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 KARMA

 


 


Death finds me softly...for once. I take time to
witness. Spurting gasps of blood slow inside tiny threads without
fanfare, a thick, obstinate pulse echoes a desire to remain. In the
deepest of those caverns my sight explodes into silence.

I am not like them.

Alone, I wait. I watch, knowing it is not
finished.

Inside that light I wonder, why am I here?

No one answers.
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Summer season, 1706 B.C.

Settlement of Yil-qeshek

Mesopotamia, Northwest corner of modern Iraq

 


 


“Sir? You are Ari-alahat, are you not?”

Yanked from one of my more
pleasant daydreams, I was, I must say, unimpressed with the
emaciated specimen of pre-manhood who faced me, looking as though
he’d slept on camel dung for moon cycles, ratted robes decayed,
lurid with not a small whiff of human urine. My eyes found a sore
on his leg, and immediately I feared maggots; there had been
mutters of a new, vicious breed that would eat living flesh as well
as the dead.

Closing my eyes, I willed him away.

When I opened them however, he remained, scratching
the side of his neck with fingernails black with dirt, head tilted
sideways like a dog. His eyes ate mine, lingering on my face, dark
with a hunger I wished I hadn't seen.

I lay on blanket-covered ground among the trees in
the garden of my cousin, sucking at a sticky ice drink that one of
the servant girls had been kind enough to make me, giggling and
handing it to me so our fingers got entangled. Remembering that
now, I slurped more of the drink, my tongue pleasantly numb.

I tried to recall my mind’s last
musings, prior to that. I had become involved with a female of not
insignificant charms, whose husband had a habit of chasing the
tribal wars, leaving her grateful of company. I was wary, of
course, of her husband’s return. Even a modicum of perception can
sniff out when one’s food has been tasted, especially with
frequency; she insisted he was a boor and would never notice, but I
had my doubts.

I had, in fact, been musing as to whether I could
have him permanently sent away, using some measure of my influence
with the king, for I was his mouthpiece and primary connection to
the temple…when I realized the small, foul-smelling boy had still
not departed.

Fly wings flickered around his eyes and the hollows
of his collar bone. I wondered where my infernal servant had gone,
and then wondered what possessed me to repose outside at all, when
there were far more cushions and slave girls indoors.

The boy’s face remained haunted.

“You will help me,” he said.

I frowned.

“You will help me,” he said again.
“...I have heard you are a holy man, and I require teaching. I wish
to be a great sage and seer, like you.”



It was no act; he had a longing in
him, this one. Yet it irritated me that he wished me to share it.
This life was for plucking beautiful women and rolling them around
on my tongue, for using my gifts to please the king for
baubles...not for starting a spiritual quest, whether mine or
anyone else’s. I felt a vague warning. Images flitted at the
corners of my eyes--an iron road that stretched off into mountains
and desert, a sky filled with flames hotter than the palace
furnaces. The fire I saw around this boy spread black clouds, thick
as locusts chased by birds, darkening the land for further than a
man can travel in a day, leaving it desolate and covered in ice. I
thought the land I glimpsed must be a sort of hell. In it, people
held sticks that belched flame, riding monsters with slug-like feet
that tore up grass and mud and had one long eye that exploded
death. For an instant…just one…I hesitated.

Then I decided it wasn’t my problem.

“No,” I told him. My voice changed with my sight,
vibrating the air, causing the birds to rise and flap from the
trees. “I am not your teacher.”

He hesitated, feeling the change, the power there.
“But I feel certain--”

“No,” I said, more in my usual voice. “It is another
you seek.”

My inner eye sought out a building of stone through
the walls of the garden. There lived a man I knew to dabble in some
of the lower arts. It might placate the boy, long enough for me to
have him removed from the city at least. I told him of the house
and how to reach it.

“...He will teach you what you need,” I said, using
the faintly solemn tone I used with the king when he wished me to
play court magician. It was not my real voice, the voice from that
pool of light and stars, but it was unclear whether the boy
noticed. His eyes grew eager. When I would not acknowledge his
submissive bowing and bobbing, he wandered in the direction of my
crooked finger. As he did, I told myself that I could not
interfere, in a world not of my own.

Then it occurred to me that I already had.
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In the beginning, silence held court.

Breath, ever lacking, overshadowed
whatever wished me into existence. An expanse of molten dark
reigned in its place, living night too deep to comprehend, even for
the first beings. Words do it no justice; even pictures capture it
not. Memories remain in most of us who were there, understandings
that return at odd moments, frustrated by their lack of
fulfillment, causing us to look at a person or thing differently,
or simply remember that from which it came. Those who on occasion
rediscover the fact of our smallness, citing figures comparing our
physical coverings to that of the matter contained in a single
galaxy in which we live--comparing that galaxy to the billions of
galaxies that make up the charted worlds--speak of only one
part.

There is so much dark, to make that light
visible.

Even after all this time, that first dark is what I
remember best. Fertile, it writhed. Then, apropos of nothing, it
changed.

A vortex appeared, a cavernous cyclone ripping
through the night. A beam exploded from its center, shocking all of
us who witnessed. While I might be able to convey pieces of how it
appears to my mind’s eye now, I could not possibly convey its
impact, much less its meaning. Hot, liquid lava poured onto our
eyes...into our skin, mouth and ears. Expanding white flames
twisted complex clouds through black, a subtle dance of threads as
narrow as a child’s hair, in more colors and shades than human eyes
can perceive. A bird, which sees with two more cones of color than
our human three, could not have seen this vision in its
entirety.

It was, and remains, the most beautiful thing.

Following this, a great many other things occurred.
Too many for even the larger parts of my being to make the faintest
pretense to track. Things beyond number. Wondrous things. For many,
many millennia I lived an existence distant and incomprehensible to
me now...far, very far from the pain of physical incarnation or its
absences. I lived with others like me, spread into stars packed so
tight that the skies themselves shone white, bleeding the last of
those first molten lights. Music sang. Beautiful music. Gods, if
only I could hear it again! Like audio sex, the most amazing notes
in the most talented orchestras in the world, mixed with the most
lovely birdsong, yet ten times as beautiful as it breathed through
everything…

Then one day, perplexedly, I was here.

I did not like it.

My deaths were simple back then,
quick. My brain remained only partly formed, and somewhat
unpredictable. Oops, I fell into a volcano. Ouch, a giant bird
lizard ate me. Damn, I got stepped on...that sort of thing.
Straightforward, clean, and rather innocent in their way. Suffice
it to say, this period ended, too.

I suppose I could go into more explanation here,
about how this happened, what it meant, how it affected all of us,
but humankind’s mythology has already attempted to supply those and
I do not presume to educate you here. Countless lessons, hard won,
have taught me to keep silent on occasions where my understandings
conflict with the stories of my time. I cannot count the number of
reasonably promising incarnations cut short due to a few badly
placed phrases. I would find myself hanging in an iron cage,
carcass rotting in a sea water dungeon, or swinging on a rope tied
to a thick branch, flesh body pounded, stabbed or twisted, bent and
broken and leaking fluids of the most noxious kinds. And always, as
my essence floated over the insect-infested remains, the same
thought would come to mind from that wiser vantage.

Shit. This again.

So much in life depends on the student.

Urak and I shared one of those
dances that seem to have no meaning, no possible purpose...yet
repeat again and again and again. I call him Uruk, although I never
learned his name, not in that first meeting at least. Yet that is
how I will forever picture him, how my inner eye recalls his
features despite the intervening years. My mind called him Uruk for
his accent. He spoke as if he rose from the stone steps of that
fair city, which I presumed the place of his birth, the city of
Gilgamesh.
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Winter, 1232 A.D.

Rumigny, held by the Archbishop of Reims

Northeast of Paris, west of the border to the Roman
Empire in the reign of Louis IX of the House of Capet (St.
Louis)

The European Continent, in what later became
France

 


 


I stumbled through the door, already drunk. My men
laughed loudly, drunker than I, but it remained my job to scout the
hole, get a sense of the place, determine if it would take
bloodshed to get the respect and supplies owed us as the lord’s
men. I stank of blood and piss, neither mine, and more than
anything I wanted food, a warm fire, and a local girl to lie on who
might amuse me. Despite the protracted fight once we broke their
hiding, I had passion still to expend after crushing those vermin
in the cliffs.

The locals appeared nervous of us,
as well they might, half being likely traitors, sympathizers at
least. It made it easy to pick a few to kill, if the need
arose.

Then I looked up. At the balcony
above the dirt floor of the drinkery a pretty thing not yet
fourteen with dark hair and eyes like a newborn deer stared down at
me, small white hands gripping the wood banister. She looked
afraid, but an odd hope gleamed in her look that brought me a flush
of warmth. Drawn to power, she hoped for a kindness, too. Still,
she was a fool to expect to beg her way into strength; I was just
the man to teach that lesson.

My looks at that time were oft
considered handsome, which meant little to me other than the
opportunities such a thing afforded. I took great pleasure in the
innocent; their eyes did interesting things when I revealed myself,
and I did so love to reveal myself, now that there were few moral
impediments to doing so. In this vessel, this life, I could expand
parts of my nature outward into visibility, flex them a bit. I
would cut the cord simply to watch the light leave, using my animal
body to amuse myself with what remained, both afterwards and
especially before that final parting of ways. Looking at this
little girl, I saw the rest of my evening very clearly.

If any of the other men approached her at that
point, I’d have cut into their organs. I almost hoped they would,
so she would think it love that drove me. The longer I could keep
her on that wish, the more interesting things would be later...

 


 


...An aside from your humble narrator in the
retelling of this: I am not proud. Yet neither am I convulsed in
the kind of shame and self-horror you might imagine. You see, these
lives each contained a part to play, and little else. You might
wonder whether, under all this, I still existed: the singer of
time, the watcher of the first light,,,even the self-satisfied but
relatively unaware young man of the desert who’d turned away this
fresh-faced girl once before, when she’d been a young boy of far
less amiable exterior.

The truth is, yes, I was still
there. But this guise, as all others, is primarily meant for
learning. I wished to know the vagaries, rewards and punishments of
every spectrum of existence, and I did not play my personages
halfway. I justify this by reminding the reader that to do so, to
“play act” within the play act, would be a complete waste of
time.

I wanted to understand why this behavior--that of
the wanton boor for whom pleasures came so easily--was so very
addicting to many in the human life stream. When a part of me got
hard every morning, realizing I’d been blessed with the ability to
not give a damn, for a short while at least, about the consequences
of any action, whether through the usual emotional torments or
simply from being hung from a tree...I soon did.

It isn’t the bleeding bastards of the world who are
generally hung from trees, set on fire or locked in watery cages.
That honor was generally reserved for those who wished to aid and
assist their fellow man.

Also, because I had few to no
boundaries or restrictions, I won the physical lottery on all
counts...although if it comforts you, I paid a stiff price later.
During that time however, I killed creatively, deflowered children,
cut new orifices in the wives of my companions just when they’d
thought us to be friends...and consequences did not concern me a
bit. That larger part of me even relished doing this properly, for
I was a perfectionist in my own way, and liked exercising my
ability in new areas of learning.

But as the girl’s doe-like eyes
faded under my knife, her begging done for compassion or love or
whatever childish dreams held thrall in her, my organ still
throbbing in her tiny body, that other me, the one who remembered
that first dawn and the expanding clouds of night, felt something
else.

It wasn’t fear, but was instead closer to the,
“Shit. This again,” sentiment usually reserved for more
morally-bound puppetries. For it wasn’t until that final moment
when the light left her that I realized that I knew this being.

And I had impacted its journey...some might say
ill-favorably...once again.
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A few more times, this occurred.

I won’t bore you by recounting
them all. Once I met him in China, where he took the body of a serf
and I his landlord. I raped his wife and fed him to my hogs before
I recognized him. The next meeting occurred in the Americas, where
we both lived in proximity to a cult of sun worshippers who liked
to cut out the hearts of their victims and pledge their blood to
the star...you can likely guess on which side each of us located in
that little cultural experiment.

I saw him in the streets of Paris, both of us boys
during the time after the revolution, when catacombs were built
under the city and most of us relied on petty thievery to eat. I
killed him for a dead bird.

Time goes backwards and forwards
for beings like us, so that we lose track of order, of causality.
But clearly, I meant to clash with this brother of mine again and
again, and he seemed to always come off the worse in those
meetings.

I felt more than a twinge of guilt, seemingly
destined as I was to best him horribly, no matter our differences
in age and sex, no matter how hard he fought to acquire powers from
meeting to meeting.

For it became clear soon that he sought me out, that
he held me accountable in some way. Yet I felt no hatred of him,
personal or otherwise; no pleasure or vindictiveness caused me to
do it.

I can only think now that I had chosen him somehow,
and he me, although the purpose of it all still eludes me.

 


[image: tmp_f59b8bd7977b4e354926d2134ffc09ef_klt72A_html_m66016332.png]

 


May 10, 1941 A.D.

London, England

 


I stood on the roof of the Parliament building,
hands clasped at the small of my back, gazing out over my city.
Fire lit the darkness in patches; my aids stood anxiously behind,
wringing hands and wishing me with occasional tugs and jabs to come
back inside, to stop the spectacle of standing at the edge, looking
down. But I found I could not look away. Experiments had ended;
learning had ended. Now, I played for keeps, did that which
whatever fool creature had sent me to do...but still felt like I
groped in the darkness.

The shrouded outlines of already
bomb-eaten buildings lit up in sharp bursts under the Luftwaffe’s
descending cargo. The rain of cylinders fell in perfect symmetry,
almost beautiful in their testament to the order behind the minds
from which they were created. They fell like stones, somehow making
the world quieter just prior to their landing. Everything that not
on fire lay in perfect dark, so the periodic bursts punctuating the
sky only added to the sense of silence...at first. Then the ground
shook like a monster breaking through from below with his teeth;
the sky filled with smoke and ash and debris. I gripped my cane’s
end, feeling the building tremble underfoot. I became aware of the
sound of planes again, the scream of more bombs
falling--

“Sir.” A pup danced by my side, tugging my coat.
“Sir, begging your pardon, sir...but you must come inside. Even the
King had asked that you--”

I waved a thick hand. King? Bah, they must be
desperate to get my sagging carcass indoors. But I smiled, exhaling
smoke. My aide looked at me like I’d lost my mind. I tipped my hat
to the burning buildings, even as another blast went off.

“Fireworks, my boy...just a few sparklers.” I waved
the hand with the hat, smiling, cigar clenched between my teeth.
They expected my bravado. Despite the complaints, I knew it cheered
them. “We must have them worried, eh?”

“Prime Minister--”

But I waved him off, staring out over the flames
erupting from craters.

Despite my smile, another part of my mind churned,
clicking through thoughts. He’d found a way to plant one of his
inside my ranks. I could smell it. For all I knew, the imposter was
this child who gaped at me, all the while plotting to push me off
the building’s edge. I’d caught one spy already. He’d been sent to
me by old Joe, although I’d never be able to pin it on him, and
needed the Americans too badly to accuse him without sufficient
cause. Uruk had become quite clever at recruiting this time around.
He had legions of the dogs sniffing around him, hoping for raw
meat, getting closer to mine every second.

I suspected the diminutive little
ranter knew I’d cracked his ridiculous code. Things worsened daily,
the element of surprise commonly lost in the confusion of signals.
Nightmares tore at me, threw my mind into the pits of those black
dogs, but I refused to fall to his sorcerer’s games. Both of us had
played back and forth over this fence for some time, yet the
thought kept me awake at night, that he might this time, at last,
beat me...and with so much at stake. He certainly had more on his
side, in terms of numbers and toys; he’d run like an obsessed
jackal, obtaining trinkets from around the world, even that
accursed spear. I had only age over him, and a not insignificant
amount of humor to carry me through the worst of those days. Yet,
the war had made me gray...heavy as wet cement, dark as the clouds
and ash that fell from the sky. If not for the sun rising over the
horizon every morning, reminding me...if not for the birds that
made me smile, the kitten by my foot, Clem’s smile in the
morning...I would be lost. It is them to whom I owe, not the
reverse. By the time war broke officially, I was indecently ready
for it. Since I’d been made PM, I’d done everything in my power,
even using my real voice in speeches in an attempt to carry the
humans through, to bring hope and strength in the midst of this
ugly war.

Yet despite my preparations and
the fact that I showed myself more clearly in my true form than I
had in millennia, my foe displayed himself in a much finer light
when our battles hinged on the swaying of others to our whims. In
every life, I’d always been a bit too much of a loner, too pompous,
brusque and conceited to be good at exerting support in any but a
time of crisis or war, when those attributes become most highly
prized. War highlighted all of my worst faults and rewarded me for
them. Even now, in the worst of the pounding, I am told I am a
beast to tolerate...again, not leastwise by my own son, who I fear
may have disowned my affections entirely. It credits him really,
that he would see the ego behind my heroism, the selfishness behind
my refusal to surrender.
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