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– for love lost, and for love found –
This is a single short story excerpted from my short story collection, More Lost Memories. More Lost Memories is a companion book to my novel, Forget What You Can’t Remember. As I was writing that novel, I kept finding that certain interesting things that popped up there had to go unwritten (or be set aside) since they weren’t relevant to the story of that book.
What happened to the two guys who were supposed to be running the zombie survival course? What would the experience of a mixed martial arts competition be like for someone with an amazing sense of smell? What are the stories behind Fantastician’s other encounters? What about the details of Lance’s restaurant? And, what did Brady work on after the stunning conclusion of the novel?
This story, 'They Stole God', is one of my favorites from this collection, delving into theology, cosmology, ethics & morality, while telling a tale that ends up containing dramatic & violent bank robberies and the violation of the sanctity of religious dogma - by force. Follow a group of monk-like religious adepts and their friends as they find that the deeper into the secrets of their religion they delve, the more impossible their escape from its clutches becomes. Some readers may want to look up the nature of such far-flung physics concepts as dark matter, dark energy, and the nature of singularities to understand the full scope of theology herein, and others will just want to know what strange plan they come up with next. Enjoy.
-Teel McClanahan III
As he ladled soup into the bowl of each person in the queue, Tarmawy felt at first an increasing sense of unease and then a compounding pain that seemed to be coming uniformly from throughout his being. It wasn’t as intense as some of the pains he’d known throughout his years, but it was a distinct pain, punctuated in sync with his repeated act of good will. He didn’t let a little discomfort stop him from serving every last person who had been waiting for a warm meal on that cold night, even though doing so seemed somehow to exacerbate the pain. By the end of the queue, when Tarmawy began the work of cleaning up amidst the sounds and smells of dozens of needy men, women, and children enjoying a hot meal, he felt as though every cell of his body were crying out. He felt as though he might not be able to lift the stew pot, empty as it was, to carry it into the back room to be washed. He felt as though he might pass out at any moment. He pushed through the painful sensation, through the weakness, completing his task in silent humility and escalating physical distress, knowing all the while what he must do. When he’d finished clearing off the last table, sweeping the floor, washing all the dishes by hand and closing up for the night, Tarmawy made his way not to a doctor or a hospital for treatment, not to his own home to rest, but to the Temple.
His pain had stopped its increase when he had left the soup kitchen, though the level it had reached remained a constant, hobbling presence in his perception. Tarmawy had been warned that the path of righteousness was not an easy one. He had been warned that along that path he would face many challenges. He had received a specific warning, years earlier, that the darkness and evil in the world might even go so far as to cause him pain, to attack him for his piety and his good deeds, and that if he experienced such a thing that he ought to report to the eldest Cha Kwytź available for counsel. So from the dark silence of night, Tarmawy shuffled along the inclined spiral path of the Temple into hearing range of the beautiful sound of the never-ceasing intonations of Cha Kwytź.
When they saw the look of pain on Tarmawy’s face, the Cha Kwytź knew exactly why he had come. Even those who did not know him recognized immediately that he was only a Do Kwytź; their experience at interpreting and understanding the Cha’shyk Real allowed them to see such differentiation at a glance, even among strangers. A Cha Kwytź who knew Tarmawy and had been working with him already, Styr’mi, approached him as soon as he reached a point in his song where another could take over.
“I see you are in great pain. Have you been injured, friend?”
“No, friend,” replied Tarmawy, “I haven’t been injured. I believe this is the beginning of evil’s attack on me for bringing too much good to the world.”
“Ah, yes, I suspected this would be coming soon.” Styr’mi signaled another of the Cha Kwytź, and took Tarmawy by the arm, helping him walk deeper into the Temple. “Fear not, friend. You are not the first to experience this, and we know what to do to save you from the pain you are in now.”
“I knew the Temple would be the only place to turn for true peace.” Tarmawy followed the Cha Kwytź into a side chamber he had never noticed before, just off the path leading to the Sanctification Waterfall and the sanctuary. The other Cha Kwytź, the one Styr’mi had signaled from the Market of Souls, was already inside, chanting a variation of a familiar blessing upon a vessel on the floor in front of where he was genuflecting.
“I’d like you to meet Kytali,” the figure on the floor neither ceased his intonations nor otherwise acknowledged their presence, “an esteemed Cha Kwytź who has been enabling trade in the Market for nearly as many years as you’ve been walking the Earth. As soon as he’s completed the Transubstantiation Sanctification upon the grain in the Dark Vessel, we can explain what’s happening to you.”
They watched and waited, Tarmawy listening to the intonations and variations in pitch and syllabary of the Transubstantiation Sanctification ritual from other rituals he knew, and Styr’mi wondering how this Do Kwytź would take the truth of his condition. It was more than several minutes before it was complete, and it contained a fair amount of repetition -as expected in any meditative rite- allowing Tarmawy to memorize most of the chant before it was completed. Kytali stood up, leaving the Dark Vessel on the floor.
“Pleased to meet you, Tarmawy,” said Kytali, giving only the slightest bow of recognition, “Styr’mi told me to be expecting you here soon. I’m glad to be able to offer you the opportunity to continue your journey toward righteous purity, in being, in deed, and in eternity.”
Tarmawy, in stinging pain, bowed deep, with the full humility due to esteemed Cha Kwytź. “Thank you. I appreciate this opportunity.” The wince on his face as he found himself nearly too weak to straighten up was only too visible, and the two Cha Kwytź wasted no time in getting down to the details of what was necessary.
“In order to relieve yourself of the pain you’re now in, you have two options. Both of these options put you on the path of the Cha Kwytź, but only one leads to righteousness. Neither is an easy road, each requiring dedication to your faith and unswerving loyalty. You have already shown great dedication to your faith and to the good simply by reaching this crossroads in your life. Most Do Kwytź never strive so hard and never show the dedication and deep faith that you have shown, Tarmawy. If you continue to be the excellent example of a Kwytzwik you have been so far, you will be a great blessing for the world.”
“Whichever is the righteous path, I choose. I am ready to do whatever it takes.”
“I’m glad to hear that. First, to begin to ease your pain, please take the grain from the Dark Vessel and eat. We will explain what’s going on while you recover.” Styr’mi helped Tarmawy down to the ground, where he slowly took the traditional cross-legged posture of a student, receiving. Tarmawy barely had the strength to fight against the pain and lift the darkened kernels of grain to his lips, but neither Cha Kwytź moved to feed him.
“I must be weakened drastically by whatever is causing the pain. This grain feels heavy, like trying to lift huge stones.”
“It is heavy, friend. It is grown in ground sown with dark matter and prayed over to maintain purity throughout its life. After harvest, the ritual of Transubstantiation Sanctification purifies the grain and brings it significantly closer to godliness. The kernels of grain you are now making a part of you act as anchors for the dark matter you really need to integrate into your being in order to recover.”
Tarmawy swallowed another several grains, noting how they felt much denser and heavier than made sense, even if they had been made of lead rather than dried plant matter. “Dark matter?”
“Yes,” answered Styr’mi, “the stuff that makes up most of the matter in the universe. Normally one can only interact with dark matter through gravitational attraction, but Kwytzwik scholars long ago developed rites and rituals to bring us closer to the Creator.”
“As you probably know peripherally by now, if not from direct study, dark matter is the scaffold upon which the material universe was created. We live in a universe where God does not interact directly with the material world, but manipulates it in broad strokes from a distance via dark matter. You will have many years to contemplate and study the details and ramifications of this revelation, but the foundation of Kwytzwik belief is that what science calls dark energy and recognizes as the greatest, most powerful thing in the universe is actually God’s presence here.” Kytali hoped Tarmawy would be able to see how this basic belief was reflected in the less specific teachings that the Do Kwytź receive, without contradiction. Some few Do Kwytź managed to reach a point of purity past pain without real contemplation on or understanding of Kwytzwik teachings, and those students’ journey from Do Kwytź to Cha Kwytź was never an easy one. Tarmawy just continued feeding grain into his mouth, listening attentively in a pose as a student. “So the dark energy in the universe is God, and the dark matter is God’s hand on the material world. Ever-present, ubiquitous, and not detectable through normal means. By consuming this grain, God’s hand is placed directly where it is needed most to protect you and heal you.”
Tarmawy was definitely already beginning to feel better, though a feeling of a lightness he’d become used to being replaced by an old, familiar heaviness throughout his body. Kytali was glad to see the expression of his face beginning to shift from one of adverse pain to one of relief.
He continued, “the path of righteousness is one that only grows more challenging with time. The pain you are now recovering from exists in direct proportion to the good works and pure spirit you have brought to this world by your life. To clarify, I want you to think about the Cha’shyk Real. Think about how the window to your own soul has changed in appearance over time as you have strived toward righteousness. Acting rightly gives it a lighter and lighter appearance, clearer and lighter with every day of service and humility. The Ka Kwytź himself brings so much good to the world that the view through his Cha’shyk Real is always one of blinding brilliance and clarity.” Tarmawy nodded politely in acknowledgement of each point, though Kytali wasn’t about to pause for questions. “The Cha’shyk Real, though, is merely a window
which gives us a glimpse of a reality we can’t see with our eyes. The reality is that you’ve been experiencing an actual lightness of being. In a way similar to the way dark matter has been anchored to the matter of the grain you’re eating, your good deeds have turned the matter of your body into anchors for something with opposite properties.”
“You can think of it like the hand of the evil one at work on you,” Styr’mi interjected, “in opposition to God and the good you do on God’s behalf.”
Tarmawy continued feeding himself with the grain.
“Yes, that’s not a bad perspective, friend. So whereas God interacts through gravity, which feels heavy like the grain, the evil working against you acts in opposition and creates a certain lightness. I’m sure that by now you’re feeling that lightness diminishing within you. I assure you, friend, that the heaviness you are taking on is a good thing, bringing you ever closer to true sanctification and to God. Just as your pain is receding, so is the hand of evil, as Styr’mi put it, being countered within you.” Kytali saw that Tarmawy was drawing near the bottom of the Dark Vessel’s bounty of sanctified grain before he had been able to get to the real meat of what he had to day. “This relief comes, of course, at a cost. There is the direct requirement of adding your work to the planting, nourishing, sanctifying, and harvesting of the grain and, if you should be found gifted in that area, creating the Dark Vessels for the grain’s transubstantiation. More delicate, and perhaps more difficult, will be maintaining a balance between the force of lightness trying to tear your body apart at a molecular level to keep you from going on doing good and the stabilizing weight of gravity from the ingested dark matter. This is where the path diverges into two.”
“Whichever you choose, the longer you follow that path, the harder it will be to change course and seek after the other.”
“I will choose the righteous path,” repeated Tarmawy after eating the final grain from the Dark Vessel, feeling both restored to health and mightily weighed down at once.
“As you are probably already becoming aware of, even though your body has barely begun to integrate and accept the dark matter now anchored to it, the weight of gravity now acting on you is more than it should be.” Tarmawy nodded a heavy nod of agreement. “In order to counter this, you must do what you were going to do anyway, and continue to do good works, live by faith, and strive toward righteousness in all things. As you do, as more of the force acting in opposition to you attaches itself to you, its lightness will counter the weight of God’s hand upon you. In order to avoid being painfully immobilized and destroyed by either the lightness trying to disintegrate you or the gravity of God’s hand upon you, friend, you must always strive to balance the two.” Kytali paused briefly, but no questions interrupted. “Passivity is not an option for you any longer. Unfortunately, due to the tenuous connection between your material body and the dark matter that now sustains your coherence, you must be diligent in replacing its sanctifying force before it has a chance to erode away. Likewise, because the degree of lightness that needs to be offset cannot be directly correlated to a particular quantity of transubstantiated grain and the relative lightness of any good work or period of humility or such cannot be predicted, you will never be able to cease your good works or your consumption of transubstantiated grain as long as you remain on the righteous path.”
“The alternative is much easier, friend, though you may not like the cost.” Tarmawy hadn’t seen that there was much of an actual cost to following the path of righteousness beyond an enforced commitment to seek the good for the rest of his life, a commitment he had already made, but he didn’t question his teachers’ statements verbally. Styr’mi continued, “Balance between the physical forces is relatively simple to maintain with manipulation of your spiritual balance in the Market of Souls.”
“Yes, that is the other path. The difficulty presented in the former example of balancing purity of character, goodly works and the terrible lightness and instability they bring with the assimilation of the gravity and stability provided by God’s hand is largely a symptom of a rigorous dedication to purity. Most Cha Kwytź are not strong enough to follow that path, and even among those who choose it, many fail. The alternative is to do evil in proportion to any overflow of good beyond the extent to which your acceptance of God’s hand can sustain.”
“You don’t actually have to do evil things,” Styr’mi corrected, “you can relieve others’ souls of the evil in their lives by trading for it.”
“Yes, but on the day of judgement we will all be measured by the balance shown in the great Ka’shyk Real, and any good or evil we have bought, sold, and traded will stand on possession, as it is written. Whether the righteousness written on one’s soul was their own or bought from others, in the end it will be as though it were their own. And the evil deeds that stain the balance sheet of the soul will stand as one’s own deeds on that day, whether they committed them or merely accepted them from another. That is the true cost of the other path. You can maintain balance between light and darkness, between lightness and heaviness, with significantly less personal dedication and investment in increasingly beneficent activities, simply by accepting less than purity. By giving up on whole sanctification and ultimate reward. That is the cost.”
Tarmawy nodded, still silent.
“Much of the trade that transpires in the Market of Souls, as you have probably already seen if you have put a close eye to its activity, is for the benefit of the Cha Kwytź acting ostensibly as mere brokers to the trade between various Do Kwytź. Selling their excess good deeds, buying up others’ evil, it allows them to keep themselves balanced without having to face as much of the ever-escalating pressure of transforming yourself with God’s hand. The challenge of whole sanctification, continual righteousness, and faith without doubt is removed from their shoulders. Many find that to be a significantly easier path. Some find it more difficult to give up virtue and their chance for ultimate reward, and attempt the righteous path. Some of those few eventually find themselves in line to become Ka Kwytź.”
Tarmawy politely shifted his pose from that of student, receiving to that of student, inquiring, but waited for Kytali to change his stance appropriately before speaking. “I am already on the path to righteousness. I hope to keep my journey on this path until judgement or death, whichever seeks me first. To live my life according to faith and to virtuous conduct. I do not understand what the challenge or cost to a Cha Kwytź on this path is that makes sacrificing ultimate reward seem worthwhile. Have I missed something? Is there something beyond steadfast adherence required?” His pose shifted back to that of student, receiving as soon as his question had been raised.
“Nothing beyond that, no, but a very difficult balancing the longer that path is followed. Right now, the amount of good you can still do after you first feel an imbalance -as you did tonight- and the amount of time before the force of the imbalance incapacitates or destroys you represents a large margin for you. The amount of transubstantiated grain you need to integrate into your body to regain your health is relatively small, and the unavoidable swing into imbalance in the other direction is proportional and smaller. As time passes and this balancing act is carried out over and over, the effects multiply and compress. You’ll have less time after you first feel lightness and pain coming over you to address it, and any good done on the way will reduce that time further for all future occurrences. The amount of dark matter you’ll have to assimilate will increase geometrically, and while the margin for error will reduce, the consequence of consuming too much will become greater still. Like a seesaw growing shorter and shorter and bearing more and more weight on both sides with every swing back and forth, the balancing itself becomes unimaginably unreasonable and the scale and impact of good works required to maintain it follows in equal measure.”
Another shift of posture, and its acknowledgement, then, “What is the consequence of losing balance or being unable to do enough good in the world?”
“That depends on which side of the scale you happen to be on when collapse comes. If your purity and goodness outstrip your sanctification with dark matter, you’ll be torn apart at a molecular scale by the repellent force anchored to every atom of your being. In effect, you will rapidly disintegrate into your component elements and those elemental particles will be immune to the orderly guiding of God’s hand, never to bond again. Spiritually, this separates you literally from God for eternity. If instead you incorporate too much of God’s hand into your being, one of two things will happen. The more likely thing is that the effective gravity of the dark matter attached to you will be enough to kill you, perhaps even enough to crush you into a dense blue ball of dead flesh. You have certainly attended the consecration of a Cha Kwytź who has died in this way to their home Temple’s Listening Singularity, I assume?” Tarmawy nodded assent. “The less likely thing is that you will maintain your balance while striving so stringently toward sanctification that your body’s effective gravity will exceed the strength required to bestow upon you the blessing of becoming a singularity yourself. The founding of any new Temple requires the sacrifice of one of our most righteous Cha Kwytź. It also requires careful planning and months of preparations so that the singularity their collapse creates is stabilized to become the new Temple’s Listening Singularity. Without the proper rituals -if their collapse was accidental rather than planned- they would become unstuck in space and may even evaporate within seconds. So it is a difficult balance to keep, it requires ever more grand and far-reaching benevolence, piety of character, and unquestioning faith, but the reward is both enabling of the spread of the Kwytzwik and is a personal, singular transformation into the purest expression of sanctity and adherence to God’s will available.”
“Have you got any questions for us?”
Tarmawy looked from Kytali to Styr’mi and back again, then repeated the motion a few times to indicate dissent.
• • • •
“That can’t be the whole truth, friend.”
“Which is what I thought, when I tried to reconcile the options they were giving me with my decades of experience.” Tarmawy was meeting in private with friends from his old college study group; they’d all remained close through the years, even as their lives and circumstances had changed. “Nothing they said contradicted what I already knew, but I can’t shake the feeling there’s more. That there’s yet another layer of truth they’re waiting to reveal until I’ve already crossed the point beyond turning back.”
“You have to admit, it’s an excellent way to maintain secrecy while ensuring participation. They don’t tell you what the cost is until after they’ve already got you eating the transubstantiated grain, and then it’s too late. By then you’ve already reached a point in your walk where your life is at risk unless you go along with everything they’re selling.” Then, as though to balance his own statement, Mytkin added, “Congratulations, by the way, on becoming Cha Kwytź. Most of us don’t have any hope of ascending to that level.”
“Thanks, friend. It is certainly a mixed blessing.”
“Aren’t you worried that discussing this with us is less than righteous behavior? Have you chosen the easier path?” Pwyt’ir sounded genuinely concerned.
“Oh, no, talking to you about this isn’t a sin. Look at me, you can see into my Cha’shyk Real, you can see that this isn’t wrong.” Tarmawy hadn’t been without a doubt about his choice to go to his friends, but had known it was what he needed to do. “They tried to tell me I should speak only to other Cha Kwytź about it; that they were the only ones who could answer my questions and that revealing all the details to any Do Kwytź would endanger both of us. I’m not as gullible as Styr’mi, the Cha Kwytź they assigned to me weeks ago, probably when they saw I was approaching a point of pain.”
“You don’t suppose they could have warned you, do you?” Pwyt’ir said with a tone of concern, “Or explained your options before you were already in pain?”
“Oh, I’m sure they could have, but they wanted to get me hooked. I had to be in a state where rejecting their solution and their explanations was impossible. Styr’mi has been encouraging me to do more lately, and looking back I think some of the opportunities to help people he’s brought to my attention were manufactured to get me there quicker. To bring on the pain they wanted to rescue me from as hard and as fast as they could get me to help people in need.”
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