor its creation. They worked outward, creating a temple for the mountain’s heart—a pyramid like no other. A massive column of smoky quartz became the Guardian, the shadowy substance ideal for storing energy and testing the purity of a mortal heart.
The pyramid, Peter knew from studying Jung, acts as a conduit to transform energy. Positive and negative fuse at the base and attempt to rise, or transcend, together, whether in matter or in mind. The pyramid’s base is thought of as the forge where the opposites unite, the peak where they transcend. Scientifically, the process is compared to the mysterious transition from quantum level to three-dimensional.
The sacred mountain extended roots into the planet, itself a living organism created by the union of opposites. Earth’s raw energy—its lifeblood—pulsed through the mountain and condensed at the top of the silver pyramid, limited only by the wielder’s capacity to shape it.
And so began the competition for control.
Peter cycled back to the curling candle flame that focused his attention and tethered his mind to his body. He could picture the dark chamber filled with select priests using sacred knowledge for the benefit of their people. Then corruption crept in, the power misused, leading to the beginning of a long decline.
Peter related the thought to the life story of Edgar Cayce, who could be directed during hypnotic sleep to answer questions involving healing of the body or mysteries of the cosmos. Or which horse to bet on. Or where to drill for oil. When questioners misused the Sleeping Prophet’s gift, Cayce came down with bad headaches, losing the ability until realizing that the people trusted to ask the right questions were slipping in some of their own for personal gain, violating the spirit.
The same misuse could apply on a much larger scale.
Peter felt an odd sensation: a little door opening beneath him. He shrunk and dropped down out his body, then launched up through the clouds to a view in orbit above the planet. Without his body’s constant interference, the stream of his thoughts ran clear. Earth awed him. He wanted to remain; something tugged to move onward.
Through a portal of royal blue light he stepped into a towering library, walls lined with epic tomes recording all history, shelves stacked endlessly high. Peter wanted to know more about Mt. Nemrut. He zoomed upward to a shelf. A book floated into his hands and opened. The recorded history projected like a movie onto the inner screen of his mind, frozen moments released to progress forward and tell the story:
High corruption and competition for resources initiated a snowballing decline of the old ways. The knowledge passed down mouth-to-ear since the dawn of humankind was lost, except among a dwindling few priests who preserved it in writing. Paternalistic forces, threatened by the innately feminine intuitive powers contained in the old knowledge, took over. Only male priests were allowed into the underground temple, and they obeyed the wishes of those who had found a new basis for power: acquisition and control of human and material resources through armed might. Over time, the special chamber of power fell into disuse.
Eventually, no rider existed strong enough to mount the Throne.
As Greek and Persian armies marched through Classical antiquity, wise men trained in philosophy and mysticism journeyed from nearby lands and rediscovered bits of the old knowledge. They formed a priesthood around the revival, and—flush with treasure and farsighted—established a home base on the northern edge of the Taurus mountains: the Order of Three. There they delved deeper into the mysteries. They met a descendant of Alexander, Antiochus, a genius who knew of the secret underground chamber and controlled the lands above it. His vision for using the Throne forced all knees to the ground with its brilliance.
The book reached the end and returned to place on its own.
Peter wanted to know the rest of the story, zoomed way up and stopped at a shelf. An empty space. That book, the Librarian informed him telepathically, was unavailable. The vision faded away. He slowly became aware of the flickering candle.
Unavailable?
“You really should find something to do with yourself other than letting my old friend here take you away on fanciful journeys,” Antiochus said from beside the Guardian. Peter calmed the shock of the sudden vocal sound. Little robed legs appeared beside him. “Although bravo for getting it mostly right. I’m impressed.”
“Where is Darianna?”
“Resting.”
The child speaking like an adult struck Peter as uncomfortably odd, the progression from infant to wise man witnessed in spurts. What the hell was this thing? A hybrid of ancient and cutting-edge, human and spirit, distorting at the edges of Peter’s sight from too much person existing in the space occupied by the body. Bulging. Contorting. Blue eyes preternaturally confident, always holding a gaze the longest. No modesty. His voice stunned the higher functioning of Peter’s mind. After the first few times that happened, Peter stopped listening.
“No more journeys with the Guardian,” Antiochus dictated like a new office memo. “He serves at my pleasure.”
“Just like everyone else,” said Peter.
“With good reason. My kingdom is the world, where you can live for a long time fulfilling every desire.” Antiochus looked into the candle. The force of his presence beat into Peter’s nerves.
“And Darianna?”
“Very soon she can go anywhere with you for as long as you like.”
Peter figured if the boy was going to act like a man, he could account for himself like one, and remarked, “Or what’s left of her.”
“The fountain is endless. She still dreams of having a baby with you. I’m sure Dr. Stoyanich could put something together.”
“Gee, you make it sound like you’d be doing us a favor.”
Antiochus twitched, the only sign of his effort to restrain the inner tiger roused to pounce. “You won’t be spending the winter here,” said the boy-clone-spirit-king. “I will take care of her until the time comes. Don’t spoil my good favor by talking about something you shouldn’t during the long winter months.”
He stood up and walked back inside, voice trailing, “You know exactly what I mean....”
Inside the mountain’s heart, soon to be freed from it to claim his kingdom, Antiochus sprinted the spiraling steps to the top of the crystal cone and landed gleefully at Darianna’s feet on the Throne. Holy mother. He adored her, worshiped her. No other human being could accomplish what she had—from locating him in the mountain, to transforming herself into his queen, to mastering the healing arts sustaining his body until he could sustain it himself. More so every day. She’d already been a queen among women before they met the first time. One woman in an eternity, to be held highest and revered beyond reproach.
“I remember when you were just a baby,” Darianna said, admiring her progeny’s dash up the steps. “Doesn’t seem like that long ago. Oh wait, it wasn’t!”
She laughed at her joke, a show of old spark. Antiochus straddled her legs.
“You’re not as light as you used to be,” she informed him.
“And when this is finished, you are taking a long vacation. I know the owner of a spa who will nurse you back to full health. No shortcuts; you’ll pay for them eventually.”
“I can do anything I set my mind to,” Darianna refrained.
“But your vessel requires maintenance. The body is a wondrous state of existence, no limits to the possibilities.”
“What are yours?”
“I have no limits.”
“I meant your possibilities, but I’ll accept that answer,” said Darianna.
“Two thousand years of perfecting is difficult to translate into flesh. Try it sometime and you’ll appreciate yours more.” Antiochus emphasized by poking Darianna’s shoulder bone sticking out of her robe.
“I’m a little out of shape but fine. You have other thoughts requiring your attention.”
He climbed off of her and sat at her feet for a long time in silence. His mood changed.
“I sent Peter away for the winter. My time is getting nearer. You should start thinking about what is next for you.”
Such adult words, but her child was right. Darianna had focused exclusively on the present for so long, she had lost all touch with Peter as a husband. She loved him by sending light and wrapping him in agape, but her discipline to achieve mastery of the Throne burned away everything except the purest intention and highest ideal. She simply thought about nothing else.
“I sense him seeking something that he might find away from here. Right now he feels inadequate, and I can say nothing while he still sees me like before. My silence hurts me, too, but any conversation will open doors better left closed. I’m not looking forward to telling him goodbye.”
Antiochus told her, “We’ll be snowed under soon. A decision had to be made, and Peter wasn’t making it. I can understand it is hard having a fear like his come true, but if he always saw it coming, why be sore? You were never an ordinary wife no matter how hard you tried.”
“Few men are built like you, my son,” said Darianna. “I respect Peter for taking our separation as well as he has.” She wanted Antiochus to understand, and explained, “I wish I could tell him that, and other things, but it sounds trite. ‘Have a nice winter. Thanks for being such a good sport.’ What I got from Peter is something I don’t get from you: the devotion of a normal man, who used to care nothing for the mysteries of life which he couldn’t explore at an archaeological site. By all rights I have abused him with my distance, but his feelings are a trapdoor to avoid. I see the conflict, and it hurts to do no more than hope for him to find his own way.”
Antiochus tilted up his head at her. “He won’t go far, I guarantee, but you better catch up with him.”
Peter was still in the outer chamber when Darianna rushed out, sitting alone in the dark. He wanted to share the Guardian’s vision, maybe pass the time with her for a while before leaving. The look on her face stopped his heart: Half of it appeared like the Darianna he’d known since her first transformation; the other half turned into something terrifyingly potent and utterly unknown to his ken, even with help from above.
Or help from below, where the Guardian’s kind dwell. One letter turns demon into daemon, from underworld being to human world spirit-helper. Peter, once back at the nearby hotel where he had rented the same suite for years, had all winter to wonder what Darianna would become by spring.
Cameron Starr woke up next to his ringing phone and fumbled to grab it off the nightstand and check the number.
Wait—his sleepy head recognized the ringtone: the Darth Vader theme. Kids must have changed it the night before. Sneaky little girls. Or was it mom? She'd made her feelings known about the unctuous executive producer otherwise known as Darth Vader, Cameron’s boss. Cameron took a deep breath before answering.
“Mr. Campbell. Hello. Must be something important to call this early.”
He’d gotten used to the personal attention. In fact, he was starting to resent it.
“Cameron my boy,” the cheery voice of Alistaire Campbell penetrated the stillness of the bedroom, “I wanted to catch you before you left for the office. Are you still at home?”
The journalist smacked his broad forehead. “Still home,” he said.
“Take an extra hour to pack your travel gear and join me at the airport,” said Alistaire.
“To go where? Sir.” Cameron cringed.
“Following the MAS Treaty like the Olympic torch relay, only better. We’ve got a big day ahead. Hurry on! Got to go now.” The line went dead before Cameron could reply.
He heard his daughters playing in the hallway outside of the bedroom door. Time to get them ready for preschool. Time for another trip abroad instead of a cushy anchor job back home. The girls complained every time he left, his wife Maria, also; born in Puerto Rico and raised in NYC, where she met Cameron in college. She rolled over onto his thick, warm chest and nestled on his shoulder.
“Is that who I think it was?”
“Unfortunately,” said Cameron.
“Another road trip?”
“We’re following the Treaty.”
“How long?”
“He didn’t say.”
“You didn’t ask,” she reminded him by plucking a chest hair.
“Ow! It’s the game, babe. No complaints about the hours or the time away or I’ll get labeled as outside the fold. As much as I hate to play it, not playing is worse.”
“Go somewhere else. We don’t need the extra money.”
Cameron ticked off a list on his fingers: “Housekeeping? Country club? Private school for the girls? We’re not talking about trimming a vacation out of the budget.”
“I’ll get a job,” Maria offered.
“Doesn’t matter: I’m branded. The pack plays follow the leader, and all the Bigs know I’m the guy with the inside information. It’s bad enough that some people think I’m a shill.” The journalist saw another minute tick off the digital alarm clock at his bedside.
“We always have choices. We: this family,” said Maria. “Screw those people who whisper about getting your nose brown to advance. It was already brown.”
Cameron didn’t know which meaning of brown Maria meant. The rattled look on his face cracked her up. Maria tried to play it straight; by then, Cameron couldn’t help himself, and they shared a good laugh. She patted his chest once the giggles subsided.
“I hope you don’t miss the hair. You used to shave it.”
Cameron used to have more time for a lot of things, like quickies in the morning. Two happy young girls barged through the door and interrupted those thoughts. Time to “hurry on.”
Soon after, while stuck in London traffic, Cameron decided to act with the freedom of knowing that he really could pick up and go. He had the commodity, his name and reputation still intact despite the many twists and turns of following the story. He asked himself: not pursuing? If he’d been manipulated to deliver it the way Demetrius and Mr. Campbell and whoever else wanted, so be it. They did a damn good job of playing the power game.
He knew Maria’s real concern. Some people still considered the mountain movement to be a threat, whether religious or corporal. His remaining doubts boiled down to a gut feeling that insisted the packaging appeared too much like a Christmas present left by Santa. Don’t ask how the fat man got down the chimney, or why he ate the cookies but didn’t touch the milk, just enjoy the world peace. Either Santa’s real, or someone pulled a fast one.
Following the script so far as an indicator, Cameron figured he would soon find out which. Then he got a bright idea, no agent Deepthroat pointing the way for the journalist to follow the money.
A week later, Cameron arrived in Delhi a few hours before Demetrius and the MAS Treaty, another leg on a long journey around the globe. Alistaire Campbell claimed to be occupied by other work. Cameron distinctly remembering the executive saying we would accompany the Treaty. So when the cat’s away....
The star journalist refused to bake on the tarmac with the press pool, not when the airport lounge offered comforts of home. Two double Scotches later, Cameron watched the private jet carrying Demetrius land, then decided to venture outside onto the tarmac. Paid his tab, popped a mint. No hurry.
Outside, confronted by the backs of the media lined up in front of the waiting podium, Cameron fantasized about turning into the Incredible Hulk. Just toss aside reporters and equipment and carve a path to the front—bull through then pretend like nothing happened. He realized with guilty pleasure he was drunk at work!
The whole scene distorted. Cameron watched his colleagues jostle for position when the jet’s door opened. This is what they went to college for, to act like a pack of dogs fighting over scraps? He admitted to himself the ugly truth.
Unbiased mainstream journalism died on 9/11, and the ensuing Iraq war buried it when the corporate hand revealed itself to be less a pillar and more an enabler, a willing mouthpiece to sell war. Journalists can get just as swept up in events as everyone else. They present stories the way paid. In return, they run around playing reporter with big expense accounts and famous names, implicitly knowing the rules. Mavericks sputter down the underpaid freelancer road, plying their trade with independent weeklies and Webzines, untouchable by the upper levels of mainstream media—like aspiring actresses detoured through Santa Monica on the way to Hollywood.
A bunch of whores, thought Cameron; we all prostitute ourselves some way or other.
Demetrius appeared at the jet door, waved for the cameras and flashed his trademark smile. Raja Gopinath waited below, beneath a large canopy lined on one side with soldiers, on the other with VIPs and government officials. He looked marvelous, a colorful silk tie worn for the special occasion to add highlight to a dark blue suit.
The fervent Hindu nationalist’s reputation rose with every camera flash. He had made clear that all organizational involvement with retaliatory or religious violence stop immediately. Members policed themselves—no funny business tolerated during negotiations. The Muslims genuinely appeared to embrace the moment to expunge past sins, to balance karma and move forward using the framework of MAS for peace.
Raja pinched himself. He prepared the way for the Kalki—the incarnation of Vishnu coming to vanquish the ignorance of evil men and forge a grand final peace with all nations, Raja told the old souls drawn to him to be of service. Word spread quickly:
“The Kalki is coming! The Kalki is coming!”
The sun beat mercilessly. Cameron wiped sweat from his face with a handkerchief while studying the VIPs seated under the canopy. Near the back, madam Catherine looked formidable dressed in a burgundy Roberto Cavalli tropical wool women’s suit. Very interesting, thought the journalist. She finally comes out of the shadows. Her jet flew Demetrius around the globe, after all, and her money bankrolled the Festival of Lights, Cameron suspected but couldn’t prove.
He tracked her into the light of day through the identification numbers on the jet’s tail, and recognized her as the major donor to the BCC who sat next to Alistaire Campbell at the Festival. An elaborate corporate shell game obscured who really owned the wings, buried so deep, Forbes wishes it could count the money.
Cameron got lucky: He cross-referenced the jet’s identification numbers using an underground website devoted to tracking secret CIA planes used to fly “terrorists,” and found a flight manifest listing Catherine’s name as the only passenger—rare for even the mega rich to travel alone. She probably traded favors with the Agency. Under heavy influence of the heat and the alcohol, Cameron had a hunch she might be the hand moving the pieces behind the scenes.
On the podium, Demetrius said in Raja’s ear, “I know someone very pleased with you. You know who.”
The Hindu’s face almost melted. They embraced, and turned to pose for the cameras. Demetrius touched over his heart before speaking in front of a cluster of microphones to the assembly.
“Thank you my friends for the warm welcome. I am very pleased that the many peoples of India welcome the MAS Treaty. The children of tomorrow will remember these days when the adults finally grew up. We need only look to the young for our example, because they innately know, conflicts based on religion or color or class are preventable, and worse, reprehensible. Sometimes we must swallow our pride, stay our hand when we’d prefer to strike out. But that is what adults do. Welcome to a brave new world!”
Applause swelled. Cameron even spotted some soldiers clapping. Demetrius spoke over it.
“The MAS Treaty is not just a collection of names attached to an agreement. It is a living Covenant. All impediments will be cleared! Use this opportunity to embrace our principles. Embrace peace. Add your name to the growing list. Listen for a voice in your heart to lead you. This is a time for celebration as a new paradigm is realized here and everywhere!”
Demetrius and the MAS Treaty tracked the paths of conquerors through the land of many splendors, followed by a feeling of infinite possibility, and a trailing horde of media trying desperately to outdo each other.
Akbar watched a group of young Sunni men kick around a soccer ball in a backyard, their weapons casually piled against a tall privacy fence made of wood planks—weapons unused as the fight shifted away from Iraq to Afghanistan and Pakistan. Akbar’s help was no longer needed, and the unspoken question hung: when would he leave for home? The Iraqi father, Umar al-Dulaini, walked around the edge of the makeshift playing field and found Akbar alone. The Iraqi asked, “Why don’t you join them? You look like you want to play.”
Arms crossed, Akbar tried to speak, but only squeezed himself tighter. Shameful feelings racked him daily, only going away when he tested his fate by meeting the Americans to pass on information. Or when walking the dangerous streets, a lone wolf with an old wound that refused to heal. Instead, he clung more strongly to what hurt.
“You can tell me,” the Iraqi father encouraged. “You have told me much about yourself already.”
Akbar finally said, “It goes back to when my parents passed away. I used to love the game, but all we had was an old ball that lost air with every kick. We were very poor, and the town where my parents could buy a new ball was far away. I bugged them until they finally saved the money.
“My father was like that; wanted to give his children their fondest wish. Back then the bus trip took most of a day, and they planned to stay with relatives in the city for a while. It was the first time we had ever been apart as a family. But I was turning 15 so they left us alone together. Took about a week until news of their deaths reached us.”
Umar listened patiently. A goal was scored. Half of the dozen players cheered, the other half cursed. He said, “That is when you took over raising your brother.”
“It was a year later, when we returned home.” Akbar was impressed that the Iraqi—his interrogator and captor for so long—remembered. “I was good at soccer, best in all of the surrounding villages for my age, but I had to give up everything I liked to do. Abby was younger than me and required a lot of attention. Neighbors helped, I just never had the time or desire to ever play again. I’m reminded of the fact that my parents died because of me.”
“I had a distant relative who played on the Iraqi national team,” Umar revealed in return for Akbar’s family story. “He was a star for many years, then screwed up one game and Saddam’s son had him shot. Probably tortured first and used for cruel sport until he could take no more.”
Akbar cringed at the thought. “What did he do wrong?”
“Missed a penalty kick. I don’t like the game either.”
“You fought the Americans for a while, and now you work with them against the terrorists. Are you glad Saddam was overthrown?” Akbar wanted to know what drove the Iraqi.
“Saddam’s dirty head deserved a noose, even though he was Sunni,” said Umar. “The Baathists were brutal. Now I fight for what is right, knowing that the Redeemer is coming.”
The ball rolled to Akbar’s feet. The players waved for him to kick it back. He stepped into a good swing and launched the ball over the fence. Its retrieval meant someone had to grab a weapon and venture beyond the safety of the yard. Akbar jogged a few steps, intent to fetch his overzealous kick unarmed. The Iraqi called him back.
“The end has come for our conflict with the Shiites. The terrorists run scared, all praise be to Allah who sent us the peacemaker. One more job I have for you to meet the Americans. The new environment is safer. Then you go home. The difficulty is to find a driver.”
Akbar stared the inevitable in the face, already thinking of how to delay it. “I’ll hike the journey,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.”
“I said the country is safer, not the French Alps. Desperate people still lurk these lands.”
Umar objected, but Akbar’s mind already saw another way of saying no to the power trying to control his life.
Another test of fate.
Madam Catherine yelled into a speakerphone on a shiny lacquered table, “You’re telling me a bunch of amateurs made fools of you? You must joke!”
“This is Germany,” came an edgy reply from half a continent away, “press freedoms are ingrained. These rumors are everywhere.”
“The Nazis knew how to deal with their problems,” Catherine interrupted angrily, lashing with her legendary acid tongue. Antiochus taught her to be merciless on the surface with the hired help. “What am I paying you for?”
She searched among piles of papers for an invoice.
“You spent half-million euro for dining and entertainment, I see. You burn money like drug reps at a medical conference. I know: I own a pharmaceutical company.”
Catherine slammed the printout and shouted, “Results, not excuses!”
Vladimir, her albino assistant trusted to run the most sensitive operations, muted the phone. “Don’t mention money. It’s taboo in their culture.”
“So are the Nazis, but I know when my purse is being squeezed.”
Catherine flung a tabloid newspaper across the table. “More to the Story!” the German headline teased over top of an unflattering closeup of Demetrius, his eyes half-open and vaguely sinister. The publication claimed to have an anonymous source confirming a rumor that a secret room for performing strange magical rites existed underneath Mt. Nemrut.
“It can work for us,” said Vladimir, absorbing the madam’s agitation into his pink eyes. “People see the headline and think, ‘Yes, there is more to the story.’ The details don’t matter as much as the impression.”
Catherine recognized the twisted logic of modern public relations. “Most people who see it will not read past the headline.”
“And those that do already expect more to the story. The religious extremists who will chew on this information are already out of the big picture. We’ve neutralized almost all organized opposition.”
The thought creased Catherine’s lips into a pleased pucker. “Grant an exclusive to one of the bigs like Der Spiegel, and lead them in another direction. We have someone there, da?”
“The assistant editor is an old soul,” Vladimir confirmed.
She depressed the mute button and spoke to her German media consultants. “If people think there is more to the story, give it to them. Vladimir will call later with the details.”
Next order of business. Vladimir disconnected the phone line.
“The Kremlin asked for our help with a matter. One of their foreign intelligence officers was caught bribing a government official in India. Media ran with the story, and both governments are looking for a way out that avoids official channels.”
“We’ll gain more favor with two players important to our plans,” said Catherine, hearing opportunity knock. “Who runs operations in India?”
Vladimir knew every name in their worldwide network by heart. “Raja Gopinath, a Hindu nationalist. Elegant man. He’s one of our best.”
“We met in Delhi when Demetrius arrived.” Catherine remembered the blazing hot day on the airport tarmac. “Can he make the problem go away?”
“There is a way, but it will be costly.”
“What are you thinking?”
“The prime minister’s brother-in-law owns an information technology company, and one of our Australian holdings requested an upgrade to their computer systems. The contract will be worth big money,” said Vladimir. “It’s a legal bribe to sweep the problem away.”
Many possibilities for advantage, the madam sensed. Antiochus would appreciate his lessons at work.
“Wring a favor out of our friends in the Kremlin for taking care of their problem,” said Catherine. “In return, we want help in Germany. Everyone involved with the leak gets the treatment, from the publisher to the paperboy. Make it hurt.”
“Buy them out,” Catherine’s best-compensated employee suggested. “It’s owned independently, weak advertising.”
Other problems had been taken care of similarly, but the madam remembered that once converted, former enemies can make the fiercest friends.
“Offer to buy enough advertising to make their eyes pop, then delay because of objections up the corporate chain to their coverage of a certain story. See what it’s worth to them. And find out who that source is. We’ve managed well so far in framing the debate and limiting the types of questions. No last-minute surprises.”
“One more item.”
The hour was late, the helicopter team paid for every minute waiting for Catherine to finish her long day and fly home, where she could visit her tower in the woods and briefly shed the heavy responsibilities of power. Her eternal king at Mt. Nemrut waited for her update on all she had done to prepare for his coming. She couldn’t wait to reach out and touch him mind to mind, heart to heart, from her telepathic gateway behind the manor house. His absolute trust in her ability to act in his name fed her sense of purpose.
“Let’s get it over with,” she said.
“The Englishman left a message. He is going to be in Moscow this weekend, and wants to know your social calendar.”
Vladimir’s expression remained stoic except for a slight tightening around the eyes; Alistaire Campbell, the BCC executive, chased something he would never catch. And he knew it, but the pursuit fed his self-importance.
“Tell him I have prior engagements, and give him use of our balcony at the opera. Then find a reason to visit the London office in a few weeks. I’ll brighten his day by working him in for lunch.”
“Done.”
Catherine echoed the thought transmitted to her from the sacred mountain:
“The time is soon. No more mistakes.”
Despite living in a vegetative state, Jeremiah Fallin heard the bedside conversations of his doctors.
His awareness floated a meter above the broken body missing the back of its skull, still technically alive on the hospital bed, sustained by machines pumping air, blood, and nutrients. The learned physicians thought they wasted time on a lost cause, but didn’t mind the billable hours. Jeremiah yearned to join his loved ones in the afterlife, while the obtuse ones in charge of his remains insisted he wanted to be saved at any cost.
Remember Terri! Remember the innocents!
Jeremiah cried “let me go!” to the deaf ears at his bedside. A curtain on his inner eye parted to glimpse the true nature of the journey of souls. He wanted rest, reflection, reunion. All was forgiven, even his murder by Roger’s hand, but he had work to do for the further refinement of his immortal Self, eager to begin preparation for the next life. Instead he lay helplessly in a bed of his own making.
Into the expensive private room floated Roger Ecksby. His swollen, eggplant-colored face explained the manner of his earthly departure. Jeremiah felt revolted. What a human reaction.
“We were right, in a way: He is Christ’s shadow brother,” Roger consoled, seeing clearly in death what eluded him in life. “Not Serpent but Man, highest among mortals. Jesus took the pious route, Antiochus the pagan route.”
If he could somehow get his body to work, Jeremiah Fallin would strike the fatal blow. Roger, chosen to guide the reverend through the most difficult portion of his human life, reproved:
“As foretold in the scriptures, no human means can stop him. He will defeat himself, if truly that is his destiny. The Lord might want him to succeed. It’s all part of the plan.”
Roger departed upward, away from Jeremiah, who tried to follow but remained leashed to his body, imprisoned to an all-but-dead vessel.
Inside the light that took Roger, Jeremiah saw a radiant figure reaching out. He eagerly opened himself to his Savior.
“Lord, here I am. Take me home!”
But the time had not yet come.
Jeremiah’s circle of aides gathered for his birthday at the long-term care facility, come to talk to the celery stalk. Inane office banter, mostly. As if he cared.
Jeremiah asked rhetorically, “Did you clean my brains from the office carpet? Everything back to normal in your little world? But of course y’all miss me and just love me to death and cry every day about the tragedy befallen your dear, almost-departed leader.”
None of them sensed his spirit in the room. Their religion forbid teaching spirit communication. To err is truly human.
“He doesn’t deserve this,” bemoaned Paula over her reverend, attired prim and proper in a print dress, “even if he did go along with that nasty Roger Ecksby.” For the hundredth time she reminded the other Ministry employees, “I never did trust him.”
“Do not mention that name in this room,” Linda Gates warned severely, her lips painted bright red. “Never again in his presence. You think the reverend is already gone, don’t deny it. I’ve heard the whispers, debating the cost of keeping him alive. Well, why do you think he’s still here?”
Linda pointed at Fallin’s body like Exhibit A.
“All the tubes in him. Fighting every moment to hang on. You never know what those scientists will be able to do. Not that they’re usually good for much, but if they can bring back our dear leader, we should spare not a penny. People like Terri Schiavo can stay like this—vegetables—for decades. And some of them do come back, because they haven’t finished what the Lord sent them to do. No arguing with God. Someday—someday we’ll know His true and just intentions, but today we obey. We’re not going to ‘pull the plug,’ or ‘free him from his pain.’ We wait, and we remember, remaining vigilant, never forgetting. He has to know we want him back.”
Linda crossed her arms, decision final.
The power went out.
Pitch blackness filled the windowless room. A voice in the dark noted that long-term care facilities have backup generators. The power would return soon, someone assured.
Silence, then rising alarm:
“You there?”
“Right here.”
“I’m scared.”
“Me too.”
“Let’s find the door.”
“I see a faint light.”
“Where?”
“To the left.”
“Which left?!”
“Wait ... what about the reverend?”
All at once, everyone noticed the absence of droning machinery keeping alive Jeremiah’s body. A silvery light appeared on the ceiling, wispy proton fog swirling around a denser inner circle, so faint to be invisible in daylight. Into it rose a shape like a body. They all saw the form a little differently but agreed they witnessed the reverend’s soul depart.
Paula cried, “Reverend Fallin, tell us your last words!”
Jeremiah saved his energy. No use expending it at the beginning of his long journey back. The poor souls left behind would be pickings for the demons called forth by—what did Roger say?—Christ’s shadow brother, if the prophecy he still believed in came true. Jeremiah missed a deeper meaning in what the scriptures foretold. Soon though, all would be revealed.
Two words escaped from the fog, a distant cry heard by everyone in the room: “...Stupid children!”
The hospital lights and machinery kicked on.
Before anyone could say anything, a nurse entered to witness a room full of stunned people—one, Linda Gates, holding a pillow—and the vital signs monitor restarting. The rough-looking nurse hated Christians ever since a church group appeared at her mother’s door one day, convinced her to give up drinking, random sex, and loud music and commit herself to Jesus Christ. Momma had been a legendary party girl until going straight. Every freakin’ Christ-mas the nurse endured the same Jesus jive, pleas to come to church, to give up her junkie lifestyle. During the intervening years, while mom sunk in with her straight friends, daughter spited her by graduating to harder drugs and kinkier sex. Her occupation came in handy for procuring needles or antibiotic.
Today it provided the opportunity for revenge.
The nurse poked her head back out of the door and hollered, “Security! Code Red!”
She stayed near the entrance, scanned the frightened animals in the room and saw no signs of life from Jeremiah’s husk. The respirator needed reset, but that could wait. Give the reverend another moment to depart, if he hadn’t already. She didn’t believe in any nonsense about a soul or a bright light at death, not after witnessing many departures. But she could guess down to the minute how long it would take to croak once the machines shut off.
The spiteful nurse reached unconsciously for an imaginary gun holstered at the side of her white uniform.
“Don’t anybody move,” she pronounced dramatically. “This is a crime scene.”
The sound of many feet rapidly approached in the hallway outside the door. Linda Gates realized how the scene must appear—the reverend passed away, herself holding a pillow grabbed in the dark.
“Please, this is a misunderstanding,” she said.
“Tell the pigs.”
“But I was trying to—”
“Shut up!” the nurse threatened with a snarl.
“—find the reverend’s face to see if he was breathing during the blackout.”
“There was no blackout,” the nurse informed Linda. “You know what you did.”
“But—”
The nurse expected her reply—ready and waiting for the opportunity to use—to make her a legend in her own right. She couldn’t wait to tell her momma all about it.
“Save it for the judge, church lady!”
The long dark night held no relief for Peter Vandermill’s soul. On his knees in front of the hotel bed, he pressed his hands together in a position they hadn’t seen much since his childhood: prayer. His only hope lay in a hunch something listened.
He didn’t pray so much as open his heart while directing thoughts upward. His feelings were too conflicted to express as words, too turbulent to organize into narrative. His masculine instinct burned inside to fight for his wife, brave the wicked mountain snows and march up to Nemrut. If reason didn’t bring Darianna back, he would carry her out of the dark tomb.
Antiochus filled the role of man in her life now. Making her choose between husband and child would leave her with no other choice, Peter knew.
His world collapsed with every winter day waiting forlorn in the hotel suite near the mountain, his wife Darianna over the horizon beyond his reach, choosing to devote herself to someone and something he didn’t understand.
At midnight, he felt something invisible enter the room, and it wasn’t Antiochus, who could pop into his mind at any time. Whatever listened lacked human sympathy, but it had pity. The presence mounted Peter’s back like an orangutan and applied a poultice to his heart that sucked out conflict and pain. He loved Darianna; however, Antiochus deserved his wrath.
The invisible presence warned Peter away from anger. He had to observe from above his feelings. So he followed direction, cleared a space inside, and asked for something to replace the turbulence. The reply came to his heart:
Darianna was never yours to own, so stop trying to possess her.
His ego fought the statement and retorted, “What do you call 20 years together?”
Time.
“That time has to add up to something.”
Twenty years.
“I love her.”
She loves you.
“I should fight for her.”
You are.
“Directly.”
When the time is right.
“I can’t wait any longer,” sobbed Peter. “What do I do?”
Endure. Work. The time is very short. You must be ready.
Peter noticed his notebook computer gathering dust on the nightstand next to the bed. He thought of the journals buried in the closet, packed with observations, sketches, and half-written chapters of his final report. Until that moment his feelings had been too raw to approach the subject as a scholar. The story of the sacred mountain—known as Nemk-Ru, Nemrut, Nemrud, and many other names throughout history—required a personal touch.
The archeology world would have to wait a while longer. He had already wasted half the winter in a funk, puttering around the hotel, a man spurned. He had resources.
The fight for his life, and for his wife, continued.
Sitting under a hot spotlight in a small production studio, waiting impatiently for a technician to change the spotlight’s position, Cameron Starr said under his breath, “I can’t do this anymore.”
Why didn’t the production crew move the tall wooden stool they’d so wisely chosen for his height instead of the light overhead? His day would end no sooner one way or the other, closing with a few sudsy lagers before dragging into his flat after bedtime. Another night drowning his conscience.
The previous night, his unconscious erupted with a vivid illustration of the thoughts Cameron tried to avoid. He could drink himself into a stupor to no avail against the sense of being manipulated. In fact, the excessive drinking stemmed from his predicament. Freedom is only an illusion; someone or some thing pulls the strings of us all.
In his dream, Cameron stood at Mt. Nemrut with a massive crowd, enraptured by the risen statue’s vivid face. Everyone all at once fell to their knees before it, a wave crashing. Cameron didn’t care who or what the statue thought it was, he was an observer, not a participant. He had journalistic distance from his story. He bowed to no one.
A pair of glasses appeared out of nowhere on the journalist’s face and an ultraviolet filter flipped down. The scene altered dramatically. The mountaintop appeared as a glowing pyramid of energy, with tentacles of light plugged into the chests of the multitude, siphoning light down into the mountain, where it mixed colors and pumped back.
To Cameron’s dismay, a cord connected him, too.
He tugged at the tentacle fused to his ribs that sucked out his vital force and returned it familiar but altered.
“No!” Cameron insisted frantically. “No one controls me. I made my choices and got my returns, and did nothing unethical or compromising. Stay out of my head!” He’d rudely awakened that morning hearing himself yell those last words, making him foul-tempered throughout the morning.
“Hey Cameron, why don’t you come forward a step? Forget the bracket. What a waste of time.”
The assistant producer, there supposedly to streamline the process, finally did his job.
Genius. Someday the old British unions would finally meet their destined doom. Maybe the “Great Spirit” also had a solution for that little problem. In Cameron’s opinion, the use of cattle prods would be a good start.
“That’s it, another step forward,” the assistant coached Cameron’s movements in the video monitor. “You sure are a quiet one today.”
Cameron looked around like ‘Who? Me?’ followed by a long moment of uncomfortable silence. The studio workers feigned oblivion to the impending disaster by making themselves busy, akin to closing the eyes to muffle the splat of a suicide jumper.
A sarcastic retort lumped in his throat, but the muscular journalist kept his cool. “I’m saving my voice,” he replied softly.
His hand unconsciously wandered to his belly and felt through his fitted shirt to check on the new addition to his waistline. His wife called it Buddha the Pudge, another play on Star Wars. Black Buddha, that’s me, thought Cameron. Circus act at your service. He attributed the gain of two inches on his waist to lack of consistent exercise, time he just didn’t have, and two inches to quaffing pints after work.
If he stuck to wearing dark suits, the extra weight barely showed on his tall frame. But his deteriorating condition led to more drinking, and more drinking led to further deterioration, and at same point it had to stop. The physical toll Cameron could easily measure—the emotional and spiritual were harder to quantify.
“Ready,” said the producer, checking the monitor. “Cameron, let’s see that world-famous smile.”
The camera exposed signs of tightness around Cameron’s eyes and mouth. The high-definition image mercilessly revealed every flaw. Too late: Mr. Campbell would air the news special come hell or high water, and what Campbell wants, he gets—at the BCC.
Cameron took a deep breath and pasted on his best television face. Levity with a touch of enthusiasm, his shtick. Butter for his bread. He could go on a little longer, he tried to convince himself, when really he wanted to take an early lunch and find a nice bar stool to whittle away the rest of the day. The thought inspired a genuine smile.
The relieved producer called out to the studio workers, “Quiet please. Roll Teleprompter.”
Words appeared as thick black letters on a tall screen beside the camera lens, the illusion created that Cameron spoke directly to the viewer as he read.
“Predictions of a second coming are as old as humanity itself. Scholars credit a 4,000 year-old Persian prophet and ruler named Zoroaster as the earliest known example, but they’re almost unanimous in agreement that others came before him. Born as an epiphany, or avatar, Zoroaster was considered during his time to be a manifestation of the divine spirit in human flesh. His story formed the basis of later religions such as Judaism and Islam, and shares a resemblance with the Christian Apocalypse. The Persian’s story will sound familiar to people around the world today. It has been retold many times, and goes like this:
During the distant past, a human leader spread enlightenment and peace, taught heavenly secrets, and won spiritual, political, and sometimes military victories. Before departing from the living, he predicts his return during a time of turmoil in the distant future, when the faithful will be rewarded with keys to an earthly kingdom. Hellish fate awaits their enemies.”
Cameron tripped over the “-ish” in hellish, his throat unconsciously constricting when shaped the same as for swallowing a glass filled with liquid fire. A point is reached on the road to deep intoxication when the mind can no longer convince the body it wants more poison, he had to admit. Nausea forced down, he repeated the last sentence legibly.
“We’re going to have to start over,” the producer interrupted. “Cameron, I’ll give it to you like it is: You look like shit. We could work around your appearance, but you don’t sound sincere.”
“It was fine, just that last sentence. Let’s get on with it.” Cameron circled his finger. Reluctantly, the producer decided to save his ammunition. The journalist cleared his throat and picked up where he left off.
“The worldwide prophecies share much in common, leading to speculation that all of them might be talking about the same person. Joseph Smith, founder of the Mormon church, might agree. He claimed that Jesus lived among early Native Americans and taught a hybrid Christianity. If Jesus lived again among native people, who says he couldn’t have lived as one or even all of the other names to describe a second coming? He could be—” Cameron struggled with the unfamiliar word. “Ss ... Sayosh—”
“Saoshyant. The correct pronunciation is in the production notes, which you obviously didn’t read,” said the producer.
Cameron tried again, annoyed at being corrected by a rookie—who of course was correct.
“He could be Saoshyant, the second incarnation of Zoroaster, returned to lead a cataclysmic final battle against evil. He could be the final avatar of Vishnu, known as the Kalki in Hindu tradition, predicted to return on a white horse at the end of an Age of Iron, to restore order and stamp out evil. Sunnis keep an actual white horse saddled and waiting for al-Muntazar, the figure of their second coming vision. Also called the Mahdi, he shares a story in common with Shia Islam’s Twelfth Imam—the Hidden Prophet—believed to be alive and hidden on earth in a timeless state awaiting the return of Jesus as the sign to reemerge and take his place as planetary ruler. Christians believe their Messiah deserves top billing, but Muslims see Jesus as a building block to higher incarnations of the divine spirit.”
Cameron waited for the teleprompter to catch up, doing his best to sound “sincere.”
“Many more visions of a second coming are chronicled among nearly all significant religions, sharing in common not only ideas about who is coming, but also the conditions under which their highest figure will return. Three words: really, really bad.”
Cameron talked to the producer at the side of the camera.
“Aren’t we being presumptuous here? Who is coming? Will return? How about if we phrase it, ‘who is believed by followers to be coming again?’”
“That’s the way Mr. Campbell wants it. Viewers will presume the certainty comes from the believers’ perspectives described in the previous graphs,” the producer answered. He asked testily, “What’s your real beef, eh? It’s obvious you don’t want to be here today.”
Cameron teetered on the edge of blowing his cork, but a pesky inner voice interrupted the volcano with a strong seconding of the accusation. He shut his mouth tightly and slowly released. The water cooler talk around the office promised to be juicy.
“Cut out, eh?” The producer thumbed toward the studio door, sick of the shenanigans. “Your co-anchor Michelle is coming in later, anyway. I’ll hand your part to her. She’ll be glad for the extra face time.”
“No way.” Cameron stood threateningly.
“Yes, way,” a male voice interjected from the studio shadows. Alistaire Campbell emerged. “Use Michelle. Cameron, let’s do lunch.”
Cameron saw the rest of his day unfolding. Office cleaned out by 2:00 o’clock. Hit the pub and get home to tell the wife they’re simplifying. Maria had seen him drinking more than usual, but he didn’t think she knew how much. Blame the stress, the long hours. She understood; she liked her wine, and could finish a bottle between dinner and bedtime. After that night, the drinking would moderate as Cameron whipped himself into shape old-school with heavy lifting and marathon runs. He’d thank Alistaire and the BCC for the many fine years together, and be on his way.
Alistaire kept mostly silent as they left BCC headquarters. They caught a Hackney Carriage out front in the snowy London sludge. Five blocks down, they popped into a deli.
This is it? Cameron thought he deserved at least a last meal at The Ivy. Greasy smells greeted their noses at the ordering counter. Alistaire ordered corned beef on dark rye with extra dressing and sauerkraut, fried chips, and a tall cola. At a loss, Cameron just made it two, but without the extras. The diet would have to wait.
Alistaire’s attention latched onto something trivial like a napkin dispenser when Cameron was about to begin the inevitable, so the conflicted journalist waited. Alistaire’s serve.
Both orders arrived on one tray. Alistaire shuttled it to a back booth and immediately dug into his sandwich with two voracious bites. Cameron looked at the grisly piece of taste bud heaven, realizing his lips had avoided corned beef for fifteen years.
“You’re thinking about moving on.”
Alistaire aimed straight for the bulls-eye and caught Cameron by surprise.
“I can guess why.”
The journalist waited for more, but Alistaire gobbled down the sandwich followed by chips sopped in globs of mayo, shoveled into his mouth behind the still visible and un-chewed meat. If only the people at the office could see the coiffed executive now, wished Cameron.
“I need to spend more time with my family. We’d like to have another child, a boy, and the constant travel is interfering. I appreciate how y0u’ve helped my career, but I have to be home more consistently.”
Mr. Campbell nodded, expression neutral to whether he believed the familiar family excuse, a convenient disguise that no one fell for. He washed down a mouthful of food with a long drink from his cola before asking, “What’s your real reason?”
“You really want to know?”
“I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”
Cameron wondered before loosing his tongue if he really needed the powerful Alistaire Campbell as a job reference.
“What’s going on with our big story? I know branding when I see it. The world was looking for hope and we delivered it, creating a perception. But what if we’re wrong? What if what’s happening is something like mass deception by an evil spirit? Those prophecies are also in abundance, you know. False prophets. Antichrist. I don’t know enough to say.”
“Yes you do,” said the irritated boss. “What do you really think, is the world experiencing enlightenment, or deception?”
“No doubt something supernatural is happening, though from the day this story landed in my lap, a little voice has said to expect the unexpected. Even after the failed bombing I wasn’t really surprised. Like it’s all leading to an inevitable end. That’s the hope we’ve aroused in billions of people, and I feel partly responsible for that.”
“You give us too much credit,” Mr. Campbell insisted. “We reported what was there.”
“Cleverly shaping the story to produce a certain result,” Cameron added.
“Attracting more viewers, to draw more advertisers at higher rates and make more profit,” finished the boss.
Cameron decided Alistaire could shove his job reference.
“I know the connection to our biggest benefactor, the Russian lady. Ratings aren’t all this is about.”
The former spy replied, “You’ve done your homework. Now for your own good, keep it to yourself. It’s the difference between power and force—they use both effectively. You’ve seen only the power.”
“Who are ‘they’?”
Alistaire cursed himself for the slip, but quickly papered it over.
“Even if the BCC devoted 24 hours a day to saturation coverage, we might report one percent of what’s happening spontaneously around the world. No secret cabal could make it all happen, trust me.”
“How long have you known?” Cameron Starr suddenly realized, he’d been duped.
“From the first day.”
Alistaire sounded more sure than he was, a habit to make others think he was always on top of everything. A real player.
“Not fully convinced, mind you. I just knew. My family vacationed at the mountain when I was a young lad. The moment I heard the name Nemrut again, with that distinctive Turkish pronunciation of ‘Nem-root-dah’, I remembered the grand statues at the mountaintop. The local guide we used on vacation really wrapped my childish mind around the promises of the kings. Eighteen years of the finest formal education and hardly a word about the Seleucids or their offspring, Commagene. So I learned for myself, and tucked away the knowledge with the feeling it might one day be useful. You know journalists; always accumulating information for future use. My intuition never fails me.”
“Your expectations could be played upon,” Cameron supposed. “What if the mind behind it is not as benign as you think?”
“Rest assured, this is the real deal,” said Alistaire, jabbing his finger on the linoleum tabletop next to the remnants of the grizzly feast. “Say for instance, this is the second coming of a ruler from that dynasty. They were wise men devoted to their people. Look at the good that has been done so far. Now, you’ve got a decision to make. Hard news behind the anchor desk, or switch to features and be our Amanpour at home—if you stay on my team. Your choice at the front of the line. Either way, you are guaranteed to spend more time in town, to be around for those important family moments.”
Cameron was afraid he might be confronted with a bargain of principle between family and job. No words came to mind when the moment arrived, just a long stare at his life and an awful question.
“...But you’ll have to quit drinking like a fish, and get your act together,” Alistaire predicated. “What you do is your own business until it gets in the way of mine. This is your second chance.”
My second chance. How cute, thought Cameron. Just what I’ve always wanted, but did he?
“I still think we crossed a line,” said the journalist.
“Oh come on, you don’t really believe that.”
Mr. Campbell wiped away juices with a wadded napkin and dug into the last of the chips and mayo before continuing.
“I couldn’t say anything previously without influencing your judgment. The story had to unfold exactly the way it did, the way we told it. The public received the picture a little at a time, so when the final piece falls into place, they’ll be ready to know, not just believe. This is how a new civilization is built from within.
“The second reason is more personal. I’m doing this favor because, look at the shape you’re in, lad, unprepared for what’s coming. Get yourself right. And see this thing to the end. I chose you for my own reasons, but I get the feeling someone else is anticipating your presence. You wouldn’t want to disappoint.”
And, Alistaire thought to himself, you wouldn’t want to find yourself blacklisted out of a job after a nasty smear campaign. Madam Catherine in Russia prepared a contingency plan in case their mouthpiece had a change of heart.
Disappoint. The word rang in Cameron’s head every day he reported to work, disappointed in himself for keeping the lid on the story. He took solace in his new exercise regime and devotion to his family. He cared nothing about a second coming. He came to expect it, and wished to move along already.
From Israel, along with the rest of the world, sisters Ruth and Shiri Hasmon watched master Aggememnon’s, quote, “vigil.”
The priest braved the worst winter had to offer at over a mile high. Television programs repeatedly reminded viewers of his extraordinary battle against the elements. His purpose: carry over to spring the collective energy focused on the sacred mountain for the Second Coming. One film crew from an Australian-based survival show braved the journey to tape an episode at the mountaintop. Ruth and Shiri thought the crew must be crazy, judging by what the sisters knew about the winter weather at Mt. Nemrut.
Crazy too was a man born before the beginning of the previous century, camped alone on an exposed mountaintop in sub-zero weather under a torrent of blizzard snow. People who remembered the “Who shot J.R.?” craze in the U.S. were reminded of the cultural phenomenon: the t-shirts, the news specials, the office talk, multiplied by a thousand in the modern era. Instead of waiting for the results, the masses watched live Internet video, betting when, or if, Aggememnon would succumb. The master’s legend grew daily.
Five times a day he emerged to pray and clear snow from the solar collectors that powered the camera, then returned to his domed survival tent pitched on the Fire Altar. The camera’s view included the front flap of the tent, the priest inside visible during daylight hours, sometimes seen beside a lantern at night. Always the eyes half-closed, lips muttering a chant.
Little old church ladies lamented the poor man out there all by himself in the cold and snow. “Someone should go rescue him,” said busy mouths everywhere church ladies gathered. Tribal elders spoke of the great shaman’s trial on top of the mountain. School children asked their teachers how the old priest survived the freezing weather. Ministers called for supportive prayers. Talk shows kept running tallies and broadcast daily check-ins. Vegas assigned odds. People wrote songs, marked calendars, and counted down until winter broke and the roads cleared to end the “vigil.”
Ruth and Shiri heard the word everywhere, another mockery. Another laugh, they imagined, at their expense as the reach of their enemy penetrated into popular culture.
The world held its breath throughout the long months until deep winter, when snow covered the camera and the priest failed to emerge, the video feed lost. That’s when celebrity survival show host Wolf Windsor—scaler of Everest, former Australian commando—braved the journey and saw, after thirty-three years of adventurous life, the strangest sight ever.
Wolf Windsor did not scare easily. Not when he ran out of oxygen canisters at the summit of Mt. Everest; not while extreme skiing down an Alaskan slope and triggering an avalanche big enough to fill a sports arena with snow; not even when bitten by a Death Adder as a boy in the Australian Outback. So Abby’s emphatic warnings about snow piled thrice as tall as a man and rock faces blasted bare by howling winds only elicited a roll of his energetic, hazel eyes.
“You don’t have television out here, do ya mate? Been through worse, I have,” Wolf told the young innkeeper. “Last season we dropped into the middle of the Sahara and trekked through one of the worst droughts in decades. We’ll be just fine, won’t we mates?”
The scraggly cameraman, Tim—who rarely spoke or showed a thought other than ‘don’t bother me’ on his face—and the full-bearded field producer, Dave, ignored Wolf’s boasting while packing gear. Wolf caught Abby’s admiring glances at the high-tech equipment.
“It’s some of the best money stuff can buy, like the breathable skin suits beneath our clothes developed for survival at the poles,” Wolf pridefully informed Abby. “Just keep moving. Generate body heat. The suit pulls sweat away from the skin. It’ll stink like an old hide after while, but nothing a good diet and a dip can’t solve. We’re not completely at the mercy of nature. You just keep the fire warm for us until we get back. And make sure to keep our extra gear safe.”
Abby wanted to tell Wolf not to worry, the inn would remain closed until spring, but the television personality treated anyone outside of his circle like cameras deserving no more attention after performing their function. Medra watched from the kitchen hallway as the survival crew hoisted heavy loads onto their backs.
Wolf waved her forward out of the shadows for inspection. “Well, what do we have here? Budding native girl I see. Sorry mate,” he said, realizing he might be violating some local custom, like messing with another man’s wife. “This your bride?”
The Aussie’s strange accent didn’t even sound like English to Medra, taught a few phrases by Abby, but Wolf’s voracious eyes provided the translation.
Abby answered, “Newlyweds.”
“Good for you. Live long and prosper.”
Medra shook her head disapprovingly of Wolf. Again, before anyone could react, he took up his next thought: getting out the door and planting his flag on another conquest.
Two and a half days later—a full day longer than expected—the crew finally scaled to the edge of the east terrace and greeted a monumental mass of snow.
Cameraman Tim set up to film as Dave worked his fingers to stem frostbite. Delirious, he had decided to steal the video and extort triple his usual rate from his employer. Blackmail was the only thing the leeches back home understood. In the Amazon, while literally pulling off dozens of the bloodsuckers, the first thoughts of extorting a bonus came to mind. But once back in civilization, after a warm meal and a roll with a pretty young intern, he could continue a little longer. He risked too much for ratings, though. No fuel left in his internal tank, he began to think he might not make it. If he did....
“Wolf?” The shivering producer needed shelter quickly.
“Get this shot while there’s light. Dig out the heat packs,” Wolf waved off the weakling. “That’ll get you better. We’re all cold. Don’t think about it.”
Wolf and Tim tested sound levels. The towering pyramid of snow over the peak of the mountain provided the perfect backdrop. When the camera came on, Wolf clicked instantly into cheery adventurer mode, his folksy manner conveying to the camera a sense of being right there with him.
“We just made it to the peak of what many people call the sacred mountain. The top of the famous statue is poking out of the snow, but otherwise, everything is completely covered in white. We don’t see the tent. If the old bugger priest is still here, he’s buried. I hate to say it, but I have to put the odds of survival pretty low. Let’s go see if we can find him.”
Wolf surveyed the terrain and compared from memory. He proceeded forward with extra caution to avoid walking across the top of the priest’s buried tent. Surely it would collapse—if not already crushed from tons of piled snow.
Wolf discerned a white hump on top of a wider one, walked around and plunged his arms up to his shoulders into white insulation. He found the top of the camera providing the Internet feed. Excitedly, he hacked a crude path with a pickax through the sloping bank. With snow-scattering energy he revealed the top half of the front flap. Wolf unzipped it while Tim filmed over his shoulder. In the gathering gloom of twilight, the jocular host switched on his minicam’s light and poked the lens through the flap.
“I think we found our place to sleep,” Wolf told the crew after a look-over. “This isn’t your ordinary tent. Metal bars reinforce the dome, and oh my does the air inside feel good.”
“What about the priest?” Dave felt a bit more alive with heat packs stuffed into his boots and tucked beneath his arms. All over his bearded face were written the effects of the previous night waking every twenty minutes to flex muscles and stave off hypothermia. A night of hell to never again experience, after extorting the money to retire. Wolf only seemed to get stronger the more extreme the circumstance.
“I don’t see him,” said Wolf. “He must have wandered off.”
“What a damn shame,” shrugged Dave. “Let’s get you with the camera looking inside again. Tim?”
The cameraman held up two fingers to sign minutes of remaining battery power.
“We’re low on juice.”
Wolf reenacted peering inside the tent, crawled in and dropped a short way to the floor. He took Dave’s pack, handed through the flap. The relative warmth inside felt like jumping from deep freeze to refrigeration.
Tim cursed, “What the bloody hell!”
Wolf spun to see the cameraman aimed at the back of the tent, then got the surprise of his life. There, where he’d looked twice and seen nothing, sat Aggememnon, eyes closed, lashes and brows dusted with frost, craggy face expressionless, head tilted slightly forward, skin bluish and waxy.
Wolf carefully touched the top of the priest’s hand. He noted, “Cold but pliable, not frozen.”
“Alive?” Dave asked curiously.
“Shut up. We’re still filming,” said Tim, reminding Dave that the show was supposed to be only Wolf and a cameraman in the wild. “Nail it so I don’t have to dig out another battery pack tonight.”
Wolf checked for a pulse on Aggememnon’s neck, felt for breath, thumbed open the wrinkled eyelids to check the pupils. Nothing....
“Folks, we’re a long way from the nearest medical facilities, and no heli is flying up here in these wicked winds,” Wolf told the camera. “Only on the highest peaks in the world have I encountered weather this nasty. I’m sure glad the good priest left us this cocoon to catch some shut eye. We can’t do anything for him tonight. We’ll think about what to do in the morning. Good night.”
Tim turned off the camera’s power and set it aside. Instant darkness sealed in the crew.
Dave fought his tightly folded thermal blanket to open and allow him to burrow inside, feeling like a bag of tea steeped too many times. “Is the priest really dead?” he asked after settling in. “I thought these guys were supposed to be invincible.”
“I don’t know,” said Wolf. “He has no vitals that I could feel, but a guy in Japan survived for 17 days with no food or water by going into hibernation, trapped on a mountainside in deep snow. He woke up when the rescue heli flew overhead.”
“I heard about that.”
“The old priest is cold as soft ice cream, but I think he’s alive. You heard the talk about the priests’ abilities. Reminds me of some Special Ops guys I knew, real killers just born to hold a weapon. Sometimes I swore I saw a look in their eyes like they’d been killin’ for eons. What was it Patton said about once being a Roman general?”
“Some crazy shit.” Dave yawned. “In the morning we’ll warm him up and see if he’s alive.”
“You the producer not thinking about liability. Leave him for the spring thaw. If someone wants to come get him before then, good luck mate.”
The scraggly cameraman, Tim, opened his eyes and lay still. Once he stirred, Wolf or Dave would awaken and another arduous day would begin. Better to think about what he had just been dreaming. He remembered a conversation with the refrigerated priest. Agge-something said to pay his body no attention, it only appeared dead; inside he lived just fine. No worry.
Tim wondered how he dreamed up such crazy shit? Even as a young child he produced vivid, sometimes epic fantasies of quests and adventure. His day job, he didn’t realize, closely approximated the sorts of challenges and obstacles which once filled his nights, before adulthood swept away the innocence to allow the mind freedom to roam the mysterious depths of the unconscious.
Wolf rolled onto his back and made a noise. Tim rolled over, curious to get first sight of the hibernating priest in daylight. He saw the back of the tent but no stiff. Alarmed, he kicked at Dave to wake up.
“Wolf!” Tim shouted through clenched teeth.
Wolf spun toward the front of the tent and spotted Aggememnon in frozen repose, a mirror image of the previous night. The host made himself remember exactly: did they come in that way?
“Looks like he’s got more color,” Wolf noticed, “but it could be because of the daylight. Get your camera.”
He crept closer. Tim tracked Wolf’s fingers hovering an inch from Aggememnon’s neck. The survivalist saw no rise or fall to the chest, no flare of the nostrils.
Aggememnon’s eyes snapped open, locked directly on Wolf, who jumped back.
“Crikey!” cried Wolf.
The camera died. Tim had delayed replacing the battery in favor of sleep. The thought was quickly forgotten as his gaze froze to the priest’s, captured by the optic nerve on back of each cornea. Ten seconds elapsed. Tim’s mouth trembled but could make no sound. Twenty seconds. Wolf, also captured by the priest’s hypnotic gaze, shook with skyrocketing strain. Thirty seconds. Veins appeared in his windshield-shaped forehead.
“Harr!!!” Aggememnon crowed, and released them. Wolf tumbled backwards. Tim fell over to the side.
“What was that?” Wolf complained.
“You step into the bear cave and rouse him from his slumber,” the priest asked curiously, voice deep as a coal mine, “and wonder why he has a little fun with you?”
Wolf’s face froze in an ‘I can’t believe this’ expression. Tim bust out laughing. Aggememnon cracked a wry smile.
“You bugger! Damn, you had me going.” Wolf clapped bravo. “What was that Jedi mind-trick? I could swear you were sucking my eyeballs right from their sockets!”
Aggememnon unzipped the tent and stepped outside into a sunny, calm, stunningly cold morning. So nice of the survival crew to uncover the front of the tent and carve a path, freeing him from mundane duties to perform a higher service.
Wolf walked out and remarked, “You’re not one for answering questions, I see.”
Tim grabbed a minicam from his pack to record Aggememnon clearing snow from the solar collectors. Wolf joined, enthusiastically digging into the task while narrating:
“The video feed you folks back home have been watching all winter went dead a while back, and here we see why. So much snow! Just amazing how the priest can survive up here. But you know, after all the stories I’ve heard and what I’ve seen for myself, maybe I’m not so surprised. There’s no question in my mind, these guys practice what they preach, highly advanced in ancient techniques of body control. Here we are buried in snow and look at the ol’ priest, barefoot in robes, just oblivious to the conditions. Amazing. I’ve been out in the field with Special Ops guys enduring weeks in the bush, eating bugs and drinking our own pee to survive, and I know they’d be impressed by master Aggememnon. I certainly am.”
Tim realized they were missing someone. Producer Dave better get his ass up, not that he was really needed. Hell, Dave didn’t even make more money than him, the union guy. Tim mouthed “Dave?” to Wolf, who quickly stepped inside the tent.
“Shit! He’s not breathing!”
The cameraman hurried inside and, first instinct, filmed Wolf giving vigorous chest compressions to Dave’s limp body. The crew kept to themselves outside of work, but the nature of the job meant spending a lot of uninterrupted time together in male-bonding situations. Then Dave had to die on them.
Wolf felt for a pulse and yelled, “Help me out here! Keep checking for a pulse while I compress. Give him two breaths when I finish.”
Tim, conflicted between the camera and the corpse, set the camera down, still recording.
“He’s a goner. Probably been dead half the night.”
“What if it was you?”
Wolf acted as if Tim’s attitude was abhorrent, but hey, that’s life, figured the cameraman. Everything dies—especially people.
“First let me get the plastic thing from the first-aid kit.”
Tim rummaged through his pack and found the molded mouthpiece to prevent the memory of touching his lips to a dead man’s mouth. Aggememnon slapped it away and pulled Tim down to ground level beside Dave’s body. An opaque soup of color surrounded the priest’s pinpoint pupils.
“Put your hands on him. Think of all the reasons why he wants to live. Tell him how beautiful life is.”
“If you ask me, life’s pretty shitty and the world’s a hopeless fuckin’ mess,” said Tim, looking like the guy who thought he was going to get lucky but forgot to bring a condom.
“Not for you—for him,” Aggememnon reproached. “Mention the names of his family. Tell him how much he’ll be missed. He can hear you, but his soul is already on the journey home and must be convinced to turn back.”
Wolf snapped his fingers, catching on. “He talks about his kids all the time, but I can’t think of their names.”
“Lori is the girl,” Tim remembered.
“And Logan is the boy. Hear that buddy, Logan is going to miss you. He needs a daddy to raise him,” Wolf said while stroking Dave’s chilly hand. “You’re his daddy. Remember Logan? Just a little tyke. And Lori is almost in high school. It’s a big time for her. You should be there to see her grow up, and protect her from those boys who are going to want to ... you know.”
“That’s it. Remind him of the life he has here. Keep reminding him of the people who need him,” Aggememnon directed. “He is already forgetting. Pour your energy into him, buckets of living water filling his human container.”
Wolf patted Dave’s face and spoke in his ear.
“Wouldn’t it be a shame if you died? Think of your wife raising those kids without you. Think about what you’ll be missing. Hell, mate, think of me! We pitched this show together, remember? It’s finally paying off after years of busting ass and taking every shit job to pay the bills. Come on, you just bought a boat. You love boating! Sun and sand; ocean breezes; tanned asses and big titties bouncing around at the beach. A couple of drinks at the cantina with the wife, whisper a few words to get her thinking about later. A little boom-boom....”
“I feel something,” said Tim. “A pulse!”
Wolf confirmed. “Alive, and the priest brought him back. I can’t believe it.”
“No,” said Aggememnon, “you brought him back, but now you can do no more. His body is a miserable place, shut down until sufficiently healed.”
Wolf measured his words carefully. “That was mighty kind of you to help us, but suspiciously easy to do. I mean, drinks and titties did it? Would take more to convince me. Sure you didn’t cast some kind of magic spell?”
Wolf could swear the old priest still played with him, but Aggememnon did not respond.
“How the hell do we get Dave out of here?” Tim asked Wolf.
“You come back in the spring,” Aggememnon answered. “I’ll tend to him.”
“You were frozen custard when we got here last night,” Tim objected, then remembered the message of that morning’s dream: pay no attention to the body.
“He’s right,” said Wolf. “We can’t haul our Dave in these conditions, even if we had a sled. He couldn’t take the exposure. I think he’ll be just fine. We’ll be back before the first green leaf appears. Now let’s beat it off this mountain before nightfall.”
Wolf and Tim returned to civilization expecting to announce news of the story of a lifetime, but the rest of the world already knew the big picture from the restored satellite feed: Aggememnon and his extraordinary vigil were both still alive, much to the dismay of those who had wagered against him and the Hasmon family in Israel, hearing mockery everywhere they went.
A few weeks later, well ahead of the next television season, the episode aired and attracted such sky-high ratings, another episode for the return to Mt. Nemrut was written in stone.
The possibility of heavy snowfall in the mountains did not strike Akbar before leaving Baghdad, where it snows once per lifetime. He simply assumed the spring thaw would have sprung by the time he neared home in Karadut.
No such luck. Snow sometimes covered his knees. Wind gusted in his face, and his feet were so cold and numb they might as well have existed in another time zone. He didn’t mind; self-flagellation cleansed the soul. His luck had held out during the long journey back to Turkey. When unable to stand on his own, angels lifted him, as compensation, he reckoned, for his previous treatment as a captive. He could have made the trip a lot easier by accepting a ride all of the way home. After everything Akbar had done for “the cause,” he figured he was owed as much. The offer was made. He set out on foot instead.
Fate tested, Akbar reveled in the vagabond existence of the hike as a way of denying the inevitable end to his journey. Along the way he discovered something remarkable. One particularly cold night in the north of Iraq, a cozy warm bed came to mind. Within minutes a car pulled over, and kindness was offered to the shivering stranger on the roadside. When the soles of his shoes finally wore out, he stood right outside of a cobbler’s shop. The clouds parted when he had trouble seeing at night, moonlight shining a helpful ray.
Even more remarkable, the power worked both ways. The kind person who picked up Akbar and offered a warm bed was a lonely grandmother. He stayed with her for a week, and she never asked more than cursory personal questions. He liked the anonymity.
Late into the night he listened to her life story while reclined next to a fireplace in a rocking chair, smiled at the right times, asked questions to cajole her back into talking when she sensed her guest burdened by her yapping, as she called it.
“A woman like yourself could never be a burden,” he would reply, and revisit a point of her story to get her started again.
Ghosts rattled about the rooms and hallways of the grandmother’s simple, lonely home, her entire family lost in the war. When she died peacefully in her sleep, Akbar dug a grave next to her husband and children behind the house, freed the livestock, and went on his way loaded with provisions from her pantry. At the last moment, he turned around to say a few words at her grave and ask her to say hello to his parents in the afterlife. If there was such a thing.
Later, in a large and bustling Kurdish town, his shoe parted from the sole just as he passed a cobbler badly in need of money to help support his two school-aged children. The poor man’s wife had left him for another man, and the townsfolk needed his skill less when mass-produced shoes of all shapes and sizes were available on the Internet. The cobbler had heard about a website where artisans like himself sold their handcrafts, but lacked the money for a computer or Internet access or small business classes. Akbar peeled off three one-hundred dollar bills from the wad of cash Uncle Sam gave him as a parting gift for his dangerous courier services in Iraq, about to give the young father the smaller amount, and instead handed over the wad.
Only money, thought Akbar. What goes around comes around.
As a debt of gratitude, the astonished cobbler drove him as far into the Turkish mountains as possible, until the tiny Opel could no longer handle the altitude and slippery weather.
Hours later, Akbar struggled through the snowfall, every howl of wind and icy throb clarifying his mind, every struggling step a new landmark of immolation. I am Akbar, hear me roar!
He imagined the familiar voice of the risen statue, the ghostly face replying in the wind: But you are more, so much more.
He asked himself what he was really doing? Humans are supposed to have free will. He felt as free as a salmon swimming upstream to spawn. Free to choose a predestined course. Would be ironic, after braving all Iraq had to offer and traveling by foot most of the way home, to succumb in the snow just outside of his village.
Thankfully, relief appeared up ahead, marked by a tendril of smoke and a big wooden sign facing the road. Akbar saw no other activity. Karadut’s residents barricaded inside until the spring storm passed. He sensed a change in the spirit of his village, like a researcher returned to an isolated tribe to find the natives watching a mindless sitcom on television.
Guess who set the changes in motion? Who first embraced commercialization? Akbar had wrongs to right. All in due time.
The changes to the outside of his family home demanded attention. First, the expanded front porch with a swing, and a hand-painted sign announcing “Inn of Brotherly Love.” Below that: “Closed for the season.” The door itself appeared heavier and new, the trim freshly painted, a bolt lock. He tested the knob; the door opened.
The sight, sound and smell of a crackling fire greeted Akbar. He shook out his black turban and robes before stepping inside.
In the living room, his attention locked on an unfamiliar family portrait that displayed grandparents to newborns. Kurds, he guessed by their appearance. A shaggy Afghan rug lay by the fireplace. He noticed swaths of saffron-colored cloth over the insulated windows as curtains, and smelled fresh bread beneath the scent of burning pine. Then he heard a sweet, high voice carrying a tune in the kitchen. It drew him away from the warming flames.
The back of a young woman confronted Akbar when he rounded the corner into the kitchen. She kneaded dough while humming a lullaby, her black hair falling over her shoulders. He stopped and watched, unable to make a thought cross his mind. The woman—Abby’s wife Medra—turned around to grab a rolling pin, swung back, and flattened the dough with quick, efficient movements. Minutes passed. Akbar watched blankly.
Without warning he sneezed and Medra spun toward the sound with the rolling pin held defensively in both hands. Her alarm rose at the wretched sight standing in her kitchen: frozen beard, uncut hair, sunken cheeks, darkened eyes. A sinister grimace from the pain of his feet thawing twisted Akbar’s face.
He cleared phlegm from his throat and said, “I am Akbar. I live here.”
Medra relaxed, setting aside her wooden weapon. “We wondered when you would return,” she said.
“You knew I was alive?”
“There was a video on the Internet. Abby told me about it. I am Medra, his wife. He is helping a neighbor whose roof collapsed. Hungry?”
Wife? That was interesting, but Akbar’s gnawing belly yelped at the question.
“Very.”
“Sit down,” she invited. “I’m starting dinner. It will be a while before ready.”
“I’ll sit by the fire in the living room.”
“The oven is warm.”
“I’ve had a long trip.”
After stretching out on the shaggy rug, Akbar fell asleep instantly and dreamed about trekking through a violent snowstorm, trying to find his way home, which would seem to be just beyond the next bend but only more desolate landscape awaited. The wind howled. With it carried a familiar, haunting voice. The villager’s anger boiled. He hurled snowballs and yelled defiantly, “You had no right! You had no right!”
Still the voice of Antiochus egged him onward, asking in return, Would you have done my bidding anyway?
Abby watched Akbar thrash in his sleep. Medra stood nearby.
“He looks unhealthy, too skinny,” she observed.
“Like he’s been through hell. My poor brother.”
“We’ll bring back his health.”
“It’s funny,” Abby said without humor, “when I walked up to the door and saw the footprints in the snow, I immediately thought he had returned. I knew. His pain goes before him.”
“He’s home now. You can stop worrying.”
Akbar flipped onto his back and threw an arm over his troubled face. Abby looked doubtfully at his new wife.
“I have a feeling the worrying has only begun.”
The weather calmed overnight. The next morning dawned bright. Akbar rose early, found his stored clothing, dressed for the weather, and prepared to walk out the door. Abby caught him just as he was leaving.
“I can’t stop you from going up there, but don’t even think about leaving me behind again.”
“I want to be alone.”
“Not this time,” Abby insisted.
Akbar reluctantly complied, an unfamiliar tone of authority heard in his younger brother’s voice. The idea of testing his fate against possible avalanches appealed to him. Already at that early hour, a distinct warmth changed the air. The snow melted rapidly.
An hour into the difficult trip up the main road to the top of Mt. Nemrut, Abby tired of Akbar’s game of trying to outdistance him. Made it hard to speak when the lungs struggled to intake air. Akbar stretched his lead to ten meters, his back a solemn symbol of self-perceived status. The snowpack started to shift dangerously beneath their heavy footfalls.
“Stop!”
Abby bent over, arms supported on his thighs. He felt himself begin to sweat so he shed layers of clothing. The wind actually helped by blowing snow off the road and cooling the skin. The stalking figure of Akbar stopped, back still turned.
“Come here.”
Akbar pretended his ears had stopped working.
Abby relented, came closer and asked, “Why won’t you talk? You spoke no more than three sentences last night at dinner, and went right back to sleep. I’d like to know what happened. Medra and I want to help you.”
A shadow passed over Akbar’s gaunt face.
“If it’s too painful to talk about, just say so.”
“I could have come back a year ago,” Akbar said, ashamed to admit it. “I stayed because I wanted to.”
“I figured that out,” said Abby. Kidnappers don’t make good baby-sitters, he wanted to add, but thought better of comparing Akbar’s experience to watching over a child.
“You’ve done much more with the house than I could have.”
“I had to take over. I had a lot of help, though.”
Akbar tuned into that statement. “What kind of help?” he asked. “People you hired?”
“Some of them.”
Abby wanted to tell his big brother about the adventures of building and running the inn, his participation in the Festival of Lights, and the sacrifice of his friend, Temel, but standing in melting snow up to the knees was no place for it.
“Come back home. I’ll tell you how it was all done. I want us to run the inn together. I named it for a reason.”
“And a wife,” Akbar continued down his own line of thought. “She’s a good cook. Give her my thanks for the meal.”
Abby heard finality in the message, but let it go unquestioned.
“I watched from Iraq, anytime day or night on the computer,” said Akbar, “once I was living upstairs with the Sunni family. I hoped and prayed that someday the statue would be gone. It’s still there? I haven’t checked in a while.”
“First tell me what happened. Don’t make me ask again.”
Seeing that Abby intended to persist until getting his answer, Akbar summarized—from the ride in the trunk to the journey back from Iraq—what the months in Hades were like. He said very little about his activities once freed except he worked as a go-between. He refused to conjecture why it all happened, but intended to find out.
“It started at the mountain, and it’s going to end there,” Akbar finished ominously.
“You know what this is?” Abby tried to look into his older brother’s eyes. “What these events from day one add up to?”
“Better than anyone.”
“I’m sorry, but maybe it was all for the good. Look at Iraq—you helped stop a war.”
“Don’t condescend to me.”
“I’m not. What they say is true: This is the time foretold. I’ve met the priests. And Yousef has become a completely different person.”
“Yousef?” That captured Akbar’s interest. “How is he?”
“He wears the robes of the mountain priests. They stayed at the inn all last season.”
Akbar struggled at first to understand, expression falling to despair when comprehension dawned. “What have I done?” he asked of the wind, and fell to his knees in the snow.
“People make their own decisions.”
“I asked him here. I did this!”
“He might have come on his own,” Abby conjectured. “You make yourself responsible when you’re not, like with mother and father.”
“Shut up!”
“No.” Abby stood over Akbar. “It’s time for you to get over this.”
“Shut! Up! Shut! Up!” Akbar smashed the snow with fists to punctuate each word.
“You blame yourself. Always bearing the hardest burden. Akbar who begged for a soccer ball until our parents took a trip they were planning anyway, but to make you feel special, they said it was to get you what you wanted most for your birthday. And they were in an accident. They were killed.”
Akbar looked up dangerously. He said nothing.
“You like blame; it gives you motivation. It made you a good caretaker.” Abby tried to sound complimentary, but the cold dry air sucked the tone out of his voice.
“Don’t pretend to know me.”
“It’s no secret. The whole village came to the conclusion you invited trouble upon yourself. I think it’s true in some ways,” Abby admitted. “It’s in your nature. Westerners call it a martyr complex.”
“You turn on me after all I’ve done to raise you?” Akbar saw the last straw being pulled.
“I speak truly to you out of love, despite how painful it is. You are not responsible for what happens to others. Bad things happen, good things happen. Yousef found his calling. I found a good wife. Let it go. I say this being the person who worried about you constantly while you were gone. Now I know it was all for the best.”
Akbar’s tiny voice could barely be heard. “I could have walked away, and been here to make things right, but instead I did exactly what it wanted.”
“There you go again, making yourself responsible.” Abby threw up his arms. “If only you’d never hounded mom and dad for a soccer ball. If only you’d never gotten out of bed and followed a dream. Stop doing this to yourself!”
Akbar stared up the snowy mountain road until his eyes watered from the intense light. His feelings spiraled into a black hole. Revenge. He thought of the fanatics in Iraq, sad seeing them so warped and myopic. Sad seeing shadow win.
The wind whipped a gust of stinging snow crystals into his face, carrying with it a familiar voice:
You will always serve my ends.
Akbar planted his feet, called onward by Ahab’s tormented compulsion to pursue that which eludes him. Without a look back he trudged forward, each step a millstone pulverizing the life remaining inside. One thought consumed his mind: That damn statue was coming down!
Their fates sundered, Abby did not follow or plead for Akbar’s return. The boy in Abby felt guilty for speaking bluntly to his elder on the morning of what was supposed to be his happy return, but the man with fresh responsibilities for a wife and business knew truth had to be spoken. He wished there could have been another way.
Only later, as the snow transformed into running rivulets of water, did Abby think he should have warned Akbar to expect company at the mountaintop.
Far below the melting snow, reclined together on the Throne, mother Darianna and child Antiochus worked the pathways of the unconscious between all human beings, weaving strands of light on the universal grid. Antiochus fed his thoughts to the minds of his followers, final preparations for his return. Nothing escaped the mental searchlight sweeping over the lands, probing every dark hollow.
Everywhere a new soul awakened to knowledge of itself or an old soul asked for help, mother, child, and Aggememnon sent energy, insight, support. The trio entered dreams, projected thoughts, created new realities. When a particularly difficult remote task presented itself, they joined together on the Throne at the locus of power and played their song on the strings of the universe. Aggememnon, as Conductor, channeled humanity’s combined intention for the Second Coming from the surface down to Antiochus, to feed the energy into his metamorphosis. Their minds worked in harmony. They knew every atom of each others bodies, every thought, every feeling.
Except...
Some heights Darianna could not climb with Antiochus, and some places within her remained untouched by his curiosity—anything having to do with her life before transforming into his queen, Laodice. And as much mastery as she had gained, he knew a thousand times more. Rooms of his mind were impenetrable, guarded by an absolute will to accomplish his vision. The offspring of her womb left behind all limits to dare the upper reaches of creation.
Antiochus claimed it went on forever and ever. Nothing existed beyond but more new existence, brought into form with the light of intelligent observation. The thought brought Darianna’s attention back to her body and the sixty-four pound child growing heavier by the minute on her chest. She rolled him to the side, disturbed.
“If nothing is at the top, where is God?”
“Why does there have to be one?”
His question rang of rhetoric, but Darianna was serious.
“You’ve referred to God, I know you have.”
“If you mean God within.”
“Then God would be our creation, a product of our combined imaginations.”
“Not necessarily,” said Antiochus. “The universe as humans know it is a product of mind, where we experience consensus reality.”
“Which would not be what created everything,” Darianna objected.
“That’s called the Big Bang, queen mother. Einstein got it remarkably correct. A few flaws for things he couldn’t account for, but I’ll take care of that. You didn’t study physics.”
“Physics has nothing to do with what I’ve known all my life—for all of my many lifetimes!”
“Tells you how pervasive the belief is. If there’s a Creator God, it doesn’t show its face, only sends supposed emissaries.” Antiochus shifted to see her eyes, green as emerald ponds and agitated. “I thought you knew better by now.”
Darianna would not fold that easily. “Even Socrates acknowledged that gods are a human invention, while preserving the possibility—even the belief—in a loving Creator. Einstein, Galileo, Darwin agree. Everything points toward God.”
“Explain,” Antiochus invited.
“All matter is created from the union of opposites, whether galaxy-sized or atoms carrying positively and negatively charged particles. Which are the building blocks of everything.” Darianna spoke faster as the thoughts tumbled out, her sense of internal balance teetering. “The dynamic balance creates the conditions for existence. To have one there must be the other. For there to be a Many, there has to be a One. And it’s all bonded together by love, the force underlying life: God. Tell me that’s true.”
Antiochus fanned next to his mouth, pretending to yawn.
“You’re so right. And so wrong,” he said. “Master beings other than myself can tap the fifth dimension to consciously shape this reality. Some take interest in humans, and are frequently misconstrued as deities. But all of them are doing what we do, all playing by the same rules. All are creations, not Creators. I’m the closest you’re going to get.”
“You are human perfected,” said Darianna, despite what she saw lacking in him. “But what are you really, my king, my child? Even I don’t know. Every time I think I do, you pull another surprise.”
“With more to come, I assure you.”
Darianna looked cross, but kept the underlying thought to herself as best she could. Antiochus didn’t seem to register her pang of wonder, or detect that her second sight was blind when it looked into his deepest heart. Suddenly energetic, he hopped up and led her by the hand down the spiral steps to an ambassador trunk stashed with an assortment of exercise equipment. He picked out a jump rope, gave her the dumbbells.
“You promised me you’d exercise more,” he said. “Work those arms. There is actually some flab underneath.”
Darianna inspected the back of her arm. Sure enough: cellulite. As Antiochus became more capable of surviving on his own in the flesh, he needed her less as an incubator, and rather quickly she gained weight. The rations which stored through the winter in the underground cool tasted bland, even when heated on a propane burner. Fresh produce depleted months ago. Her best remaining option: pancakes spiked with protein powder, smothered in syrup. It was starting to show.
She only saw a mirror while brushing her hair, and the reflection told her that she looked older than the day she first walked in. Not much biological time left to have another child, assuming Peter would want to have anything to do with her. He had been on her mind lately. His thoughts were on her too, she sensed, but she was afraid to use the Throne to touch the man who loved her. Laid bare, she might communicate turmoil. So she sent agape, and hoped Peter had grown enough to understand. Best if she maintained silence, his jealousy left dormant. Darianna’s Pisces instinct for men often knew their needs better than they did.
The thwacking sound of Antiochus using the jump rope halted. He studied her aura, thinking he knew the source of her distraction.
“Soon we will escape these primitive conditions. You have done so much. I will repay you for the rest of time,” he swore extravagantly.
Darianna teased by mimicking his earlier yawn. He skipped furiously in response, his juvenile body remarkably coordinated. Like everything else he made it appear effortless. After more than two thousand years of dis-incarnate existence, the risen king would make himself into a human wonder to marvel the world.
Darianna worked her arms with the weights, trying to focus solely on exercise. Soon, though, she sensed someone coming. A melody carried from the outer chamber. Aggememnon announced himself. He formed a triad conducting energy to the surface, his musical third flavoring their root and fifth. Also, he had been Darianna’s only other company through the long winter—a welcome presence to break the spell of solitude. She hurried out to greet him.
Darianna called to the priest in robes coming up the steps, “Hello young man.” The two-faced Guardian statue barely roused at his familiar presence.
“I do not feel young today,” Aggememnon croaked.
Seeing the physical toll of the winter vigil on his appearance sparked Darianna’s maternal concern, but she knew better than to plant an ill thought by noting his deathly appearance. “We have soup,” she said. “I’ll warm it.”
“Today I need more than sustenance.”
Aggememnon shooed away Darianna’s offered hand, determined to make his mortal bag of flesh and bones go further on its own. She walked nearby, just in case, and followed him into the inner chamber.
Inside, high above, Antiochus peered over the edge of the flat circular top of the crystal platform supporting the Throne. Further above, at the peak, only a shadowy smudge of his spirit remained to fuse with the flesh, finally freeing him from the physical shackles of the mountain. Time was so short after anticipating for so very long.
“Up to your old tricks,” Aggememnon spoke as he climbed the spiraling steps. “Your servant risks life and limb in your service, and what do you do? Make him struggle further. You could have greeted me down here. No, you always want more.
“It wouldn’t surprise me if you ran to the top when you heard me coming. We give you everything—more you say. Dig a little deeper. And we do, because we know you push us to become our best, more than we could have ever imagined. But when I swore my vows in your service, little did I know at the end, when I’m dragging myself like a half-dead goat into your chamber, you’d make me climb a little farther.”
Aggememnon reached the top. He forced himself to stand erect, once again proving mind rules matter. Antiochus’s small hands palmed the ivory lion heads carved on the arms of the Throne.
“That’s exactly what I expect from you,” the priest finished, “because that’s the way you’ve always been.”
“Antiochus said, “You could have asked me to come down.”
“I saved you the trouble of making excuses. It no longer matters.”
“Speak your mind.”
“My time has come,” Aggememnon declared. “Release me to take my rightful place in the house of my fathers.”
“Stay a little longer, old friend,” urged Antiochus. “You can do it.”
“No!” Darianna could not believe her ears. Earth’s second-greatest master did not succumb involuntarily. She projected her mind into Aggememnon’s body, determined to heal him, but found the way blocked.
“This is between him and I. Please,” he requested.
Darianna hesitated, though she would respect his wishes. She kissed Aggememnon’s chapped cheek, trying to think of a kind word. He cut her off with a knowing nod. It could all be said later, when they met again in the afterlife.
“It is not your body’s time which has come,” said Antiochus, once Darianna started back down the steps.
“I could go on for another 100 years, but the effort required to fight the illness in my lungs might leave me feeble,” Aggememnon rasped. “I want to go out on my own terms. You are back in your own flesh, therefore my vow is fulfilled. You have given me what I asked in return: I shape my destiny as a master.”
“What will I do without you?”
“This is no time for games!” Aggememnon flared. “You no longer need me, now that the poor villager you’ve been toying with has been thoroughly blasted. I know how he is related to you from history. He was once a great man, and he still is in his soul. But you have to remember: ordinary people are not meant to know their past lives—especially a life as grand as your ancestor’s. Not unless they find out on their own by fully living the life they have now. So if he ends up murdering you, it’s because you pushed him too far. Learn from Caesar before a knife finds your back.”
“How apt,” said Antiochus, eyes shining.
“Some souls can’t take the pruning,” Aggememnon said with a touch of sarcasm noticed by Darianna down below, hearing every word in the pyramid-shaped sound chamber. “I won’t ask why; it’s your business. The final straw for me was summoning that storm. It took all my strength to hold back nature’s thaw, just so you could make the villager’s journey home more difficult. To push him a little further into the abyss of his own mind and maybe find his true self, I presume.”
“It is all he needs,” Antiochus replied, then added an edge to his voice, “and it is my business. If you care so much, let him murder you so that he’ll turn to me to redeem his soul. Then his transformation will be complete.”
“Your God complex could be your undoing,” warned Aggememnon. “What happens when the world is yours? I did not swear my vows only to have the Guardian’s warning come true.”
Darianna suddenly remembered the warning from her first encounter with XahmoTomhaX, about replacing one tyrant with another. Her king had freed her, opened her eyes, sparked her transformation—and created a huge blind spot.
The baby face of Antiochus darkened. The air crackled.
“You dare!”
Aggememnon summoned power and stood his ground. “I dare. You forget, I taught you how to use the energy in the crystal beneath our feet.”
Antiochus rose terribly. Aggememnon stared daggers.
Minutes elapsed. The old priest refused to blink his watery eyes. He would not give in like every other time—like everyone else—to the indomitable will; would not hold his tongue, not during this last opportunity he had to loose it before completing his great task.
Antiochus suddenly stepped forward and bowed on one knee.
“You have remembered the cardinal rule: always speak truth to power,” he said humbly. “Take leave of my service with my blessing and eternal gratitude. You have fulfilled your vow, and deserve your reward. The energy you have been channeling is infused into my being. Cipheus is capable of taking your place. Is there anything I can do for you, before we say goodbye?”
“Save it for my return in a thousand years.”
Aggememnon bent down and lifted Antiochus to his feet, saying, “Remember why we went through this incredible effort: to create our intended world of enlightenment, where human beings consciously shape their destinies. That’s what I expect to return to.”
“I will not become a tyrant like the dark power which presently rules this planet. As for my revered ancestor reborn as a mountain villager, he chose his present life; I’m only helping him fulfill its greater purpose. Every step of the way, I knew what he would do.”
“Seems excessive, but I have spoken my peace,” said the priest. “What do you want me to say when he reaches the mountaintop?”
With a clever look on his young face Antiochus replied, “Give him a message for me.”
Dave, the survival show field producer revived from death, looked out of the tent flap and saw a solitary figure wearing heavy black robes and matching turban, struggling to climb the mass of snow and reach the half-covered statue of Antiochus. Dave happened to glance outside that moment only because he expected Aggememnon’s return.
The figure in black reached the top, gripped the limestone and heaved. Dave scrambled in pursuit, but the heavy snowpack gave way in chunks. For every few steps he climbed, he fell back almost as much. Then he looked up to see the mass teeter and fall.
Entombed in darkness, he felt like a fly squished beneath a bull mastiff. Seven minutes until air runs out—how long a skier has to escape in a similar situation. Dave asked himself: what would Wolf do? Wait to be rescued.
Dave was not born under the same lucky stars. He could, however, count himself fortunate to be alive in the first place. He wiggled, struggled, cursed. If he had learned anything from Aggememnon while waiting out the winter, heaven helps those who help themselves. But Dave couldn’t do much with his arms pinned to his sides. Consciousness slipped away with hardly a notice.
Stories are common of people reviewing their lives as they lay dying, thinking about all they have done for good or ill. Sending mental messages to loved ones, and finally accepting the inevitable with serenity. Not Dave. He experienced nothing except a note-to-self about the irony of being rescued by the priest, only to be reclaimed by the Reaper so quickly. The fingers that entwined his shaggy, grown-out hair were not felt, and thankfully for him, he was relieved of experiencing the intense pain of being yanked free from the snow tomb by his scalp.
He finally opened his eyes to white blankness. The color of the sky gradually changed from the smoky swirl of near-death to distinctly blue. His scalp burned.
Akbar stared down from under the turban, brown eyes etched with shock waves spread out from two points of impact. Producer Dave had never seen such raw emotion in real life. The world of his profession sold an approximation of reality, not the real thing. If he carried through on his resolve to be a better man, however, he might quit television production. Coming back to life—twice—tends to change a person.
Dave thought he might try his luck in front of the camera.
“Just what did you think you were doing?” The Aussie wanted to scream at Akbar, but instead found himself feeling sympathetic. Don’t kick a bleeding dingo. “Trying to pull it down, were you? Lucky your foolery didn’t end us both.”
Akbar spun away, unable or unwilling to speak, Dave didn’t know which.
“Relax. I’m not going to hurt you, presuming I could still move to thrash you for that crazy stunt.”
Dave moved an arm, a leg, and sat up. He marveled at how fine he felt. “If you’ve got a problem, the priest’ll be back soon.”
Akbar gazed at the risen statue, trying to bring it down by force of bad intent. As it was, he’d only uncovered more of the watchful face to provide a better view for the camera.
“Don’t even think about it. Just wait for Aggee, the nice priest.” Dave then saw Aggememnon behind Akbar. Akbar paid no attention.
“He told me to tell you,” Aggememnon’s deep voice rang in, “to wait a little longer and he’ll keep his promise to meet you in person. I presume if you are looking for someone to take out your anger on, or give you answers, he means to provide the opportunity. And from me to you, start acting more civilized or you might not survive to see the day.”
“Yeah, you could kill somebody,” Dave seconded. “Like me.”
Akbar ignored them, but he listened. The mounted camera with solar collectors captured his attention. The Internet feed he saw in Iraq broadcast from it. So much had changed. He felt like the only person in the world angry at all the good fortune, the person who came to a wedding expecting a funeral.
“He hasn’t kept any of his promises,” Akbar mumbled.
“What?” Dave practically shouted. “Speak up, mate.”
Aggememnon poked Dave’s shoulder, pointed to the tent and said, “Time to practice silence.”
“You know I’m not so good at that.”
Five minutes later, Akbar’s head appeared at the tent opening. Went away. Came back. Before he knew it, he found himself seated, trying to imitate the straight postures of the mountain priest and his unwitting novice, Dave.
Aggememnon instructed, “The first step is to focus on the present at all time. Breath slowly and deeply, feeling calm and aware. Your mind will wander—bring it back. Don’t get frustrated if it does, just start over with centering. I have a robe for you. Wearing white will improve your mood. If you wait here, the one you seek will be along soon enough. I will be leaving.”
“Where do you think you’ll be going, Aggee?”
Dave’s annoying nickname no longer mattered: Aggememnon felt the call of home.
“I prepare to leave this body,” he said, appearing packed and ready to go. “My Brothers will burn it here on the Fire Altar after my quick departure. I will wait for your film crew to arrive, and request that you narrate the episode, David, to explain to the world that I’m leaving on my own terms—my choice—unafraid of death. I embrace it like a lost lover. Someone dearly missed, then reunited with again. Be happy for me: my long journey nears the end, but my existence continues as always.”
Dave’s mouth hung open. Akbar, after seeing passionate life and death struggle in Iraq, nonchalantly accepted the inevitable.
“B-But you’re supposed to be indestructible,” said Dave.
Aggememnon stretched out on his back, hands folded across his chest, and began preparation to leave his body. He could not explain to Dave what fulfilling his vow meant: homecoming, at last, after completing an epic quest. Freed from the cycle of life, Aggememnon’s existence could continue in any form desired, doing anything desired, with the ability to create whatever he wanted for himself or anyone else. Dying was an easy choice in comparison to what awaited, something Dave wouldn’t even begin to understand, so he answered:
“Don’t believe everything you hear.”
After being informed of a butcher knife missing from the kitchen, Abby had a suspicion. First his brother Akbar appeared at home and disappeared again, then the knife went missing.
Abby asked Medra to manage the inn while he cranked up the big orange bus and hauled another load to Mt. Nemrut, where he could look for his brother. The upcoming summer celebration attracted visitors like never before. Campers occupied the entire side of the mountain. At night they built bonfires on the surrounding rises and danced jubilantly.
He dropped off his passengers and parked, then went searching for Akbar’s lean face, focusing on the east terrace. People packed in front of the risen statue, the sought-after real estate crammed with bodies up to a security barrier manned by six alert Turkish soldiers. They too felt vibrations beneath their feet and great anticipation in the air.
Abby strolled with the crowded lines until reaching the far side, near where the Western scientists would occasionally come or go. But no Akbar. The young innkeeper finally sought out Yousef with the priests on the Fire Altar. Then he spotted his brother.
Or what used to be Akbar, transformed again. He sat in lotus, robed in white, facing the risen statue from the side. Beard and head shaved clean. Abby watched him sit motionless for a quarter-hour, and dashed in from behind to take an empty spot on Akbar’s right. Did his brother see the light and finally give up his anger, the missing knife only a coincidence?
One close look at Akbar’s arms hidden inside of his sleeves crushed Abby’s hope that appearance in this case represented reality. The robes could not conceal the smoldering rage, the hunched shoulders, the unnatural calm disguising barely contained rage—a Muhammad Atta at the airport. Something bad was going to happen. Akbar’s new look disguised a darker personality emerging: the one holding the knife.
“Hello, my dear brother. That’s a new look for you,” Abby tried to say lightly, remembering the days when they could kid around.
Akbar registered Abby’s presence and turned away. Otherwise, no response. Abby decided to get to the point.
“A big knife we use to slaughter chickens is missing.”
“Chickens are smarter than you think,” said Akbar, sounding distant.
“Maybe it’s up your sleeve.”
“Maybe you should mind your own business.”
“Maybe I should tell Yousef, or the soldiers.”
“Maybe you’ll get a visitor in the night.”
Abby decided not to pursue the implied threat directly. “A widow-maker are you? A killer?”
“I am what I was made.”
“Like you have no control, no choice.”
Akbar shook his head a bit regretfully.
“But you do now,” insisted Abby.
“And I have made my decision. I am in full control.”
“You are a different person. I feel like I don’t know you.”
A dark cloud wrapped Akbar in enforced silence. Abby said, “When you were taken away, I was left on my own with a partially finished inn and an old clunky bus that I couldn’t drive. Those parts I could handle, but not the hole in my heart from your absence, not knowing for sure what happened to you. That hurt most.”
“Then why be part of this?” Akbar hid his anguished face in his hands. “Why invite the enemy to your table?”
“Because you told me to, remember?”
“Untrue.”
“Yes it is true,” Abby persisted. “I wanted to be cautious and feel our way along, and you jumped out of your skin with big plans. I only walked the path you made for me. Once you were gone, I had to take my own steps, and I’m glad because I finally found out what it’s like to live with the results. Your back was not around to hide behind. I’m just sorry it came at your expense.”
Akbar choked back whelming emotion before it gained hold and swallowed it down with grim determination.
“I want you to know I’m proud of you. Really,” he said. “For a while I could think of nothing but what you would do without me, and now I see you’ve done fine. Better than with me around.”
“I would not trade,” said Abby.
“Shh. This is hard enough to say.” Akbar’s wounded eyes finally met his sibling’s. “You see why I have to do what I’m planning to do. I created this monster.”
“You are not responsible!” Abby exploded, attracting nervous attention their direction. Akbar hid his face again and pretended Abby did not exist.
Similar scenes of discord played out every so often at the mountaintop. As with any mass movement, some people were attracted more to the spectacle than the purpose, some hiding among the assemblage to escape personal lives turned sour or gone awry. Abby had witnessed a Filipino mother find her husband among the crowd, literally dragging him away before Cipheus intervened. The father had been caught breaking his marriage vows, and fled with the family savings.
The young priest returned alone an hour later and told Abby about explaining to the errant father that The Way teaches embracing responsibility as part of performing good works and keeping promises. We do it not only for ourselves and our families, but for our communities, nations and planet. Abby heard the theme repeated many times. As far as he could tell, visitors returned home infused with good spirit. The message made sense. He supported it.
Akbar had other ideas.
“You don’t understand,” he said. “I’ve thought about this—thought and thought and thought. And you are right, I am not responsible. I even accept that our parents were killed by something other than my desire for a cursed soccer ball. A game I haven’t played since. But you see, no one else knows what I do. That’s not overstating or wanting to feel important. I think I’ve been drawn into these events to perform this final role.”
“Why you?” Abby pleaded.
“I don’t know why me. It wants me to believe I chose this path all along. So that you have no reason to haunt my soul, I will tell you best I can. Then you will leave me to what I have to do.
“I think people are sometimes put into situations because of who they are, and also who they once were—which influences what kind of people they become. And I think—no, I know I’m supposed to do what I’m going to do because it wants to be stopped.”
Abby asked desperately, “Who gets knifed, Cipheus? He’ll be reborn before you know it. Yousef? He’s as much a part of circumstance as you are. What will make things right for you?”
“He’s here. I’ll know.” Inside of his sleeve, Akbar’s sweaty hand fingered the handle of the sharp blade.
Abby reached his limit. “I’ll pray to God for your soul.”
“Pray instead to strengthen my hand.”
Abby sought out Yousef to intervene. Right then, Akbar’s target strolled passed.
Young Antiochus mingled with the masses at Nemrut Dag, feeding off their energy, their hope, their belief. He called them to the mountain to witness his resurrection and his command. They need not know why, or who he really was, just follow the God-Child. The man of science accompanying him would play an important role spreading his enlightenment.
Professor Marc Reynolds followed Antiochus through the crowd on the east terrace. By request, Marc traveled alone, and despite lingering doubts, took the opportunity to return to Turkey and gain answers.
As they passed the Fire Altar, Akbar fell in behind. Murderous.
Antiochus, gesturing broadly, paused to ask the professor, “Look around: what do you see?”
“I see a lot of people. I see a sunny day. What do you mean?” Marc asked, remembering another sunny morning when everything changed, and how long it had taken him to notice the new presence dominating the terrace. Still there, ever watchful.
Antiochus opened his arms to the sky, face alight with hidden knowledge. Always his eyes intense, a lover on the hunt for an object of desire. “What you see is trapped light encoded with information, and half of your brain is devoted to processing it. We are taught to believe what we see, with good reason. Walk off a cliff and you’ll probably die. However, the cliff can be avoided. Can you see through this puppet box called human existence in space-time, read the moment, and create your own circumstances as they unfold?”
“Can you?” Marc had never considered the possibility of humans possessing such power.
A Mexican family passed by going the other direction, one of the children around Antiochus’s apparent age. The contrast enhanced Marc’s sense of absurdity about discussing secrets of the universe with a six year-old.
“Those of us who live in a state of mastery never find ourselves at the edge of that metaphorical cliff,” said Antiochus, “not unless we’re supposed to get to the other side. And waiting could be a magic carpet or a hot-air balloon.”
“With the winds blowing just right,” added Marc, seeing the point but wondering where it led.
“Now you’re starting to understand. We create this reality.”
Marc, still hung up on the existence of God as commonly understood, argued, “What you’re talking about is god-like, and people have ascribed all sorts of meanings to perfectly explainable events. Eclipses. Thunder. An earthquake, oh my the gods must be angry. It’s just making connections between coincidences and attributing them to supernatural sources.”
“There are no coincidences for those of us who know better,” Antiochus informed sagely. “Every act is infused with meaning, every moment another chance to shape the present, the future. Even the past. Our minds create it. Everything experienced in life down to the minutest detail emerges from the fifth dimension, Intention.”
“Any relation to String Theory?” Marc asked as they strolled across the terrace. Akbar tracked them from a few people behind, catching pieces of the conversation. No little boy talked like Antiochus. Akbar recognized the mind behind the voice, and knew it was the living presence of the risen statue.
“Not really, though multiple dimensions do exist. There is no master equation, because the laws of the universe are fluid. Picture Relativity crystallizing into existence as Einstein postulated his theory. An astronomer looks into a telescope, the first sentient being to gaze at a section of the cosmos, and it comes into full existence at that moment. Not billions of years ago when the light first emitted—the moment a strong intelligence chooses between all possibilities to provide the definition. That’s the unlimited potential of the human mind: to create reality out of endless possibility. Reality shaped in the most basic way through understanding of the fifth dimension, where our material existence is given form.”
“You’re serious?” Marc could not think of what else to say to such a bold proclamation at odds with the conclusions of the best science. Some equation or other would solve the puzzle of the universe even if it took another thousand years and a billion physicists with a trillion computers.
“I’ll prove it to you. In return, you bring my enlightenment to the world through science. How does that sound?”
Marc took Antiochus’s outstretched hand to seal the deal without knowing for sure if it was serious. Like the old joke about the nice grandma who bets the bank president his testicles are square. She comes back with her attorney to witness. The attorney bangs his head against the wall when the president, thinking he is about to win a lot of money, drops his pants for her inspection. She’d bet her attorney four times more money that by the end of the day, she could get the bank president to drop his pants in front of them.
The juxtaposition created another surreal moment. People had to notice how Antiochus talked, acted, and carried himself like a little Napoleon, but the boy with uncut sandy hair existed in a bubble of incomprehension. The odds were against the world grasping—much less wielding—the sort of knowledge he offered, thought Marc. Not the world in its current collective state, controlled by market forces pushing the limits of planetary sustainability. One of Darwin’s first insights about nature was, extinction is a common event. For humans it appeared almost inevitable.
Antiochus told the professor casually, “Someone nearby has thoughts of plunging a knife into my tender flesh. He’s been watching us—been watching me for days. There is a moment of vulnerability when he will attack from behind. It’s the reaction of an ego denying its true place by lashing out at its perceived oppressor.”
Marc scanned the crowd for danger. “Shouldn’t we get help?”
“This has been a long time in coming. Walk off the cliff or go around it? You’ll see.”
Antiochus followed Marc down a short, steep drop off the east terrace and onto the narrow, descending footpath south toward the security door. Antiochus stopped after rounding a bend, and waited.
Out of sight behind them, Akbar crept, head turned to see if anyone followed him. The sleeves of his robes hung over his trembling hands. A shield of rage deflected all other thoughts except the ones nursing his grudge. Six feet under wasn’t deep enough to bury the injustice. An aggrieved voice inside said: Your anger makes you strong—feed it! As soon as he noticed Antiochus, it told him there was his target, now do the deed. The assassin turned around just in time to spot Antiochus a few steps away. Too late, he suddenly wanted to run back.
“Reveal what you had in mind for me,” ordered Antiochus. “Show us how low you have slunk.”
With a pull of his sleeve, Akbar revealed cold steel. He still had thoughts of using it.
“Now that’s a blade made for killing,” Antiochus remarked. “Let’s get it over with.”
The agile young boy thrust forward, throat to the long blade, grabbed Akbar’s wrist and held it in place. “This is what you intended? You could have waited for me to find you when ready, but you didn’t get the message because no one is home.”
Akbar hissed, “Disrespect!” His shattered face erupted with new fissures.
“Disrespect is for weak minds with big egos. You disrespect your eternal soul by allowing yourself to be taken over by dark energy, forgetting who you really are—and who you once were.”
Akbar breathed in sharply: The name from his past life! He suddenly remembered how badly he had wanted to know it, the first dawn when the statue spoke. But he glimpsed his eternal soul and turned away, overwhelmed by the circumstances, and latched instead onto what his ego wanted: respect through money and social status.
The voice that called him to the mountaintop presently spoke to him from a boy’s mouth. A boy placing his throat against the weapon with which Akbar came to kill him.
Antiochus’s blue eyes flamed. “I chose you to witness my rise, and you want to murder me? You, once known as King of Kings, my exalted ancestor, greatest of your time. Look at you now.”
Marc felt that he could faint. No rational thought penetrated the shock and utter unreality of the exchange he witnessed. He saw Akbar’s knuckles turn white around the knife handle. An electrical storm brewed over Antiochus. The professor inched forward.
“You know who I am,” Antiochus demanded an answer with his statement.
Akbar twisted his head sideways. When he finally opened his mouth, words strangled inside his throat. “I knew it was you. The innocent body ... cannot hide the guilty heart.”
“I have no guilt to hide.”
Antiochus twisted his neck dangerously against the blade. Akbar had to ease the pressure, and grasped his shaking hand with the other. Any moment he could blow up and scatter his atoms in all directions. He reverted to Turkish in his agitated state.
“You took me against my will; used me! What gives you the right?”
“Your permission I do not require, but you deserve the answer,” said Antiochus, backing an inch off the blade, still daring Akbar to use it. “You were needed as a peace offering, same as my father the King chose to do with me long ago. We perform our duty when called upon. You chose your own path by your actions. If you had stayed focused on what was most important, you would have avoided being forced to Iraq. Demetrius and I both knew you would not go voluntarily, and we had no time to waste convincing you.”
Antiochus pointed between Akbar’s eyes. The villager tried to deny it. Said Antiochus:
“Even I cannot create something out of nothing. As soon as you worked your self-interest into the equation ahead of mine, you opened the door. Otherwise, we would have figured out another way of bringing the Sunnis to the peace table. Your energy would have been vibrating at another level, and I could have rewarded your service. Because you created the circumstances. Don’t blame the thief for taking your wallet; blame yourself for allowing it to happen. Wish that the thief gets whatever was needed by stealing from you, so that he or she is less likely to take another wallet. Understand? Now either finish this, or drop your blade and come with me to learn who you really are.”
Akbar dropped the butcher knife. He was no murderer. He felt like nothingness, adrift in a void.
Antiochus picked up the metal menace to chickens everywhere and said, “I should stick this thing in your belly, but I remember what it’s like to be fallible. It’s a human thing, n’est ce pas?”
He laughed lightly at himself, uncomfortably for Marc. He then said to Akbar, “Tell the confused scientist who you are.”
Akbar blinked several times before answering, “I am the Witness. That has always been my role.”
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