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CHAPTER 1




Smoke
sensed a slight surge upward as he released all eight bombs at once
from under the wings of his plane. The inhabitants of Damascus had
already become accustomed to the bombings, which had killed no less
than a quarter of the population and had caused half of the
survivors to flee as refugees to Lebanon and Turkey. His gaunt hand
securely gripped the plane's controls. He circled the target a few
times and counted eight mushroom clouds. Now it was time for the
seven pilots under his command to take their turns.

"Hawk-2, to the refineries at
eleven o'clock," he commanded his second in command in a calm,
quiet voice. "Hawk-3, the two bridges directly opposite you.Hawk-4,
the ruler's palace. Hawk-5, the convoy of armored vehicles that we
passed at the city's entrance. Six and Seven, standby in the event
of a missed target."

The pilots carried out the
instructions of their respected commander and hit all their
targets.

"Badgers, the bombardment is over.
Enter the area."

The Badgers were the last remnant
of ground forces at a time when the majority of combat was
conducted from the air. Similar to their animalistic namesake, they
were the toughest of the Gnostic warriors. They were chosen after
having endured grueling survival tests and were trained to survive
any situation and withstand any possible hardships. Their job was
to mark the targets before bombing and to carry out commando raids
deep inside the enemy territory when conditions prevented the
forces from operating from the air. Currently, Smoke used them as
observers to report the damage incurred by the air raids as well as
to eliminate any remaining resistance in the area.

One badger, awaiting his
instructions impatiently, started his hover bike and switched on
the camera affixed to its front. He entered the billowing smoke to
relay images to his commander situated in the plane above.

The life expectancy of a badger was
shorter than that of a pilot. It was not rare for pilots to bomb
targets that contained ammunition caches, which exploded minutes
and even hours after the direct hits. Sometimes, the enemy soldiers
who managed to survive the barrage of shells returned fire toward
the hover bikes.

Because he understood and respected
them, Smoke's badgers were prepared to die for the Gnostics more
than the other badgers. He too had been a badger once, before he
had been promoted to pilot. His body was gaunt and his face
appeared younger than his years, but he was an experienced and
hardened warrior. The badgers revered him for his bravery during
the conquest of Istanbul and studied his original escape tactics in
meticulous detail. They had complete trust in his discretion: they
took upon themselves every assignment and were undeterred by
danger. The iron discipline he demanded during their military
operations easily changed to friendship the moment they shed their
uniforms.

As he waited for the images from
the ground, out of the corner of his eye, Smoke glimpsed the
secondary squadron, under the command of Flash, bombing the suburbs
of Damascus from the south. Flash's fair skin, tawny hair and
cerulean eyes gave him the appearance of a northern man. His
sinewy, muscular arms swelled beneath the elastic black pilot's
overalls. Smoke watched as Flash's airmen returned to base as
planned, but was astonished to see Flash, contrary to the battle
plan, making a solo vertical landing in the heart of the city,
exposing his precious aircraft to damage from the ground.

Images transmitted from Badger-1
began to arrive. He saw molten gobs of smoldering, glowing iron,
black and white plumes of smoke and dismembered corpses in pools of
blood. Badger-2 fired at the dying, who cried out amidst the
rubble, while Badger-3 pursued the wounded, piercing the bodies of
those who attempted to flee with a flurry of lethal blasts from the
laser launcher. Even the sight of helpless faces gazing up at him
in silent supplication did not bother Smoke. With refined
professionalism, he praised the badgers for their precisely aimed
strikes. A short while later, Badger-1 reported that he had purged
all the bombed areas and was awaiting instructions to move into
other areas in which the squadron was active.

"Badger-1!"

"Yes, Sir!"

"I saw Flash land in the heart of
the Metropolis. Keep your team under cover and approach in order to
transmit images to me of what's been done there."

"Yes, Sir!" This was an
unconventional command, but the badger responded without
hesitation.

"Hawk-2!" He addressed his deputy
in the flight squadron.

"Yes, Sir!"

"Lead the squadron back to the
base."

"Yes, Sir!"

The hover bike passed low over the
city and broadcast more pictures of the devastation.

"Keep hovering outside his range of
vision."

"Yes, Sir."

Smoke turned toward the hidden
camera and followed Flash by panning and zooming the image. He
watched as Flash stepped between the rubble, the laser launcher
strapped in a holster on his thigh and holding a serrated dagger in
his hand. He passed between the injured men and women and slit
their throats. A wave of revulsion gripped his insides and he was
tempted to avert his gaze, but he forced himself to keep on
watching. It was clear that Flash had lost the self-control that
characterized the Gnostics. With blood-soaked clothes, he wildly
attacked a lifeless corpse and stabbed it over and over in furious
abandon. Flash reveled in the blood with a drunken fervor.

What is the meaning of this
un-Gnostic behavior, wondered Smoke. There is nothing to gain by
abusing the wounded or those already dead. The enjoyment of such
practice was surely not a Gnostic attribute. Flash was not under
his command, so he lacked the authority to intervene. He also did
not see any reason to report him and thereby arouse Flash's
resentment.

"Badger-1!"

"Yes, Sir."

"Exit the city from the south. I'll
pick you up in the hovercraft in the twelfth kilometer outside the
city."

"Yes, Sir!"

"Not a word about what you saw!" he
added.

"Absolutely, Sir."

 


After the debriefing, Flash headed
straight for the temple. The priest was waiting for him as usual.
After lighting some incense for him and mumbling a few blessings,
he left Flash alone so he could have some privacy, ensuring that no
one would enter. Flash kneeled in the bright white room, tightly
shut his eyes and pressed his hands together. Opposite him hung the
empty glass frame, flanked on either side by two silver
candlesticks that contained burning oil wicks. When the room filled
with smoked cedar incense, Flash bowed face down and began to
recite blessings of praise in the traditional style to the Master
of Light, while imaging his figure of a serpent in his mind.

 


With all of my soul I shall praise
the Father God:

Holy is the God who is father of
all, wellspring of all beginnings.

Holy is the God who succeeds in his
powers.

Holy is the God who seeks to reveal
himself to his followers.

Holy art Thou, that all was created
by your word.

Holy art Thou, that your image is
the image of all nature.

Holy art Thou, exalted above all
highness.

Holy art Thou, esteemed above all
praise.

Please accept the gift of words
from my soul and heart into your silence.

Flash raised his forehead from the
floor, remained kneeling opposite the empty glass frame and began
to offer a prayer in his own words.

Save me, my Father, for I have
become lost.

I seek you in everything, though in
vain,

For You I shall crusade against
heretics without sign or signal,

Please, my dear God, send me an
indication, give me a sign,

Show me that I am serving your
will,

I am a slave to your will,

I am a tool in your hands,

Please, my Father, take me,

Do what you will with me,

Grant respite to my soul,
tranquility to my heart, serenity to my spirit.

 


His jaws clenched. He thought about
the slaughter in Damascus, about his attempt to awaken and appease
the God with gifts of death, about the sacrifices offered to Him,
about the hidden silence of the God who did not react even when he
killed so many people, even though he carried out the task with the
highest devotion. He made an effort to cleanse and purify his
belief in the Supreme God, Master of Light, but He did not notice
him.

It seemed that the Supreme God
still thirsted for blood. It seemed that the God would continue
demanding his victims. The knowledge that the God was not going to
relent calmed Flash. It was clear to him that he would persist in
the service of his God and offer him more and more sacrifices,
until he gains the favor of His light, to stand under His wings,
and to ascend to the ranks of angels, seraphim and aeons, until he
could sit united with them in the Pleroma—the lofty, heavenly
wholeness.

Flash's mood improved. He rose to
his feet, bowed to the empty glass frame, and mumbled, “In the name
of the holiness of the Master of Light.” He thanked the priest upon
exiting the temple and proceeded to walk toward the mess hall with
renewed energy and a healthy appetite.

 


Smoke ran about three or four
kilometers on the leveled desert sand and still felt the effort.
Usually, the strain faded after the first kilometer. He could not
understand why he was encountering difficulty specifically today.
In the last few weeks he had stuck to his lengthy jogging regimen,
but even so he was not in top shape today. During the fifth
kilometer, he finally loosened up. His legs galloped at their own
pace, his clenched fists swung at his sides, his pack bounced
lightly on his back and his breathing stabilized. The Gnostic
compound in Uruk faded away behind him. Before him stood the step
pyramid—the ancient Sumerian ziggurat. The desert stretched out in
shades of yellow and mustard until it met the white horizon. He
listened to the wind whistling in his ears, to the beating of his
heart, to his breath and to the sound of his running shoes as they
pounded the hardened sand.

'The operation was successful, the
targets were destroyed,' he reflected as he ran, 'my pilots and my
soldiers did exactly as they were assigned to do. The raids instill
terror and fear into the survivors. Soon we will be able to
complete the conquest of Damascus. They'll submit without a fight.
I controlled the situation and we sustained no losses.' For a
moment he felt a pang of pity for the dead. The sensation of shock
came back to him as he recalled the image of the slit throats and
the ebullient Flash opposite him. 'How can I ever be a true leader
if the weakness of compassion impedes my path? What kind of Gnostic
am I as long as I harbor feelings of mercy in my heart?' Smoke was
ashamed of his own feebleness. The physical exercise and rhythm of
his movement finally succeeded in sweeping these weak thoughts from
his head.

'I am cosmos, I am cosmos,
Iamcosmos... Iamcosmos,' he recited the nullifying mantra as he
ran. The mantra helped him abandon his personal boundaries and the
weight of his unique identity. At the very moment that his running
reached the point which he had been anticipating, he noticed a
single tamarisk tree at a distance, next to the ruins of the red
ziggurat. Already he yearned for water from the well under the
tree. His body continued running on the desert sand while his soul
left his body and disappeared, leaving it devoid of any
self-awareness. The intruding thoughts ceased completely. Peace and
serenity bubbled softly inside him. He no longer felt the burden
upon his body and focused on wonderful elation, on blessed
emptiness, deliverance from the weight of the universe. The yellow
sand and the pure white sky merged with the infinite horizon.

After he rinsed the sweat from his
body, he drank from the tin cup tied to the rope that he lowered
into the deep cistern. Although it was murky with desert dust, the
water was good for drinking. After swallowing the last gulp, he
sprawled out in the shade of the tree, stretched his exhausted
limbs and cooled himself in the wind that stroked his wet body.
When he had sufficiently enjoyed himself, he sat up and leaned on
the tree's trunk. He took a paper wrapped parcel out of his pack
and laid it beside him. He drew a number of deep breaths and burst
into unnatural laughter.

He continued until he noticed
movement on the eastern horizon and heard a voice laughing back at
him. Spot approached at an awkward sprint, his small hind legs
lumbering behind his terrifying forelegs, his enormous jaw rigid.
He ran toward Smoke and attacked him, knocking him onto the yellow
sand.

This time, Smoke's laugh was not
forced. He wrestled with the animal and knocked him onto his back,
but Spot escaped and grabbed the nape of his neck in his gaping
maw. They wrestled until Spot bent over him and pinned him down
with his entire body weight.

“Ok, Spot, you win,” he
laughed.

The hyena loosened his grip. Smoke
opened up the paper parcel and removed a hunk of meat that he had
taken from the compound's kitchen and gave it to Spot, who
swallowed it in one gulp. He folded up the edges of the paper to
make a dish and poured water from the cistern into it. He refilled
it three more times until the hyena had quenched his thirst. They
rested in the shade of the tamarisk, the hyena's head leaning on
his stomach.

The stench of carcasses exuding
from the hyena did not bother Smoke. He was accustomed to his
companion and accepted him as he was. During one of his first
running excursions, Smoke had discovered the hyena cub in the shade
of the tamarisk, among remnants of fur that had belonged to the
cub's mother, who apparently had been eaten by a lion. Lions had
become extinct from the Mesopotamian plains for several hundreds of
years, but during the Human-Gods' Wars, when men engaged in mutual
annihilation, the wild animals returned to the savannas and
wandered the Asian deserts once more.

The cub's wailing sobs bothered
him, but Smoke did not know how to help him. He left him bundled
inside his mother's fur and ran back to the compound, but he could
not shake the wailing from his mind. Smoke could not sleep that
night, unable to silence the cub's cries. The following morning he
returned to the tamarisk and to the cub, which had already fallen
silent. He called him 'Spot' and took good care of him.

Initially, the cub did not trust
him, but his hunger made him agree to eat the food that Smoke had
brought him. Many days passed before he was willing to eat out of
Smoke's hand.

Smoke understood that they had
formed a pact when the hyena made eye contact with him for the
first time, a rare occurrence in the interaction of humans and wild
animals. He trained the cub, who listened to him and ended any
wrestling games as soon as the game was becoming too dangerous. The
cub obeyed him, waited and did not follow him when Smoke returned
to the Gnostic compound. Spot learned Smoke's language,
understanding simple commands like “Go, come, sit, attack,” and
Smoke learned to identify Spot's feelings: aggression when his tail
stuck out behind him, excitement when his tail bent over his back
or fear when it hung between his legs.

He dug a sheltered pit for him, a
refuge from lions and other predators, and continued to bring him
milk and meat from the compound's kitchen. Each day he ran out to
feed and play with the cub until the hyena matured. At that point
Smoke taught him how to hunt lizards and mice. In time, Spot found
his place among a pack of hyenas but maintained his friendship with
Smoke. The hyena could pick up his scent from afar, knowing that
Smoke was waiting for him in the shade of the tamarisk tree.

The others at the compound were
aware of Smoke's strange habit of running out alone into the
desert, but no one discovered his affection for the hyena. He even
hid his secret from his commander, Truth. He knew that he would be
forbidden to carry on the relationship. Spot showered him with
warmth and love, allowing Smoke to indulge in feelings and
expressions of mercy without making himself feel less Gnostic. Thus
he was able to have a sincere relationship, devoid of the hypocrisy
and cruelty that were the norm at the Gnostic compound.

The sun tilted toward the horizon
and he prepared for the long jog back to the Uruk compound. Smoke
poured Spot more water into the makeshift dish before returning it
to his pack and lowering the cup back into the cistern. He began to
run toward the compound, Spot skipping by his side with his lanky
legs and large steps. They ran together until the red boulder,
which Spot knew marked the point where he must bid farewell to his
companion and return to his pack.

 


 



CHAPTER 2




Dozens of
aircrafts dozed in the hold of the father ship like tiny scorpions
in the mother's body before spawning. On the deck of the ship,
which was the size of a small city, the elite pilots completed
their last preparations, sat in their cockpits and anxiously
awaited their orders.

They had waited many long months in
anticipation of this moment. Although no real battle would be
waged, this ceremonial exercise would determine each of their ranks
in the Gnostic hierarchy, headed by their commander, Truth. Their
muscles were taut and their breath was quick, their entire bodies
poised like a spring in anticipation of takeoff. Everything was
conducted in utter silence.

Smoke scanned the instruments with
his coal-black eyes. He shook himself and attempted to settle his
gaunt frame into the pilot's seat. For the thousandth time, he
mentally reviewed the procedure he had planned. The knuckles of his
long, delicate and tanned fingers blanched as he grasped the
controls. He was Truth's favorite cadet. Everyone would be very
surprised if his chief rival Flash would succeed in defeating
him.

A split second after the green
light lit up on the display before him, Smoke was thrust against
the back of the seat with overwhelming force. The acceleration
eased after a few seconds as gravity disappeared. He leaned back in
his seat and tilted the aircraft to the right to join the other
pilots in a formation that advanced in a winding twisting motion,
as if following a twisted thread.

Truth's gaze passed several times
over each of the displays that projected what each pilot saw. Data
detailing the vessel's location, speed, ammunition levels and
system functions flitted across the bottom of the screen. He
studied the data displayed by Smoke's aircraft with special
intensity. With a deep breath, he removed the audio-visual device
that had been hanging from his ear, closed his brown eyes and
rubbed his hands over his cheeks, eyelids and temples, then back
over his cropped graying hair. The ship's father, commander in
chief of the Gnostic warriors in Uruk, was about forty five years
old, roughly twenty years Smoke's senior. His Semitic origins were
apparent: round eyes, hazelnut colored skin, fleshy lips and a
bulbous nose. His body was that of a warrior, solid like a case of
ammunition, clothed in a tight black plastic suit covered in thin
armored plates made of gleaming titanium. He knew that despite the
Gnostics' yearning for death, they must not die unless in the
service of a Gnostic mission.

In addition to the opportunity to
demonstrate their prowess at attacking, defending and evading, each
of the pilots participating in the ceremonial exercise reserved the
right to die in an accident and his soul would still be included in
the pleroma: his would be considered a martyr's death and his soul
would forever reside in the pleroma in the company of Gods—he would
join the aeons, exactly as if it had been a real battle—from which
none of the Gnostics could save him. During the ceremonial Walk
Along the Abyss, which was conducted during childhood, the guides
abstained from rescuing those children who slipped, rolled or
plummeted to their deaths. Truth had already lost many of his
pilots and warriors to the pleroma during the course of his
position as commander. He too longed for the day when death would
come to him, but today, he was not interested in losing even a
single soldier.

Truth, commander of the Uruk
region, was unanimously chosen by the Gnostic regional heads of
Damascus, Istanbul and Jerusalem to prepare his forces for their
destined moment of truth: the most important battle in the history
of Gnosticism; the battle for the sole sake of which Gnosticism was
reestablished. He reconnected the audio-visual device to his ear
and returned to monitoring the activity of the aircraft on the
control center's display.

Flash was directly in charge of
commanding the attack team as well as supervising the defense team
commanded by Shadow. Flash's clenched jaws flinched slightly in
response to the stress of controlling the pursuing aircraft.

Flash was the complete opposite of
Shadow, his young subordinate with black curly hair, thick brows
and flat nose atop a thick mustache and dark stubble. Shadow was
tall and broad, his stomach threatening to burst out of his
too-small shirt as if in defiance of all the physical training the
Gnostics had undergone. Although Shadow did not stand out like
Flash or Smoke, Truth was extremely fond of him because he was
blessed with boundless loyalty and a pleasant temperament.

Flash and Shadow were charged with
the task of marking the virtual hits on the ships that played the
role of the fleeing enemy. Smoke, the youngest and most promising
of all the cadets, commanded the escaping vessels. His quick
thinking and coordination prowess dwarfed the other warriors’
skills in comparison. But like most of the other warriors, Smoke's
yearning for death was suppressed only by his intense desire to
serve the Gnosis under Truth's command. In spite of his strict
Gnostic upbringing, he found it difficult to contain his excitement
in anticipation of the opportunity to make Truth proud, though he
attempted to hide the light tremor in his voice as he spoke over
the network.

“Smoke is ready!” he responded to
Truth's inquiry.

Truth's hand brushed the blue spots
that were tattooed on his face. On their displays, the pilots saw
how he dispatched them one by one. “Go!”

Smoke's excitement escalated in
response to his speed while maintaining total concentration. He
quickly leapt out of the spiral formation, gathered speed in the
loop and crossed over again through the Power Structure, almost
colliding with Shadow. Smoke maneuvered masterfully and would have
never actually hit Shadow, but Shadow, whose dexterity was somewhat
clumsy, was startled and almost lost control of his ship. Flash
instructed his team to deploy in star formation facing outward on
the defensive against Smoke and his team. Smoke's team scattered in
all directions with Flash's team close at their heels. Together
with a few of his pilots, Flash made off in pursuit of Smoke, who
had been left exposed. This was precisely what Smoke had intended.
He lured a substantial portion of the attacking forces behind him,
leaving the offensive on Shadow, who was left exposed to the rest
of Smoke's team.

Smoke's secret was that he had
trained himself not to think. During the initial stages of his
training, his rivals could still anticipate his simple moves and
therefore successfully thwart them. Due to his ability to never
plan his next move, however, he succeeded in navigating an escape
plan so random and erratic that no one, not even the ambitious
Flash, could predict his actions and get within his range.

Despite Smoke's young age, Truth
had already been eyeing him as a potential heir to the position of
Father of the Ship in Uruk, and even the eventual possibly of the
position of commander in chief of the Gnostic forces. In fact,
Truth suspected that Smoke may someday be every Gnostic's dream,
the "Redeemer”, an emissary of the light-bearing serpent. His eyes
were black and bright. His aquiline nose and his long straight
black hair was a testament to his ancestry from the Southern
Arabian Peninsula. He stood out in his symmetrical beauty and his
movements were smooth and exacting.

Smoke's tactics worked well. The
forces under his command marked fatal hits on most of Shadow's
aircraft. Vessels marked as dead returned to the father ship. Smoke
knew that Flash certainly would not back off of him in order to
defend Shadow as long as Smoke's tail was within Flash's shooting
range. He continued to lead him on, never flying too far out of
range. Smoke veered deceptively to the right and then immediately
spiraled downward with a quick pivot back to the left. Flash was
the only one whose shots came close to Smoke, but even his
attempts, like those of the pilots under his command, missed their
mark. Despite his unrelenting ambition, which afforded no rest to
him and his colleagues, Flash did not stand a chance. Flash was
simply not endowed with Smoke's natural instincts. Their rivalry
intensified Flash's battle spirit, but even with the advantage of
his determined resolve, Smoke still prevailed as the superior
warrior of the two.

 


They were called Truth, Flash,
Shadow and Smoke after the names of the aeons, Gnostic mythological
deities from the early Christian era. They were war orphans who
were adopted and recruited by the New Gnosis. In the crucial
initial stages of their assimilation into the Gnosis, all memory of
their previous experiences were erased, their names were replaced
by Gnostic names and they were convinced that they were the
successors of the ancient Gnostics.

Smoke was only seven years old when
he was picked up by a gang of looting pirates and sold to the
Gnostics. The enormous scuffed steel door of the fortified compound
closed behind the boy with a clang, reminiscent of the tolling of
judgment day bells. He wrung his fingers nervously and repeatedly
fondled the cool metal band of the ring he wore around his finger.
That worn and scratched strip of brass, which still bore a faint
hint of the diamond pattern that had once been engraved upon it,
was the only personal item that remained in his possession. He had
stolen it one day from the ringleader of the looters who had
captured him. He knew that, in their eyes, he was but a mere object
from their inventory of merchandise. If so, what difference did it
make if one object stole another? He had no special reason for
specifically taking this ring. The speed of his fingers did not
enable him to take anything large or more important. Deep in his
languishing heart, he secretly hoped that the merchant would catch
him in the act and kill him.

At the Gnostic compound in Uruk, he
was greeted by a dark skinned man with dark eyes, a high forehead
and full lips. Grayness had not yet crept into the brown hair of
the man who would one day become the commander of the Gnostic
forces.

“This is your new home. Your new
name is Smoke. This will be your only name from now until
eternity,” said the man who seemed like a giant to the young boy.
“I am Truth, and we have chosen you to join the Gnosis, to liberate
this world from its impure shells.”

The right side of Truth's face and
neck was dappled with blue spots. Like all the other Gnostic
warriors, he too wore a shirt and pants made from black shiny
fabric. He continued to utter words that the boy who was now Smoke
did not understand. He only understood one thing: He had been
chosen. He was now worth more than the value of the ring. Truth
began to march quickly over the red clay soil pavement, his feet
kicking up dust clouds that contributing their share to the fulvous
haze that hung heavily over the entire compound. The boy trailed
after him. He struggled not to cry. Despite the urge to seek refuge
in Truth, he was careful not to become attached to this man. The
slave merchants did not allow him to cling to them either when he
solicited their intimacy.

They stepped between the giant
plastic cubes that appeared to be buildings. “You'll stay here with
us. We will not hurt you and we will not let you get hurt. We are
your squadron.”

Smoke noticed a boy with a buzz
cut, slightly older than him, quickly traversing the intersecting
path. When the boy noticed them, he froze in place and lowered his
eyes. Truth nodded his head and the boy straightened his neck.
Truth nodded his head again. The boy unfroze and continued on his
way after Truth uttered a few words in an incomprehensible
language.

They passed between the identical
gray plastic cubes until Truth finally opened one of the doors and
went inside. Twenty rolled up mats, woven from the same black
plastic fibers as the uniforms, lay on the floor: ten on each side
of the room. In the center of the room stood a few children his
age. They were busy reinforcing the screws on some strange fixture.
It was a column decorated with pipes, cables and switches. When
Truth opened the door, they froze with lowered gazes until Truth
released them with a double nod of his head.

“This is Smoke,” Truth introduced
him. “This is your squadron. You may address me as 'The Squadron
Leader'.” Smoke could feel Truth's eyes piercing his insides, like
hooks gripping his flesh and freezing it.

“Your squadron comrades will
explain everything you need to know about this place.” He thought
he caught a faint smile from Truth. Smoke cherished this smile. It
compensated for any frigidity he .experienced. Before he turned to
exit, Truth's dour countenance returned. The fear, which had never
completely left him, gripped Smoke once more. When the door closed
behind him, Smoke retreated until his back was flush with the
closed door. The other children congregated around him in a
semicircle and examined him.

“Are you from here?” asked one
chubby boy.

“From here?” he wondered.

“From here, from Earth. Did you
come from Dust or perhaps another colony? Where are your parents?
Are they dead?” asked a second boy. It was Shadow.

“Yes, I am from Earth. My parents
are dead.”

“My parents are also dead,” said
the chubby boy.

“All of our parents are dead,”
added Shadow.

“Not true!” blurted out one of the
smaller boys. “My parents didn't die. My father is on the way over
here right now and he's coming to take me to my mother.” The child
burst out in tears.

“Not true!” exclaimed the chubby
boy irritably.

“Is true!” sobbed the boy.

“Not true, not true! Liar! No one
here has a mother or a father and you don't have a mother or a
father either.”

An older boy, who up until this
point had been silent, opened the door and the small child scurried
out, sobbing. “He's not a Gnostic yet. He still cries,” explained
Flash, who was the leader of the room by virtue of being the oldest
of the group.

“Are you a Gnostic?” the chubby boy
asked Smoke.

“Yes,” he replied in voice choked
by the weight in his throat. It didn't take him long to understand
the front he must put up in order to survive in this place.

“Let's see if you truly are a
Gnostic,” said Shadow, removing a sharpened nail from his
pocket.

“Leave him alone, he's not a
Gnostic yet,” said Flash.

“I am too a Gnostic!” Smoke was
garnering courage.

“Gnostic! Gnostic!” chanted the
children as they linked hands and surrounded him.

“We'll see,” said Shadow as he
placed the nail into Smoke's hand.

“Gnostic! Gnostic! Gnostic!” The
boys circled him with increasing speed, gesturing with their hands
in a sort of stabbing motion. Only Flash glanced sideways at them
indifferently. Smoke understood. Never before had he injured
himself on purpose, but he now understood that this was to be his
acceptance test. He forcefully drove the nail into his arm until
blood spurted out as he shouted at the top of his lungs, “I am
Gnostic!”

They grabbed his hands and pulled
him into the circle.

“Gnostic! Gnostic!” they repeated
as they whirled with him. Pain and elation mingled in his
tears.

Despite the initial euphoria of
belonging, in the days that followed, Smoke ran away and hid during
roll call inside the ditches that he discovered underneath the
residential cubes. The ditches stretched along the length and
breadth of the compound and were paneled with metal sheets that
gleamed faintly in the light that penetrated through the slits. He
did not know if he was more afraid of being discovered or of the
possibility that they would not even notice his absence. Finally,
when he concluded that he had been forgotten, he sank into despair;
he had no choice but to disappear. In the end, Truth found him and
punished him severely. After his flogging punishment had ended,
Truth instructed Smoke to sit in the rigid metal chair in his
office, even though his back and behind were slashed and bleeding.
Smoke sat up straight and could feel the cool metal through the
blood-soaked fabric of his shirt.

“You are forbidden to go back down
to the tunnels,” scolded Truth. “They are an impure place, remnants
of the old Gnostic compound that was destroyed by the Gods. The
next time you go down there, we will seal the door behind you and
let the Gods destroy you as well. Understood?”

Smoke stretched even further
upright. “Of course, Sir!” he answered, though in his heart he
craved to return to the tunnels and call out to the Gods to unleash
their wrath upon him. But as time went on and he finally did return
to the tunnels in an attempt to enter, he found that the entrance
had been sealed.

When he was ten, he went up for the
first time to the roof of the fourth floor of the central cube, the
plastic cube of the Gnostic Command Center, with the intention of
jumping. Truth managed to reach the edge of the abyss and pull him
back, but Smoke was already gone. He felt nothing when Truth
embraced his thin torso. He was furious that his plunge had been
interrupted. When he dropped his shoe down, he said to himself, 'I
wish it would fall forever.' Even after he agreed to live, or at
least to postpone his death for a while, he continued to sink into
oblivion, to lose himself in the void by repeating soothing
monotonous motions as if he were a rocking chair. He used to spin
on one leg until he was overcome with vertigo and became addicted
to the trance of silence.

These were the very symptoms that
Truth had sought when he asked the looters about their merchandise.
Truth looked for these types of orphans who had tasted nothingness
and now hungered for it. Truth's job was to provide these
empty-shelled children with an outlet through which they could
channel their suicidal impulses: Gnosticism. The children were
fascinated by the stories of Gnostic mythology that he recounted to
them. He described the pure and perfect world of the heavenly
pleroma, where the mighty aeons reigned. He told them about the
ancient myth of Ishtar, daughter of the Supreme God of Light,
mother of the boy Yaldabaoth. Ishtar forbade Yaldabaoth from
creating the world, but he disobeyed his mother and created the
earth, heavens and all that lies between them in six days.

Yaldabaoth continued to disobey her
words when he secretly breathed the spirit of life into man and
created him in his image, fashioning the woman from his rib. Ishtar
opposed the creation of man on grounds of man's desires and
creativity. Indeed, the Gnostics viewed mankind as something made
by a boy for the purpose of annoying his mother—defective. But just
as vestiges of holy Ishtar exist within her rebellious son
Yaldabaoth, so too the sacred sparks of the supreme cosmos are
hidden inside the shells of the universe. The Gnostic's mission was
to redeem the sacred spirit that was trapped within the material
world. The Gnostics longed to leave this contaminated world,
destroy the impurity, extricate the remnants of the Supreme
Godliness and return it to its source, the pure spiritual
dimension.

Truth told them about the genius
Adamas, who revived the ancient Gnosis, established the New Gnostic
Order and taught his disciples to believe that their mission was to
release the void, the spirit, from its material prison shell. When
Truth taught Smoke that the world he was living in was inherently
evil, filled with endless suffering and in need of being put out of
its own misery, Smoke finally felt as if someone had articulated
what he had already known for so long.

Smoke delved into the teachings of
Adamas. He thirstily drank in Truth's stories about the aftermath
of the Human Gods' Wars. When Adamas established the Gnostic
compound in Uruk in the year 2195 It was a closed community that
attracted anarchists, charismatic despots and communities of
witches that dabbled in magic throughout planet Earth. Adamas
revived ancient Gnostic practices such as the tattooing of the back
of the right earlobe as well as inventing new rituals to express
the void, such as the Walk Along the Abyss. Thus, it became clear
to Smoke that his failed suicide attempt on the roof of the command
center was, in fact, a fulfillment of Adamas' teachings, and had
constituted his first step toward becoming a true Gnostic. Smoke
believed in Adamas' prediction that in the end of days, a redeemer
would appear, a materialization of the Supreme God on Earth. The
Gnostics referred to him as 'Pure Spirituality', 'The Silence',
'The Non-Existence', 'The Prime Father' and 'The Unknown'. When the
redeemer would arrive, the loop of time would be closed, past and
present would become one, cause and effect would be inseparable and
the reality of nothingness would be released from its material
prison.

 


Most of Shadow's defensive forces
were marked as destroyed as Smoke's pilots sat on Flash's pilots'
tails. With his unpredictable high speed maneuvers, Smoke left a
sizable gap between his aircraft and those of his pursuers. Smoke
loved vanishing and relished the arbitrariness of his escape
tactics, easily and fluidly executing his maneuvers with relaxed
muscles. Just as he thought that victory was imminent and that he
would soon become a Gnostic leader, the ship's computer
malfunctioned and the engines went out.

In a matter of a split second, he
tightened his muscles and directed the vessel toward the distant
Earth in hope of harnessing the gravitational force and using it to
stabilize himself. Flash's virtual missiles came increasingly
closer to Smoke's aircraft. He continued to navigate the plane's
spiraling descent with his right hand, while pushing switches and
checking his indicators with his left hand in order to locate the
source of the problem and set it back in working order. He reviewed
the emergency procedures by heart but realized that he had never
encountered a similar problem before. Beads of sweat ran down his
forehead, blurring his vision, while his blood thundered in his
ears. His mouth went dry and his knees trembled, but he did not
give up. The implications of the malfunction went far beyond this
ceremonial training exercise. He could accept a dignified loss, but
this failure would end in certain death. If he did not escape or
recover in a matter of seconds, he would spin out of control and
the intensifying gravitational force would accelerate his speed
until he will be incinerated in the Earth's atmosphere. He had
resolved to die a martyr's death, but if he did not exercise
everything in his power to prevent it, this death would not be
martyrdom.

Truth watched the development and
his heart skipped a beat. If he did not intervene, Smoke would be
pulled into the Earth's gravity and would burn up in the
atmosphere. 'It is forbidden to assist falling warriors. It is
forbidden to assist falling warriors,' he repeated to himself. 'I
am the commander of this ship,' he said to himself as if to be
convinced. For a few excruciating seconds, he gaped at the display
that indicated the danger in which Smoke was caught. He looked at
Smoke's activity log and identified the source of the malfunction.
'But it cannot be—the bypass system has been purposefully shut off.
He can't get out of this one. He wouldn't even realize that this is
the problem.' He repeated to himself, 'Let him fall. It is his
destiny.' His hands, though, seemed to move with a mind of their
own. They engaged the emergency system.

Smoke was baffled. Could it be that
the malfunction had just vanished? Was the ship capable of fixing
itself? But before he had a chance to finish his thought, he was
forced to quickly maneuver out of the way to avoid a direct hit
from Flash, just as another one of Smoke's pilots marked Flash's
ship, the last remaining ship of the offensive force, as
destroyed.

Truth commanded “Halt!” and the
exercise was over. Smoke's aircraft bore no signs of being hit. The
stress he experienced when dealing with the malfunction, though,
had caused his muscles to go stiff. He rubbed his arms, breathed
heavily, moistened the inside of his mouth and slowly began to
realize the gravity of his very presence. At the command of
'Return!' the pilots rejoined their spiral formation and slowly
cruised to a landing in the father ship.

Like a proper Gnostic warrior,
Smoke had performed all the technical checks himself before
embarking on the ceremonial exercise. 'It cannot be that the
malfunction appeared and subsequently disappeared with no outside
intervention,' he ruminated over the incident. And nonetheless,
something disturbed him. 'Perhaps I did not examine my aircraft
with the sufficient meticulousness, or perhaps, in my excitement, I
overlooked a small but crucial detail.' From the moment that he
examined his vessel up until he entered the cockpit for takeoff,
Smoke's aircraft had been exposed and accessible. It was possible
that someone could have sabotaged it, but who would have wanted to
do that? In the little time that remained before the ceremony, he
remained alone on the landing field and examined his aircraft. He
discovered nothing; no malfunction and no signs of tampering. 'Very
strange,' he mused.

 


The summer flies were at their peak
as they quenched their thirst courtesy of the sweating pilots, who
stood upright and motionless. Hundreds of junior soldiers
surrounded the parade field, shooting glances of admiration at the
chosen warriors and taking care not to look at the women behind
them. The women, like the Gnostic men, were captured at a young age
and were trained to worship the ideal of nullification in the
service of the Master of Light. They also took fertility inhibitors
as part of their morning blessing to the Master of Light. Some of
them never reached maturity due to the brutal conditions and others
were put to death if their counselors felt that they were not
sufficiently devout. They had a distinct purpose in the Gnosis: to
serve the sacred warriors. The women were responsible for the
economy of the compound and tended to all the mundane tasks as well
as the charge of raising the smaller children. They were forbidden,
however, from interfering in their education and resided in
complete seclusion from the men. Since creation was considered
impure, having children was forbidden. Kidnapping children who
easily lent themselves to reeducation was their only means of
growing their future forces.

Gnostic women encountered men only
when they were required to provide sexual services or to
participate in religious ceremonies. In honor of the appointment of
the deputy to the commander, the women were permitted to come out
of their dwellings and behold him.

“The troops will straighten for the
entrance of the ship's father. Lines straight!” ordered the
announcer.

Everyone stretched upright, their
flexible flight overalls glistening in the sunlight. The crowd
rustled.

Truth stepped slowly across the
square. He scanned the pilots, who stood erect in front of their
planes; the warriors of the badger units, standing beside their
hovercrafts; and the infantry, loaded with equipment and arms. They
were taut like a bowstring in anticipation of his piercing gaze. He
paused to question them, to test their preparedness for battle.
What are the coordinates you must recognize, how much time are you
permitted, what procedures will be performed in the event of the
myriad malfunctions you must handle, and so on.

Truth looked directly into the eyes
of each pilot and warrior he examined. The warriors lowered their
eyes, save for when he approached them; then his gaze penetrated
their souls. They sensed the intensity that he projected. He knew
that they would follow him to the depths of the netherworld.

Throughout the entire parade, not a
muscle flinched on the leader's face. He was famous for his courage
and bravery, a legend among the Gnostic warriors. They all knew
about what had happened in Ur.

Over a decade beforehand, the
Gnostics expanded their territory in the East. During the first
stage, they prepared to conquer all of the major cities within the
Uruk-Jerusalem-Istanbul triangle, followed by the second stage in
which they planned to continue to spread eastward toward Iran and
India and then westward to Europe. The predominant aspect of the
plan was its cruelty. Truth aroused such fear in the local
residents that many of them fled or simply surrendered without a
fight. Thus, cities such as Baghdad and Amman fell into their hands
with hardly a casualty on the Gnostic side. The battles usually
began with heavy shelling from the air. Afterwards, forces became
active on the ground, killing anyone who crossed their path and
looting any property that could contribute to the war effort.

 


The town of Ur had been crushed in
the repeated bombings. Most of its inhabitants were killed or had
fled. A handful of families remained in the ancient walled quarter.
Pasha Zaman, who had led many rebellions against the Gnostics in
the past, established a small but stubborn rebel militia. The
rebels captured two scouts from the badger unit and tortured the
warriors to death. Their mangled corpses were hung out for all to
see in order to proclaim the rebels' power against the Gnostics.
When Truth heard the news, he left the command center and sped
toward Ur. He took with him about twenty warriors from the unit and
attacked that very night. The badgers that were at the scene
recounted that they had never seen anything like it. Without even
firing one shot and with skill, speed and restrained fervor, Truth
and his soldiers slit the throat of every single person and animal
that crossed their path. In the span of half an hour, the entire
old city was consumed by fire. The air hung thickly with a miasma
of smoke and death.

 


Truth's face was perpetually
frozen, be it during a warrior's funeral or a festive ceremony such
as the appointment of his deputy. Not a single expression could be
seen across his face. Truth approached the final row of the parade.
He paused next to one of the young warriors, who were trembling in
fear. Truth laid a hand on his shoulder and waited until the young
boy stopped shaking. Only then did he continue to pass between the
rows.

When he returned and stood in his
place, the announcer proclaimed, “The father of the ship will now
speak.”

Truth began: “Gnostic pilots,
badgers, warriors, command staff and women of the management. You
are Gnostics, carrying the torch of our ancestors. We alone can
uphold the commandment of the Master of Light, who accompanied
mankind for thousands of years. Gnostic warriors are brave. The
struggle for Earth continues. Go on your path, fulfill the duties
you have been assigned and thusly we shall progress one step
further toward refining the galaxy from its impurity.

“Only through your lofty efforts
can we hasten the day in which we shall redeem the spirit from the
material, the spark from the shell. Only by the valor of your
spirit shall the entire galaxy bask in the light of our holy
Lord.

“You are all essential and without
you there is no Gnosis. We all depend on each other and yet, among
the warriors, the pilots bear the majority of the burden of
fulfilling our mission. The pilots who operate alone in the
darkness of space are required to cultivate infinite precision and
concentration, blind obedience, and boundless patience...”

Smoke was feeling the test of
patience. The rivulets of sweat that were pouring out of his skin
under the hot sun attracted swarms of flies, which annoyed him to
no end. He restrained himself and did not avert his gaze in order
to see how his colleagues were dealing with the nuisance. He
clenched his jaw and remained planted to the ground, but he could
not focus on Truth's speech. A sense of guilt unsettled him. He was
not worthy of standing next to the other warriors in the parade. He
was surprised when he heard his name.

“…And Smoke surpassed them all. He
displays great resourcefulness; the manner in which he distributed
his forces and drew out the enemy was genius; and especially his
virtuoso evasion skills, with which we are all familiar, prove time
and time again what we have known all along: Smoke is the most
revered leader among his warriors, the most devoted to our cause.
Thus, he deserves to bear the title of 'deputy'.”

Smoke was embarrassed. He did not
envision that he was going to be chosen for the position of deputy.
Before the exercise, his chances were indeed higher than the
others, but then the malfunction happened. 'It cannot be that Truth
did not notice the malfunction on his display,' he contemplated.
'And even if he hadn't, it's impossible that he did not later
identify the problem in the computerized investigations following
the exercise.'

Truth stood opposite him, as if
oblivious to the cloud of flies surrounding him. The crowd cheered
when Truth affixed the yellow lapel on to the front of Smoke's
shiny overalls and stuck it on with a pat. He placed both his hands
on Smoke's head and announced loudly, “In the darkness of the
material we shall know the light!”

The audience repeated the battle
cry unanimously. “In the darkness of the material we shall know the
light!”

 


Following the end of the ceremony,
Smoke distanced himself from the well-wishers who sought him out.
He was ashamed of himself. He knew that he was not worthy to lead
after failing to be sufficiently thorough in his technical
inspection before the flight. To make matters worse, he did not
stand up like a true Gnostic ought to do and refuse to accept the
title of deputy. He continued to march toward the outlying
peripheries of the compound until he unintentionally found himself
in the ship's parking lot.

He searched for a long time in the
bowels of his ship until he found what he was looking for. It was a
button from a pilot's uniform. His conclusion was clear: 'Someone
was here.' Despite the searing pain he felt about the way in which
someone tried to betray him, he felt a sense of relief: at least he
had not won the coveted title illegally.

Upon his return to his quarters in
the father ship, he was stopped by Shadow, who smiled and patted
his new leadership lapel on his chest. Despite his gloom, Smoke
tried to smile and held his hand out to shake that of his friend,
when he noticed a thin metal pin fastening the straps of the
overalls where a button had popped off under the pressure of
Shadow's belly. At that moment, Smoke vented all of the tension
from the flight along with the fury of his shame, planting a
well-aimed blow on Shadow's chin. The startled Shadow fell to the
ground. The giant tried to get up but Smoke's rage had seemingly
increased his size and he kicked him in the chest, slamming him
onto the ground once more.

“Smoke!” screamed the startled
Shadow when he managed to catch his breath.

“Silence, traitor!” Smoke cut him
off.

“What did you call me?” Shadow's
eyes widened in bewilderment.

“If it were up to you, I wouldn't
be here.”

“What are you talking about?”

Smoke removed the button from his
pocket. “Does this look familiar to you?”

Smoke instinctively looked down at
the missing button on his flight overalls and then back at
Smoke.

“I don't know what you were trying
to do, but it didn't work.” Smoke put the button in his pocket,
turned on his heel and left Shadow splayed on the floor.

 


In a small warehouse for spare
parts, in a remote corner of the compound free of cameras or
microphones, Flash waited anxiously. Abyss and Spark, two senior
commanders, had already arrived at the meeting, each one
separately. They waited in silence for a long while until five
additional commanders crept inside one by one after having secretly
slipped away from their positions. The air in the warehouse was
dense and warm. They ignored their unavoidable sweat. They felt
nothing but sacred awe at the occasion. Each one of them secretly
believed that he was the most prominent liege of the Master of
Light. Each one of them prided himself in belonging to the secret
order: after all, they were the chosen ones who swore to preserve
the purity of the Gnosis. Some of the men sat on supply crates,
some sat on the floor while others stood on their feet.

They were joined by Thunder,
entering at a brisk pace. Chief of the father ship's operational
headquarters, Thunder was a lean man of high stature with severe
facial features and eyes that continuously scanned his surroundings
like cameras. They were surprised at his presence, since they knew
that Thunder was Truth's confidant. Thunder worked side by side
with Truth for years. He was meticulous, inflexible, strict about
anything discipline-related and always enforced the rules; his
subordinates feared him. No one wanted to cross paths with the
draconian senior officer.

Flash addressed them. “Dear
comrades. We have the privilege of belonging to the most secretive
and important order in the Gnostic community.” He paused for a
moment and then announced in an authoritative voice, “The
Brotherhood of Purity.”

They nodded their heads in
self-importance.

“Unfortunately, we do not know who
we can trust, but fortunately, the number of Gnostics who
understand the danger is steadily increasing. Many Gnostics,
including those who rank in senior positions in the chain of
command, understand the importance of the Brotherhood and the
dangers that lurk before us. We extend our welcome to one of
Truth's most senior officers, Thunder, who has fought bravely,
whose forces have conquered large portions of Earth and who enjoys
the privilege of every Gnostic's trust. Thunder, it is a great
honor that you have joined us in our crusade for purity.” Flash
bowed his head to Thunder.

“Thanks you, Flash. I am only
fulfilling my duty to the Master of Light,” replied Thunder.

“It pains me to inform you that the
Gnosis is not as pure as it ought to be,” continued Flash.

His speech was interrupted by
whispers and murmurs.

“We are all aware that, following
the betrayal of 'the Condemned One, whose Name has been Erased', he
who caused the great explosion in the compound decades ago, the
Brotherhood of Purity was founded in Istanbul and has spread to
Uruk as well. The Brotherhood dealt with internal security affairs
and loyalty checks of Gnostic members. Fortunately, the Brotherhood
has successfully dealt with these matters so far, but never have we
tackled a challenge like the one we face now. It turns out that not
only do we no longer have the Sacred Uruk Tablet that will choose
the redeemer for us and so we pray to an empty frame, we also lack
a leader.” He paused to allow a moment for the murmurs to subside
and then continued. “I can only confide in you; I shall share the
information I possess only with you.”

“What are you implying?” The
murmurs rose again.

“I will explain everything; be
patient. If you may recall, Smoke managed to escape unscathed and
became Truth's senior deputy.”

“Yes, yes,” they nodded.

“Elusive as a demon, like a ghost,”
said Thunder. Flash could not suppress an involuntary twitch in his
face.

“After the battle, I examined the
battle computer myself, the one that tracks all the devices and
processes of each aircraft that participated in the exercise. I
found anomalies.” Flash paused to heighten the sense of suspense
and then continued. “Whoever does not believe me may check the log
himself. Smoke suffered from a technical malfunction. A malfunction
caused by his failure to perform the essential pre-flight checks,
as every Gnostic warrior should.”

“A malfunction does not necessarily
indicate disloyalty,” piped one of the members.

“Correct. A malfunction indicates a
lack of professionalism, and I am not sure if I am prepared to
accept the authority of a future commander of the Gnostic forces if
he is professionally lacking. But this is not what I came here to
speak to you about. In this case, fraud was committed by the
Commander in Chief himself.”

“Truth?” they gasped in unison.

“Yes. I know that this is hard for
you to believe. You do not have all the facts. Remember, this was a
ceremonial exercise.”

“Yes, yes,” they nodded.

“And you are all aware that, during
these exercises, it is forbidden to save those who fail or make
mistakes. Just like during the ceremonial Walk Along the Abyss, so
too during this flight: a commander must not rescue his soldiers.
This type of assistance harms the Gnostic purity. I will not bore
you with conjecture. The moment when it became apparent that
Smoke's device had malfunctioned, Truth overrode his system and
corrected the error. His leadership demonstrated weakness that is
inappropriate for a Gnostic,” he added in a firm and somber
tone.

Incensed mutterings could be heard
all around.

“I too had great difficulty
believing it initially, but I hold the proof right here in my
hands.” He presented the data documenting Truths's activity on the
portable display he pulled out of his pocket. They stared at it,
stunned. The uproar rose again.

“How far has the Gnosis
deteriorated? The father of the ship, a traitor?!” exclaimed Abyss
in anger. Flash watched the pandemonium with satisfaction.
'Everything is going according to plan,' he mused.

“We must act at once! He has
defiled the sanctity of the Gnosis,” thundered Spark.

“Please, lower your voices so that
we aren't heard,” coaxed Flash. Some of the members shot anxious
glances toward the door. “Do not worry. It is almost time for us to
come out of hiding and act out in the open. We shall purify the
Gnosis in the name of the Brotherhood.” All nodded in
agreement.

“Thunder, please,” Flash turned to
him.

“Like many of you, I have been part
of the Gnosis since I was a young boy. I have never been supported
when I fell, I have never supported others who have fallen and I
have never encountered a true Gnostic who behaved otherwise. Since
the betrayal of the Condemned One, whose Name has been Erased, I
was sure that we had uprooted all the traitors from among our
midst; now, however, I fear that this is not the case. Flash
informed me of Truth's correction during the sacred ceremony. I saw
the data with my very own eyes, like you did, and to my chagrin, I
cannot deny reality. Truth cannot be trusted.”

“You too cast doubt on the father
of the ship?” asked one member incredulously.

“Yes!” Flash answered for him, “It
is clear to me beyond any shadow of a doubt that if Truth was
stricken with faint-heartedness and supported the falling during
the exercise, then come the moment of truth, he may also be seized
with weakness in the face of the supreme nullification, of
achieving our mission. We are obligated to bring the Gnosis forward
to a new era of purity; to be alert, to return the Gnosis to its
original values. We must let Truth fall when he stumbles, and if
not, we shall overthrow him.”

Thunder nodded approvingly. The
other members whispered briefly among themselves, their somber
faces a testament to their tempers.

“What must we do?” asked Spark.

It was not clear if the question
was directed at Thunder or Flash. Thunder was the senior of the
two, but Flash already acted as if he were the leader of the
Brotherhood of Purity.

“I have no interest in leading the
rebellion. I do not aspire to appear to be the redeemer. I have no
interest in replacing Truth in his path to becoming the redeemer.
My only interest is to preserve the sanctity of the Gnosis. We must
choose a leader for ourselves. Thunder, our comrade in the
Brotherhood, is more senior than I. I propose Thunder.”

“Managing the Brotherhood will be
detrimental to my current management of the headquarters. I do not
want Truth to suspect anything. Please, Flash, you be the leader,”
said Thunder. Even though he wanted to lead the Gnosis, he knew
that he was not prepared to lead the opposition against Truth.

“Yes, Flash, tell us what to do,”
said Spark.

This is exactly what Flash had
anticipated. He assumed that Thunder would respond the way that he
did. Now he could take the leadership position without any
opposition. “In light of the circumstances, I have no choice: I
must lead us. We have no choice: we must take action in order to
save the Gnosis. For the sake of efficiency, I propose that some of
the members here form a leadership committee. The committee will
prepare contingency plans for various scenarios of Gnostic
activity, as well as for various failures committed by Truth during
the course of his leadership in various scenarios. We must recruit
a portion of the badgers to our service as well. During the moment
of truth, we will need to perform operations on the ground.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“If so, in the name of the Master
of Light, we are all together now?”

“In the name of the Master of
Light!” they all chorused.

“The meeting is now closed. And
now, we will leave here one at a time and avoid contact for the
remainder of the day.”

Flash could feel fresh blood
coursing through his veins. He had waited a long time for this
moment. His newfound power was intoxicating in its intensity.

 


Oh, Master of Light.

You have surely redeemed me from
wandering.

You have brought me near to
You.

I stand before You without fear or
trembling,

In the complete eternal light that
contains no darkness,

Bless me! For I am but dust and
ashes.

 


Flash was the last one remaining in
the warehouse. He finished his silent prayer and returned to the
mundane routine of the compound.

 


The Gnostics refrained from
deliberately harming the Syrian city of Aleppo. Its inhabitants
were mainly merchants who managed to maintain good relations with
most of the tribes. On occasion, they also served as
intermediaries, transferring messages or supplying rare cargo. The
wealthy residents of the city forked over substantial sums of money
in order to be allowed to keep their wealth, and this is how the
city on the hill continued to survive. Inside the city, where
crowds filled the streets, none of the sentinels stationed on the
walls paid any attention to a dusty vagabond who was passing
through their midst. He seemed to be down on his luck, one of the
survivors of a tribe now scattered throughout the planet. He wore
sandals made of black plastic strips and a tattered desert cloak.
On his head was a thatched straw hat bearing a pin with three rays
circumscribed in a circular frame, a relic of a twentieth century
car manufacturer.

He removed a few coins from his
pocket and refreshed himself with some bittersweet pomegranate
juice from a street vendor in the shade of the wall. He then made
his way through the alleys of the kasbah. Everyone ignored him: the
shouting peddlers, the shopkeepers trying to lure in the passersby,
even the beggar children who chased after anyone they could reach;
even they turned their faces from him, afraid he would ask them for
money. It was obvious that he was a man of no means. He crossed the
garment street, turned right onto the fruits and vegetable street
and continued to the spice alley. He passed by the all-purpose
plastic strip stalls and stopped at the entrance of a store that
sold antiques from the twentieth century.

Bakhnus was a very shrewd merchant,
but only a few people were aware of this in Aleppo. Only those who
engaged in the black market trade with him knew this, and most of
these customers came from outside the city. As an antiques dealer,
he did not stand out with any particular skills, nor did he demand
extraordinary prices. But as far as his true trade went, the sale
of contraband merchandise, he was second to none in Aleppo. He
acquired this position mainly through his ability to keep secrets
and win his customers' confidence. The vagabond entered the
store.

After shaking hands, Bakhnus said,
“Sit, Rial, have a drink and rest from your journey. Perhaps some
coffee? Cold coffee?”

“Yes, cold coffee, thanks,” said
the stranger called Rial in a deep, melodic voice that bore no
signs of dust from the roads nor weariness of traveling. He gulped
the cool drink served in a large mug and praised his host on the
coffee's fine quality. Indeed, it was a rare blend.

“Wait here a moment, I'l get what
you paid for in advance and be right back,” said Bakhnus.

Bakhnus pulled back the curtain at
the edge of the store and entered the storage room. The vagabond
continued to slowly drink his coffee and observe the curious
objects around him: books made of tree paper, ceramic plates,
clocks with gears that had stopped and other collectors' items that
had been out of use for years. Bakhnus returned with a package
wrapped in brown plastic fastened with straps. The vagabond peeked
inside the package, smiled in satisfaction and retied it. Bakhnus
fastened the package with another two strips of plastic to form a
harness.

The vagabond slid his arms into the
straps and hoisted the bundle onto his back. He parted with the
merchant and exited once more into the alleys of the Aleppo kasbah.
This time, a string of children trailed after him in hopes that his
package contained money, or that he would at least throw some candy
in their direction. He ignored them and they gave up their
attempts. After exiting the city gates, he marched alone southbound
on the dusty path.

The aircraft stood unscathed,
concealed inside the thicket not far from the city. He neutralized
the electronic defense field and performed the pre-flight checks.
He changed out of his street clothes and donned his Gnostic
uniform, examined his appearance reflected in the shiny cover of
the cockpit and took off vertically, turning toward Baalbek. A few
minutes after passing Baalbek, he radioed, “father of the ship is
on his way back.”

 


 



CHAPTER 3




The yellow
kayak glided down the river. Thales sat behind Sophia. His sturdy,
solid body barely squeezed between the sides of the kayak. His
muscular arms rowed with powerful yet gentle strokes. His face was
round and pleasant, with a small dimple nestled in the center of
his chin. One eye scanned his surroundings with the vigilance of a
scout while the other never left Sophia. On either side of them
loomed the enormous canyon walls. Beneath them flowed the cerulean
water, teeming with leaping fish, and above them shone a red sun
amidst the purple Octavian sky.

He gestured silently to direct
Sophia's attention to an eagle nesting in one of the crevices. She
exclaimed in awe as the eagle spread its massive wings, skimmed
across the water and returned to its nest with a silver fish
fluttering between its talons. The canyon walls were covered with
Maidenhair ferns that dripped spring water into the river. Bees
buzzed about their hive hanging from the red branch of a Strawberry
tree and blue beetles flecked with green spots rested atop the edge
of the yellow kayak. Thales dodged a granite boulder that had been
polished smooth by the water and increased his rowing speed in
anticipation of the waterfall ahead. On the left side of the
waterfall, the river veered to the left and he could see the edge
of the canyon in the distance.

Thales treasured the time that he
spend in the company of Sophia on their rare excursions. He
relished the opportunity to show her the hidden treasures and give
her a taste of nature's beauty, as if he had created it especially
for her. She had not accepted his invitations for a number of weeks
now. She had been working tirelessly around the clock and did not
allow herself to indulge in any breaks. She finally acquiesced to
join him on a tour only because she knew how much it meant to him
and because she wanted to convey a sense of amiability toward the
chief scout. He had served in the position of chief scout for five
years now, much longer than the usual amount of time spent in such
a position, and he was still as driven and enthusiastic about it as
ever. Thales turned down all offers for his promotion that came
from Octavia and Sofia did not protest. For she could not find a
scout better than him, and what was more, he had turned out to be a
dedicated friend to her as well.

Her cries of fascination spurred
him to accelerate his rowing speed. From his place behind her in
the kayak, he could feel the warmth of her body and delighted in
the gracefulness of her movements in the rocking boat. As a member
of the Samian clergy, he tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to ignore
his feelings. Secretly, he could not help but hope that she bore
similar feelings toward him as well.

The canyon opened up before them
and the river broadened, flowing between amber tapestries of grass.
The meadow was dotted with Royal Poinciana trees sparkling in the
redness of the Octavian sun and dappled with flowers in every shade
of the rainbow. Female freshwater seals lazed contentedly on the
brown clay banks, barking and chattering. The giant male stood
overlooking his harem and flapped his flippers together with
pride.

“Let's get closer to him,” Sophia
gestured with her hand.

“Gladly,” answered Thales as he
steered the kayak toward the shore. “Would you like to get
off?”

“Yes.”

He rowed back until the boat's
stern slid onto the shore and then got out to pull the kayak
forward onto the land. He held her hand as he helped her disembark
from the kayak. “Thanks,” she smiled. Thales responded with a wide
grin, though a hint of sadness flickered deep within his chestnut
eyes. She left the kayak, allowing her robe to trail in the water
without getting wet.

The scout on duty at the mooring
dock announced the arrival of a Pythagorean aircraft over the PA
system. With apparent disappointment, Thales shouted out
instructions to turn off the simulator. This was not the first
simulation tour that had been cut short, and had he not been
enjoying the company of Sophia, the station master, on such a rare
tour, he would have felt no disappointment toward his obligation to
return to his position as the chief scout of the Samos Space
Station. He must not feel that way. According to the perfect cosmic
order, even unexpected visits of foreign aircraft carried meaning.
They exited the extinguished simulator dome, which had returned to
its usual blue state.

Sophia walked alone from the
simulator to the residential area. On the way, she passed the
research labs, computer stations and dining room. The station
workers in an assortment of colored gowns stood before the
processing terminals and ordered their meals. The others scanned
the plates of their fellow diners who were seated around the long
tables in order to stimulate inspiration for a new and exciting
dish before approaching the processor to create it. The diners
chatted lightly about the latest technological progress at the
station, a recent development that enabled the processor to absorb
raw stellar matter from distant places, or a new component that
accelerates the processing procedure or the simulator unit that
produces sharper images.

She knew every single one of the
three hundred workers and residents of the space station, and as
she passed through the station's corridors, she greeted each
engineer, technician, mathematician, musician and child by name.
She almost always took the opportunity to engage some of them in
light conversation and express interest in their personal welfare
and professional progress, but not today.

The scientists that led Samos were
committed to a monastic lifestyle. The station's staff, engineers,
technicians and servicemen were exempt from this requirement,
however. They ate with their families at smaller tables. As she
passed them, Sophia heard some parents praising their children's
success in school and still others chastising their table manners.
The children called out her name, waved at her and hoped that she
would join them, as she sometimes did, but she signaled with an
apologetic smile that she was in a hurry. She advanced from the
simulation sphere up to the residential sphere, which was
relatively empty this early in the morning.

Thales waited for her on the soft
couch in the leisure room. She had asked him to meet her in the
residential area to discuss the vessel that had arrived in Samos
and wanted to ensure that their conversation would be kept
confidential from everyone else at the station.

“We don't have much time. We need
to decide immediately if we are to allow it entry into Samos,”
Sophia began as she paced back and forth about the room.

“To allow it entry into Samos?”
Thales was clearly agitated. It was clear that it was not a
Pythagorean ship. Samos was the most secret and concealed space
station in all of the manned stations. The only ships that moored
in their space station were Pythagorean ships whose arrivals had
been coordinated beforehand with the Pythagorean headquarters in
Octavia, and even they typically were navigated from afar so that
even the pilots did not know the course taken. So far, the
Pythagoreans succeeded in keeping their whereabouts a secret, but
the ever-present threat that Samos' location would fall into
unwelcome hands constantly loomed.

“If we do not bring him into the
station, he will die,” said Sophia flatly. “Our indicators show
that he has lost consciousness and the oxygen remaining in his ship
will not last much longer.”

“But if we allow him into the
station, we will break the cardinal rule of Samian law for the
first time ever.”

“So we should just let him die
then?”

“Sophia,” Thales tried to approach
her in a conciliatory tone, “there is no doubt that his motives are
hostile. Let's look at the facts here. We did not receive any
alerts from Samos about the visit. He arrived in a Pythagorean
ship, which he obtained through unknown means. The only explanation
I can conjure up is that the ship is stolen! How could he have
reached Samos if he did not know its location? It’s very likely
that this information fell into his hands illicitly. In my opinion,
we should not let him in. Best case scenario, he's not a threat.
Worst case scenario, he is a pirate or a Gnostic in a ploy to
infiltrate Samos.”

“I cannot let him die!” said Sophia
determinedly.

“Never has a stranger set foot in
Samos!” This time he was more forceful.

“Never has the master of the ship
been required to decide if it is better to allow a stranger to be
buried in his ship and drift forever in space inside his lost
vessel.”

Thales was silent.

“I want you to moor him at the dock
yourself, and afterwards take him to the infirmary.”

Thales knew the discussion was
over. He did all in his power to stave off a fatal mistake, but the
decision had been made and now it was his job to carry it out.

“Yes, Station Master.” He dug
himself out of the couch's deep comfort and turned toward the
surface sphere.

 


“What is his medical condition?”
Sophia asked Janis, the doctor.

“We got to him in time. He has not
suffered damage from oxygen deprivation and, to be frank, I cannot
understand why he has not yet regained consciousness,” replied the
doctor.

“How much time will that take?”

“He may wake up in the next few
hours or he may remain in this state forever. Though we understand
the holographic structure of the universe, we have yet to fully
delve into the recesses of the human mind.”

She squeezed the strangers hand
gently in hopes of receiving some sort of sign.

“I am Sophia,” she whispered.

“I am Sophia,” she repeated five
more times, slowly and patiently, but to no response.

“Signal to me by nodding your
head,” she asked in vain.

“Squeeze my hand,” she continued a
number of times, again in vain.

“Who is he?” asked Janis
curiously.

“We can only know that once he
wakes,” said Sophia as she stood up and walked away before Janis
had a chance to challenge her with additional questions.

 


The rounded walls of the corridors
gave off soft, warm shades of brown and yellow light. The edge of
the hall was lit more brightly and led through an arched opening to
the infirmary. Doctor Janis, brow furrowed with wrinkles of age and
worry, sat at the head of the stranger's bed.

“How is he doing?” The stranger
heard a woman's voice inquire through the mists that covered his
consciousness. He did not know it, but this woman had been visiting
him in the infirmary every single day for the past week.

“No change,” replied Janis.

“No response?”

“No clear response. He sometimes
nods his head but not consistently.”

“Open your eyes,” she told the
stranger.

He did not respond.

She repeated the sentence, as had
become her habit every day for the past week, but to no avail.

“Squeeze my hand,” she tried a
different approach. On the fifth time, she felt something. Euphoria
rushed over her.

“Squeeze my hand again,” she
requested.

After a few long seconds, he
squeezed her hand again.

He had begun to wake up. His eyes
were still shut. He felt a sense of warmth enveloping him in nearly
perfect comfort, save for an irritating tingling in his left hand.
He slowly lifted his heavy eyelids. He found himself in a small
room with rounded walls that was hardly bigger than the bed he was
laying in. In addition to the bed, the room contained a chair and
transparent display. The bed and walls were in shades of white,
blue and pink, softly lit in a way that made him think of being
inside a large shell. The opening in one of the walls seemed to
lead to a hallway in shades of brown and yellow.

He tried to move his body and
immediately identified the source of the irritating tingle. A small
monitoring device that was attached to his left hand softly chimed
at that moment. A man with silvery hair and a light brown robe
stood at his side, examining the data on the display. A silhouette
blocked the light coming from the opening. He identified a woman in
a blue gown, and when she approached he saw her eyes: blue like
deep, clear lakes. Her hair was brown, her face round and beautiful
and her expression was kindhearted. He suddenly felt an intense
dryness in his mouth and throat.

“I'm thirsty,” he muttered.

'He speaks Interstellar,' she
thought. 'That means he is a member of one of the enlightened
cultures, but his accent is not Pythagorean. Was Thales correct in
thinking that he is a pirate?' She brought close to his mouth a
small tube inside a small container which slowly dispensed a sweet
liquid, delicious and foreign. He sat up slightly in the bed and
cleared his throat. “Where am I?”

The woman smiled and helped him sit
upright. “You are in the Samos Space Station. This is Janis, the
station's doctor, and I am Sophia, the station master. Who are
you?” He looked at her curiously.

When he tried to respond, it became
clear to him that he had no answer. He could not remember a single
thing. Neither his name nor the place he came from. A vast expanse
of emptiness remained where his memories used to be. He was
silent.

“Who are you?” she repeated her
question.

Finally, he answered, “I do not
know.”

He felt a painful pressure in his
head. He looked around for hints of memories that may aid him in
recalling his identity. Nothing.

She noticed his scared expression.
'He does not look like a pirate to me,' she wondered, 'but who
knows?' He squeezed her hand again, as if she could anchor him to
reality and prevent him from falling into the abyss of
unconsciousness.

Sophia continued in a soft, calming
voice. “You arrived here in a Pythagorean space ship. Did you come
from Octavia?”

He straightened his back and
shrugged his shoulders. The place that she mentioned was unfamiliar
to him.

“Do you remember anything, perhaps
a sound or a color? Does my name, Sophia, or the station's name,
Samos, mean anything to you? Did you plan on coming here?”

He shrugged his shoulders and the
corners of his mouth contorted in despair. Her questions did not
bring back any memories. Sophia decided to let him be for the time
being and hoped that he would soon be able to answer her
questions.

“Perhaps it is better to provide
him with information rather than trying to extract information from
him?” she asked the doctor. “Would that help him remember?”

“We could try.”

“I will tell you about us and maybe
that will help jog your memory.”

He nodded.

“Samos is a research station in the
part of space belonging to the Pythagorean Brotherhood.”

“Pythagoreans?”

“Yes. Have you heard of us?”

“I... I don't remember. Please,
continue.”

“We found you in a single-person
ship coasting outside the spheres of our space station. The ship
was sending out distress signals, so I sent scouts to see what
happened. They brought you here, to the residential sphere,
unconscious.”

“How long have I been here?”

“A week.”

“What happened to me?”

“We don't know for sure. We found
no problems in the ship's oxygen supply and the temperature and
pressure gauges were both normal. No organic problems were found
during the physical scan. According to the flight log, you were
alert enough to be able to operate the manual navigation up until a
number of hours before you entered the range of our transmission
receptivity. It is unclear what caused you to lose
consciousness.”

“It appears like you are suffering
from temporary amnesia,” said the doctor.

“You said that you dispatched
scouts. Are you the commander of this station?”

Sophia smiled again. “I am the
master of the station. You could say that I am the commander but
military terminology is foreign to us. I am the head scientist who
manages this station. We don't have commanders and subordinates
here—we have leaders and scientists who have all taken the
Pythagorean oath of monasticism. The rest of Samos' inhabitants are
mainly engineers, technicians and free Pythagoreans, some of whom
also raise families.”

He leaned back and tried to make
order of the things she had just told him. She waited patiently by
his side.

“Did you find anything in my flight
log that indicated my destination? My origin? My name?”

“Your ship's computer wiped out all
records of your previous flight logs. That's why we have no idea
where you came from and what your destination was. But don't exert
yourself now. You must rest.”

“I don't want to rest!” he
exclaimed angrily and shot upwards. “I have rested enough. I want
to understand who I am and what is going on here!”

Sophia laid a gentle hand on his
shoulder. “Unconsciousness hardly constitutes rest. Try to sleep,
to dream. I will try to be here when you awake, and then we will
try to understand together what happened. Don't worry. You are
safer here than anywhere else in the world. And now, you must
rest.” She uttered a vocal command and a complex and strange
harmony began to play softly throughout the rounded room, gently
echoing toward him from the walls. He closed his eyes and sunk
deeply into the music, his body becoming ever calmer until he was
asleep. When she left, the doctor sat in the bedside chair and
continued examining the display. He understood that the stranger
had not come to Samos with a permit, but he knew Sophia and trusted
her judgment.

 


Thales steered the submarine
through the depths of the Earth’s Indian Ocean. They passed beneath
the shadow of a giant manta ray, between crimson coral reefs and
over the mouths of dark caverns. Despite his anger about her
decision to break the taboo and allow a stranger into Samos, he did
not pass up the opportunity to watch her marvel at the beauty of
the ocean.

“Who is the man?” asked Thales.

“Good question. He himself does not
know.”

“How is that possible?”

“Amnesia. Janis says that
sometimes, people suffer from temporary memory loss during space
expeditions. It's likely that he is not used to space travel. There
are some people who become overpowered by the infinite abyss
surrounding them. What is that blue cove on the left?”

“That is exactly where I wanted to
take you.” Thales veered the submarine to the left and down a dark
shaft, lit only by the submarine's headlights. “So, where do you
suppose he came from?”

“He's not from Octavia—they would
have informed us. He doesn't look disheveled like the inhabitants
of Earth and he speaks Interstellar, so I figure he came from one
of the colonies.”

Thales was silent for a moment to
marvel at a silvery flash of sardines that caressed the submarine
in a circulatory motion and continued forward. “I scanned the ship.
I did not find a single object, garment or instrument that would
enable us to identify him. Strange, no?”

“What are you implying?” she
asked.

“It's weird. He doesn't remember
who he is at all and there is not even one identifiable object on
his ship. And as if that were not enough, he was flying a stolen
vessel. Sophia,” Thales tried to formulate his words delicately,
“everything here points to the notion that he is highly suspect.
It's likely that he is a pirate out to steal our particle
processor, a Gnostic spy or someone else that I cannot identify.
But it is clear that his intentions are not pure.”

“I believe that his amnesia is real
and so does Janis. Taking this into account, though, I agree with
you that the lack of identifiable objects is noteworthy, but could
also be attributed to less sinister reasons. Perhaps he was forced
to flee because of his identity and it's possible that Samos was
not even his intended destination.”

“Sophia,” Thales made an effort to
respond quietly, “You know just as well as I that it is impossible
to get here by accident. We are not on any of the interplanetary
routes between the colonized planets; Samos' location is kept
completely and absolutely secret; and what's more, our station
continually emits jamming signals that keep us covered by
interfering with all types of detection technology in
existence.”

Thales was right about the facts,
but she interpreted the situation differently. “His motives are not
sinister,” Sophia stated assertively. “The ways of the cosmos are
mysterious. We do not know why he was sent to us, with or without
his knowledge. For nothing happens without a reason and we must
therefore regard him as a messenger.”

Thales hesitated and considered
whether he should express what was on his mind. A Pythagorean was
supposed to have faith in the cosmic order and see the positive
aspect in everything. He decided to say it. “As the chief scout
responsible for the station's security, I must say something.”

“Speak!”

“I have said it before. What if he
is only pretending to suffer from amnesia but is really a Gnostic
sent here to spy on our technological secrets, to learn about the
particle processor?”

Sophia shot him an admonishing
look.

“Even the infirmary found no
organic signs of amnesia,” he tried to argue.

“Space amnesia leaves no
physiological symptoms like an injury would. The medical
examination revealed scars here and there but no ritual scars nor
any Gnostic tattoos or the like. I believe that he is not a Gnostic
and that he comes in peace.”

“But what if he is an agent who is
not a Gnostic himself but was sent by the Gnostics?”

“As chief scout, your function is
to care for the welfare of the station, but I do not see any danger
in a man who cannot even remember who he is,” she said
indulgently.

When he understood that he was not
going to influence her opinion, Thales decided to quit arguing,
though he was still extremely distraught. 'This stranger is
dangerous for us,' he said to himself.

The shaft opened into an enormous
empty chamber whose rounded walls were trimmed with hexagonal
crystal formations.

“It's very beautiful here, but why
the sly grin?”

“Are you ready?”

“What are you up to now,
Thales?”

Thales turned off the submarine's
headlights and Sophia caught her breath. Only in the complete
darkness could she see that they were surrounded by tiny
luminescent creatures that looked like phosphorescent cloudbursts;
larger creatures that sparkled like stars; and even larger
creatures that painted the expanse with streaks of blue and green
light in the shapes of spirals, discs, chains and balls of yarn.
The squids and jellyfish, like the other luminescent creatures,
moved about them in a cadence of contraction and expansion.

“Thank you, Thales,” she gasped in
awe. “Even after the volcanic lakes of Sirius, you continue to stun
me every time anew.”

The beaming Thales was likewise
enchanted by the sight as seen through Sophia's eyes. “Yes, it is
truly amazing.” He hesitated again and finally decided to say,
“Maybe it would be beneficial to connect the stranger to the
simulator. Then we could see glimpses of his consciousness and
understand who he is and where he came from.”

“In his state, the simulator could
create a reality that comes from his imagination and then
afterwards record this imagination in his consciousness as if he
were remembering reality. The simulator could blur his
understanding of fantasy and reality. As you know, the simulator
can be very dangerous. If he is not used to the simulated state, he
may experience memories and fantasies as if they were real, and
become confused to a degree that may threaten his very life. We
will use the simulator only if there is an urgent need for it. In
the meantime, there is no such need. You worry too much,
Thales.”

He sat awkwardly in silence.

“Never mind.” She smiled and he
told himself that it would be worth it to err over and over again
in order to merit her forgiveness. She was not afraid of the
stranger, though she was well aware of breaking taboo by deciding
to allow him into the station. Not only that, she could not refute
the logic that gave credence to Thales' fears. She found it
difficult to explain even to herself why she was so sure of her
decision.

 


Her workday was about to end. After
supervising the dozens of scientists, technicians and scouts of the
station and having devoted some time to Thales, Sophia set off on
her final task of the day: the daily calibration of the station.
Only after that would she be free to conduct the nightly
introspection ceremony.

With her fingers, she traced a few
quick lines on the display, a wavering line, another point planted
with the tap of her finger and then a pause for a few seconds.
Transparent balls in shades of pink, orange, mustard and turquoise
appeared on the screen, swirling into each other. In the Academy of
the Pythagorean Brotherhood, the students were taught how to
operate highly complex technological systems by attuning themselves
to the aesthetics of sound, color and shape. For Sophia, musical
melody was far clearer than any computerized output. When she was
five years old, she played with the sound processor for the first
time. She had to adjust the note on the computer's display to match
what she heard, within one tenth of a tonal degree. Many
instruments could have easily performed this task, but the
Pythagoreans viewed the exact adjustment of sound to tone, or shade
of color to each spiritual ceremony, as a sort of expression of the
harmony between man and nature by means of his senses and
thoughts.

The space station was comprised of
round spheres moving in rotating motions inside of each other.
Sophia's skill enabled her to listen to the music of each sphere
and thereby identify the speed and angle of the revolutions. She
controlled the sliders on the display and calibrated each sphere to
its optimal speed and angle, as if she were plucking a harp string.
Ever since she completed her training, she did not stop delighting
in her mastery, her extraordinary precision, and she felt this rush
each time she calibrated the station anew.

For a few long minutes, she
meditated with complete serenity but still could not fall asleep.
Her appointment to the position of Samos' station master brought
with it a heavy dose of mental noise. Unlike the mundane thoughts
regarding reporting to Octavia, misgivings about personnel,
inventory, equipment and rate of technological development that
usually prevented sleep from settling upon her eyes, today her
thoughts were occupied with the stranger. She was intrigued by the
riddle of his identity and tried to fill in his details in her
mind. 'Is he a member of some high-tech civilization? From a
familial or institutional social system? Is he familiar with the
Pythagoreans?'

Thales could not maintain his usual
concentration during the introspection ceremony. Doubt gnawed at
his Pythagorean equanimity. Images of Sophia in her blue gown
walking in the river gave him no respite. His closed eyes narrowed
as he thought about the stranger who reeked of danger to him. One
of his internal voices told him to stop talking about the stranger,
not to trust him and to protect Sophia and Samos. Thales hoped that
one day he would attain the spiritual level of the master and then
he would not be so mistrustful. But in the meantime, he hoped to
fall asleep and replenish his energy in preparation for the busy
day ahead of him. Suddenly, an idea flashed into his head. He rose
from his bed and approached the display in his room.

“Presentation kit in the
simulator,” he commanded.

 


The stranger was alone. Or so he
thought, since he could not see the tiny mosquito-like insect that
hovered above him. He studied the wrinkles on the sides of his nose
and in the corners of his eyes, as well as the small unfamiliar
scars. A stranger peered back at him from the mirror. His height
was average. Deep indentations stretched over his scalp. Tufts of
gray flashed though his cropped brown hair. Soft brown eyes peered
at him from underneath thick brows. He felt no connection to the
fleshy nose, puffy cheeks and thin lips. His build was average,
with no distinctive features aside from a mostly hirsute body. He
shot a glance at the roots of his facial stubble. His pores vaguely
reminded him of an array of points. He tried to reveal if this was
some sort of hidden pattern; he continued to ponder this quandary
for a while to no avail. The pores were not arranged like trees in
an orchard, in rows or columns, in patterns or arrangements. He
felt disquieted by their lack of order. During the course of the
three days since he had awoken in Samos, he did not encounter even
one deviation from the order. Everything around him was arranged in
straight lines or in circles. Only the tiny pores in his face
defied the impeccable order and his peace. He returned his gaze to
the stranger opposite him and studied the expression, but felt no
parallelism. He felt like he was incapable of declaring, 'This is
me'. It seemed like the reflection was disappointed in him.

He turned his back to the mirror
and buried his face in his hands. 'What happened to me? Who am I?'
His head began to spin and he leaned against the mirror for
balance. All of a sudden, he became so weak that he forced himself
to pinch his left arm, to grab hold of reality, of tangibility.
'What kind of man am I? Where did I grow up? Do I have a family?'
But the more he grappled with these unknowns, the greater his
terror became. Everything around him was spinning: no certainty,
not reality aside from the throbbing in his arm. He pinched himself
again.

He only succeeded in calming
himself after some time had passed. Survival instincts had pulled
him back to reality. 'Well, now I'm here! I must clarify everything
I can about this place and these people. I need to use my head, to
think. Thinking and learning may also jog my memory.' He breathed a
succession of deep breaths and returned to scanning his
environment.

A creeping suspicion within him
wondered if part of him refused to know, denied knowledge. The
celestial music was so pleasant, the objects and items were so
smooth and Sophia was so calming and enchanting. Perhaps he came
from a more distraught place and was in no hurry to return to it?
'Perhaps I was captivated by the enchantment of a siren, causing me
to forget all of my self-awareness? And how do I even know about
sirens anyway?' he wondered.

Sophia appeared from around the
bend in the corridor. He averted his gaze and caught her reflection
behind him. Something in the confidence of her stride calmed him.
He alternated glances between her and her reflection, trying to
ascertain if the reflection deceived him. If she is identical to
her mirror image, it means that the stubble on his chin was indeed
his own stubble, the wrinkles his wrinkles, and the image... well,
while it might not be him, the image was his own image.

This time, he was sufficiently
alert to examine her closely. She wore the same blue gown, made
from a single bolt of cotton fabric. Her hood was rolled back to
reveal straight brown hair, light skin, serene smile and the same
soft, pleasant eyes like lakes. The garment did not conceal the
curves of her feminine body and the grace with which she moved.
Sophia murmured in an incomprehensible language. The mirror
extinguished and became a blank wall that glowed faintly.

“Sophia?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Who am I?”

Sophia inhaled deeply and looked at
him with concentration, as if to determine if he were capable of
tolerating this conversation. “We believe you came from one of the
colonies, and not from Earth. The fact is, your body is healthy,
well-nourished and clean. If you had come from Earth, your body
would have borne signs of neglect, hunger or various diseases,
unless you are a Gnostic, and we haven't found any evidence of
that.”

He murmured softly, “Earth? What is
Earth?”

“Earth is our homeland, the planet
where all of us, all humans, came from. Today, however, it has gone
from a planet teeming with life to a ruined wasteland inhabited by
only a few free men. Most of Earth's inhabitants are enslaved by
crime lords, poverty and Gnosticism. Whoever could leave has
already left, like we, the Pythagoreans, did.”

“And who are you, the
Pythagoreans?”

“Come, let me tell you,” she
stretched out her hand and smiled as she assisted him to rise from
his chair. He leaned on her, stood up from his chair, and
immediately let go of her hand. She led him out of the
infirmary.

“As I have already explained to
you, this is the Samos Space Station.”

“Yes, I do recall.”

“If so, your amnesia only affects
your past memories. You are capable of procuring new memories.”

“Yes. I do not know how to explain
this. I remember certain things yet other places in my mind are
blank, erased. As if doors and passages have been sealed off,” he
said with frustration.

“It is probably only temporary. You
must be patient,” she said compassionately. “Let's continue. We,
the Pythagoreans from Octavia, established this space station as a
research base for the development of a particle processor. The
Samos space station is comprised of balls or spheres that revolve
within each other. The processor lies in the heart of the station,
in the core sphere. It absorbs stardust from the space all around
us and processes it into any material for which we know the
formula.”

“The processor can create any type
of material?” asked the stranger in amazement.

“Almost any material. Any material
that we have analyzed.”

“And you are capable of analyzing
all matter?”

“We are still in the research
phase. The processor can create any material for which we know the
formula, or any object that we can analyze and decode its
formula.”

“It’s formula?” he asked.

“Do you hear the music?”

“Yes.” He had become accustomed to
the harmonies playing throughout the station.

“Simple computational mathematics
is not sufficient for the simulator or the processor, so we
developed musical calculation engines and interfaces.”

“Musical?” he smiled dubiously.

“Yes. The properties of an object
are interpreted by the simulator analysis into notes and coded into
sounds. The specification of an object is basically a score of
notes that the processor can play,” she explained excitedly.

“So you play objects into
being?”

“Exactly.” Sophia smiled happily.
Sharp minds like his brought her satisfaction and pleasure.

The stranger was encouraged by her
reaction.

“And what I am hearing right now is
the sound of matter?”

“Yes,” she rejoiced in his
understanding, “but that's not all. You are mostly hearing the
sound of the station revolving.”

“Explain.”

“Gladly.” Her eyes flashed. As soon
as they began discussing music, something had stirred inside her.
“The station's spheres revolve within each other at various speeds
and directions. These rotations are critical not only for
maintaining gravity, but also because they constitute an integral
part of the process of absorbing and processing the dust.”

“I think I understand the
principle.”

“Come with me.” Sophia led him
through arched corridors whose pastel colors gradually changed from
pink to peach to silver. The walls appeared to be wet but when he
touched them, his hand was dry.

“It's not wet?” he asked.

“No, it just looks like it is. The
station is made of raw star dust whose molecules are so small that
it appears to be liquid when it is in fact solid.”

Sophia paused to allow a team of
ten scouts in flight jumpsuits to pass them in the hall. They
nodded in greeting towards them and continued on their way.

“Surrounding the processor is the
simulation sphere. The simulator is a holographic area that
supports a virtual reality of any place or object whose formula
exists in the formula bank. The simulator cannot function without
the processor: we can simulate objects in the simulator that the
processor will learn to create. The residential sphere, which we
are in right now, surrounds the simulator sphere. Here you can find
the living quarters, food and equipment warehouses, leisure rooms
and the infirmary. Above us, or more accurately, around us, is the
command sphere, which houses the command and control systems of the
station. The command sphere is enveloped by the surface sphere, and
the incoming and outgoing aircraft are anchored at the various
docks. Your aircraft is parked there. There are five physical
spheres in all: the processor, the simulator, the residential, the
command, and the surface. These are then wrapped in six additional
spheres comprised of strings of light. It is likely that you saw
Samos as a grid of light strings when you arrived.”

“I do not remember.”

“Are you familiar with the division
of Earth into latitudinal and longitudinal lines?”

“No,” he said, scratching his
head.

“It doesn't matter. Think of a ball
that you have wrapped in vertical rings at periodic intervals,
passing through the poles.”

“Fine, continue.”

“Now, add horizontal lines,
parallel to each other, also at periodic intervals.”

“Yes.”

“This is what each of the six light
spheres look like. The lines that you imagined are made of strings
of light that exhibit resistance. You cannot pass through them or
between them because they rotate at extremely high speeds.”

“So how did I get into Samos?”
asked the stranger.

“Thales, the chief scout, attached
your ship to his. Afterwards he accelerated the ship to the speed
of the light strings of the outermost sphere. With the aid of an
electromagnet, he connected to the string and rotated on its axis
to the internal portion of the outer sphere. From there he once
again accelerated to the speed of the stings in the next sphere,
attached himself to it and swiveled inside. He repeated the process
until he had reached the surface sphere.”

“It sounds complicated to me,” said
the stranger.

“It's not that complicated. We
don't go in or out that much anyway,” she replied with a smile.

“Exactly how do the processor and
the simulator work?”

“They function in tandem. The
simulator carries out an analysis of the subatomic, atomic and
molecular formulas. If it's living, it also analyzes its genetic
formula. The simulator creates a virtual version of the object and
saves its properties in the information bank.”

“And when you want to recreate that
object, the simulator transfers the data to the processor, which in
turn creates the object?” he asked in fascination.

“Exactly. The simulator can
simulate any object that exists as data in the information
bank.”

“Can the processor create
itself?”

“No, but that's an excellent
question.” She smiled at the paradoxical question, “At the
beginning of the twentieth century, a mathematician named Kurt
Gödel expressed a system's inability to demonstrate its own limits.
This is one explanation that accounts for the processor's inability
to create itself.”

He looked at her, confused.

“Never mind. It's not
important.”

“It is important,” he insisted
hotly. “I want to understand.” His voice was tinged with anger.

“Okay, no need to get irate,” she
said, taken aback by his reaction.

'What are you doing? Don't push her
away—she is only trying to help,' he thought to himself. He said:
“I'm not angry, just frustrated. I am grateful to you for your
patience and willingness, but I cannot convey to you how hard it is
for me to remember nothing. I don't know what world I am living in,
what my occupation is, if I have a wife, a family?” She empathized
with his distress.

“I can only imagine your plight,
but you must hold fast to what you do remember and progress from
there. Don't worry, you're in good hands,” she said, trying to
encourage him.

“Then let us continue.”

 


 



CHAPTER 4




"Let's
find a base point and then continue from there. Have you heard of
Orpheus's constant of creation?"

"No."

"How about the Roman’s theory in
physics?"

"Maybe. I don't remember."

"How about Superstring theory?"

"No."

"What about Quantum theory?"

"Not that one either." 'What am I
going to do? How am I going to make up years of gaps? How can you
go back to a life with no memories at all?' He thought angrily.

"And general relativity?" Sophia
asked.

He looked at her in astonishment,
desperate and confused.

"I take it you have no recollection
or idea about Einstein's theory of Special Relativity?"

He nodded his head.

"Maxwell? Electromagnetism?"

He didn't respond.

"What about Newton? It isn't
possible that you haven't heard of Isaac Newton." She regretted her
words immediately; they made it sound like he was uneducated. That
wasn't what she had intended.

"Tell me about Newton," he saved
her from her embarrassment. 'I can't give up, I must start from
somewhere'.

She wondered for a few seconds how
to phrase her words and then began. "You have surely noticed that
everything around you is smooth".

"Yes. The smooth texture of the
walls, the round angles of the openings, the gradual change from
shade to shade. Yes, I've noticed".

"Well, we designed our surroundings
to reflect our world outlook. We, the Pythagoreans believe there is
continuity, that is, an inseparable connection between all the
components of our universe".

He nodded. She went on. "Once in
every few generations a cosmological genius comes along and reveals
another hidden connection between the phenomena. Newton wasn't the
first, but I can start the explanation with him so that you can
understand the rest of it, which is more complicated".

"I'm listening." He was indeed
listening, but found it difficult to concentrate. He tried to get
over his frustration at his situation, and returned his attention
to the woman in front of him. She spoke slowly and clearly. He
concentrated on her lips and saw how each word rolled out.

"One type of continuity is the
hidden unity that in fact exists in principles which seem to have
no connection between them".

"What do you mean?" He asked.

"There seems to be no connection
between the principle of gravity and the principle of motion.
Gravity, the gravitational pull that causes a moon to drift in
orbit around a planet, is determined by three factors: The mass of
the planet and of the moon, the distance between them, and their
motion. Assuming the moon's mass is constant, the faster the moon
moves in its orbit around the planet, the smaller the gravitational
pull of the planet on the moon. That's the centrifugal force".

"So"?

"So motion and gravity are two
sides of the same coin".

"I see. I think." As soon as he
succeeded in processing the information, things started to make
sense in his head. There was a ring of familiarity to the
principles she was talking about, or the names of the scientists.
He felt like it was a refresher talk, even though everything seemed
new.

"In the same way, James Clarke
Maxwell discovered electromagnetic force," she continued. "He
discovered that electricity and magnetism are just two forms of the
same phenomenon".

"I'm not sure I understand".

"Let me explain the whole thing to
you and then you'll get the idea".

"Okay, go on".

Cosmology's next genius was Albert
Einstein. Before Einstein, it was thought that time was a constant
which had no connection to dimensions or other forces. Einstein
discovered that time and space are two sides of the same coin. In
the same way that ice and water are two forms of the same material,
and just as Newton showed that gravitational pull and inertia are
two aspects of the same phenomenon, the same thing applies to time
and space. The faster an object travels a large distance, the less
time it takes for it to travel that distance. At the speed of
light, time stands still".

Even if he had known it in the past
and forgotten, this was inconceivable. He understood that ice and
water, being interchangeable, are two faces of the same phenomenon,
but time and space? He felt dizzy.

Sophia noticed. "You're tired.
We'll continue at another time".

"I want to know," he insisted.

"Are you sure"?

"Yes"!

"Einstein also showed that matter
and energy are two sides of the same phenomenon. The atom bombs
that destroyed the Earth in the Human-Gods Wars turned matter into
devastating energy".

"Which wars?" He asked.

"It's not important right now." Her
face sobered. "We'll get back to it at some point. Have you had
enough for now"? Sophia smiled understandingly. She knew it was a
lot to take in the first time.

"I can go on." His head ached, but
he wanted to stay close to her.

She stared at him as an unfamiliar
feeling washed over her like a wave. 'Who are you? Why did you come
to me? What is the cosmos trying to tell me through you?' she
thought. "Einstein showed in the end that gravity is the slope that
mass creates in space. Until then, it wasn't clear that different
phenomena in the universe are actually just different aspects of
the same thing. In Einstein's time it also became clear that
gravity and space are different aspects of one thing".

"I think I understand," said the
stranger, but his expression was hesitant.

"What did you understand"?

"Einstein showed that time and
space are one, energy and matter are one, and gravity and space are
one. Einstein must have been the biggest genius of them all," he
said, and she smiled in approval.

"Almost. We haven’t reached Orpheus
yet." She was satisfied with his ability to take things in. "I'm
telling you all of this so that you can understand the greatness of
Orpheus, the truth that is the base of the Pythagorean faith, and
how the particle processor works".

"So what did Orpheus discover"?

"We'll get to that in due course.
Ready to continue"?

"Yes." He no longer felt at all
tired.

"The Superstring theory explained
that energy, mass, space, speed, gravity, and even time, are all
made of particles. The most basis particle that everything is made
of is the string. It is two-dimensional, in other words a line, and
it has two properties; length and vibration frequency".

"Okay," he nodded.

"The string's length and vibration
speed, or its palpitation, give it its properties as a particle in
time, space, gravity, and so on".

"I think my brain is turning into a
homogenous mush. Further proof for unity." He smiled. Thanks to the
information, he felt better, and now he felt less detached. At the
same time, it appeared that her presence undermined his stability:
when he listened to her, talked with her and looked at her,
something inside of him wanted to break free.

"We'll carry on another time," her
smile charmed him.

 


Thales felt uneasy and ashamed. He
had never dreamed of following the stationmaster without her
knowledge. If the truth be known, he had intended to follow the
stranger, but since she devoted a large part of her time to him, it
ended up that he was following her too. The tiny camera installed
on the mechanical mosquito broadcasted their conversation to the
holographic space in the simulator. He felt uneasy when Sophia gave
details about the station to the stranger, who had still not been
clarified as not being a Gnostic spy. She explained to him the
cosmic importance of the station; explained with shining eyes the
movement of the spheres as part of the universe and its
mathematical rules. She painted Samos as a manmade universe, as
being part of the work of creation. An un-ascetic jealousy bubbled
up in his gut when he heard the enthusiasm in her voice, like the
excitement she showed at the beauty of nature in the simulator.
Suddenly, he saw in the hologram that the two were making their way
towards the simulator in which he was sitting. He just managed to
turn off the simulator before they entered.

"Thales – our head scout, meet… our
guest".

Thales tried to be friendly despite
the feeling of asphyxiation in his throat. "Welcome to Samos. Well,
what do you think of us, the Pythagoreans"?

"It's very pleasant and orderly
here. Sophie is treating me wonderfully," he said innocently, and
was surprised to see Thales's face turn sour.

"We're looking for a thread of
memory which will help our guest get his memory back. Would you be
willing to go through our historical databases with him?" requested
Sophia.

"Of course," Thales replied. The
opportunity we waited for came his way.

"Well then, I'll leave you to it
and get back to my own business." She turned to the stranger, "I'm
sure Thales will be able to answer all your questions." She hoped
the meeting between the two would cool off Thales's hostility.

"Has Sophia told you about the
simulator?" Thales asked, playing dumb.

"Yes".

"In that case, we'll start with the
Human-Gods Wars".

They sat in the space of the
simulator, sunken in soft silk cocoons and blanketed with a
homogeneous cobalt-blue color. The stranger felt like he was in a
spaceship, moving at great speed in the holographic space towards a
planet with hues of blue, green, brown and white. The narration
began:

"Dismal Earth. The place where the
human race came into being and where it also annihilated itself. In
the year 2050, the majority of Earth's population was split between
two main governing blocs: Christianity, headed by the United States
of America, and Islam, headed by the United Arab Nations."
Different colors covered parts of the globe according to the areas
of control. "Then began the regional wars." Pyres on the borders
between the blocs emitted smoke and fire. "The economic gaps and
the neocolonialist standpoint of Christianity aroused the loathing
of Islam, and caused a renewal of the theological rivalry of the
Crusades from the end of the first and second millennia".

"Stop at any point you'd like me to
expand on," said Thales.

"Thank you, I'm listening," the
stranger replied politely.

The simulator continued. "In the
past, Christianity had had a clear technological advantage, but
this all changed after a series of ecological holocausts that left
the Christian technological development behind, and allowed Islam
to catch up to it and arm itself at an accelerated pace. Islam
provided its believers with a messianic belief that constituted a
human advantage in the global struggle. Starting in the year 2050,
for a decade, the Muslim majority won the democratic elections,
starting in France and Serbia, and then in Russia, Turkey, Greece,
and the rest of the Balkan states. China was making a profit from
the struggles, and therefore did not intervene. These countries
united under the name 'The United Arab Nations', and put an end to
the Christian supremacy that had kept a relative peace until that
point. In the year 2062, the first of a series of wars broke out,
eventually called The Human-Gods' Wars. In these wars, two-thirds
of Earth's population was killed in the two opposing camps. The
majority of the losses were caused by ecological damage; poisoning
of water, air and food".

"That's terrible," he murmured. He
appeared at peace, but he was shocked inside. He tried to imagine a
"global struggle". He saw smoking spaces, littered with millions of
dead. He saw demolished cities full of women, children, and people
torn from their homes, starving, disease-ridden, and without limbs.
He tried to distance himself from the thought of their distress,
their despair, but some images refused to disappear. He felt like
his stomach was churning. "I'm happy I don't remember a thing. How
long has it been since then"?

"More than two hundred years. We're
already in the year 2287," Thales smiled.

The simulator continued. "Humanity
did not escape so quickly from all these. In fact, it was almost
wiped out. A meaningless existence almost annihilated it. In the
year 2107, the final deciding battle took place, and after it all
that was left were traces of empires that had crumbled into small
tribal groups which existed in the desolation and filth." The
practical indifference in Thales's voice was a complete
contradiction to the stranger's emotional storm.

Strange colorful pictures appeared
on the monitor. For a moment, they seemed familiar, but immediately
escaped him, and became alienated and threatening.

"The tribes returned to the ancient
cults and religions, to the rituals of witchcraft and sorcery, to
the animistic faith in the powers of nature, to a social
organization of tyranny, and established ceremonies based on
commercial trademarks left over from the Capitalistic period.

"The Atheist organization, which
was secret to begin with, was founded by people from both rival
blocs. The Atheists recognized the anthropocentric theology as the
root of evil in human history, and strove to eradicate all
religions. They operated on the military plane, and recruited
citizens to form an alternative global culture".

"Are the Pythagoreans Atheists?"
Asked the stranger.

"No," replied Thales. The simulator
stopped. "The Atheists saved Earth from the devastating
consequences of treating God as human. The Pythagoreans, that is,
us – the New Pythagoreans – appeared later. We returned the
meaning, God, without ascribing him human form. The Pythagoreans
settled on the planet Octavia. The Atheists settled on the planet
Dust, and the Gnostics remained on Earth's chaos. Do you want me to
go into more detail about the Gnosis?" Thales finally reached the
point to which he had been aiming the simulator.

"Yes, certainly," replied the
stranger. It seemed he had begun to get used to the tremendous
amount of information he had been taking in over the past few
days.

From a bird's-eye-view a great
compound could be seen, crammed with smoking chimneys. From closer
up, aircrafts could be seen, some on the ground and some in the
air. He saw black cubes of differing sizes, and people in black
uniforms dashing between the cubes. The narration began. The
stranger didn't notice a difference in the narration or the
hologram, but in actual fact, from this point on, the history
lesson had been staged meticulously by Thales, who had labored over
it the whole of the previous night.

"This is the Gnostic compound in
Uruk, the most important of the three centers on Earth. The second
is in Istanbul and the third in Jerusalem. On the ruins of the
Human-Gods' Wars, grew the devastating Gnostic culture, headed by
Adamas. The Gnostics who worked Earth's resources, gathered
refugees and survivors of the destruction to their ranks,
frequently by force. The ancient Gnostic belief in the impurity of
creation and of man received a dangerous change in direction with
the blossoming of the new Gnosis, who had at his disposal
technological means to destroy humanity"…

Thales glanced at the stranger's
look of concentration. He was watching the images of the compound.
The Gnostic compound was very different from Samos. The colors were
dark, the architecture sharp, and the atmosphere gloomy. Only the
order and organization were common to both.

… "One of the tactics of the
Gnostics is to recruit agents who are not Gnostic. They hold their
families hostage, and force them to go out on spying missions at
their enemies. Among their most sworn enemies are the
Pythagoreans".

Thales continued to study the
stranger's reactions. He tried to interpret every movement and
tremor of his face and body language in order to figure him out.
The stranger's forehead wrinkled. Thales was sure he'd seen a
glimmer of deceit in his eyes. Within seconds, he was convinced the
stranger was indeed a spy.

"Who did they take?" Thales
asked.

"Who"?

"The Gnostics, of course".

"Hostages," the stranger gestured
at the simulator.

"Your child? Your wife"?

The stranger blinked at Thales,
grasped the essence of his question, and his breath froze; he
opened his mouth, but was so shocked that he couldn't say a
word.

"Doesn't it seem strange to you
that you don’t remember a thing?" Thales continued.

The stranger regained his
composure. "You think I'm a Gnostic agent?!" he shouted in
astonishment. 'How does he dare'? He wondered, and immediately
another thought popped into his head: 'But maybe he's right, maybe
I am here on a Gnostic mission. I can't be angry, I don't know
myself if it's true'.

"Doesn't it seem strange to you
that you don’t remember a thing?" Thales asked sarcastically.

"The station's doctor says it's a
known phenomenon," the stranger defended himself.

"Doesn't it seem strange to you
that your aircraft has no identifying features"?

"I don't know".

"Why are you so interested in
hiding your identity? Maybe because your intentions are less than
pure"? Thales continued.

The stranger did not know if he
should be afraid or angry. He guessed Thales provocation would not
be acceptable to Sophia, but she might also have good reasons to
doubt his trustworthiness. "Maybe because I have a reason to be
afraid? I don't know".

"Of the Pythagoreans?" Laughed
Thales, "Since when do we hurt anyone"?

"If I knew who I was and who you
were, I might be able to answer you." His patience was about to run
out; he was getting tired of Thales accusations.

They were silent for a moment and
then the stranger asked: "Who do you think I am"?

Thales turned off the simulator and
said seriously, looking straight into the stranger's eyes: "It's
possible that you're impersonating no one".

"You think I'm a Gnostic spy!" the
stranger declared again, incensed.

"And you can't contradict that,"
said Thales, rising to exit the simulator.

Left alone, the stranger restrained
himself and was quiet. He sat anxiously, worried by the fact that
his aircraft bore no identifying features. 'Maybe I am Gnostic?
Maybe they pressured me or extorted me so that I would serve them?'
He wondered. Then he became angry with Thales, and even with
Sophia, for not protecting him from Thales, and especially from
himself. He took out his anger on the bug that was buzzing around
him, and knocked it with a blow to the ground. He didn't even pay
attention to the fact that a bug could be found in such a sterile
place.

 


At the time of awakening

Properly examine

Your plans for the day to come!

Before you sleep

Close your eyes!

Ponder the events of the day:

What is good,

What is not,

And what remains to be
completed.

 


She played the words of the evening
ceremony to the sounds of Samos turning on its axis, dancing with
slow, stylized and amazingly precise movements. Her back was to the
entrance, and thus she failed to notice the stranger taking in the
feminine beauty of her body. The light that emerged from the walls
was dim and softened, in sunset shades of oranges and purples. When
she finished the dance in a kneeling position, the stranger turned
his gaze aside and embarrassed, rearranged the bulge that had
awakened in his loins. Without intending to, he cleared his throat.
Sophia froze in her place for several moments, and then
straightened, welcoming him with a smile.

"How are you?" She asked.

"Good. More optimistic". He lied.
He was confused, but managed to gather enough strength to keep his
sanity in a situation which was becoming more and more complex. He
was aware of his desire to be in her company, of the fact that he
was attracted to her like a bee to a flower. "What are you
doing"?

"It's the prayer of the Golden Rule
that Pythagoras himself wrote in the year five hundred BCE. We
repeat it every morning and every night. What do you think"?

"It's charming".

"The prayer expresses everything we
hold dear: order preciseness, harmony, and beauty".

"Yes," replied the stranger,
although he knew in his heart that the dance had hypnotized him not
just for the reasons she mentioned.

"I must apologize to you for
Thales's actions," she grasped his hand.

The stranger did not respond.

"I must explain. Come." She put her
arm in his and led him through the curved corridors of the station.
To start with they walked in silence. Afterwards she said: "We
believe that it is worthwhile to draw strangers close to us in
order to share our point of view with them, the viewpoint of the
beauty of creation".

"So then why is Thales so
hostile"?

"Because bringing people closer to
us is not the only thing that stands before us. The Pythagorean
culture is a pacifistic culture. Because we don't fight, we have
only one way of surviving – to be aloof. The Pythagoreans,
especially the leaders on Octavia, but also the leaders of Samos,
live in constant suspense between one thing, spreading Pythagoras's
views, and another - protecting the Pythagoreans' lives from
enemies. Thales would also have greeted you properly, if he hadn't
suspected you were a Gnostic spy".

"I've noticed." He pulled his arm
away angrily and stopped.

"I apologize again." She continued
walking, and he followed her. "As the head scout, he is responsible
for the security of Samos and he wanted to be sure you don't pose a
danger".

"And his conclusion"?

"I'm convinced you're not a spy."
Sophia avoided a direct answer.

"Why not? It could be that my loved
ones are being held hostage, that I was sent to spy, and my
memories were taken away from me so that I wouldn't even know that
and couldn't be interrogated about it".

"So then what would be the point of
sending you"?

"To gather information, information
that you are sharing with me with no hesitation, and in the future,
when I remember who I am and what my mission is, I'll release the
information to them in return for the lives of my loved ones".

"Is that what you think?" Sophia
asked.

"I really don't know. Maybe Thales
is right?! Why are you so convinced it's not true"?

She looked at him calmly, radiating
confidence, but did not add any further claims that he could hold
onto. They were silent for the rest of the way to the simulator
room. The stranger sank into one of the silver silken cocoons.

"What spurred such loathing between
the Gnostics and the Pythagoreans?" asked the stranger.

Sophia walked to and fro, choosing
her words carefully. "The Atheists released Earth from
anthropotheism, from the worship of the Human Gods that imposed
human instincts on Earth. They united many of Earth's inhabitants
around the belief that there was no God, and lead a rebellion that
caused the final collapse of the empires. But they only partially
got what they wanted. Regional wars continued to rage for the
control of natural resources, but the larger wars around the Human
Gods stopped. In the year 2148, a colony based on atheistic purity
was founded on the planet Dust."

"Why did they leave"?

"They saved humanity from
annihilation, from the death-grip of religion built around the
image of man, but they knew they could not create a completely
atheistic culture on Earth. Religion was no longer so destructive,
but it still prevented them from building a culture based on purely
atheistic principles".

"Wait," he had trouble following
the flow of information. "Let's go back. You said that belief in
God caused the destruction of humanity on Earth, and so the
Atheists, who spread the belief that God did not exist, saved it?
Don't you believe in God"?

"Earth was destroyed because of a
belief in a Human God and because of the competition between
populations who had differing images of the human figures who were
supposed to represent him. The Atheists stopped the competition
over God, but almost completely erased him from Earth. God, or the
belief in him did not cause the wars, but rather the ridiculous
anthropomorphism of God, and all the aggressive human instincts
attributed to the Gods because of that. The Atheistic government
tried to eradicate not just the Human God, but God in general, and
is still paying a high price for that".

"What's that"?

"A materialistic culture. A culture
based on competition, on the contrast between rich and poor, a
culture that sacrifices people to the Gods of poverty in order to
appease the Gods of wealth. They don't call it a God, but they
worship a meaningless God no less than any culture that considers
itself religious".

"And your God isn't human like that
of the anthropomorphic God in the Human-Gods' Wars, and isn't
materialistic like the Gods of the Atheists"?

"Of course," Sophia said
confidently. "The fading of the Human-Gods stopped a significant
part of the violence, but without a God to give meaning to life,
humanity was struck by a plague of depression and suicide,
especially on the Atheistic planet Dust. Cultural creativity was
halted, and scientific discoveries dwindled".

Something flickered in his brain,
but it evaporated before he could try and figure out what trace of
memory it was. "What's the connection between God's fading and a
lack of meaning?" he asked, curiously.

"Throughout history, God comprised
a primary reason for everything. The eternal answer to the question
'what's the point?' was because it was God's wish. Without God as a
supreme reason for all missions, there was no point in missions.
Life became bland, devoid of meaning".

"So God died"?

"No".

"Who saved him"?

"The Pythagoreans." She gave a
satisfied smile. "Orpheus released God from the clutches of the
Atheists".

"Ah, the genius you mentioned"?

"Yes," Sophia's face shone. The
stranger listened with rapt attention. "In the year 2174, the
cosmologist Orpheus discovered the holocratic, fractalic, infinite
structure of the universe, and thus confirmed theories of multiple
universes from the beginning of the third millennium. With the help
of a group of mathematicians, particle physicists, and
astrophysicists, he discovered deep within the tiniest strings, a
minute particle built exactly the same way as our universe. This
was in fact, a miniscule universe with clusters, galaxies, black
holes, and lots and lots of dust and vacuum. By his observations,
Orpheus penetrated a universe inside a universe inside a universe.
He discovered that each of these universes is smaller than the
universe that contains it by exactly the same proportion. He called
this constant scaled proportion An.

"An"?

"Yes. An is the ancient Sumerian
God, the God of the heavens and mathematics".

"So then Orpheus discovered the
non-human God"?

"Rediscovered, yes." Sophia relaxed
in her place, and it was clear that she was satisfied with how her
words had been understood. "But the discovery of An – the constant
of creation – had two main ramifications, which were contradictory
to one another. The first ramification was that the set of
universes is probably infinite. This idea supports the atheistic
metaphysics that states that the world has always existed, there
was never an act of creation, and thus there is no God as a creator
who predated Creation. The second ramification of the discovery
pointed to the exact opposite. The perfect order that exists in the
world points to the existence of mathematic principles that only
God could have created. Pythagoras was the first to discover the
Gods of Mathematics, Astronomy and Music, using constants such as
Phi and Pi. As such, Orpheus identified himself as a Pythagorean
and renewed Pythagoreanism".

"How can a universe with at least
three dimensions exist inside of a particle that has two dimensions
or maybe even only one"?

"Therein stands the greatness of
the discovery. He also discovered that dimensions are like matter
in the hand of the creator, the Gods of Mathematics. Even the
matter that dimensions are made of is flexible, and can change
shape and change from one dimension to more than one dimension.
Superstring theory made it clear that in a world that has ten
dimensions of space and one dimension of time, all the phenomena
drain into one unified phenomenon – strings. Orpheus discovered
that the ten dimensions are also different expressions of the same
basic phenomenon. That's why in a one-dimensional grain there can
be an infinite number of folded dimensions. Because of this, the
original expansion after the Big Bang was not just an expansion of
basic matter into its different forms, but also an expansion of one
dimension into an infinite number of dimensions. Is that clear so
far"?

"What you're saying is clear. I
understand what a dimension is – like matter, it is also made of
basic building blocks; but I still can't paint the image in my
mind." The effort he was making to concentrate on what she was
saying was hindered by his enjoyment of the sound of her voice.

"I can't either. Even Orpheus said
that he understood it mathematically, but not visually. Let's take
a step backwards." She was also having trouble concentrating.
Something about him fascinated her, made her curious.

"Please".

"String Theory discovered what the
Pythagoreans knew even back in the days of Pythagoras".

"Which is"…

"That our universe is nothing but
music. Everything that exists is different frequencies. Our whole
wonderful universe is a great symphony of multi-nuanced energy in
different shapes. It's not just the principle that is the same; the
mathematical data are also the same. Just as shortening the string
of a harp raises its vibration speed, minutely shortening a
two-dimensional string raises its vibration speed and the energy
stored in it".

"Has anyone seen the strings or do
they exist in dimensions that we can't comprehend"?

"Very few have seen them, but you
will be one of them".

"Me"?

"Yes. The strings that surround
Samos, webs of light in an abundance of different colors, the
external light spheres, they are interwoven braids of cosmic
strings. They are one-dimensional strings that constitute an
inseparable part of the work of the processor. Admittedly the
processor lies at the core of Samos, but actually, the whole of
Samos is the processor, and the strings are an intermediate stage
in turning stardust into objects. That is Samos's designation. In
the whole of our universe you won't find any other cosmic strings
made by man".

"And natural strings?" he
inquired.

"We know of their existence, but
they're on the edges of the universe, in remnants left over from
the infancy of the universe. The pace of the expansion of space
prevents us from ever being able to see them".

"You mentioned Pythagoras".

"Yes," she said with reverence.

"Who is he"?

His rapid pace of understanding had
made Sophia forget the fact that his memory was lost. "Pythagoras
was a Greek academic, one of the first who understood that the
universe works according to mathematic principles. He discovered
the constant 'Phi', the number 1.618, which expresses the perfect
proportion, and exists in a lot of examples in nature. It is the
ratio between the rings on the shells of gastropods in the sea; the
ratio between the trunk, the branch, the leaf, and the leaflet of a
tree, or the ratio between the bends in the galaxies.

"Pythagoras discovered these
principles back in the sixth century BCE, and implemented them in
architecture or in the proportion between the lengths of strings
that make harmonious music. Orpheus was the last in the dynasty of
distinguished Pythagoreans, from the ancient Greek architect and
sculptor Phidias, who built the Parthenon, to Leonardo Da Vinci,
who painted the human body according to the proportions of Phi in
the Renaissance period. Even the capitalists at the beginning of
the third millennium used Fibonacci's sequences, which were based
on Pythagoras, to predict rises and falls in commercial share
exchange rates".

"Clearly I don't know any of them,"
he said, ironically.

"It doesn't matter. The important
thing is to understand that Orpheus outdid his predecessors; He
came to the fundamental discovery, the most concealed, the constant
ratio between the size of the universes and the dimensions folded
one inside the other. Orpheus had the formula that makes it
possible to calculate the ratio between a one-dimensional
sub-string particle, and the universe stored in it, which has
eleven dimensions. He understood Pythagoras as no one had
understood him before. But don't get it wrong. From everything
we've said until now, you might think the greatness of the
cosmologists was in their ability to observe nature with the help
of mathematics".

"Don't get it wrong? If that's the
case, I haven't understood a thing," he said, confused.

You understood, don't worry.
Everything I've said about cosmological discoveries is true, but
its importance is only in the fact that it confirmed what they
felt".

"What"?

"They checked and established
everything that they felt – the fact that men feel the unity of the
universe is a wonderful thing! From that point of view, Pythagoras
was a clear genius. He believed in unity thousands of years before
proof could be found based on observations of nature. That's why
the unity he found didn't stay in the realm of cosmology, but
rather was turned into a way of life by Pythagoras," she said
passionately.

"Does it have something to do with
the dance I saw you performing earlier"?

"Yes. That is the ceremony which
indicates my participation in the unity of creation. Orpheus
applied the whole of Pythagoras's theory, and founded a brotherhood
of people who maintain the principles of human harmony just as
Pythagoras formulated and kept them: pacifism, vegetarianism,
satisfaction with a little, and abolition of personal property. The
materialistic Atheists didn't like that".

"Why"?

"With the discovery of the constant
of creation and its religious implications, a rift opened up
between Orpheus and his Pythagorean followers on one side, and the
Atheists on the other. Just as the Catholic Church preferred the
theological atrophy of the middle-ages over the spiritual renewal
and scientific discoveries following the discovery that the Earth
orbits the sun, so did the Atheistic government. Orpheus's
discovery appeared to them to be a danger to the stability of the
materialistic culture, and they preferred the Atheistic atrophy.
After a long process, during which the struggle with the traces of
humanity on Earth continued, the Pythagoreans and the Atheists
founded colonies on separate planets. The Pythagoreans on Octavia
and the Atheists on Dust".

"Why not on Earth"?

"On Earth there were violent groups
developing. The Atheists and the Pythagoreans weren't interested in
forcing their beliefs on others. Humanity had suffered enough from
religious wars, and so they preferred to start anew in a new place
where they could formulate their own principles and beliefs. We,
the Pythagoreans, intended to return to our mission for humanity
only after our own continued existence was guaranteed. Even today
there are arguments between Pythagoreans about the extent of
isolation needed to survive and the extent of openness necessary to
have influence. The perceived danger to the Pythagoreans was not
the only reason we abandoned Earth. In fact, that's how danger was
averted from all of humanity. Orpheus knew that such a sensational
discovery could change the paradigm of human thought. He knew that
the technology which would result from the discovery of An, the
Constant of Creation, could be harnessed for destructive purposes,
and be taken as a "miracle" that awakens messianic discontent which
could go in any direction. An could cause a change in the
philosophical, mathematical, physical, and eventually technological
paradigms. He knew it was not safe to trust humans to use the new
technology to build and not to destroy. He preferred to take the
secret with him than to share it".

"It's a good thing he
succeeded".

"Actually, he didn't".

"What?" he said, surprised.

"He didn't succeed." Sophia sat
down in the silk cocoon and looked into the eyes of the stranger.
"Adamas was Orpheus's deputy in the research laboratory and he
stole the formula for the creation constant 'An'. At the same time
as Orpheus was founding the Pythagorean Brotherhood, Adamas founded
the New Gnosis Order. That's how the terrible secret ended up in
the wrong hands".

"So Adamas is the founder of the
Gnosis"?

"The New Gnosis, yes".

"And how did Adamas use the
secret?" asked the stranger.

"Adamas swept after him the
desperate people of earth, and together they built an army that
recruited more and more people and resources, and all with the aim
of developing technological applications for the creation constant
An".

"For what purpose"?

"On Samos we research the creation
of matter according to the creation constant. To this end, our
research is done with the help of the simulator and the processor.
The Gnostics also base their work on discovery of technological
applications, but their purpose is to dismantle matter".

"What for?" the stranger
questioned.

"For destruction".

"Destruction of what?" he asked in
amazement.

"Of everything, of every living
thing, of the entire universe if they have the opportunity." She
saw something hardening within him and continued, "It's
complicated. They believe in destruction as a spiritual
mission".

The stranger was silent. Everything
was beginning to consolidate like the pieces of a jigsaw
puzzle.

"Do you understand?" she asked, her
voice pained.

"No, I don't understand them, but I
understand why Thales is afraid of the possibility that I might be
a Gnostic spy".

 


It was clear again to Sophia that
she would not be able to concentrate. She tried in vain to tune the
sound of the spinning of the spheres. She was tempted to use an
automatic calibrator but restrained herself at the last minute.
After several tries, the station finally played the exact sounds.
'Can I ever tune myself like this?' she wondered. She removed her
robe and sank into the soft sheets.

The images and experiences left
over at the end of that stormy day came up suddenly and increased.
Thales had spoken uncharacteristically harshly. He claimed,
seemingly logically, that he had to look after the security of the
station and check out the stranger. And yet, his words implied that
he didn't trust her, and was thus forced to act to the best of his
understanding, without consulting her. He had never acted like this
before. Why had he lost his faith in her? Why had he been pushed to
such manipulative actions, in complete contradiction with the
Pythagorean way?

She knew there was no denying the
fact that there was something in him, the stranger, something that
disrupted the harmony that had characterized their lives in the
station until today. Again, she felt the nagging feeling in her
mind about the identity of the man.

Speculation overwhelmed her mind.
His comprehension speed showed that he came from a knowledge
abundant civilization.

She didn't think he was Gnostic,
despite Thales's suspicions. He didn't have their typical tattoo
behind his ear. But maybe he wasn't Gnostic, but was still a spy in
their service, having been forced into it by violence, torture or
terrible extortion?

It couldn't be. But why not? She
reminded herself that she didn't know anything – just like him –
about his personal life. What was his profession, his job, his
position? Had he been trained to deal with this intensity, with the
distress he was facing in this situation, alone, with no identity,
outside of everything he knows, without everything that was, all
his loved ones and friends… she tried to imagine his family, the
training he had received. He has a strange scent, unfamiliar, a
scent of far-off places, she said to herself, and was surprised:
why in the world was she giving her opinion about the scent of a
man? And then she recalled the scent of Thales when he held her
hand.

Sophia turned over on her mattress
restlessly. 'I am a Pythagorean ascetic, devoted only to my
duties.' But she couldn't deny the truth: the stranger thrilled
her. She was attracted to his mystery, even if he was mysterious
against his will; she thought back to his look, knowledgeable,
trusting; a look that contradicted his situation. She was shocked
when she realized that his look had caused her to regret her vows
of asceticism. She rose, got dressed, and went to the station's
bar.

 


Barman, as everyone called him,
knew the night-owls who frequented the bar well. The Pythagoreans
didn't drink alcohol. They had to be satisfied with drinks like
coffee for alertness or chamomile for relaxation. In the evening
hours, groups of coworkers came talked and befriended others; at
night, sometimes until the small hours of the morning, came
individuals.

"What can I indulge you with?"
Barman asked Sophia.

"I need something to help me fall
asleep".

"Something to curb alertness,"
Barman smiled a tiny smile through his beard, long and pale, with
streaks of white. He was short and athletic, but the loose clothes
he customarily wore hid his muscles. Hid his strength. He was
exceptional: His curly hair was wild, tiny wrinkles at the sides of
his eyes and his bronzed skin testified to the fact that he had not
spent his entire life on the space station. When the bar was full
of customers he worked with the speed of a demon, but on his face
there was the smile of a child. His wise, understanding look
induced a feeling of tranquility on his guests. He took out a
bottle with valerian root extract from under the counter, dropped a
few drops into a thick guava drink, added crushed ice and
stirred.

"This is for the head of the head
of the station." He placed a napkin on the counter and placed the
glass on it. Like her colleagues in the station, Sophia appreciated
Barman's warm, noninvasive treatment. He never asked people direct
questions about what was bothering them. He usually managed to make
them relax or put a smile on their faces, either with a generally
consoling and relaxing comment, or with a wise proverb or an
original and on the mark metaphor. Everyone who chose to share
their misgivings with him discovered him to be a loyal friend who
did his best to help.

He moved with the agility typical
of a thirty-five year old, but his white hair and deep-set eyes
gave the impression he was sixty. No one knew his exact age. In
fact, the difference between Barman and the rest of the dwellers of
the station was not summed up in his looks alone. He was the only
non-Pythagorean among all the permanent residents. Four years
earlier, Sophia had agreed to Nicomachus's odd request to include
him on the staff without asking any questions. The people of the
station respected his need for privacy – and soon he became liked
by all.

Sophia sipped her drink. "Oh, this
isn't bad at all".

"Thank you." He wiped the counter
distractedly.

"Barman".

"Yes, Sophia".

"What do you do when something is
bothering you with no end, not something worrying, but just
something, an idea or the chorus of a song, that you can't stop
thinking about"?

He was silent for a long time. In
the meantime she finished her drink. He looked into her sparkling
eyes and her wide pupils until she looked away in embarrassment.
Finally he announced: "There's nothing that can be done for
that".

She looked at him from the corner
of her eye. "Really, Barman, I thought you knew everything." She
teased him.

"I didn't say I didn't know." He
smiled. "I do know".

"Well, I'm listening".

"I know there's nothing that can be
done. You Pythagoreans are sure you can run the lives of your
thoughts. I've got news for you. Your thoughts, or rather your
feelings, run your life, and not the other way around. Seriously,
just stop fighting it".

"Is that what you do"?

Not always. I usually excel in
talking, in case you hadn't noticed," he chuckled mockingly. "But
when I do decide to do that, it usually works".

She then got up.

"Good night, Barman," she smiled at
him.

"Good night… Ascetic," he
suppressed a knowing smile.

 


After curling up under the
blankets, Sophia returned to thinking about the stranger, and fell
into a deep sleep.

 


 



CHAPTER 5




It was a
day of celebration at the Socratic Academy. More than five hundred
students and teachers, among them alumni of the academy who had
gathered from all the corners of Dust in their best clothing and
perfumes, filled the huge hall and waited for additional lectures
in the framework of "The Festival of Knowledge". The Minister of
Defense, surrounded by an entourage of assistants and bodyguards,
sat in the last row of the hall. Despite how crowded the hall was,
the chair next to her was empty.

'How strong and stubborn is the
soul of man,' thought Diotima as she looked at Enosh, her student.
She was a tall and thin-limbed woman, who moved with grace and
nobility. Only the wrinkles at the corners of her mouth indicated
her sixty-five years. Her long, red hair was braided into a metal
lacing behind her head. Her freckled face was slightly
contradictory to her close-fitting metal suit, and imprinted on her
lapel was the comet of the leaders of the planet Dust. She was
amused at the look of her old pupil, who was having trouble
concentrating in anticipation of his lecture. It was clear that he
was nervous. Beads of sweat glistened on his high forehead and he
smoothed back his cropped hair with his hand. The blue-grey
tailored suit was appropriate to the festive occasion, but it
seemed as though he felt uncomfortable. He was used to his loose
and faded robes. And still, there was no doubt that Enosh would
convey his words precisely and fluently. Like many around her, she
was eagerly anticipating his lecture. Despite his many years of
training, despite the large and enthusiastic audience who had
crowded into the hall and was standing in the aisles, there was
still a spark of childishness in Enosh, and he was nervous about
the lecture. It touched her heart.

Diotima ignored the glances of the
students who were wandering around the back of the hall, inspecting
the teacher's teacher. This was Enosh's lesson, and Diotima was
also there to learn. The young students, who had yet to internalize
the ancient Socratic wisdom, did not understand that the teacher
wishes to learn from her pupil. This knowledge was one of the most
important principles among the Socratics. If the student can teach
something new to the teacher, this innovation is ten times more
important than any formal ranking.

"The subject of today's lecture is
suicide," began Enosh, and all eyes turned to him. He stood by the
lectern and cast his gaze above the display on which his lecture
was prepared. It had been years since he had read his lecture from
the display, and yet he had never freed himself of the need for the
presence of a monitor, which he thought of as a sort of crutch.

"As experts in consciousness and
cures for the soul, this is one of the most difficult topics you
are required to deal with," he said in a reserved voice, trying to
restrain his excitement. "The more opportunities that the abundant
Atheistic culture in which we live offers for all sorts of
pleasures, the higher the risk of suicide grows. Who can answer me?
Why is this"?

After a hesitant silence one said:
"Professor, in the Atheist culture, suicide is prevalent because
the challenges that give meaning to life are vanishing".

"Very good. More".

"Because without need, it is
impossible to properly appreciate pleasure as a basis for life,"
replied another student.

"Excellent, more".

The rest of the students were
encouraged to say their ideas, and began to talk all at once:
"Because abundance leads to revulsion," "because the survival
instinct is dormant," because constant pleasure cancels the need
for human connection and without them there's no reason to
live".

"That's very true, you're all
right. But you still haven't touched the main point." The dialogue
with the audience began to dispel the tension Enosh was
feeling.

Because Atheism doesn't take into
account the God who commands us to live," someone threw out from
the middle of the hall.

"You're on the right track, carry
on," he smiled, and began to walk around the stage.

For several long minutes, students
suggested different interpretations for the motives of suicide and
Enosh regarded each of them with respect. Eventually, he stopped
them.

"All the answers you've given are
true. Now we need to refine the common denominator in all of them,
phrase it in a logical way, and find support for it in the
classical expressions of those who commit suicide. We'll start with
the first point, the common denominator." From that moment on, he
talked fluently, with no pauses or hesitations.

"From all of your answers we see
the lack of a framework. Nothing compels survival like a framework
in which life can be the contents. In Atheism, you won't find a
framework like a religious hierarchy, or domineering politics,
which can be worshipped or risen up against, as a framework which
you can exist within or break out from. In logical-mathematical
terms, it is infinity. In topological terms, the geometry of logic,
there is no line that divides those in one group from the rest of
the individuals who are not in the group, creating finiteness.

"The lack of framework rings also
in the expressions of those who commit suicide. The most common
saying begins with saying 'there's no sense…' with variations –
'there's no sense in life', 'there's no sense in going on like
this,' and so on…

"Think of sense in the simplest
terms, the sense of taste, of food. Why would food not have taste?
We sense that food is tasty when we are hungry. That is, when we
lack it. Food is tasty because it receives its flavor from cultural
tastes. In other words, the social framework decides that a
specific food will be considered tasty. When there is no survival
instinct and no social authority, food, just like life, would make
no sense".

The audience swayed
uncomfortably.

"Do you have reservations about
what I said?" asked Enosh.

"What about someone who kills
themselves because of feelings of guilt?" asked one student.

"Or a person who out of sorrow over
the loss of a loved one, decides to die in their footsteps?" asked
another.

"Guilt," replied Enosh "is relative
to the law. A person who feels guilty is fulfilling the belief in
boundaries that are set by the law by means of his guilt. When a
person condemns himself to a penalty of death, he is upholding the
law as a representative of finiteness more than if he had lived
without guilt. A person who kills himself out of sorrow over a loss
is upholding the border between the living and the dead and putting
himself on the side of the dead. This is his way of safeguarding
the border between the living and the dead without departing from
the dead.

Again, we see that suicide is used
to uphold finiteness of some sort due to a lack of other
finiteness. If the death of the loved one was accepted as finite,
it would be possible to come to terms with the loss without turning
to suicide".

Diotima smiled from the height of
the balcony. Enosh's firm declaration that suicide was always
connected to finiteness had incited the audience. The students kept
on asking with different examples, and Enosh had an explanation for
each and every one. She gleaned great satisfaction from her
talented student, and enjoyed the intellectual discourse that was
missing in her political work. Several years earlier, she had
agreed, with much sorrow, but through a feeling of responsibility,
to step down as head of the Socratic Academy and become a minister
in the government of Dust, but she had never given up on the
Festival of Knowledge. She was pleased to see that the festival was
still stirring up the emotions of the students, and motivating them
to think, to shine and to excel.

From the earliest stages of
training, a peculiarity that was not typical of his fellow men
could be seen in Enosh. He was a dreamer, disorganized, slightly
sloppy, and less refined than the rest of the materialistic
Atheists. From the first moment Diotima recognized a spark of
genius in him, and that went and grew throughout his studies. It
was no coincidence that he was promoted to the position of Head
Consciousness Expert in record time. Since the beginning of his
training he had identified mental states by the changes in skin
tone or movements of the body. He read the case descriptions and
the words of the patients like an open book, and it sometimes even
seemed as though he read thoughts.

One event in particular left a deep
impression on her. One of the patients spoke with sorrow about an
object he had lost. Enosh immediately caught on that the object in
question was a camera. After a few minutes, it became clear that he
was indeed correct. Later, he explained to Diotima that he had
concluded it from reading the patient's face. He blinked like the
shutter of a camera every time he mentioned the lost object.

For a few years he learned with
Diotima and other consciousness experts. He was instructed on
different methods of treatment, and passed all his examinations
successfully. It was clear that he had a glowing future as an
esteemed expert in consciousness. But his promised future was
delayed. The plague of depression that washed over Dust did not
pass over him.

Enosh was at the beginning of his
way; thanks to his impressive achievements, he won the desirable
position of the head of the Philosophy department at the Socratic
Academy. His articles had been published across the galaxy and his
colleagues envied him. But as his career took off, his relationship
with Zoe went downhill. The two had met in a course 'Introduction
to Ancient Languages' taught by Diotima, in the first year of their
studies at the academy. The two gifted students fell in love – he
was the center of her world, and in the first two years she was the
center of his world. But as time went on, Enosh dove deeper and
deeper into his studies. The study of the logic of the depths of
the soul fascinated him so much that he didn't notice what was
right under his nose. Zoe tried to interest him in the known world,
in recreational pastimes, in friends, in planning their shared
future and in their relationship, to no avail. Diotima sighed. How
many times had she seen this scenario approaching its inevitable
end. To start with, Zoe tried to turn to his common sense, after
which she begged, got angry, and with time, pulled away from him.
She met a new love, and left him.

Enosh absorbed a great blow: the
power of the pain that he felt when she left him made it clear to
him how important she was to him. His studies and achievements
meant nothing without her. He tried to appease her, waited hours by
her room and wrote her long love letters. His numerous attempts at
persuading her to return to him bordered on harassment, and were
met with nothingness. In the end he gave up and sank into
depression.

He was angry with himself when it
became clear that despite his comprehensive knowledge of the human
soul, he couldn't succeed in sustaining their love. He felt like he
had failed, lost the love of his life, and that a love like this
would never return. He disconnected from the world, lost interest
in his studies, and closeted himself in his room for days on end.
Diotima noticed his situation, took an interest in his wellbeing,
and offered him help, but he refused. It was many long months
later, after he had completely abandoned his studies that he came
around and turned to ask for help.

Diotima accompanied him in the
rehabilitation process. Enosh learned to accept his limitations, to
correctly estimate his abilities, and he slowly recovered. When he
returned to the academy, he sought the mysteries of the soul not
just in books and theories, but everywhere. But from there on out
he preferred to keep a safe emotional distance between him and his
friends: he was afraid of getting hurt again.

 


Diotima knew why Enosh had chosen
to deal with the issue of suicide. She had helped him to understand
why a patient of his had committed suicide, five years earlier. The
patient had done it as an act of free choice, specifically because
Enosh had ordered her to live, and so pushed her to express her
independence in the only way available to her, by choosing to die.
Since then, he had never ceased to wonder what would have happened
if he hadn't taken a stance. He still felt guilty, but no longer
allowed depression to take control of him.

"And how should we treat a person
who is threatening or considering suicide?" Diotima asked from the
height of the balcony. She posed the question for two reasons.
Firstly, she wanted to show the students the reversal of roles, but
she was also thinking about Enosh: she wanted the assistance of the
audience to treat the open wound and make Enosh strengthen his
insights with a public statement. Diotima knew that a public
scholarly discussion with the participation of his teachers and
students would help Enosh process the difficult experience that he
still hadn't digested. Indeed, Enosh himself suffered from guilt,
from exactly the same reasons that he had enumerated to his
students. Enosh was also required to keep the borders of ethics
through feelings of guilt. Diotima knew that the guilt that was
tormenting him could not coexist with the free consciousness that
was vital to the standpoint of a consciousness healer. She pushed
Enosh to that point, and he did not disappoint her.

"I thank my teacher Diotima for the
question," he replied. "As you taught me, the healer must be free
first of all from the need for borders and all their
representations. As such, a healer must first agree to the fact
that suicide is a legitimate right".

The audience became wild at this.
Enosh continued.

"If the healer presents borders,
ethical or other, by commanding a person to continue living or by
the guilt that he projects with regard to suicide, you can expect
never-ending treatment, where the healer functions as the border
that the patient can argue against. The patient will refuse to
accept the healer as a limitation. If he could turn to people to
serve as a border for him, he would not be turning to death as a
border. The healer must take a very specific stance, both with
regards to himself and with regards to his patient. Not just that
there is no border, but rather that even death is not a solution to
the lack of border".

"So as far as the healer is
concerned, the patient can just die?!" someone shouted out from the
shocked audience.

"No," said Enosh soothingly, "as
healers, we don't want the patient to commit suicide or to die, but
not because it's forbidden, as a result of which we would feel
guilt, but rather because we want them to live, and if they died we
would feel sorrow. We must first guide him to accept the fact that
there is no natural border anywhere. Not the skin on his body, not
the time in his life, not the territory in his house. Hundreds of
years ago, when space exploration first began from the planet
Earth, there were astronauts who were forced to deal with anxiety
attacks when they left the space shuttle to spacewalk. Why?" he
asked the audience.

"Because they felt the anxiety of
the infinite, anxiety over losing the spatial border".

"Very good," Enosh praised the
student, "that is where we want to lead our patient".

"To anxiety?" another student
called out in alarm.

Enosh smiled. "Yes. To start with,
we want the patient to experience the loss of border to such an
absolute extent that even death will not be a solution. We want
them to feel the anxiety entailed in the lack of a border. That is
not to say that he or she will spend the rest of their life in
anxiety. The infinite will cure them of suicide and infect them
with anxiety, but the free choice of where to mark and maintain the
border will cure them from anxiety, and will impose the burden of
free choice on them. Yes," he turned to one of the students who had
raised his hand.

"If I understand correctly, we want
to change the patient's distress. We want to move it from the
distress of the border of death to the distress of anxiety that
comes from a lack of a border and from there to the distress
entailed in the burden of choice. Free choice is the place where
the border should be placed".

"Exactly! Thank you".

And what about the distress
entailed in the burden of choice?" asked one of the teachers.

"I don't know of any solution to
that yet, so I wouldn't suggest trying to shake free of that
burden".

 


After examples from treatment
stories and answers to the audience's questions, the lecture ended.
Enosh descended from the podium to the sound of applause and
cheers, and gazes accompanied him as he made his way through the
crowded aisle, until he finally reached the back of the hall and
dropped into the chair next to Diotima's. She patted his hand
gently and smiled. Enosh smiled back and heaved a sigh of relief.
The students took note of the intimate relationship between the
senior teacher and her former pupil.

"You need to go and be tested by an
eye doctor," whispered Diotima to Enosh. Enosh's room was not far
from the lecture hall, and they took advantage of the break to walk
around in the yard and drink a cold beverage. Diotima's entourage
trudged after them.

"Excuse me"?

"Didn't you see the looks she was
giving you?" asked Diotima.

"Who"?

"Enough! Come on, even an eye
doctor couldn't help you".

"Are you talking about the girl who
crossed our path"?

"Her and the ten before her".

Enosh went quiet out of
embarrassment. He didn't want Diotima to start nosing into his
business, but he said nothing.

"What's the matter?" Diotima went
on, "You don't like the look of her? Maybe she isn't smart
enough"?

"She actually didn't look bad at
all," replied Enosh.

"So if you like the look of her,
why are you traipsing around with an old woman instead of going
after her"?

"Today is dedicated only to you,"
said Enosh, and they both knew he was avoiding the topic. "Besides,
how do you know she's interested"?

"At the height of my dignified age,
I know a thing or two about consciousness and its signs. As she
passed by us, her mouth opened, her pupils dilated, her skin
blushed, the small cough"…

"Okay, okay," he stopped her.

"Her walk became unstable, her hand
pushed her hair behind her ear, she looked down to her
cleavage"…

"Stop, enough." Enosh began to
laugh and Diotima joined him.

The entourage stayed outside when
they entered Enosh's room. Luka ran to Enosh happily and licked his
hands.

"Hello Luka, good dog." Enosh bent
down and stroked his head.

"Are you sure you've got a dog
underneath that walking carpet?" Diotima joked as she petted Luka
affectionately. The room looked like a battle had been waged in it.
The floor was covered in books and paperwork, charcoal pencils and
pencil shavings rolled around in the corners. On the shelves, there
was a thin layer of dust mixed in with dog hair. The walls were
filled with diagrams. It was clear that Enosh preferred to sketch
his diagrams directly on the wall with charcoal pencils, and only
later to transfer them to the computer. When he wanted to erase
something or to fix it, he painted the place in white and wrote on
it again. The complicated diagrams described relationship and
consciousness processes in topological language. Enosh had taught
topology, the use of graphic language to express logical ideas even
before he came to the Socratics. He had always been interested in
connecting dots into lines, to areas, to bodies, to dimensions, and
into the processes that apply to topological elements, like
unification, separation and intersection. The paradoxical shapes
that represent logic beyond the possibilities of visual
representation fascinated him. He was charmed by the views of Bohm,
a quantum physicist from the middle of the twentieth century,
according to which the world was made up of far more than can be
described visually. He used his topological knowledge for
consciousness healing by mapping out the components in the
patient's mind. He outlined the process of the creation of
consciousness, the creation of the faith in the difference between
inside and outside, relations of attraction and pleasure, and
relationships between partners and rivals. He drew structures of
dual relationships, three-way relationships, and so on, more and
more complicated, and super-dimensional data about society,
politics and religion. Some of the diagrams, the largest, were only
theoretical, and included only the letters that represented
elements in the processes of consciousness as well as the arrows of
flow charts connecting them. Other, smaller sketches were
accompanied by encrypted text and described consciousness processes
with details from specific patients. In the breaks between
patients, he would scrawl down his thoughts and that was how he
prepared for his next session.

Enosh didn't feel any embarrassment
at Diotima's scrutiny. She knew him well anyway, and knew that he
didn't keep things in order. On the other hand, in the treatment
room beside his living room, the walls were pristine and colored in
warm, soothing earthy colors, and order prevailed above all.

"Madam Defense Minister, a cold
beer or whiskey with ice"?

"Cold water for me. I still need to
lecture today".

"Could it be that you're nervous?"
Enosh mocked her.

"Of course, like a little girl,"
she smiled at him. "I reserve the right to a beer for after the
lecture".

Enosh took a balloon of beer and a
balloon of cold water out of the refrigerator. He handed the water
to Diotima who sat on one of the sofas. She ripped the corner of
the balloon with her teeth and suckled distractedly.

"It seems to me that it's not just
the lecture that you're nervous about. There's something else in
the air".

"You see everything!" She
protested.

"Tell me"?

"Later, when we get to the beer."
She took a sip of water. "Well, Professor, when will you finally
make time for love?" she returned to the same subject.

Out of habit, Enosh stroked Luka,
who pushed his snout into his hand.

"That's what I love about Luka,"
said Enosh, "he never bothers me with questions like that".

"Seriously, Enosh. Love is
important. Our friendship is important. Let me get involved in your
life".

"Patience, my dear," replied Enosh,
"I'm sure that when I'm ready for love, the right girl will be in
place".

They continued talking. Enosh told
her about a new series of lectures he was planning for his
exceptional students, and Diotima complained about the difficulty
of achieving her goals embroiled in the bureaucracy and intrigues
of the government.

"Alright, if you've finished your
beer, we'd better get back to the hall, otherwise you'll be late
for my lecture", she said.

Enosh chuckled. "Do you think I'd
mess around with you?! Even when you didn't have the entire Atheist
fleet at your command it was dangerous to be late for your
class".

 


The Socratic Festival of Knowledge
lasted all day. The huge hall became more and more crowded.
Students peeked in through windows, others sat on the window ledge,
others sat on the floor in the aisles, and some even planned to sit
on the sides of the podium. On the wide grassy meadow, giant
screens had been installed which would broadcast the lectures to
the hundreds of students who could not get a place in the hall.

The climax of the festival was
Diotima's lecture on "consciousness healing in Ancient Cultures".
Diotima enjoyed standing in front of students at the Socratic
Academy again. Years before, when she had served as head of the
Socratic Academy, she was the most popular lecturer on the planet
thanks to her knowledge of ancient cultures and her ability to
clarify how to design new cultures. In those days, her position
allowed her to influence the shape of the Socratic culture. At a
certain stage, she understood that in order to influence the entire
Atheist planet, it was not enough to teach at the Socratic Academy.
She needed to be at the decision-making juncture. When she was
offered the position of Minister of Culture again, she accepted.
She showed leadership, instigated a revolution when she was able to
take advantage of political opportunities, and thus arrived at her
current position, Minister of Defense.

 


"I am happy to stand here before
you again, Scholars of consciousness. For me this is an opportunity
to sharpen history to one specific aspect, the history of
Consciousness. Today we will speak about consciousness healing in
the ancient world." Everyone in the hall was in full attention. All
those present were focused on her voice, a hypnotizing voice that
demanded attention. A voice that broadcast power, no less than
wisdom and authority.

"Who knows as you do that there is
no reality that is not dependent on the subjectivity of the
beholder, or in your case, the position of the healer. Therefore
arises the question, from what standpoint should we observe the
ancient world? You would not be wrong if you said we must take the
only relevant standpoint for us, our standpoint today. Indeed, what
distorts our standpoint? You wouldn't be wrong if you answered that
our standpoint only exists if it is distorted, like every
standpoint. And still, what must we remove from our standpoint to
make it less biased, less driven by the will to see something
specific and ignore something else? Allow me to open with an
introduction taken from the middle of history, the topic of which
is Monotheism, and the connection between it and blindness, and
then I will return to our topic, consciousness healing in the
ancient world.

"The belief in one God appeared
first with the Atenistic Pharaohs, but was accepted and survived
amongst the ancient Hebrews. The God who was chosen at the
beginning to be the first, and later the only God, reflected the
megalomaniacal tendencies of the leader who stood at the head of
the nation, Tut Akhenaton, and then Moses. What monotheism
instigated in the consciousness is a diversion to belief in one
true approach. This condescending approach blinded one culture from
looking at another culture.

"Monotheism, mixed with
imperialistic urges from the days of Greece and Rome, created the
Byzantine Empire on one side, and Militant Islam on the other. We
all know how this led to the creation of the Eastern Bloc and the
Western Bloc, to the Human-Gods' Wars, and eventually, to the
destruction of Earth. What we may know less is that science itself
is based on monotheistic belief. Science may have taken God out of
the equation as far as the source of knowledge, but it did not
cancel the exclusivity of a monotheistic God. Quite the opposite:
the One and Only God lives on safely until today in the monolithic
form of science.

"When we read the clay tablets that
the Ancient Sumerians left us, to teach us about supernatural
powers as part of their Theory of Consciousness, I would request
that you de-identify with the scientific standpoint that like
Atheism, ranks itself above all others. I would request that you
give full credit to polytheistic cultures as having access to
knowledge that escapes science".

Diotima stopped for a moment, drank
from the glass of water that lay before her on the lectern, and
scanned the faces of the students. Like every lecturer, she too was
afraid that her listeners would find no interest in her words.

"Now, after we have taken a cursory
glance at history from its middle until our time, we will return to
the beginning. Mesopotamian Clay tablets from three thousand five
hundred years before the Christian era teach us how even then they
were involved with consciousness healing. It was called "Oil
Medicine", and its parallel, healing of the body, was called "Water
Medicine". We read about symptoms which Oil healing base their
origin in the consciousness, and the treatment for them is through
the consciousness, in ways that are surprisingly similar to our own
Socratic ways. Please refer to the entities known as consciousness
patterns, Gods, demons or symptoms as similar entities, just as
different metaphors, which are no less valid.

How did the oil healer work? He was
a storyteller. He used familiar images of demons and Gods and
integrated them into a story in which the patient was a part; as
the plot developed, the story became a drama that the patient was
living, and so the symptom was cured when the plot was resolved.
The oil healer preferred not to use demons and Gods. He tried first
of all to make the patient see his sickness as an expression of a
conflict within his own desires. If he succeeded in this, the
patient could consciously choose between his conflicting desires,
with all the sacrifices involved in that choice. If the healer did
not succeed in this approach, he turned to demons.

"Demons harass humans. They
infiltrate their lives with orders and demands, abuse them, and
most importantly, they appear as external sources. Even if the
patient is gripped by demons residing within him, their source is
still external.

"The topologists among you,"
Diotima smiled at Enosh, "will of course be able to appreciate the
importance of the use of demons to divide the expanse of the
consciousness between inside and out. The use of demons allows the
patient to cope with his own desires without being forced to
recognize them. I'm sorry to tell those of you who think they
invented something new that the desires that inflame you
youngsters, are not young. The number of desires is as the number
of demons, which teaches us that the ancients had no less desires
than any of us." The students laughed and dispelled the tension
that had been in the air until then from Diotima's mere presence,
her being one of the most influential people on Dust.

"If the healer did not succeed in
getting rid of the demon, he would call upon a God. The God was the
second choice for two reasons. Firstly because he was farther away
from man, and his use encompassed a grave failure on the side of
the patient who would not take responsibility for his desires, and
secondly because the God wants nothing from man. God, by
definition, lacks nothing, and certainly does not need anything
from humans. It is the man or the healer who turns to the God with
requests, and that is exactly his duty – to be the recipient of the
request.

"I will again command the focus of
the topologists. Man and God sustain a structure which includes the
man as a petitioner, God as a recipient, and the prayer or request
as the letter. The true purpose of this structure is the
ratification of the wording of the request".

Diotima drew on the computer screen
sitting on the podium and the diagram appeared on the screens next
to each seat in the hall and on the screen behind her.

 




 


"The oil healer would weave a story
through which the request would pass on the steps of the pantheon
of the Gods, and the changes that occurred in the request as it
passed from step to step illustrated the changes in will in its
different wordings. The oil healer and the patient would weave the
story together and include in it themselves, the demons, and the
appropriate Gods. Sometimes it would also include people close to
the patient. The healing occurred while defining the request, the
desire. The healer would express the desires of the demons and
their responses and interpret their words through clues that he
discovered by casting runes, reading the liver of animals, or
observation of cloud forms.

"I will demonstrate for you again,
by topological means, this triangular relationship.



 


"First of all, we must phrase the
problem in terms of the demon's constant demands. For instance:
'the demon wants to suck the life-force from the man'. Next, we
phrase the request to be released from the demon, and this is
directed to the God. For instance: 'Inana, Goddess of Uruk, please
distance this demon from me'. The part of the story which must be
completed, in order to set the triangle in motion, is the phrasing
of the will of the God toward the demon, in order to force the
demon to release the human. For instance, 'I, Inana, Goddess of
Uruk command you, the demon, to release human kind and return to
your place in the netherworld.'

"If you look at the triangular
cycle of the relationships, you will note that there is no one
starting point. Admittedly the starting point of the healer is the
need of the person who turned to him, but this is an arbitrary
starting point. It could just as easily be started with the need of
the demon who wants the Goddess to turn to him. We can also phrase
it like this: The problem nesting in the human is the attempt of
the demon to petition the God, through the human. The human's job
is to make the God deal with the demon".

In the silence that prevailed when
she finished speaking, not a single student said a word.

"If everything's clear, I'll
continue," she mocked them.

The packed hall was silent. Diotima
waited patiently.

"Yes," the Minister of Defense
pointed to a young student in the middle of the hall who raised her
hand tentatively.

The student rose. "Madam Defense
Minister… If in our Atheist culture there are no Gods, and God
serves as a recipient, how are we supposed to phrase our requests
if there is no address for our prayers? The second question is: how
do you see the future of the Atheistic planet in light of the lack
of God?" She sat down, her face flushed.

The fidgeting, chairs scraping and
murmurs in the hall testified to the unease that had been awakened
amongst the Atheist audience.

Diotima smiled fondly at the
student who had dared to open the discussion. After thinking for a
moment, she answered: "The prayer, wish, or desire, are formulated
on the back of the carrier wave, which is like an arrow leaving the
human and aimed at the target, which is the God. This is much like
a message carried on the back of a frequency that is broadcast out
and aimed at a receiver. The Atheists are no different from the
believers because they need the three points, the starting point, a
vector, and a target. The difference is in the fact that while the
believer sends his messages to God, the Atheist aims his messages
at the lack of a God. This is even more complicated, but it's still
possible. Just the same as a poet finds it easier to write to a
reader, but he could also write to a drawer.

"As for the future of the Atheist
society, I anticipate that it will reconnect with the theistic
cultures and there will be a search for a common denominator, which
for the meantime I will call 'compassion', with all the caution
necessary not to turn humans into a substitute for God. Having said
that, I'm not ruling out the return of God to the scene".

She knew the effect her words would
have. Enosh looked at her in surprise. Diotima was no longer
committed to the official discourse, because she no longer served
as the head of the Socratic Academy, but he had not dreamed she
would voice such heresy in such a public forum. A rustle of
surprise tinged with anger went through the audience, but as soon
as Diotima began to speak again, quiet descended once more on the
hall.

"I know you're surprised, but think
for a moment: God left the cultural arena because he took upon
himself destructive human qualities. In the period of survival,
giving him up was necessary, but it was not done in vain.
Meaninglessness plagues of that caused mental illness, first and
foremost depression and suicide were running rampant on Dust. The
Materialism that replaced meaning created economic polarization and
poverty. The time has not yet come, but in time, we will have to
choose whether to let go, or to adopt all the more forcefully our
prejudices against God".

The applause began little by
little, hesitantly. Diotima noticed that a few students had left in
protest and a mild concern crossed her mind. But the applause grew,
and most of the students were on their feet.

 


Enosh placed two balloons of beer
on the stone table in the shade of the awning in his small garden.
They bit off the corners of the balloons and drank thirstily. He
was silent, waiting patiently.

"Your silence is urging me on more
than words," she said.

Enosh continued to be silent and
smiled. The look on Diotima's face changed.

"This time I came not only to
arouse your students into theological arguments and annoy you. I
also came to worry you," she said seriously. The Minister of
Defense got up, walked around and looked around the garden filled
with green foliage and blossoming trees and again noted to herself
the huge difference between his well-kept garden and his hidden
room. She began to speak with her back still turned to him.

"I don't agree with the
materialistic ideology of the Atheist government, even though I am
a part of it. We, the Socratics, have contributed much to the
understanding of planetary problems on Dust in the past, and also
in the present".

Enosh still could not guess what
she would say.

She sat down at the stone table,
leaned forward, and looked into Enosh's eyes. "By virtue of my
position as Minister of Defense, I have information that has been
given to few people so far, and kept impeccably thus far. I trust
you to keep this absolutely secret".

"Of course." His curiosity
grew.

"The Gnostics are plotting an
invasion of the Pythagorean Samos".

"What?" he was shocked. "What for?
They wouldn't dare! How do you know"?

"I cannot divulge that to you in
the meantime. The information comes from a number of sources and we
are treating it as entirely reliable. According to the intelligence
we have, we're expecting an invasion in a year's time".

"A year? So soon?" he asked,
worriedly.

"There are those who think it will
happen in three years, but we have decided to act according to the
worst case scenario. You're probably wondering why I'm bringing
this to your attention".

"I'm not just wondering about
that".

"I need your help," she said. "I
had a very difficult conversation with President Filan," she
continued.

"Filan knows you're approaching
me?" he asked in surprise. Filan had been the Atheistic president
for many years, and identified with the materialistic ideology that
it supported. Enosh had ceased the provocations he had organized in
his youth against the government, but leveled harsh criticism at it
whenever he appeared in the media. Filan hinted from time to time
that the danger of God could grow among the Socratics. Filan
understood that from within the Socratic intellectuals, a spiritual
leader could rise up who would sweep away Atheists suffering from
emptiness.

"Absolutely. He knows".

"Why do the Gnostics want to invade
Samos"?

"The Pythagoreans on Samos have
advanced a lot in the development of their processor in recent
years. They can create almost any matter," she replied.

"I don't understand. So fast? The
world is only just digesting the theory behind the processor".

"Yes, I was surprised too. In any
case, the Gnostics want to take control of the processor for their
own purposes, and the danger is clear".

"And since when do the Pythagoreans
interest Filan?" he asked. Filan was known for his hostility toward
any religious culture, and the Pythagoreans in particular.

"Filan's original plan was to take
control of the particle processor himself. Think what material
luxuries the owner of the processor could make for himself. His
plan was to deepen the Atheistic anxiety about the Pythagorean
mission to such an extent that it would justify a war against them.
Public opinion would never accept a war against the pacifists
without the right background, but with an anti-missionary
atmosphere, the Atheists could both strike at the dangerous
missionaries, and also enjoy the plunder".

"So then Filan wants to grab the
processor before the Gnostics have the chance"?

"Yes, that's what he wants, but
he's not planning to do it. He understands that he can't raise the
public support for that. In fact, his plan is to fight the Gnosis.
That's where you come into the picture".

"He wants me to burn Pythagorean
credit cards"?

She laughed for a moment,
remembering his youthful protests, and then became serious again.
"Filan wants to execute a preemptive strike, to send the fleet and
destroy all the Gnostic invasive force. The Gnostic reaction won't
be long in coming, and thus we will be dragged into an ongoing
conflict the likes of which haven't been seen since the Human-Gods'
Wars".

"Yes, but Filan knows that too,
doesn't he"?

"Maybe, but right now the processor
is his top priority. In his eyes, it's a new resource that will get
us out of our financial failures," she answered.

"He's more dangerous than I
thought. I didn't know he was capable of making decisions like
that," said Enosh with sadness.

"I convinced Filan to give you, the
Socratics, a chance to deal with the tricky problem".

"What?" He was surprised. "How did
you manage"?

"I can't reveal everything right
now. Filan is my problem. The Gnostics are a problem for us all."
Diotima's despondent face worried him more than her words. Diotima
had dealt with some tough crises before, but he had never seen her
so worried and anxious.

"But you know the Gnostics will
never give in. The only way to dissuade them from their plan is to
eliminate them. The pacifistic Pythagoreans would never agree to
fight, even if their survival was dependent on it".

"That's why I'm here. In the known
civilizations, there is no greater expert than you on the subject
of consciousness. We need your assistance to influence the
Pythagoreans to converse with the Gnostics or at least to protect
themselves with our help".

Enosh thought quietly. A few
minutes earlier he had still been in a festive mood, inspired by
the Festival of Knowledge, and here, in a sharp about turn, he was
now pondering the complex problem Diotima had presented to him. His
brain was working feverishly – he had always enjoyed the challenge
presented to him by tough problems. Finally he said, "There is no
chance we can persuade the Pythagoreans to abandon pacifism. Maybe
we should fight the Gnostics unilaterally".

"Filan wants to promote the
military option in order to take over the processor. We need to
make sure that every diplomatic option has been tried before that.
It's possible that I'll be forced to lead an offensive on the
forces of the Gnosis, but I must be careful that Filan does not
gain personally from such an attack," she said, and he nodded. "I
fear that after he eliminates the Gnostics, Filan might try to take
control of the processor himself".

Enosh nodded again.

"The aim here is to avoid war. We
need to find a way of influencing the Pythagoreans and the
Gnostics. You know of the historical loathing between them".

"I know it well. How do you expect
to solve a conflict seared into both sides for so many years?"
asked Enosh.

"Now do you understand why I came
to you?" asked Diotima.

"I never thought I'd regret meeting
you".

 


 



CHAPTER 6




“Sophia
here. All is well. Samos is functioning well. How are you?”

She waited as the message traversed
through space to reach Planet Octavia and return from it with a
slight delay.

“Hello, Sophia. Nicomachus here,”
answered the supervisor in charge of communication with the space
stations. “All is well here. The citrus is at the peak of bloom,
the latest space station is currently underway and the good Lord is
smiling down on us in a clear way.” That was the Pythagoreans' way
of saying that there were no disasters. Were there disasters, he
would have said that the good Lord was smiling down on them in a
way that was beyond their understanding. “How can I be of
service?”

“Did you happen to send us a ship
from Octavia or from one of the Pythagorean bases?”

“As you are well aware, every
Pythagorean visit is coordinated with you ahead of time, but let me
check and see if there was some sort of error.”

Sophia waited a few seconds.

“According to the computer's log,
the last ship that was sent your way arrived three months ago. Why
do you ask?”

“A single Pythagorean ship has
arrived without prior coordination. The sole passenger of the ship
is a male suffering from space amnesia.”

“I gather that you moored his ship
and brought him up to the station,” said Nicomachus sharply,
cutting short the relaxed atmosphere.

“He was unconscious and lacked the
means to navigate the ship. I exercised my judgment as master of
the station and decided to bring him in,” Sophia said with
conviction. “I will send you the ship's identification number and
would appreciate it if you could locate its origin.”

To Nicomachus' chagrin, he could
only respond matter-of-factly, “Wait a minute or two.” He hoped
that the station would not come to any harm due to her negligence.
This was uncharacteristic of Sophia. 'I should notify headquarters
immediately,' he thought to himself. To her surprise, Nicomachus'
critical tone did not unsettle her; she was confident in her
decision. Nicomachus continued in the same reproachful tone as he
relayed the ship's details. Her fears were confirmed. It was a
Pythagorean ship that had been stolen from an airfield base in Zur,
one of Octavia's outermost moons.

“Thank you, Nicomachus. Goodbye,
Octavia.”

“Goodbye, Samos.”

 


Sofia continued her usual routine
as master of the station. She managed the scientists' meeting,
which dealt with upgrading the mobile version of the simulator;
after that, she marked the progress of the students in the advanced
stages of the engineering track; she complimented the culinary
technician on his menu enrichment program; and finally, she dropped
in to visit the stranger at the information system station,
whereupon she sensed some sort of unease.

The stranger had been through some
rough days. He tried not to let it show on the outside, but inside
a storm was raging. He alternated between depression, rooted in his
inability to recall who he was, and the fear that he would never
remember. In practice, he did not totally lose his memory. He spoke
Interstellar fluently. He knew that he must brush his teeth. He
remembered the social codes of language and dress. He knew how to
greet the people at the station and how to engage in small talk.
But in spite of all this, he still could not recall who he was and
where he came from. He felt displaced and alone. He spent most of
his time learning history in hopes that some detail would jog his
memory. When he wandered through the station, he wondered what his
own home looked like. The exaggerated serenity of the station felt
almost inhuman to him. 'Inhuman compared to what?' he asked
himself. 'Compared to some awareness buried deep inside me, albeit
inaccessible.' He tried not to think too much, not to sink into
frustration. 'I must focus on my studies and have faith that
everything will fall into place.'

When Sophia came to visit him, he
was learning a chapter of Neo-Pythagorean history. Her eyes lit up
when she saw that he was happy to see him.

“How are you?” she asked him.

He enthusiastically recounted how
he wandered the corridors of the station for hours learning about
his new home, expressed his admiration of the Pythagorean
technology and architecture: how the solid spheres wrapped around
each other and how the passage between them was carried out via the
elevators. He still could not grasp the phenomenon that no matter
what direction the elevator traveled, it emerged right side up
despite Samos' spherical shape. Sophia explained that the
elevator's bottom was always aligned toward the station's center of
gravity. If it remained relative to the center of gravity, it could
never flip over. The advanced technology went hand in hand with the
design. The pearly hues, the curvature of the walls and the
harmonious music fostered a sense of tranquility.

“I'm glad that you like it here,”
she said and continued, as though in defiance to Octavia, “let me
show you more.” She took his hand in hers and led him through the
station's corridors out of the database, until they reached a
circular space that was colored in shades of light brown and
interspersed with various objects.

“This is the collection of
samples,” said Sophia from behind him.

“Samples?”

“Yes. These are the samples created
by the processor.”He saw a red hibiscus flower buzzing with
honeybees, a swordtail fish adorned with a fan of blue and green
fins swimming inside a round bubble that was floating in space, as
well as a model of a solar system complete with planets orbiting
the central star.

“The processor created all of these
things?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“In the meantime, just try to enjoy
the items' form, beauty, harmony and symmetry. That will help you
relax and will heal your thoughts; for there is healing power in
orderliness.”

The stranger breathed deeply and
looked around with interest. He listened to the wonderful
harmonies. “Is music central to your lives?”

Sophia touched the bubble of water
and the swordtail brushed her fingers with its tail. When she
retracted her finger, the water bubble rippled and returned to
place.

“It is very central. All the
Pythagorean children are musically composed by the time they turn
twelve."

"composed?"

"Yes, when a Pythagorean child is
born, we locate sixty heavenly bodies that traverse a twelve-year
orbit that are closest to him at the time of his birth. After these
twelve years, the planetary movement is transcribed into musical
notation. My mother, Orithea the musician, is the one who arranges
the music,” she said proudly. “She weaves each Pythagorean into his
unique cosmic destiny and then plays its music to him.”

“Can I hear your melody?”

Sophia moved from the swordtail
toward the model of the solar system. She touched one of the
spheres and set the entire system in motion. “Computer, play
'Sophia's melody'.”

With mouth agape, the stranger
listened to the delicate combination of notes caressing him with
penetrating richness. He heard the roll of thunder, the babble of
brooks over rounded river rocks, the vibration of strings and the
howling of the wind. Sophia's voice also blended into the symphony.
The music rose, weakened and then escalated once more, but this
time bore motifs of disharmony that only served to emphasize the
beauty of the music. The stranger felt himself melting at the
beauty of the music.

“Did you like it?” asked Sophia
shyly.

“Yes, it was extremely moving. Did
your mother compose it?”

“Yes, not only for me but for all
the Pythagoreans. We each have our own melody.”

“Where do the notes come from?”

“That is the music that the station
plays when its spheres are turning. In order to play the piece, I
drew the notes of my own melody from the station's sounds.”

The swordtail drew closer to the
edge of its water bubble and shot him a quick glance. The stranger
turned to the solar model that was spinning in space.

“In your melody, I noticed
beautiful disharmonious notes. Where did these sounds come from if
the heavenly bodies are meant to be perfectly harmonious?”

Sophia's face fell and the stranger
was taken aback. He sensed that he touched upon a nerve.

'My song is damaged,' she thought
to herself, 'but that is none of his business.' She coughed lightly
and looked away from him. She never talked about this. The movement
of the heavenly bodies that corresponds to each Pythagorean child
is not just a metaphor for the cosmic order and Orpheus' law; it is
a melody that accompanies him throughout his life, which defines
him and completely delineates his life. Upon her birth, sixty
heavenly bodies were chosen to accompany her. One of them was an
arid planet that orbited a broad path around a small yellow sun.
When she was six years old, an asteroid the size of a small moon
slammed into the planet and shifted it off of its course. When her
melody was composed, there was a noticeable dissonance in it. A
defect.

“Disharmony, as its name suggests,
is a disruption of harmony,” she answered him finally.

“But that dissonance I just heard
is beautiful!” he protested. “It only serves to emphasize the
holistic beauty of the melody,” he said and looked at her in a way
that reminded her of Thales.

Sophia was silent. The stranger
decided not to pressure her and instead steered the conversation
toward the subject of her family once more.

“And how did your father come to be
part of the Pythagoreans?”

Her voice was flat now, perhaps due
to her grief regarding her planet. “My father was not born
Pythagorean. He came with his mother to Octavia when he was eight
years old. They were among the few refugees that the Pythagoreans
liberated from Earth.”

“What does he do?”

“He was a cosmographer.”

“Was?”

“Yes. Pythagoras was not just a
theorist. He wandered for thirty eight years studying with the
Phoenicians, Hebrews, Canaanites, Egyptians, Babylonians and
Persians before returning to the island where he was born, Samos in
Greece. Cosmography is an intrinsic part of the Pythagorean
mission.”

“Hence the name of the
station.”

“Precisely. My father's name was
Atar. He continued Pythagoras' work by conducting research
expeditions. He was sent to Earth in order to collect samples of
life for the processor's database. Before he disappeared, he and
his colleagues managed to send many samples. The hibiscus that you
saw was created based on the formula we derived from the samples he
sent.” She stated the facts pragmatically but the stranger could
sense the emotional turmoil she was suppressing.

“Disappeared?”

“Yes. He went out on an expedition
to collect water flora from the marshes of Uruk and disappeared
without a trace. His colleagues suspected that he was kidnapped by
Gnostics.”

“I'm sorry,” he said sadly.

Sophia did not appear to be sad. “A
short while afterwards, an enormous explosion occurred and the
Gnostic compound in Uruk, along with thousands of Gnostics who
inhabited it, was wiped off the face of the Earth. We believe that
my father perished in the explosion, though there is no
verification of this.”

The stranger was taken aback by her
lack of expressive emotion. “Aren't you sad about his death?”

“That's just how we are. We believe
that he fulfilled his purpose in time and space. That was his
body's destiny and now he has moved on to a different vessel,
another incarnation, another mission in his journey.”

He did not want to cause her pain
but his curiosity was getting the better of him, so he asked,
“Don't you miss him?”

The corners of her mouth curled
downwards. Her eyes revealed sadness but her carefully crafted
words were calculated and deliberate. “My father was a hero. One of
the pioneers of space and life exploration. He gave his life for
his mission. The Pythagoreans name their children Atar in his honor
and there are space stations named for him as well. His memory
lives on in us.”

“But he was first and foremost your
father, no?” Although he could clearly see that he was causing her
distress, he was unable to stop himself. He could not understand
what compelled him to hurt her so, but he could not control his
urge. Even her cautionary glances did not deter him. “You were left
without a father. An orphan. A dead hero is no replacement for a
live father,” he persisted.

“Enough! It is none of your
business. I see that you also seem to have forgotten how to behave
toward your hosts,” she said with controlled anger.

He regretted his intrusiveness and
curiosity. “I'm sorry. It’s not my place to judge you. I don't even
know my own identity and certainly have no right to interfere with
the conventions of your brotherhood.” In his heart, however, he did
not believe that she felt no grief for her father.

He noted the growing disparity
expressed by her body language, her restlessness and her escalating
voice in contrast with her measured responses. “The brotherhood
provides us with everything we need. I do not lack a father. I have
the entire brotherhood.”

He tried to touch her shoulder
comfortingly but she was like stone.

“Excuse me. I have a lot of work
ahead of me and will visit you later.”

His eyes followed her out of the
room.

 


Decades earlier, Atar experienced
the shock of his encounter with Earth. Of all the Pythagoreans in
Octavia, no one could have prepared him for what he was about to
experience. Atar had never contemplated the fragile nature of
Pythagorean serenity, or that the peaceful composure he had brought
with him from Octavia would be contaminated by the white skies and
black lightning that enveloped Earth.

Atar was the first Pythagorean to
return to Earth since the exile of Orpheus. He had done his
research in the database and read about Calcutta in the twentieth
century: the limbless children aimlessly wandering from place to
place, the corpses rotting in the streets and the hunger-swollen
stomachs. But in contrast to the airport, God still existed in
Calcutta. The Indians still believed that this was their destined
place in the cosmic order, their karma. The glazed looks on the
faces of the semi-limbless bodies that clutched his clothing as he
exited the airport did not appear to belong to any semblance of
order. Mesopotamian Uruk, the mythological paradise, was just like
the rest of the planet now: the most cursed place that human
history had ever known. He felt—not without a certain sense of
guilt—a glimmer of joy in thinking that the Pythagoreans had been
spared the bitter fate that had befallen Earth. He shook these
feeling away, as it was improper for a Pythagorean to harbor such
thoughts, but did so with a sort of clemency; usually, Pythagoreans
had no reason to cope with the harsh realities of earth.

The Pythagoreans had every reason
to disconnect themselves from the Gnostics on Earth. As it were,
Adamas, founder of Gnosticism, stole the formula for the constant
of creation, An, and established the Gnosis on Earth. Did Orpheus
have any legitimate alternative to his decision to do what he did?
Furthermore, Earth could offer nothing to the Pythagoreans aside
from being a burden. But now, eighty years later, the master of
Octavia decided that it was worthwhile to try and rescue whatever
remains of life that had survived on Earth. Atar volunteered for
the position.

He made his way through the putrid
human mass as he exited the airport. People screamed in languages
he did not understand, grabbed at the edges of his clothing and
begged him for something he could not make out. Perhaps money?
Food? He noticed a bizarre sense of pride in the way they
emphasized their open and purulent wounds, as if the scars of their
missing limbs were merely decorative tattoos. As if they were
requesting money in exchange for the pleasure he was to gain from
beholding their wounds. They even tried to bite him. 'What do they
want?' he speculated.

He walked through a narrow passage
to a protected area enclosed by a chain link fence. The human mass
pressed up against the fence. Fingers clutched the cage that had
closed upon him and imprisoned him inside while imprisoning them
outside. A driver in a brown uniform led him to a hovercraft in the
exact same shades of brown. He introduced himself as the
representative of the Earth Transportation Corporation, opened the
door of the passenger's cabin and pointed to a box containing
sickness bags, tissues and water bottles. After he vomited in the
bag and drank some water, Atar wondered how the driver knew that he
needed to vomit. It appeared that this was a common reaction among
strangers toward the shock of Earth.

“Is this your first time on Earth?”
asked the driver in a rough Earthly accent.

“Because I vomited?”

“No, just asking. People vomit even
on their twentieth visit to Earth. If you weren't raised here, you
won't get used to it. You've got a bit on your sleeve there.”

Atar used a tissue to wipe off the
blood and pus that had stuck to the sleeve of his silver suit. He
did not know if his eyes were tearing up due to sorrow, disgust or
the effort involved in repetitive vomiting.

“Why did I need this,” he muttered
aloud.

“What did you say?” asked the
driver.

“Nothing, nothing, just talking to
myself.”

The hovercraft passed over ruined
buildings and metallic blue oily swamps. Here and there, he saw
people marching along the highways at a distance that was
kilometers away from any visible settlement, as if they came from
nowhere and were on their way to nowhere. A distant building in the
shape of a step pyramid, a red ziggurat, materialized on the
horizon.

 


Four months passed. He had found a
place to live as well as a laboratory, welcomed his junior
associates who arrived a month after he did and even managed to
prepare one shipment of samples of plants to Octavia. One day,
while plucking a small narcissus flower and bulb out of the mud, he
suffered a severe blow to the nape that caused him to momentarily
lose consciousness. Three Gnostics bound his hands behind his back.
Atar was dragged by his captors, who trampled through a muddy clay
channel covered in a layer of tar. They hurled him roughly into the
swamp hovercraft.

“What do you want from me? Who are
you?” he asked in alarm.

“Shut your mouth!” roared the
tallest captor.

Atar's heart was beating furiously:
Why are they kidnapping me? For ransom? Slavery? Or perhaps a fate
worse than that?

“How much money do you want?” he
asked in a trembling voice.

“Shut your mouth! We won't warn you
again,” answered the tall one and landed a quick fist into Atar's
abdomen. Atar struggled to breathe. He tried to maintain his cool
while praying to the stars. But the knowledge that he had been
captured by Gnostics only exacerbated the sense of horror that
engulfed him.

After they had travelled for about
an hour through the dense reeds, they reached the Gnostic compound
in Uruk. It was an island of order amid the sea of chaos that
surrounded it. Its breadth was enormous and was surrounded by
swamps, as well as a tall electric fence that enclosed its concrete
walls dotted with manned watchtowers. The air hung thickly with the
odor of burnt crude oil. An eye peered through a peephole in the
huge steel gate.

The three men led him down a path
between tall black buildings. Though he was nearly paralyzed with
fear, his curiosity was still aroused. He wondered about the lack
of doors or windows on these buildings. To his surprise, he saw a
group of children who appeared to be four or five years old,
marching in groups like soldiers following an adult. When the
children noticed the men, they froze in place and only resumed
marching after receiving a nod from his captors.

When they descended the stairs to
the underground level, he understood why they had no need for
doors. He beheld a sprawling web of crisscrossing corridors with
cars shuttling between them, carrying people and equipment in and
out of the various openings. They put him onto one of the metal
cars, which rattled down a path for a minute, and then they
disembarked.

They placed him on the cold
concrete floor of a dark room and slammed the door shut as they
exited. Despite the darkness, he could make out a table and four
chairs. The more time passed, the more he convinced himself that he
was never going to make it out of this place. 'I am the first
Pythagorean to arrive at the Gnostic compound. I have no chance of
getting out of here alive. I must find a way to contact Octavia.
This is not how I intended to die. What will happen to my daughter
Sophia and my wife Orithea? I need to calm down, to stay focused
and alert. Who knows what these savages want from me? Maybe I do
stand a chance after all.' Atar breathed deeply and went over the
notes of his melody in his head.

Suddenly, he noticed a black scarab
beetle rolling a ball of dung and digging into a crack in the earth
between the concrete floor and the wall. It's no wonder, he mused,
that the ancient Egyptians believed that the sun was rolled across
the sky by a scarab beetle. It was no wonder that they attributed
the cyclical harmony of life to this sanctified symbol. Atar was
grateful to the beetle for reminding him of the perfect cycle of
the universe, even in dung.

A blinding light came on. Atar
blinked and finally saw three Gnostics in shining uniforms enter
the room. They looked older and more senior than his kidnappers.
They stood next to him.

The middle one began in a cold,
stern voice, “I am Nergal, father of the ship of Uruk. This is the
chief of headquarters, Neti, and this is the chief scientist, Sin.”
Nergal was average height, thin and gaunt, sporting gray hair and
stubble. His black uniform was covered in armor made of shining
metal plates. His colleagues did not wear armor. Neti was wide and
solidly built. Atar assumed that he was not very intelligent based
on the closeness of his eyes, but he could not be sure. Sin
appeared to be more human than the stern Nergal and the brutish
Neti. His facial features were delicate and his body type was
full.

“I am Atar the Pythagorean. I came
to Earth on a peaceful mission. I request that you release me at
once,” he said and rose to his feet. Nergal aimed a surprisingly
swift kick at him. He gestured to the other two Gnostics, who then
began to beat the writhing prisoner. Nergal sat down opposite
him.

“You cannot request anything!”
Nergal declared coldly. Atar could viscerally feel the sharp
laconicism of his words. What was the reason for this dry coldness
that emanated from them? Was it the severe Gnostic culture or
simply a manipulative tactic aimed to make him feel threatened? How
should he react to their severity? How should he interpret it? He
seared for clues in their facial expressions. He could only sense a
slight flicker in the eyes of Sin, the scientist. Perhaps
curiosity.

Since his capture, Atar had
repeated in his head the words that he was about to recite at this
moment. He decided that as long as they were receptive and willing
to listen to him talk, he should quickly take advantage of the
forum and say what he needed to say. “Thirty six years ago, the
founding fathers of our nations, Orpheus and Adamas, established
scientific communities built around the common goal of discovering
the constant of creation. Each community developed the formula, the
culture and the technology in its own unique way.” He sensed hints
of impatience around Nergal's tight lips and quickly skipped over
the obvious details in order to make his main point. “We respect
the differences between our cultures. We never wanted to harm the
Gnostics.”

“Liar!” thundered Nergal, “The
cursed Orpheus considered himself a king. He wanted to keep the
secrets of the universe only for himself and now you came here to
steal our knowledge as well? Oh yes, the most perfect of the
perfect,” he snorted sarcastically, “coming down to the gutter to
become even more perfect?”

Was it possible that they think I
came to Earth to steal their technological secrets, he reflected,
or are they just trying to intimidate me? He noticed, with an
awkward delight, that Sin and Neti seemed surprised at Nergal's
outburst. Nergal's apparent expression of humanity kindled a
strange feeling of optimism in him. Burning fury was better than
cool indifference.

“I have the authority to engage in
discussions about peace efforts between our communities,” said Atar
with forced composure.

“How will you make peace with us
lowlifes?” teased Nergal. “We, the inhabitants of Earth,
carnivores, interpreters of clay tablets, who bring sacrifices,
practice witchcraft and spells? How can you stand to look at the
reality of pain and emptiness from the ideal world in which you are
entrenched? Are you willing to accept the covenant of blood, the
blood ritual, or are you just speaking empty words?”

“What is the blood ritual?” asked
Atar, aware that he had begun to become entangled in the web but
had no way of backing out now.

“You claim you respect us? Then
prove to us that you are worthy of holding discussions with us.
Participate in our blood ritual.”

“What is the blood ritual?” Atar
asked again, repeating the question in the same tone as before.

Nergal glanced at Neti and the two
of them left the room. Sin and Atar sat in silence. “What will
happen now? What are you going to do to me?” He heard the fear
surfacing in his voice despite his efforts to hide it. Sin looked
straight into his eyes without saying a word. For about half an
hour, they sat, watching each other in silent torture. Atar tried
to guess what the 'blood ritual' was and what was to be considered
proof of his respect. How do these primitive people enact a blood
covenant? Do I have to pierce my ear, draw blood, cut or burn my
flesh? He hoped that he would be able to stand whatever it was.

Nergal entered the room followed by
Neti, holding a crate that was making rustling noises. The three of
them stood frozen, heads bowed, and murmured a few ritual words in
a language he did not understand. Atar bowed his head like them and
waited for them to turn their eyes toward him. When Nergal lowered
both his hands into the crate, Atar could scarcely breathe out of
suspense. In his right hand, Nergal grasped a slaughtering knife
and in his left he clutched the neck of a small black fluttering
chicken.

“In the name of the holy serpent,
Master of Light!” proclaimed Nergal. In one dramatic motion, he
sliced off the chicken's head and sucked the blood from his gaping
neck. He held on tightly to the headless chicken who was furiously
flailing his legs and wings, sending feathers flying all around.
Neti watched with obvious relish as Atar's face paled. Atar felt
his insides churning. Unanswerable questions flooded his brain:
'How much time do I have to weigh my words? How do I suppress my
disgust and make rational decisions? How come Sin did not react
with the same sadistic pleasure that Neti displayed? What must I do
according to the Pythagorean code? Is it permissible to participate
in the offering of sacrifices and consumption of living animals?
What will happen if I don't participate in the ritual? At best, I
will be exiled back to Octavia. At worst, I will be imprisoned
here. No, worse than that—they will kill me. And what will happen
if I do drink the blood? Will that indeed cause them to open up to
me? To trust me? Please forgive me, my Gods and my teachers;
forgive me, chicken. I have no choice but to act as my own witness,
to take a chance alone and act to the best of my ability.'

“This is a great honor that we
bestow upon you, Atar the Pythagorean,” said Nergal with
bloodstained lips and teeth, “an honor commensurate with the anger
and hatred we harbor toward you.” He pulled out the second flailing
chicken and placed it in Atar's hand, along with the knife that was
still dripping with blood. Horror seized Atar from the tips of his
fingers, which were wrapped around the chicken’s neck, down to his
very core. With great difficulty, he contained the overpowering
tremors and muttered heavily, “In the name of the holy serpent,
Master of Light.” He decapitated the chicken in one swift motion
and pressed his lips to the severed neck. The chicken convulsed in
his hands. The blood gushed from the slit throat in pulsing spurts,
spraying out onto his silver suit and staining it. He swallowed and
gulped the hot, salty and sticky blood; he felt himself reanimating
the life-force of the chicken into his own soul. He sensed how his
own life was running out.

“Come with me!” Nergal's voice
unsettled him and shook him back to reality.

Malaise gripped Atar as he laid the
beheaded and twitching chicken corpse on the floor alongside the
other corpse, which was still bleeding. He followed Nergal and Sin.
His brain was engrossed in attempting to comprehend what he had
just done and left him with little room to ponder his current
task.

Atar struggled to contain his
revulsion and fear and tried to engage his stunned and numb brain
in order to understand what was happening. Are they trying to make
me become Gnostic? Or perhaps humiliate me as a Pythagorean?

Nergal signaled to Neti to join him
but told Sin, “Take him to the facility.”

Something changed once Nergal and
Neti left—the dread lifted. It seemed like Sin's composure had
changed in some way. He was less tense. Atar cleaned the sticky
blood off his teeth with his tongue and tried to think rationally:
the ritual had not been a sacrificial offering. In most religions,
a sacrifice was part of a triangular relationship involving the
God, the man and the sacrifice—a sort of cyclical deal involving at
least three partners and usually a priest as well, serving the
function of intermediary. Here, there were only two parties, the
man and the chicken; there was no God here. There was hardly a man
here. Atar needed to suppress his fear again. He thought about his
purpose in this incarnation of life. What type of death should he
anticipate, and how? Would Nergal drink his blood as if he were a
chicken?

The sound of clattering cars could
be heard outside. He extracted himself from his anxiety with a
stoic perspective. It was as if he were watching himself from a
distance, far away in space, like a speck of dust on a grain of
sand called Earth. He consoled himself by thinking about the beauty
of the universe that would endure even after he was gone, the
vitality that still bubbled up inside of him and his longing for
Orithea and Sophia. He continued to sit silently opposite Sin. He
had nothing to say. Sin was silent, head bowed, examining his
fingernails. Without lifting his head, he looked at Atar through
his eyebrows with a rigid gaze.

“Come with me.” Sin rose to his
feet and exited the headquarters room into the subterranean
corridors. Sin appeared less threatening—as well as less
threatened—than he had been earlier in the presence of Nergal. In
place of fear, Sin's expression was now one of gloom. Sin leapt
onto an empty slow-moving car and Atar followed. Sin gripped the
handle and steered the car through the passageways. Atar saw
production rooms where machines were being built by teams of
workers who swarmed around them like ants tending to their
kingdom.

“What is the true purpose of your
mission?” asked Sin in tone that was slightly less severe.

“As you already know, my mission is
to collect living specimens, as well as to bridge the gaps between
our cultures should the opportunity arise.”

“Why do you desire peace with us?
You have finally succeeded in distancing yourselves from the pains
of Earth, with its diseases and wars. Why would you want to have
anything to do with it?” Sin was not cynical like Nergal.

“We are all a part of one human
race, and at the end of the day, we will never be complete without
peace between the different human sects.”

“Ever since the rift between
Orpheus and Adamas, you managed to flourish without us." After a
long pause he asked: "Is it true that you can create any type of
material with the processor?”

The car took a sharp turn and Atar
was pressed against the wall of the car. “Not yet. We are still in
the initial stages of research.”

“And you are not afraid that it
will be used for evil purposes?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you can create any material
with it, then you can create very dangerous substances.”

Atar did not understand what Sin
was implying. Sin stopped the car. Atar followed him into a room
that was surprisingly white and brightly lit. There was a wooden
board on the opposite wall that was flanked by two metal
candlesticks holding lit candles. In the center of the board,
enclosed in a glass case, was an ancient clay tablet inscribed with
a cuneiform inscription. Only then did he notice a white
rectangular box that stood in the center of the room. The box was
opaque and shiny with rounded edges.

“This is the module,” said Sin,
pointing to the rectangular box.

'If so, then it's true,' thought
Atar. Over the years, he had heard various rumors about the module.
He was curious about what appeared to be a display for the clay
tablet, but he remained focused on the matter at hand and asked,
“What is the module?”

Sin looked to the side and
explained in a flat, tired voice, “It is a weapon of destruction.
The module is based on the creation constant. Do you
understand?”

Atar did not want to
understand.

“I harnessed the discoveries made
by Pythagoras and Adamas in order to invent this device.” Sin shot
a glance of love mingled with loathing toward the white box.

“Adamas?”

“Yes. You see, your Orpheus
discovered that matter is the constant movement of empty molecules
arranged in a coil. When this movement is stopped, matter reverts
back to its original state of nothingness.”

“Correct.”

“And there is a constant
relationship between the radius of the helical twist and the height
of the distance between the curves. This fractal constant remains
the same in subatomic particles as well as in entire solar systems
arranged within a galaxy.”

“Correct.”

“And Adamas...” Sin hesitated as if
he were unsure, but then continued, “Adamas figured out the amount
of energy required to cause one of the curves in the coil to
collapse and thereby close the cycle. The collapse of one small
curve in the tiniest helical twist turns the coil into a hoop. That
is all that is required to destroy matter. And thus begins a chain
reaction in which all of the coils collapse. Combined with your
particle processor, when it is completed, the module could create
the most dangerous material ever,” said Sin nonchalantly while
examining his fingernails.

Atar began to comprehend the
significance of the module. He calculated the danger that it may
potentially cause. 'I must warn Octavia,' he thought. Although he
still did not understand why Sin was revealing all of this
information to him, he knew that he should take advantage of the
opportunity. “What material?” he asked coolly.

“Nothingness.”

Atar shot a sideways, inquisitive
glance at him.

Sin turned to him, raised his
melancholy eyes and began to speak in a slow monotone. “With the
help of this device, the Gnostics can destroy everything within a
range of one hundred thousand light years. The significance of that
is that the entirety of the Milky Way nebula, together with all
humankind as well as all the heavenly bodies, will turn into
nothingness.”

Atar was horrified and fought
against the wave of information that threatened to drown him, when
all of a sudden, something dawned on him—a small but significant
detail.

“You said 'the Gnostics'. You did
not say 'we'.”

Sin was silent.

“Did Nergal agree to your showing
me the module?”

“Yes.”

“Why does Nergal want me to know
about the module?” Atar did not understand.

“So that you would contribute your
knowledge to help develop and adapt it to work with the Pythagorean
processor. Surely, you are very familiar with the processor,”
continued Sin with chilling indifference.

“I would rather die than help
you!”

“You cannot die unless Nergal
decides you will. They can extract all of your knowledge about the
Pythagorean processor technology without giving you the option of
death.”

Atar imagined that he heard a trace
of compassion in Sin's voice and immediately told himself that it
was likely that he may just be craving a slight gesture of human
warmth and had merely projected that desire on Sin. He was silent
and lowered his gaze.

“Atar.”

Atar raised his head. Sin's eyes
were suddenly soft. “You are not a Gnostic,” said Atar.

“I was, once.”

“The module is yours.”

“I created it, but it is no longer
mine. I have no interest in destruction.”

“You trust me, if you are telling
me this.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Sin was silent.

“Why?” repeated Atar after a long
time had passed.

“I created this module with my very
own hands. Piece by piece, I fashioned this death machine. And now
I want to destroy it.”

Atar calculated his doom. “You want
to destroy the module?”

“Yes.”

“Is that possible?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Sin was quiet. Then he proclaimed,
“You failed the test of the blood ritual!”

“How could I have failed? I
decapitated the chicken and drank its blood!”

“You had no chance of passing the
test. Nergal knew you would fail. You were not supposed to
demonstrate your ability to carry out the act, but rather to do it
without mercy, revulsion or shock. Had you passed the test, you
would have been made a Gnostic, because according to Gnostic law,
every man has the right to request to take the test or refuse to
take the test, and every man who passes this test has the right to
join the Gnostics. Whoever fails is put to death. You failed
because your revulsion overcame you. They won't kill you, however,
until they have extracted all of the information that they need
from you. But when you failed the test of the blood ritual, you
passed my own test.”

“And what test was that?”

“The test that determined that I
could include you in my plan. Come with me.”

 


 



CHAPTER 7




“What happened?” asked
Thales. She looked agitated.

“Everything's fine,” she lied.

“It's that spy again. What is he
doing to you?” Thales was angry. “He is undermining your equanimity
with his tricks.”

“He's not hurting me, Thales, and
he's not a spy.” She stood up to pour herself a cup of water.

“Something's not right here. Ever
since he arrived, you stopped joining me on expeditions in the
simulator.”

“You know how much work I have,
Thales.”

“Not any more than you usually
have. And you even neglect some of your work.”

“What?” she asked indignantly.

“It's true. I'm sorry to say it,
but last night I checked the calibration and the synchronization of
the spheres was imbalanced. I had to correct it myself.”

“It can't be.”

“See for yourself.” Thales summoned
the synchronization log to the display screen and showed her the
hour of correction work he had done. She blushed with
embarrassment.

“He is disrupting your sense of
balance.”

Her face flushed. “Careful, Thales.
I am the master of this station, even if I made one small
calibration error,” she said firmly.

“The error is not significant;
rather the fact that something like this has never happened to you
until now.” He paused and decided to proceed anyway in expressing
what was on his mind. “We need to get rid of him. He's
dangerous.”

“To get rid of him?”

“Maybe send him to Octavia. Let
them decide what to do with him.”

“I am not sending him anywhere.”
She drank a sip of water, cleared her throat, took a deep breath
and continued. “We are obligated to care for him out of basic
hospitality. And what's more, it's likely that he was specifically
sent to us for a reason that we do not yet understand.”

“It is my duty to warn you about
any danger that I see, be it a danger to you or to the station. But
as you said, you are the ship's master and you make the
decisions.”

“Don't you forget it,” she said
angrily.

 


The stranger examined the database
in the sample room. He read more about the details of the
Human-Gods' Wars. He watched media clips about the Gnostic,
Pythagorean and Atheist cultures. He looked for hints of his
mysterious identity, but nothing rang a bell in his blank memory.
Frustrated and exhausted, he fell asleep at the computer
station.

In his dream, he saw people who
approached him as if they were old acquaintances though he could
not recognize them. Something that he intended to do—that he must
do—was bothering him, but it may have been too late since he could
not recall what that task was. Sophia appeared before him in a thin
and airy cotton dress deep inside a green and flowering garden. Her
melody could be heard playing in the background. She came toward
him with open arms but when she got closer, he noticed a gaping
hole in the center of her body. He could see the green grass
through the hole. When he asked her about the hole, she dismissed
the matter. He insisted that this was something she should take
care of and she began to move away from him. He chased after her,
but the faster he ran, the farther she became. He yelled her name
and woke suddenly to the touch of her hand on his.

“Were you dreaming?”

“Yes.”

“Something scary?”

“I don't remember,” he lied.

“You were screaming in you sleep,
so I woke you up. Are you feeling ok?”

“I'm ok now, yes. Thanks.” It was
obvious that he was still upset.

“Pythagoras said that the way to
achieve inner peace is through the eternal timeless beauty of
music, mathematics, geometry, philosophy, nature and astronomy.
Pythagoras invented the term 'philosophy', meaning the love of
wisdom. What is more beautiful than the eternal splendor of the
divine wisdom? You are welcome to find peace in beauty, harmony,
unity and order. The most supreme form of beauty is a perfect
sphere. All of its sides are equidistant from the center, without
conflict or difference, without sharp angles or gaps, without
disharmony or deficiency. In the meantime, let's enjoy the beauty
of wholeness. I am sure that your memories will return soon.”
Sophia spoke enthusiastically without paying much attention to his
reactions.

The stranger did not recover from
his nightmare and felt even more disconnected and alone after what
she said. The concept of perfect beauty did not speak to him. Had
she told him that she too felt detached at times, he would have
felt less alone; but she only spoke of perfection. Where was she
hiding her distress?

Although he did not want to offend
his hostess, he was unable to contain the unease that he felt.

“There is something unreal about
this concept of perfection. The colors, the sounds, the incredible
order of the station, this way of life. How can it be that you
don't feel any sense of loss toward your father?”

“What is unreal? During our
Pythagorean training, we learn to identify the noise created by
desire and to direct our feelings toward perfection, wholeness and
fullness. We distance ourselves from desire, which is a deceptive
form of suffering,” she explained patiently, while wondering why he
kept fixating on this issue.

“Can you genuinely say that you
don't miss your father? That you are genuinely satisfied with the
hero myth that surrounds his memory instead of him?”

Sophia held back her feelings of
anger and asked him in a cool Pythagorean tone, “Why do you keep
coming back to this issue?”

“In my dream, I heard your melody
playing and I saw you deep within a verdant and flowering garden.
There was a large hole inside your body. I asked you about it and
you dismissed it just like you are doing now. I see that you are
saddened when I mention your father, and I apologize for causing
you distress, but something just doesn't sit well with me here. I
can't remember anything about my own past, so I practically have no
mother or father, or anything else that I may call my own for that
matter. I don't deny that I miss these things. I miss them very
much. That's why I can't grasp how you manage to live with such a
great void in your life,” he answered sympathetically.

Her lips tightened and her brow
furrowed. “What are you, a dream interpreter? That is your dream,
not mine.”

He regretted what he said and tried
to understand why he felt so compelled to bother her, to cause her
distress, to invade her private pain. But nonetheless, he was
unable to stop himself. “Tell me that my dream has no meaning for
you, that you don't carry a great emptiness inside of you. Tell me
that I'm mistaken and I will leave you alone.”

“Enough!” she bellowed.

“I'm sorry, Sophia. If you decide
to believe in harmony and perfection as your way of life, even if
that means you must ignore feelings of missing a deceased loved
one, then I will not interfere.”

She wanted to say, 'It is better
that you don't interfere. It's none of your business and you are
rude. How dare you invade my privacy?' Despite her anger, however,
she did not forget that he was a man devoid of memories who was
dependent on her, as she was the only relationship he had in life.
She stood up straight and repeated the same words in a stern tone:
“My father was a hero and I am proud of him. It's not my fault that
you had all meaning ripped out of your life, so don't try to steal
mine in its place!” Her shoulders were shaking.

He turned to look away from her.
She went on her way and he was left alone.

 


Thales was livid with frustration
as he watched them via the mechanical mosquito that blended in with
the colors of the dome. 'Not only is he a spy, he's also a con man,
trying to sway her from her Pythagorean lifestyle,' he thought.
'First he invaded her life under the guise of a sick man, then he
caused her to become attached to him. She's likely to lose her
sense of judgment. Later, he will set the stage for a Gnostic
takeover. Is it my duty to open her eyes, as a Pythagorean as well
as scout of this ship, even if that task requires a confrontation?
Does my responsibility obligate me to point out the plot that is
being hatched? Will Sophia perhaps realize this on her own?'

Thales wanted to avoid an argument,
which would eclipse the magical moments that he had shared with her
in the simulator. Although these moments did not constitute the
true intimacy he desired, that was specifically why he did not want
to take that risk.

 


“Take this,” Barman said to
him.

“What is it?” asked Thales.

“What else could it possibly be? A
drink.”

Thales downed a small sip and
rolled the liquid around in his mouth.

“Well?” asked Barman.

“Not bad,” he said, drinking in
large gulps of the viscous milky-orange liquid.

“Eat the thing at the bottom of the
cup too,” said Barman, handing him a spoon.

“If it's such a secret, I promise
not to tell anyone. What did you put in it?”

“You promise not to tell?”

“In the name of holy Orpheus.”
Thales placed two fingers over his heart.

“Ground flaxseed, St. John's wort,
pomegranate juice, grape sugar, a pinch of hot pepper and saffron
essence.”

“Give me another one.”

“One is enough. I'll give you some
pineapple juice.”

“Why is one enough?”

“It's not good to get carried
away.”

“Why not?”

“So that you won't lose your
senses. It seems like you need to stay focused.”

“Why, then, did you give me a
glass?”

“To improve your mood.”

“What, is there something wrong
with my mood?” Thales asked defensively.

Barman did not answer and placed
the juice on the counter.

“Is it that obvious?”

Barman remained silent.

“Yeah, I'm a little upset.”

Barman's eyes silently asked, 'Do
you want to talk about it?'

“We must seem weird to you, us
Pythagoreans.”

“Weird? Not weird—very weird,”
Barman laughed.

“I admit that, even in my own eyes,
we are starting to seem weird. But what compelled you to spend your
days surrounded by pure and innocent souls, without jealousy,
hatred, anger bitterness or love?”

“Welcome to humanity,” Barman
commiserated with a sad smile. “I'll make you another drink
anyway.”

“No, no,” Thales smiled
faintly.

“I'm making one for myself anyway,”
said Barman.

“No thanks, I've still got work to
do,” said Thales and took the glass anyway.

“Cheers!” Barman's glass clinked
with Thales'.

“Cheers!” Thales replied.

 


The stranger went out to roam the
station. Its walls bore shades of an artificial sunset. He finally
stopped on the observation bridge. The bridge rose above the
station's recreational plaza, a central intersection between the
various residential quarters. The plaza was filled with ornamental
trees, a small waterfall, a lawn and benches scattered here and
there. Above, through the colored beams of light, stretched an
infinite view of outer space. He watched the inhabitants of the
station below enjoy the serenity of the garden. For a moment, he
felt a glimmer of hope that he was on the brink of remembering
something, but it passed immediately.

He watched a couple stroll by
slowly. Although they did not display any outward expressions of
affection, as was customary for Pythagoreans, he noticed their
restrained love.

He thought about Sophia. 'Could I
be in love with her? Hold on, I need to take a step backward here.
What's happening to me? Have my loneliness and fear caused me to
attach myself to Sophia? Are these emotions not truly genuine?' He
stayed on the bridge for a long time and his mind swarmed. He
remembered love; he could not remember who it was that he loved,
but he did recall the pain of love and felt its sting once more.
From the observation bridge, he looked out into space.

Sophia sat opposite the display in
the control room of the station and tried to calibrate the movement
of the spheres. The station, swathed in rays of light, peered at
her from the screen. She lightly touched the sound calibrator and
tried to reach the exact tone that would achieve harmony in the
spheres' movement. The station's computer rejected her again and
again. She understood that she would not succeed as long as her
emotions were raging inside of her. She continued anyway despite
her agitated state. The stranger awakened feelings in her that she
did not even know existed. She was overcome with longing for her
father. The beams of light on the display shone more brightly than
usual. The deep blue reminded her of the underwater cave that
Thales had shown her. 'What has he got to do with this now?' She
tried to push the thought of him out of her mind. 'What does that
man awaken in me? Why do I have to exert all my efforts to restrain
myself from bursting into his room? And if I were to do that, what
would I even say to him?'

The station's computer rejected her
again. She felt a tingle in her right forearm and touched it
lightly. When she remembered how Thales had held her arm in support
when she stepped off the boat onto the banks of the canyon, the
tingle began to burn. She was astonished by the sensation. The
words clamored in a dizzying cacophony inside her head: 'Father,
hole, pain, stranger, desire, Thales. Enough!' She set the computer
for automatic calibration, shut off the display and left the
control room hastily.

Sophia took another deep breath.
The feeling of the water under her floating body did not
disappoint. After about half an hour of relaxation attempts, she
finally felt at peace. The storm quieted but she still felt the
burning sensation in her arm. When the automatic dryer finished
drying the last drop of moisture from her skin, she knew where she
was headed.

The stranger continued to look out
into space. He wondered if one of the suns opposite him was shining
on his home, wherever that may be. He longed for something—though
he sadly did not know what that thing was—but did not know why.

Again his thoughts turned to Sophia
and the sensation of her touch. She appeared in the garden below
him, as if he had summoned her with his mind. His eyes lit up. For
a few long moments, he garnered up the courage to approach her. 'I
should get to her before she crosses the garden.' Instead, he froze
in his tracks when he saw Thales approaching quickly from the
opposite side of the garden. Sophia noticed Thales before Thales
saw her and smiled broadly at him. The stranger noticed the
surprise on Thales' face when he greeted her. Thales looked tense
and said something to her. Sophia gestured toward an empty bench
and they sat down. The stranger observed their body language and
facial expressions. Even though he did not remember where he had
acquired this skill, he found that he was able to decipher what was
going on between them.

It seemed like Thales was hesitant
to speak. He looked down at his hands and muttered something.
Sophia silenced him with a finger to his mouth and drew closer to
him. Thales looked up at her in surprise. Sophia's eyes sparkled
and a stream of whispers gushed forth from her like a dam that had
had burst open. The stranger understood that she was very excited
judging by her quickening breathing and flushed face. Thales
appeared to be mesmerized judging by the look in his eyes and the
way his stomach muscles tightened. While she was talking, a change
materialized in Thales' composure. His eyes widened as if in
disbelief of the words he was hearing. A faint smile crossed his
lips, replacing his usual forlornness. His smile slowly widened as
she continued speaking and he sat up straighter. Sophia held his
arm. He looked into her eyes. The stranger tried to convince
himself, with little success, that this was not love.

The people of the station continued
about their business as usual. He shuddered as he leaned against
the bridge's railing. The harmonious sounds of the station closed
upon him in a deafening uproar. His knees collapsed under him and
he sank to the floor of the bridge.

He closed his eyes. His head ached
and his body convulsed. Fragments of images began to flicker before
his eyes. He saw a chick fluttering in his hands and chirping
weakly. He saw his mother's back as she left his bedroom door and
sensed fear. He saw people surrounding him on all sides and
identified his teachers from various stages of his life. At the
sight of a feminine figure, a rush of love erupted in him. The
feeling of love was soon replaced by gloomy sorrow. He felt a wave
of nausea when he saw empty balloons of alcohol around him and the
odor of vomit rose in his nose. The chain of emotions continued to
wash over him. His heart pounded furiously, his head felt like it
was about to burst and he broke out in a cold sweat. He saw the
academy. He began to calm down. He heard the deafening sound of
applause of the audience he saw before him. He felt proud and
strong.

The noise stopped and his true name
echoed in his head.

 


 



CHAPTER 8




Atar
followed Sin out of the shining laboratory and into one of the
dusty cars. Sin steered the car through the network of tracks.

“Do you smell ammonia?”

Atar detected a faint odor.
“Yes.”

“There is an explosive charge in
the crack in the wall to your right. It is just one out of a
hundred bombs that are scattered throughout the complex. Here's
another one to your left, underneath the railway sleepers. All the
one hundred charges will explode simultaneously, igniting the
ammunition warehouses on the floor below.” Atar shot him a
surprised glance but did not interrupt him. “I know that there is
no danger of you spoiling my plans. You understand as well as I
that there is no other way to stop the Gnostic destruction,” said
Sin calmly. He spoke like one who had made an agonizing yet
inevitable decision that had matured in his heart after much
contemplation.

“How can I help?”

“Everything is ready.”

“So why then are you telling me all
this?”

“In order to relieve my loneliness
during my final moments and to allow you to prepare yourself to
leave this world. Only one day remains until the destruction of the
compound. Tomorrow, the module is slated to be transported from
here.”

'One day?' Atar thought to himself.
The screeching of the brakes jarred him back to reality. Sin
stopped the car on the ground level track. In the light of the
blinding white sun, he led Atar into an empty building. Atar
thought about the tunnels of the Uruk compound filled with lives
that will soon perish and about his entire life that would soon be
gone in a momentary flash. “On the way here, I saw some children
marching in procession. Who are they?”

“They are Gnostics.”

“So young?”

“The Gnostics loathe natural
reproduction, so they prefer to kidnap young children and
indoctrinate them over the years until they become the most devout
Gnostics.”

“When the complex explodes, the
children will perish as well,” he noted apprehensively.

“I wish I had a better solution,
but when I weigh the fate of the children versus the fate of the
galaxy, I have no doubts, despite the pain.”

“And why not just destroy the
module?”

“Because the technology used in
creating the module still exists within the compound. The devices,
the programs, the materials, the computers and the scientists who
possess the knowledge in their heads—all of them are here in the
compound. It would only be a short matter of time before a new
module would be created. The only way to truly make this effective
is to destroy the compound.”

“And how are you planning to
destroy the compound?”

“The explosive system is operated
by remote control.” Sin carefully removed a small container from
his pocket. “Because of the complexity of the system, the remote's
range is limited to a radius of five hundred meters. All I need to
do is press this button and the complex will go up in flames. I am
prepared to die along with the complex in order to save the galaxy.
Just a few more hours of sunlight and then...” He stopped talking
for a few moments as a lump had formed in his throat. He continued,
“And then we will all die.”

“All of us?” Atar whispered.

“Yes, you too, Atar. Even if |I
don't blow up the compound Nergal will never agree to allow you out
of here, and without his permission you have no way of
escaping.”

Atar had still not become
accustomed to the idea of never leaving the compound alive, and now
he was dealing with the reality that he would not survive even the
coming day.

Atar had always excelled in problem
solving; he was better than his colleagues at seeing alternative
options in situations where others had completely given up. He did
not give up this time either. He recalled all that he could
remember about the complex's courtyard and its surrounding wall.
Could he climb the wall? And assuming that he could, how would he
get past the electric fence?

Sin was silent; it appeared as if
he was aware of the ideas racing through Atar's head and was
waiting for him to come to the conclusion that there was nothing
else he could do. Only upon hearing Atar exhale a great breath of
air did he turn to him again.

“Are you prepared to offer your
Pythagorean prayers in anticipation of meeting your maker?”

After a few long minutes, Atar
replied affirmatively with surprising calm. “Thank you,” said
Atar.

“For what?” asked Sin,
surprised.

“For enabling me to say goodbye and
pray before death. Thank you for trusting me. You could have
executed your plan alone, without telling me about it and thereby
endangering yourself in doing so.”

“As I said, it's hard to die
alone.”

“I think there was another reason
for you to tell me these things.”

Sin looked at him, puzzled.

“You told me so I could take your
place.”

Sin's astonishment increased.

“So that I could detonate the
charges instead of you.”

“Why would I want that?”

“So that you could escape.”

“You are mistaken, my friend. I
have no intention of leaving. All my life has been dedicated to the
Gnosis and I have no other reason for living.”

“No, you are mistaken, my friend,”
replied Atar. “You are destroying the compound because you found
another reason for living.”

Sin shot him a puzzled look.

“It's for the good of humanity and
the galaxy. If those ideals are indeed your motivation for
destroying the compound, you will surely agree with me that you
must save yourself.”

Sin's eyes widened.

“Yes, you must leave this place and
warn the rulers of the other inhabited planets about the danger
they will be facing in another twenty, fifty or hundred years from
now, when the Gnostics succeed in building another module,” said
Atar sternly.

Sin was silent. He mulled over
Atar's words but could not refute them. He felt a slight sense of
disappointment. Earlier, he had anticipated the end to his
suffering in an impressive expression of death, a model of
self-sacrifice. But when he contemplated the situation, it turned
out that Atar was right.

“What you say is true.”

“And why didn't you want to know
that?”

“Because I wanted to die.”

A profound sense of peace mingled
with his grief. Atar breathed a sigh of relief. The purpose of his
spiritual training became apparent to him now more than ever. In
his Pythagorean mind, he viewed the matter as a meeting that had
been arranged eons ago between the soul residing in Sin's body and
the soul in his own body. He had fulfilled and achieved his
destiny. All at once, he heard the sound of thousands of strings
playing the melody of his birth. He embraced Sin and they looked at
each other sadly, one mourning his own death while the other his
life.

 


About half an hour had passed since
Sin had left the complex. 'In another couple of hours, Sin will be
in outer space and then I will discharge the remote,' thought Atar.
He could not help but think of the notion that perhaps this was all
a dream, but he did not need to pinch himself. The pain preceding
death was as sharp as a razor. He tried to grasp the glory of
heroism and the harmony of the music of his destiny, but he had no
control over his consciousness. Instead of the awesome sense of
transcendence that he had felt in the presence of Sin, he now felt
deep trepidation. Extraneous thoughts continued to trouble him.
'Maybe I will escape,' he thought, and then the rage overcame him.
'Maybe it's better that I wait and stand opposite Nergal. That way
I can at least watch my revenge.' The difficulty of giving up did
not leave him.

Finally, he transcended the
dimension of time. When he understood this, it became easier for
him: he could live another day or even another fifty years in
another world, achieve another destiny; but when else would he be
presented with such a direct opportunity to contribute to the sake
of humanity and the entire galaxy?

 


The shuttle was on its way to the
Atheist planet of Dust. Sin looked down through the window toward
the Earth, which was quickly growing ever more distant. At first,
all he could see was the trail of smoke from the shuttle. After
that, he could see the launching pad. In a matter of seconds, he
saw the view. He saw the airport with many launchers, a portion of
which held shuttles while others sat empty after having already
launched their loads. He did not bother responding to the
stewardess who greeted him and asked if he wanted anything. He
concentrated on a single point below him.

After a moment, he noticed a green
line surrounding black dots. From above he could not see, but he
knew. He came from there. Those were the reeds that grew wildly
around the swamp. Another moment passed and the broad delta of the
Euphrates river became visible. Like most of the passengers, Sin
wore sunglasses to protect his eyes from the blinding glare of the
sky; but his glasses were particularly dark. Shades of mustard
stretched from the other side of the shuttle towards the horizon.
The great desert as well as the seam between the desert and the
swamps was dotted with step pyramids, which looked like tiny
triangles from above. These ziggurats were over five thousand years
old. They were archeological remnants of the Sumerian civilization.
Some were worn and crumbling, others were preserved and some even
restored.

Atar contemplated the remote
control in his hand. He tried to move his finger but it would not
budge. An unexpected terror seized him.

Sin focused on the small green mark
that was growing ever smaller. He glanced at his watch and strained
to find the complex beside the ziggurat. He waited. Without
especially dark sunglasses, one would not have been able to discern
the flash of white against the backdrop of the blinding desert
glare. Then, a few seconds later, came the flash, followed by a
string of smaller white flashes. None of the other passengers
noticed the tiny change on the vast landscape.

In a short while, the rest of the
inhabitants of Earth and the other planets would learn of the news
of the destruction. He sensed deep sorrow over the destruction of
his handiwork and the loss of the warriors' and children's lives.
His heart wrenched as he thought about the sacrifice made by his
only friend in the world, Atar. He leaned back in the shuttle chair
and could not avert his tearing eyes from the window.

He was the loneliest man in the
entire universe.

 


 



CHAPTER 9




She lay in
her bed and stared at the ceiling. Her body felt like it did not
belong to her. Could it be that she had become someone else?

The changes that befell her during
the days since the stranger arrived at the station had turned her
world upside down. The stranger exposed the breakdown she
experienced upon the loss of her father, revealing to
her—unsolicited—the depths of her soul. And now, she could no
longer maintain the Pythagorean disregard of her emotions.

From the moment that she allowed
herself to feel pain, the floodgates had opened. Her grief over her
father awakened another emotion, one that had been suppressed
within her for a long time. It became clear to her that she had
been in love with Thales for years, even before he had turned down
a promotion in order to stay close to her. How easy it had been to
repress her feelings under the guise of Pythagorean ethos and
tradition.

This emotional jolt also awakened
her fear regarding what was to come. 'Will I be able to continue my
function as master of the station? Will I be able to continue
living as a Pythagorean?' Despite the collapse of her social
structure from beneath her, she recognized that the path that had
emerged before her was the correct one, for now she was approaching
the truth.

She felt grateful toward the
mysterious stranger yet she also pitied him. She noticed that maybe
he was falling in love with her and perhaps not exactly with her
per se. 'He is aloof and has no roots. It's no wonder that he is
developing feelings toward me. I am the only human connection in
his life.'

Her thoughts were cut short by the
sound of a noise coming from the door's threshold. The display
showed the stranger's tense face. Now she would have to disappoint
him. She sat down and slipped on her clothes.

“Open!” she instructed the
station's computer and the door opened.

He burst into the room in frenzy.
“My name is Enosh. I am Socratic, and I arrived here from the
Atheist planet Dust.”

She was so shocked that she was
unable to respond. He continued, “I am the Socratics' chief expert
on consciousness. I was sent here in order to warn you about a
Gnostic invasion.”

“What? Gnostics? What invasion are
you talking about?” She struggled to understand. How come he
suddenly remembered now? Could she even believe him? Could it be
that in spite of everything, Thales had been correct to assume that
he was an impostor or Gnostic spy?

Enosh took a deep breath. 'Slow
down,' he told himself. “Let's sit,” he said. They sat beside the
dining table in the corner.

“Sophia, the Socratic intelligence
has gathered information regarding a Gnostic plot to mount a
takeover of Samos.”

“Wait, what do you mean, a
takeover?” she interrupted.

“Please, listen to me and I will
explain everything,” he said while looking steadily into her eyes.
She nodded.

The Socratic recounted the story of
the module. She shuddered as he told her about her father's fate in
Uruk, Sin's plan to destroy the compound and how her father carried
it out in his stead. He also told her about Sin's arrival on the
planet Dust and the circumstances that prevented him from coming to
Octavia. She struggled to absorb and contain all of this new
information. She felt bombarded by a dizzying array of emotions and
facts, but she remained undeterred: it was her duty to think
practically and understand the significance of his words.

“If this is true, then why didn't
the Socratic Council inform us prior to your arrival?” she
probed.

“The communication gap was too
wide, but that is not the reason why I am relaying the information
in person. We could have sent a probe as a delivery station, but
there is a reason for my presence that I will reveal to you
shortly.” He took a deep breath.

“How can I trust you?” she asked,
and secretly hoped that he was an impostor who had made up the
whole invasion story. She debated whether to summon Thales and his
scouts but decided to wait.

Enosh removed his left shoe. He
twisted a tiny knob in the shoe's heel and the sole slid to one
side, revealing a tiny compartment. He pulled out a yellowing paper
laminated in transparent plastic.

“This is yours,” he said, handing
it to her.

“What it is?” she asked.

“Read it,” he replied
confidently.

Sophia held the page in
astonishment and began to read aloud.

 


“On the second of August, 2260, and
with a sound mind, I, Attar the Pythagorean, am writing the
following words with the awareness that I shall soon perish.”
Sophia's hands shook and a large lump choked her throat. She raised
her eyes from the page and stared at Enosh. He nodded and she
resumed reading.

“During my work, I was kidnapped by
Gnostics, who imprisoned me in the Uruk complex. The Godly spark
has passed over this cursed place. In all my days, I have never
seen such ignorance and such evil. They planned to torture me,
extracting any information from me that may serve their purposes
and finally, to kill me.

“But here I found Sin, who informed
me of their plans. They had been formulating and developing these
plans over the years and were now in their final stages. The
Gnostic scientists had developed a module that, paired with the
processor, could annihilate the entire galaxy. Sin opposed the
plan, but he realized that the only way he could thwart the plan
was by blowing up the complex. He decided that this was what he
must do, even if it cost him his own life. I succeeded in
convincing him to escape so that he could warn humanity about what
was happening in Uruk. I explained to him that I should carry out
the explosion in his place, since my life had already reached its
end anyway. Sin is a brave man and my friend; you can trust
him.

“Orithea my wife: I was lucky to
live by your side and every moment we spent together is eternal. I
await you in another dimension and another time, I promise.

“My daughter, Sophia,” Sophia
struggled to continue reading. She recognized his handwriting,
which quivered through the moisture in her eyes. “I love you
always. Even when you were very young, I could see that your wisdom
is matched by your benevolence. I am certain that you will fulfill
your dreams. I will stand proudly by your side at the future
milestones in your life as you become a Pythagorean woman
fulfilling her purpose.

“My heart only feels compassion for
the poor Gnostics languishing here on Earth. Their anger spawns
deep hatred. We must consider our role and take action toward the
rectification of the injustice committed against them.

“I have no sorrow in my heart. My
destiny has brought me here. I was blessed to be able to fulfill my
purpose in this incarnation. My final wish for you is not to fear.
Eternity can be found in the infinite segmentation of each moment,
in the participation in the chain reaction called life. Live your
life and discover eternity.

I depart from you with everlasting
love,

Attar.”

 


In her mind's eye, Sophia could see
her father standing over her as she remembered him from her
childhood: tall, calm and loving. The emotional outburst
overwhelmed her and she sobbed. Enosh embraced her and she clutched
him tightly. After a few long minutes, she let go of him.

“Thank you.” She slowly sipped the
glass of water he had handed to her. He looked at her expectantly.
He now understood the significant process that she had undergone in
the past few days.

“How did you get hold of that
letter? Why haven't I seen it until now?” Some of the questions
that were racing through her mind began to trickle outward.

“I will tell you about the letter.
I'll tell you everything,” he said. His voice had changed. An air
of confidence and authority that had previously been absent now
hung about his words.

“With my probing questions I
awakened in you pain over the loss of your father. I burdened you
by showing my feelings toward you. I guided you into a state of
confusion that enabled you to feel and be aware of your feelings.
But most of all, it is your love for Thales that undermines your
Pythagorean faith.”

'How does he know?' she wondered.
“Excuse me? How dare you tell me what I feel!” she seethed.

“I'm sorry, I know how it looks. I
am crassly intruding into your private life. But it's
critical.”

“Critical for what, exactly? And
how is the letter connected to all this?” Sophia accused
emphatically. Conflicting thoughts raced through her head. She
wanted to deny his words, to banish him from the station and never
see his face again. But at the same time, she recognized sincerity
in his words. The intuition that had always guided her in the past
urged her to trust him. His eyes revealed dedication and
benevolence. Something within her wanted to know the truth, as
difficult at that may be.

“Critical for our future,” he said,
and she discerned fear in his voice.

 


 



CHAPTER 10




A great
storm raged in the remote Soka mountains on the planet Dust,
threatening to wrench control of the hovercrafts away from their
drivers; it had actually happened only months earlier. The fierce
wind threatened to hurl the hovercraft convoy toward the tall
coniferous trees lining the path leading to the depths of the
forest. There was no choice but to lower the wheels and switch to
traditional ground driving mode. Sitting in the back bench, this
didn't bother Enosh and Diotima in the slightest. The consciousness
expert and the Minister of Defense were deep in conversation. The
driver was concentrating on the winding road, and wouldn't have
understood the code words and private jokes they were exchanging in
any case; they were the product of a strong and enduring
friendship.

There were no identifying marks on
their destination nor on the security team that guarded it. It did
not appear on any map. The armed sentry at the entrance to what
looked like an isolated and well-kept farm was expecting them. He
requested that the driver of the hovercraft leading the entourage
identify himself according to protocol and then opened the
gate.

They drove along the path into the
forest. On the side of the mountain, susceptible to the fierce
winds, stood a small cabin topped by a smoking chimney. The scene
looked like it came right out of an old fashioned postcard.

They arrived at Sin's house. This
house had served as his jail from the moment he landed on Dust
decades earlier. Filan, the Atheist president, would never have
disclosed Sin's presence to the world. He certainly would not have
allowed anyone to see him, not even the Minister of Defense. But
ever since the day Diotima found out about the matter, she
campaigned for his release. She objected to the freedom that he had
been deprived despite innocence. She continued to raise the subject
in vain, despite Filan's firm refusal. She was forced to wait for a
window of opportunity, one that finally presented itself in light
of the imminent danger now threatening Filan's fortune as a result
of the Gnostic threat. Only then did he agree to permit a meeting
with the prisoner.

The driver stayed inside the heated
hovercraft. The security team stepped out, scanned the area and
dispersed around the building. The formidable security guards did
not move, despite the wind and rain. The head of the team opened
Diotima's door. Diotima and Enosh emerged from the hovercraft,
holding onto one another against the gusts of wind while the
slanted raindrops pricked at their exposed faces. Upon reaching the
iron gate, Diotima pulled the cord and heard a brass bell announce
their arrival inside the cabin. A curtain was pushed aside and a
head with long white hair peered out at them. The curtain fell back
in place. The old man opened the door and, leaning on his cane,
walked slowly along the path leading to the gate, his long hair
fluttering in the wind. Despite his hunched back and wrinkled face,
his smile was childlike. He knew that Diotima would not rest until
he was released.

“I've been expecting you. Come in.”
He leaned on Diotima's arm while Enosh walked behind them. “It's
nice to finally meet you. Your letters inspire hope in me.”

“The pleasure's all mine. I hope
our next meeting will be in my home,” replied Diotima.

He introduced them to his smiling
wife Simone, who offered them barley bread with a legume spread,
radishes and fresh shallots. He explained that he and his wife
cultivated most of the ingredients and prepared the food
themselves. When she finished serving, Simone sat down close to
him. He clasped her hand without shame. Sin told them of Filan's
betrayal, how the president had forced him into confinement and
because of this, Sin had not been able to keep his promise to Atar
and deliver the message to the Pythagoreans. Enosh wondered why
Filan had even left Sin alive. Did Sin seem like an asset to him?
Or maybe he couldn't find a way to kill him without the blame
falling on him. Or maybe there was a limit even to Filan's
heartlessness.

Simone placed steaming mugs of tea
brewed from a mixture of wild mountain herbs on the large crate
that served as a table. Sin added a log to the fire, lit his pipe
and changed the subject to the purpose of his guests' visit. Simone
disappeared into the adjoining room.

Diotima told him about the
Gnostics, who were once again working on developing the module, and
about the Atheists' military preparations.

“How can I help you?” asked
Sin.

“Tell us anything you know about
the Gnostic culture that may help us prepare for war with them,”
asked Enosh. “The Atheists recruited us so that we can try and
influence the Pythagoreans to defend themselves and so that we can
try and persuade the Gnostics to make peace. To that end, any scrap
of information about the Gnostics could be very important.”

“Tell me more about yourselves, the
Socratics,” the old man requested.

Enosh detailed for him the Socratic
training procedures, explaining the strategy of influence from
consciousness to consciousness and spoke about his intention to
personally arrive in Samos. Despite Sin's advanced age and his
isolation on the mountain, he exhibited remarkable knowledge about
the ways of life of the different cultures and soon understood the
logic behind the Socratic system. The fragrant tobacco smoke
mingled with the smoke from the cedar in the fireplace. He puffed
his pipe and replied, “While you have a far better command of
diplomacy than I do, it is possible that I may be able to give you
a deeper understanding of the internal struggles within the
culture.”

Diotima and Enosh waited
attentively.

“The Gnostics' name precedes them;
they are a rough and cruel people with fanatic ideology, absolute
discipline and a structured military hierarchy that cannot be
shaken.”

Diotima and Enosh nodded.

“You know that they sanctify the
principle of the nullification of the universe. They are devoted
heart and soul to the Master of Light, the Supreme God, and the
Aeons under his command, as well as to the leaders who represent
the Aeons on Earth. You must understand the secret of Gnostic
charm; if it were possible to isolate this charm from the
devastation, you might extract something from it to benefit the
people of Dust. As you know, Dust has been struck by a severe wave
of depression. The secret of the charm is in devotion. You, the
Atheists, have no method, technique, or procedure to express
devotion. Materialism, fashion, money, even knowledge, cannot tempt
you toward devotion. You have tried to create an artificial value
system that will infuse meaning into people's lives, but the wave
of depression has not subsided. These goals are nothing compared
with the privilege of serving the Gnostic God, the Master of Light.
Please, drink your tea.”

“Thank you,” said Enosh.

“And despite everything, it might
not necessarily be that way.” He noisily gulped his boiling tea and
continued. “Despite the sanctity of their common goal, individual
Gnostics still compete for prestige and become involved in
intrigues. The prestige stems from a Gnostic's piety and devotion
to the holy cause. A Gnostic's value rises with his seniority, that
is, if he was either adopted at a young age or if he is a
descendant of the original Gnosis. His prestige increases if he is
close to someone well known, someone with seniority and lineage.”
He blew several clouds of smoke and continued. “Another thing that
stands out in their internal struggles is the tendency towards
conspiracies and subterfuge. Yaldabaoth's subversion of Ishtar is
central to the Gnostic myth. Contrary to the instructions of his
mother Ishtar, Yaldabaoth fashioned man from a lump of raw material
and blew life into him. I assume you are proficient in Gnostic
mythology.”

Diotima nodded.

“Adamas' subversion of Orpheus is
no coincidence. Orpheus discovered that hidden within every minute
particle are hidden universes, and that there is a constant ratio
between the smallest particle and the universe that contains it.
This formula has physical and geometrical applications. Adamas
stole the formula for An, the creation constant. This all fits very
well with the Gnostics' tradition of subterfuge. The Gnosis was
founded on the basis of the original, mythological and historical
subversion, and that's why it's so critical to understand this: for
the Gnostics, subversion is not merely a crack in the perfect
picture; the crack is an inseparable part of the picture.”

“We have some information and we
would like to hear your opinion on it,” said Diotima.

“Please.” Sin listened
attentively.

Diotima recognized that the man was
endowed with the same rare wisdom reserved for those who are
already prepared to leave this life yet remain living. She supposed
that his experiences enabled him to discern between important and
unimportant. She told him about Terry, one of the select secret
agents of the Atheistic intelligence service. Terry was sent as an
agent to Earth and had become a supplier of communication equipment
to the Gnostics. He sold them communication devices as well as
wired and wireless equipment. The equipment was of good quality and
priced cheaply, and as an additional service, Terry wired some of
their systems with eavesdropping devices. Terry reported directly
to Dust's military chief of general staff, Bruno, who reported to
Diotima.

Bruno notified her that the
Gnostic's module would be ready within three years’ time, and
Diotima decided of her own accord to narrow the safety window to a
year. Bruno crosschecked the information about the module with
additional informers on the Gnostic fringe. Finally, she asked Sin
his opinion of the veracity of the information.

After thinking about it, he
answered. “The information sounds very convincing, and yet, the
motivation and talent of the Gnostics cannot be exaggerated. Their
cunning is not strictly reserved for their overt enemies. As I
said, it is possible that this is partial or even erroneous
information, a result of internal rivalries. It's possible that the
true information is concealed even from the very Gnostics who are
the source of your information.”

“What are the rivalries about,”
inquired Enosh, “if not for the success of the common goal?”

“I don't think you're that
innocent, Enosh,” Sin laughed openly.

Enosh smiled.

“Actually, the competition is over
the identity of the Redeemer,” explained Sin. “According to Gnostic
tradition, the Redeemer is the leader who is destined to liberate
the Gnostics, and so too the entire world. He is the one who will
extract the light from the shell, the sanctity of the holy spark
from the impure material existence. That's where the myth ends.
Anyone who does not believe, or who has ceased believing in the
Gnosis as I have, understands the significance of the Redeemer as a
political title. The Redeemer will garner enough power to become
the leader, thanks to his position in the army hierarchy, his
seniority, his lineage and his ability to craft subterfuge and
endure in the face of subversion.”

“So the Redeemer is a sort of
spiritual and political leader?” offered Enosh.

“Yes. A combination of specific
conditions allows his believers to integrate him within the hero
myth. Only then will he receive validation of his position from the
Gods. Everything will happen when tested in the moment of
crisis.”

“They are pushing themselves into a
crisis,” Diotima said worriedly.

“And we need to be involved with
them in order to try and influence the direction in which the
crisis will evolve,” added Enosh.

“There is another thing that might
concretize the position of the Redeemer,” Sin added. He cleared the
table, folded the tablecloth and walked the slow amble of an old
man over to the corner of the room. After rummaging around in a
closet, he withdrew a number of boxes and pieces of clothing,
placing them on the carpet. The crackling of the fire in the
fireplace mingled with the whistling of the wind outside the window
and the drumming of the rain on the roof. Sin tightened the scarf
around his neck and continued searching. Finally, he gingerly
removed a package wrapped in coarsely woven brown material. He
handled it gently, almost as if it were holy. He pressed the parcel
against his body and made his way back to the crate that served as
a table. He placed the parcel on the crate. Diotima and Enosh
watched the old man's emaciated fingers as they untied the knots.
Under the folds of the material peeked a sheet of paper and a
bundle of linen fibers. From within the bundle, Sin removed a dry
and scorched clay tablet, about the size of a man's palm, at the
top of which was a hole, bearing an inscription in cuneiform
script.

“This is Atar's letter,” said Sin
regarding the yellowing sheet of paper as he handed it to
Enosh.

“And that's the Uruk Tablet!”
gasped Diotima in astonishment.

“That's right,” said Sin
softly.

“It really exists!”

Sin nodded. Enosh looked at them
questioningly.

“This is the Uruk Tablet. Some call
it the Uruk Amulet or the Tablet of the Redeemer. It was kept in
the temple in the Uruk compound. The module was stored in the same
temple. I took it before the explosion. Because I am no longer
Gnostic, and as far as they're concerned, I am a condemned man
whose name has been obliterated, it has no spiritual meaning to me.
And yet it carries great sentimental value. This is all that
remains of my life, my past on Earth".

“It also has great historical
significance,” added Diotima. “This was one of the earliest tablets
that were plundered from the Mesopotamian museum in Iraq at the end
of the previous millennium. It bears the most ancient alphabetic
writing ever discovered. The Uruk Tablet was regarded by the
Gnostics as an ancient Gnostic document.”

“Why is it important to the
Gnostics?” asked Enosh.

“Because the Gnostics view
themselves as descendants of the oldest civilization in history,
the Sumerian civilization,” replied Sin.

“That is correct. Archaeologists
agree that the tablet is from the era of Meskiagasher's kingdom,”
continued Diotima.

“Who?” asked Enosh.

“Meskiagasher was one of the first
postdiluvian kings of Uruk. There are some who claim that he was
the founder of Uruk. Meskiagasher's son, Enmerkar, is the
mythological Nimrod, who appears in the Old Testament, better known
by his Babylonian name, Gilgamesh,” Diotima said with restrained
enthusiasm.

The old man began to wrap the
tablet back in the bundle of linen. Enosh returned the yellowed
paper to him. He wrapped them both in the material.

“Take them with you.” He tied the
parcel and placed it in Diotima's hands. She clutched it to herself
anxiously, as if it were a baby.

“I wish you luck. You'd better be
on your way. It would not be wise to get lost in the storm at night
in the mountains. I just ask one thing from you.” His tone grew
grave.

“Whatever you ask,” assured
Diotima.

“Speak to Filan. I don't have many
years or even days left. I don't want to die here in this jail,” he
said sorrowfully.

“I'll do my best,” promised
Diotima.

“I appreciate your efforts,” Sin
replied, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“How do you manage to stay happy in
such isolation?” asked Enosh with the same curiosity bordering on
intrusiveness that is typical of consciousness experts.

“The heart has no wrinkles,” said
Sin, looking toward the room where his wife was. “She is my
joy.”

Enosh and Diotima thanked him
profusely for his advice and for the Uruk Tablet as well as Simone
for the delicious meal and the fragrant tea. They followed him to
the gate. A moment before they departed, Simone hurried to the gate
after them with a bundle of herbs in her hands.

“Take these. The tea is made from
mountain herbs.”

They thanked them both and went on
their way.

“A message has arrived from
President Filan, Madam Minister,” the driver of the hovercraft
informed her.

 


“It was with a heavy heart that I
agreed to take on the position of minister of defense after you
assured me that I would be granted full freedom to utilize my
knowledge as a deviser of cultures in order to bridge the gaps
between the civilizations. Isn't that right?”

“That is true,” replied Filan with
a warm, calm artificial smile, his grey eyes settling above her
head.

“You declared that I would have
full freedom of operation in order to minimize confrontation and
promote discourse between the main civilizations, with a goal
toward peace,” Diotima carried on angrily.

“I must say that your great talent
is clear and immeasurable,” he flattered her.

“Despite the great danger involved,
you approved an intelligence mission to obtain a Pythagorean single
passenger ship. You did all of this, despite your revulsion with
us, in order to recruit the Socratics to the mission and send their
representative to Samos.”

“That is true, Diotima.” His wide
nostrils flared and thick eyebrows quivered, betraying his lie.
“But things have changed. I'm afraid I can no longer grant your
request. After contemplating it and making consultations, I have
reached the conclusion that while there is indeed a threat to the
Pythagoreans, there is no danger for the galaxy. It is not our job
to sacrifice ourselves for the sake of the Pythagorean
mission.”

Filan rose to his feet and stood
over the seated Diotima in order to underscore his superiority.
Diotima did not believe a word of it. She understood the real
reason for the change in Filan's stance. 'He secretly wants to
steal the processor from the Pythagoreans in the shadow of the
coming events. He has a year to do this, but Enosh's mission would
thwart his scheme.' She replied, “I have no intention of arguing
with you because I know your decision is final. Therefore, I hereby
resign from my position.”

Filan was surprised; he had not
expected that.

“I do not accept your resignation.”
He returned to the chair behind the large desk.

“I don't need your approval; from
this moment forth I am no longer minister of defense and I am not
committed to the confidentiality derived therein. I am willing to
pay the personal price as long as I know that I did my best to save
the galaxy," said Diotima coldly and indifferently. “This
conversation is being recorded and instantaneously transmitted to
my personal assistant. Tomorrow there will be quotes from it all
over the audiovisual media throughout Dust. On the morning news
you'll be able to hear about President Filan who kidnapped Sin,
holding him captive for years, while barring humanity from the
opportunity to defend itself against the obliteration of the
galaxy. It will also be reported that in his private bank account,
Filan is holding enormous sums of money apparently received from
capitalists on Dust in exchange for sharing access to the
Pythagorean processor.”

“My dear Diotima…” he tried to stop
her.

“Former Minister of Defense.”

“Diotima, Minister of Defense,” he
tried again as beads of sweat broke out above his upper lip, “we
have three more years to find a solution to this problem. Why are
you rushing to ruin your career?”

She began walking towards the
door.

“Wait!” he called to her.

She did not turn around.

“Wait, give me a chance to
reconsider,” he shouted towards her.

Diotima turned around, removed a
document from her pocket and placed it on the desk.

“This document gives me full
authority to continue with the plans and make all decisions
independently, at every stage, without approval from you. Sign
here!” she commanded, her blazing green eyes fixed on him. He
looked at her in silence and finally lowered his gaze.

“I know you well enough to know
what you're thinking.”

“And what would that be?” he
asked.

“That the morning headlines will
announce the untimely death of the Minister of Defense.”

“Diotima, now you've gone too far.
Me?” he asked with unnatural bewilderment and insult. “I couldn't
even imagine something like that.”

“That's right. Especially not when
copies of this conversation are being saved by my assistant as we
speak,” she said, handing him the pen.

“Don't forget to sign here too,”
she said, placing a second document in front of him.

“And what is this?” he asked
angrily.

“Something you should have done a
long time ago. This is an order for Sin's release.”

 


Enosh strolled slowly through the
garden while waiting for his meeting with Diotima. He had been
tense since the moment she had recruited him for this mission. He
crossed a small carved wooden bridge over a narrow rushing brook
whose banks were adorned with bushes and reeds. Afterward he passed
by trees laden with fruit in of a plethora of different colors and
clouds of sweet-scented blossoms. The strong smell of the tree sap
and the lush scent of the ripe fruit tickled his nose. He crossed a
gate covered in ivy with tiny white flowers descending from it,
full of honeybees, and continued on to the open, stone-paved
square.

All of this overflowing abundance
was nestled in the heart of the Socratic academy. Enosh liked to
converse with his students while walking along the paths of the
garden. Sometimes they would stop him to clarify an issue. Here,
outside the walls of the auditorium, was where he felt freer and
more comfortable. In these informal discussions, topics arose that
were unrelated to the material learned in class. The students liked
to discuss their insights regarding the meaning of life and Enosh
would then point out their internal contradictions, challenging
them to respond to different situations.

Not one of those students would
have guessed that at these very moments, their revered teacher was
afraid, very afraid.

 


“What do you think?” asked Diotima,
sitting beside him on a bench in the garden. The rigid security
guards didn't even bother blending in to the surroundings.

“It really is a complex challenge.
I have a few ideas. Cold beer?” Enosh offered.

“I'd love one.”

Enosh whipped two balloons out of
his bag, giving her one and ripping the corner off the second one
with his teeth.

Diotima began. “Why did Atar
fail?”

“Atar could not pass the blood
challenge because he was unable to break free of his Pythagorean
prejudices. He only had one chance to influence the Gnostics, and
that was by way of influencing Nergal from consciousness to
consciousness during the ceremony itself. Atar failed because he
could not find the key to Nergal's consciousness.”

“And what would the key have
been?”

“The nothingness that he
worshipped. The weakness nestled within him. Atar could not reach
Nergal's weakness.”

“And why did he fail?”

“Because he was Pythagorean.”

“Explain and elaborate.”

“As a Pythagorean, he could not
identify his own weakness, much less the weaknesses of others. He
was stricken with Pythagorean blindness.” Enosh spoke fluently.
Diotima was good at stimulating him, and he reveled in the decoding
of human consciousness.

“And what is that blind spot?”
asked Diotima.

“Perfection.”

“Is there something that could help
free him of his blind spot?”

“Yes: if he ceased to be
Pythagorean.”

“Is there no other way?”

“No Diotima. Pythagoreanism, by
definition, is the belief in perfection. In order to recognize his
own weakness, he had to break loose from his own Pythagoreanism.”
Enosh sipped his beer and awaited the next question.

“And why was he unable to stop
being Pythagorean?” smiled Diotima as she sipped her beer.

Enosh rose and ignored the garden
around him. He concentrated on clarifying his complex train of
thought. “Because he was afraid, justifiably so. Had he given up,
even for a moment, his denial of weakness, he would have never been
able to return to that sense of perfection. He was close, but not
close enough. He did accept the blood challenge and tried with all
his being to release himself from his Pythagorean identity, but he
was unsuccessful.”

“How could losing his Pythagorean
identity have helped?”

“Atar recognized indirectly that
negating his own identity was the solution, but he didn't know how
to go about doing it. As someone who had no identity, he would have
found the juncture at which he could navigate between the
identities and thereby change identities. That is exactly the
Pythagoreans' weak point. They don't have the rift, the weakness,
the disturbance, the willingness to expose themselves, which
enables a person to clothe themselves in the appropriate identity
to deal with a Gnostic.”

“And what is that appropriate
identity?” Diotima prodded.

“A Gnostic identity.”

“Did Nergal want Atar to become
Gnostic? Is that what Nergal was lacking?” pressed Diotima.

“Nergal specifically did not want
Atar to be like him. Nergal needed him to be Gnostic, but only as
an indicator that he was not rejecting the Gnostics. The identity
Atar needed to wear, had he relinquished his Pythagorean identity,
was the identity of one who does not reject the Gnostics.”

“What effect would that have
had?”

“I suppose that Nergal would have
had at least a small crack in his belief.”

“Which is?” asked Diotima.

“We learned from Sin about Nergal's
hatred toward the Pythagoreans. He expressed it to Atar in Uruk.
That hatred indicates pain. This pain stems from the Pythagoreans
desertion, and shows his hidden desire to belong to humanity.” His
thoughts were lucid and structured. “The need to belong stands in
conflict with the Gnostic belief in nullification, casting doubt on
it.”

She recognized the dawning moment
of revelation. “Go on,” she encouraged.

“Atar, with his presence as a
Pythagorean, awakened that doubt. But because he was Pythagorean,
Atar was not equipped with the tools to widen that crack. Nergal
denied that doubt, and hence rejected everyone who brought it up or
represented it. Nergal erroneously thought that he could kill the
doubt by killing the messenger, the doubter. That is how his fate
was sealed. On the other hand, if Atar had not purported to judge
the Gnostic from his lofty position as a Pythagorean, and had
refrained from being judgmental in the first place, it might not
have awakened Nergal's hostility.”

Diotima knew that her brilliant
student would know the answers. She continued the dialogue step by
step to make sure that they were not passing over any stages in
building the logical case. “And how could the progression of the
events have developed had Atar given up his identity?”

Enosh sipped again and thought for
a moment before he replied. “Sin told us that Atar withstood the
blood challenge, that is, he agreed to wear the Gnostic identity.
But that was not sufficient. The question was not what he did,
rather how he did it. Sin told us that Atar responded with disgust,
revulsion and withdrawal, although he tried to hide this. Had he
relinquished his identity, he would not have responded this way,
because he would have been free from the confines of the cultural
perspectives that shaped his tendencies. What's interesting is how
Nergal would have responded if Atar had approached the ceremony
with indifference, curiosity or even enthusiasm.”

“Well, how?” asked Diotima.

“With confusion, surprise and the
feeling that something in his basic assumptions was not right,” he
replied.

“And then?”

“From here the possibilities could
be infinitely divided. Had he shown indifference to the blood
challenge, they might have listened to him. It is still uncertain
if his claims would have been effectively convincing, but at least
they would have been given a forum. If Nergal had listened, it's
possible the dialogue would have led to a widening in the crack in
his Gnostic certainty, a crack that Atar would have seized as an
opportunity to delve within it. Had they listened to him, Atar
would have told Nergal that his anger at the Pythagoreans was in
fact a suppressed desire, and he would have asked about that wish
to belong to humanity.”

“And what would Atar have had to do
in order to shed his Pythagorean identity?”

“He would have needed someone else
who had relinquished his own identity in order to guide him though
the process of relinquishing his identity. If we assume that,
without his identity, Atar would have penetrated Nergal's
consciousness, it stands to reason that another person who had
broken free of his identity would have to penetrate Atar's
consciousness and stimulate this change.”

“And who could be the first to give
up his identity in order to create a chain reaction like that?”
asked Diotima with feigned innocence.

“Me!” exclaimed Enosh
decisively.

“You?” she said as if
astonished.

“Out of all the cultures that
sprouted from Earth, we, the Socratics, are in a key position that
allows us to understand both the Pythagoreans and the Gnostics. The
Socratics are experts in nullification, in the ability to engage in
self-negation, not in the complete sense of Gnostic destruction,
but also not in the sense of abstention from nothingness like the
Pythagoreans. We know how to use the consciousness to nullify our
identities.”

Diotima finished her beer and
clucked her tongue, enjoying the bitter taste. “Thank you for the
beer and for your wise answers, but as far as I can tell, I should
have sent you on this mission when you were ten years old, before I
met you.”

“Thank you for the compliments, but
as far as I can tell, the mission of initializing this chain
reaction of identity shedding has not finished yet. Even if Atar
did not succeed in his mission against Nergal, there is still a
possibility that I shall succeed in our mission against the
Gnostics of our time.”

 


 



CHAPTER 11




Sophia was
flustered. Each development in Enosh's story disturbed her more
than the previous one. She had not yet been able to cope with the
story of her father's plight and she was already required to digest
the fact that Samos, along with the entire galaxy, was in peril due
to the Gnostics' destructive bent. She had to decide whether to
give up her Pythagorean ideal of pacifism or to wait for the
Gnostics like a sitting duck. Or maybe she should not trust the
Socratic man at all! After all, she was the master of the station
and it was her duty to take a stance and make decisions.

“How did you locate Samos?” she
investigated.

“Your father relayed the
information to Sin, who then passed it on to Diotima.”

“But why the amnesia?” she
asked.

“When we discovered the Gnostic
plot, I convinced Diotima that the best way we could help you was
for me to arrive in Samos in a state of amnesia—”

“So you lied to me?” she
interjected.

“I did not belie—“

“Don't pretend!” she cut him off
again. “You knew all along who you were and the nature of your
mission. Thales was right. Perhaps you are not a Gnostic impostor,
but an impostor nonetheless.”

“I did not deceive you,” he tried
to defend himself.

“You deceived me. You knew who I
was and that you were sent in order to deliver my father's letter
to me. Maybe your entire story is just one big fraud.”

“What for?”

“In order to steal the processor
for Filan, so he can use it to print gold.”

“No, no, Sophia. You must believe
me. Everything I am telling you is the truth.”

“It doesn't make sense to me,” she
said, hoping to be convinced that she was mistaken.

“You are correct, it does not make
sense. It is true that my amnesia was intentional, but it was
genuine.”

“What?”

“People forget their identities all
the time. We Socratics learn how to engage in self-induced amnesia
voluntarily.”

“Why?”

“Sit. Here, I'll explain everything
to you.” He looked into her eyes and tried to hold her hand, but
she withdrew it impatiently. “The stronger our identification with
our native culture, the more prejudiced we are when trying to
connect with someone from a different culture. This intercultural
connection could allow me to influence the other person from my
consciousness to their consciousness.”

“You came here in a ploy to
influence us,” she accused.

Enosh did not respond.

“What did you want to influence me
about?” asked Sophia.

“Do you want to be angry or do you
want to listen?”

She was silent for a moment. Enosh
waited patiently.

“I'm listening,” she said
finally.

“My aim was to make you mourn for
your father.”

“Enough!” Sophia wanted to end the
conversation. She struggled to decide what was worse: her grief
over her father, her immense fear of the impending danger or the
sense that Enosh was deceiving her.

“Please, listen to me for just
another moment,” he pleaded.

“I am giving you the chance to
explain yourself,” she said impatiently.

“I do not enjoy seeing you suffer
or making you angry, Sophia. It is a critical process that is
intended to free you from the Pythagorean culture.”

“You cannot tell me to sway from my
faith! What justification do you have? I will not tolerate your
exploitation of my grief over my deceased father as a weapon
against me.”

“The choice is yours, but please,
hear me out to the end!” Anything he said seemed to only exacerbate
her stubbornness.Sophia was silent and Enosh continued. “Your
father failed his test to engage in dialogue with the Gnostics
because he did not pass the blood challenge, the test that would
determine if he had disconnected from his native culture.”

“The blood challenge?” she asked.
Enosh described the basics of the Gnostic ritual as Sin had
explained to him.

“You are lying! Thales, to the
sample room,” she commanded through the audio-visual system.

“Your father trusted Sin. You must
trust me.”

Thales arrived in a flash. Sophia
recounted their exchange and presented him with the letter. He read
it intently while they waited. “The letter is forged,” he stated
finally.

“Hear me out,” said Enosh firmly.
“It was precisely because of his strict Pythagorean devotion that
your father was unable to disconnect from his own identity. I do
not blame him. We the Socratics spend years in order to attain that
level of self-negation. I came here in order to create a specific
kind of dissonance in your Pythagorean identity in order to prepare
you for meeting the Gnostics." Enosh blurted the words quickly
before Sophia would have the chance of interrupting him again. "As
pacifists, your fate is sealed. If you agree, we can cooperate and
save Samos as well as all humanity. I am not dangerous. I am here
to help all of us. You have no reason to be suspicious of me.”

Thales looked skeptically at
Sophia. Sophia looked back at him helplessly. Both of them began
asking questions at once.

“How are we to be sure that you are
not a Gnostic spy?” asked Thales.

“And how are we supposed to trust
you after your initial front was a lie?” pressed Sophia.

“Give me the benefit of the doubt,
at least until you have finished listening to me.” The two were
silent. “Are you prepared to listen to me until the end?”

“Speak! Your time is limited,” said
Sophia. Thales presence at her side had made her bolder.

“Sophia, your father destroyed the
module. The Gnostics wanted to pair the module with Samos' particle
processor in order to destroy the galaxy. Since then, though, the
Gnostics have reestablished the Uruk compound and rebuilt the
module. The module can take the processor, which creates matter,
and turn it into a machine that destroys matter. In a chain
reaction, they can destroy all matter within a range that is more
or less the radius of the Milky Way Galaxy, turning it into pure
energy. It is likely that only single stars on the outskirts of the
galaxy will remain.”

They listened as Enosh continued.
“We on planet Dust have been notified that the module will be ready
within three years’ time. According to the original plan, the
Atheist rulers were supposed to approach Octavia and offer them
military protection. Since you are incapable of and unwilling to
carry out active resistance, the Atheists planned on protecting
you, even against your own will. At the same time, I was sent to
you in an attempt to encourage you to cooperate in defending
yourselves. But this persuasion involves a long and complex
process. In order to initiate it, I created the amnesia as a
starting point—“

“And that was the reason for the
big fraud?” Sophia interjected.

“And that is why you pretended that
you had been struck with amnesia?” said Thales.

“So as to lead me astray from my
Pythagorean faith?” asked Sophia.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Enosh said
quietly. “Had I introduced myself as a Socratic Atheist, I would
not have been able to get past your prejudices against the
unbelieving Atheists. In fact, I would not have been able to get
past my own prejudices against the Pythagorean missionaries.
Unfortunately, I had no choice. You must shake yourself from your
belief in perfection, in immortality. In absolute goodness. This
type of Pythagorean stance will prevent you from even being heard
by the Gnostics. In answer to your question, Thales, no, I was not
pretending.”

“Thales, I do not believe a single
word of it,” she said crossly.

“If so, take me to the simulator.
The simulator does not lie.”

 


The station workers did not
interfere nor did they remark upon seeing the sullen group pass by,
even when they saw the station master in a rage highly atypical of
a Pythagorean.

Enosh sat in the seat in the center
of the simulator dome. Sophia stood to the side, listening. Thales
explained. “The simulator will pick up on electrical impulses in
your consciousness in order to verify your claim that you are a
Socratic who was sent to us on an official mission, and that you
believe your claims—or it will disprove it.”

“I have nothing to hide. You may
proceed,” said Enosh calmly.

The holographic space filled with
blossoming trees, babbling brooks flowing under small bridges and
clusters of people in colorful clothing sitting around a stone
table. The scent of figs wafted through the air.

“What is that?” asked Thales,
freezing the hologram.

“That is the Socratic Council and I
am among the members, making the decision to save Samos. At the
head of the table is Diotima, the Atheist minister of defense,” he
said.

They listened to the conversation
taking place around the table. Diotima voiced strong opposition to
the corruption of the Atheist government and asked for help. Enosh
described Atar's failure in that he could not separate himself from
his Pythagorean identity. For a long hour, the simulator recounted
Enosh's memories without exposing a single discrepancy.

“You continue to fool us,” Sophia
said irritably.

Enosh was surprised at Sophia and
how easily she had lost her judgment to the point where she could
no longer rely on the simulator.

“It's a pity that I did not listen
to you, Thales. You were right all along in saying that he was
lying.”

But Thales could not refute the
facts. “The simulator shows what this man believes. He is not
consciously lying. And yet, if he indeed knows how to negate his
identity, why couldn't he have implanted false memories into his
mind, or why couldn't others have implanted memories that he
himself believes?”

“Unfortunately, I am not lying.
Thales said this himself. The galaxy faces a genuine threat. The
gap between yourselves and the Gnostics is much too wide to
entertain any hopes for dialogue, and therefore only a drastic
measure on my part could have shaken you from your harmonious
state. The amnesia was that drastic measure. If you will believe me
that I came here out of good will and a desire to help you, you may
be able to accept my explanation. And now, let us call our
attention to the information at hand, by which you can decide
whether to trust me or not.” He continued before they had a chance
to cut him short again. “The processor is in your hands, the
Pythagoreans. The module is in the Gnostics' hands, though it
cannot function without the processor. They simultaneously need you
and hate you. What exists between your cultures is an extension of
the love-hate relationship that existed between Yaldabaoth and
Ishtar, as well as between Orpheus the Pythagorean and Adamas the
Gnostic. Indifference leads nowhere, but hatred may lead to
love.”

She looked straight into his eyes.
He was silent.

“We have finished for now,” she
said coldly and left the simulator feeling cheated. It seemed to
Enosh that Thales was looking at him understandingly, but he shook
himself out of it and hastened to follow her.

 


The inhabitants of Samos had become
accustomed to the stranger's presence. He felt more comfortable
wandering the curving corridors alone. He was forced to idle away
his time since had little else to do.

He considered the fact that he had
twice passed by the bar on the residential sphere. Previously, he
was reluctant to enter because he did not feel comfortable. This
time, the bar was empty of patrons and the bartender sat in the
gloom.

Without asking, Barman placed two
large glasses on the counter. The glasses were covered in droplets
of frost and were filled with ice-cold golden beer topped with a
layer of foam. Enosh was surprised to see beer served in a
Pythagorean bar, especially because he had indeed been craving one
and received it without even asking.

“How did you know that I wanted a
beer?”

“You don't look Pythagorean to me,
and you looked like you were in need of something to quench your
thirst.”

“Are Pythagoreans allowed to drink
beer?”

“They're allowed, but they don't.
Especially not members of the ascetic government.”

“So I gather that you are not
Pythagorean,” said Enosh, gesturing toward Barman's glass.

“Correct.”

Enosh gulped the beer. “Since you
are not Pythagorean, perhaps you can help me.”

“With what?”

“Perhaps you could help me
understand them.”

Barman rolled his eyes as if he had
just been asked to perform an impossible task.

Enosh smiled. “That bad, huh?”

“Can you understand someone who
does not like beer?”

Enosh laughed. “No, seriously. I
think I screwed up a bit with Sophia.”

“Aha,” said barman knowingly.
“Women!”

“Women? Yes, women. Or, more
precisely, woman,” nodded Enosh.

“Give me back the beer and I'll
give you a double whisky.”

Enosh did not hold back his
laughter. “No, seriously.”

“Totally serious. How can I help
you? And why me specifically?”

“Because you are not Pythagorean,
and it's probable that you have encountered the same cultural
differences that I don't understand.”

“What happened?”

“I did not lie, but I managed to
create an untruthful impression.”

"The Pythagoreans, as intelligent
as they are, their truth is simplistic. They don't distinguish
between truthful facts and sincere intentions." Barman sipped his
beer and continued, "Mathematical accuracy is all that counts. If
you are not accurate you are a liar."

"Why is that?"

"Intentions are like feelings,
these are noises that interfere with rational obedience to the
cosmic order."

"Then they are not that different
from their nemesis".

"I will not quote you on that."

Enosh sensed some relief. “Who are
you?”

“Barman.”

“I know, but really, who are you?
What is your name? How do you know so much about the
Pythagoreans?”

“The metamorphoses of my life have
been too many.”

It was obvious that Barman did not
want to talk about it, and Enosh considered that he had already
exerted too much effort in his other challenges. “Excellent beer.”
He emptied his glass in one gulp and wiped the foam from his mouth
with his hand.

“Have another?”

“Why not.”

 


They sat embracing in Sophia's
room. His touch felt strange, unfamiliar. It went against the
fundamental Pythagorean principles, but they had already crossed
the point of no return. Thales stroked her hair.

“You know that he is telling the
truth.”

Sophia didn't answer.

“There is no reason not to listen
to him. He came here to help. The galaxy is in danger.”

“Up until a few days ago, you were
the one warning me about Enosh, the Gnostic spy,” she said angrily,
“and now he is the savior of the world?”

“I understand how this may look to
you. It may seem like I underwent a rapid metamorphosis, but that
is only to the outside viewer. In reality, I have been questioning
Octavia's harmonious approach for a while now.”

“Thales, you said Octavia but you
meant Pythagoras.”

“Correct. I have had misgivings
about Pythagoreanism for some time already. Throughout these most
recent events, something that I already sensed became sharper. I
understand now that it's impossible that I can feel the pain of
love, a pain that I cannot deny, while simultaneously continuing to
believe in the ideal of perfect harmony. I believe Enosh.”

She was silent.

“Sophia!”

“Yes, Thales.”

“From the moment I met him, I felt
that he was dangerous, but my feelings were based on the wrong
reasons. I attributed my anxiety to the possibility of him being a
Gnostic spy, but what really scared me was the fear that you would
fall in love with him. I can no longer deny my feelings. The
Pythagorean ethos that discredits emotions is no longer valid for
me. If the danger of war looms over us, I am not willing to
endanger my life without expressing my feelings and fighting. You
know that I love you, Sophia. The irony of it all is that it took a
potential galactic catastrophe and the threat of another man to
wake me. We cannot deny that the danger that brought Enosh here is
real.” Thales brought her attention back to the actual threat.

“Yes, one cannot deceive the
simulator.”

 


 



CHAPTER 12




As the
chief commander of the Gnostic invasion fleet, the one who would
carry out the redemption of the spirit from the material, Truth
should have felt intoxicated by the enormous amount of power
entrusted to him. Had he been allowed to do as he pleased, he would
never have chosen to command a single person. He was chosen to be
the father of the ship because of his talent. He devoted himself to
his job because of his Gnostic faith, but he felt no joy at the
sight of soldiers abruptly leaping to silent and tense attention
when he passed them in the halls. He felt more comfortable
commanding the strike pilots or even sitting in his single-person
spacecraft.

In contrast to Smoke, he was
relatively old when he joined the Gnosis. Even though he had
already developed his own identity and it had therefore been less
convenient for the Gnostics to try to reshape his mind, his
progress in the Gnostic chain of command had been meteoric. Nergal
recognized the young Mandaean's potential. Nergal had marked him as
the Redeemer because he was the only one out of all the New
Gnostics that had Mandaean roots, a scion of the original
Gnosis.

Truth's family did in fact descend
from the handful of families that upheld the Mandaean tradition in
the land between the rivers—Mesopotamia—for two thousand three
hundred years. The Mandaeans were comprised of a miscellany of
cultures. Jews of the Syrian exile wandered from eastern Syria and
northern Israel in the third century AD and arrived in the city of
Basra in southern Iraq. In what was once ancient Uruk, they
intermarried with the descendants of the Mesopotamians, the local
marsh Arabs. The name Mandaean was given to them by the Christians.
'Mandaean' is Aramaic for 'Those who Know'—or Gnostic in Greek.
They called themselves the Nezarenes.

The marshes kept them isolated; the
conquests of Alexander the Great, Cyrus and Mohammad did not reach
them. Nevertheless, the Mandaeans slowly gave up their cultural
identity under the crushing pressure of Islam in the early
twenty-second century. Quite a few households, including Truth's
family, secretly continued to practice Mandaean rituals. Until the
Great Destruction.

Truth remembered the ceremonial
baptisms in the marshes of the Euphrates delta, the prayers that
were accompanied by Jewish psalms of praise to the holy Jordan
River and the supplications offered to the Master of Light for
redeeming their souls. Like the new Gnostics, Truth's people also
viewed the world as a battle between the aeons of time and space on
the one side, versus Demiurge-Yaldabaoth, the impure creator, on
the other side. In contrast with the New Gnosis, the Mandaeans did
not view the Demiurge creator as a devil that must be obliterated,
but rather as an entity that needed to correct the mistake she had
committed and return to his position with the aeons under the
leadership of the Master of Light.

Like all ancient religions, the
Mandaeans engaged less in metaphysics and more in the human soul.
They focused less on psalms in praise of the Demiurge's return to
the pleroma and instead channeled their energy toward the
redemption of their own souls in anticipation of spiritual
redemption. A Mandaean saw himself as Adam in the Garden of Eden,
awaiting the voice of God that would instruct him toward his
calling.

The most significant discrepancy
between the Mandaeans and the other Gnostics, and the reason why
the Mandaeans were the only sect of Gnostics to survive, was their
reverence for fertility. Truth remembered participating in the
ritual of Ishtar, Goddess of fertility before the destruction. The
source of the ritual was in the ancient Sumerian civilization. He
remembered the recitations of clay inscriptions and weaving of flax
fibers in a ceremony during which his younger siblings were
inducted into the community.

Following Islam, military
technology conquered the marshes and continued to destroy the
culture. The Mandaeans gave up their culture, but not permanently.
During the twenty second century, technology was obliterated in the
Human-Gods' wars. Like their ancestors, the Mandaeans returned to
the marshes, the mud, the reeds, the clay tablets, the weaving of
flax, the fishing in thatched boats and the hunting of
waterfowl.

The fuel tanks were full, the
launchers were loaded and the warriors were strapped in to their
aircraft. As far as they knew, this was just another invasion
exercise. Each pilot knew, down to the centimeter, the distance he
must maintain between himself and the other aircraft. The badgers
that were at the forefront of the ground invasion were equipped
with their personal weaponry. Their commanding officers waiting in
the aircraft behind them were ready to enter immediately after
them. The primary forces of the technicians, who were supposed to
take over Samos' computer systems, were also ready, as were the
engineers with the module. They were all expecting more practice
drills in order to improve nuances of their performance. The forces
also prepared for less expected instances, like violent resistance,
combat with Atheist aid and equipment failures. They prepared a
response to each situation and practiced it rigorously. All of
them, without exemption, were brimming with enthusiasm, dedication
and battle spirit. But there was one surprise for which they were
unprepared.

“My Gnostic comrades throughout the
audio-visual: stop your exercises, in whatever stage you are, and
in the name of the Master of Light, hear my words.”

Truth appeared on the personal
displays of each of the warriors as well as the cadets who remained
on the father ship.

“I have reexamined your
performances and I am sure each and every one of you will carry out
his task perfectly. We have sanctified ourselves with holy prayers,
harsh training and iron discipline. I am happy to announce that all
of this was not in vain.”

He was silent and the suspense
intensified.

“We have waited years for this
glorious moment.” He was silent for a moment. “We are on our way to
the heavenly pleroma,” he announced loudly. “We will not be
returning to Uruk on Earth, Yaldabaoth's middle world. The time has
come in which we shall all be redeemed from the darkness of
materialism to the clarity of light, along with the entire
galaxy.”

The whispers amplified. Some of
them had begun to guess the event to which Truth was alluding.

“My Gnostic bothers!” he raised his
voice. “Today we depart for Samos!”

After a brief moment of silence,
the whispers returned, shortly followed by cries of surprise.

“Samos!” somebody called out.

“Samos!” roared one thousand mouths
simultaneously. There were those who jumped up and down in joy.
Others froze instead. The enthusiasm of the crowd sparked a wave of
elation that climbed all the way from the pit of Truth's stomach up
to his chest, proceeding to choke his throat and then ring in his
ears.

“In the name of the Sanctity of the
Master of Light,” he called out again. “This is not a test. We are
on our way to an invasion. There are spies surrounding us on all
sides in Uruk. There is no nation in the galaxy that does not fear
us and that does not keep watch on our movements. My loyal
Gnostics, I trust you, but there are eavesdroppers everywhere. Up
until today, you were all aware that it would take another three
years until the module was complete. It was clear to me that this
information could not be kept secret that it would leak into eager
hands. And indeed, this is what happened. There is nothing stopping
us on the way to Samos. Not a single living thing can be found in
the entire distance before us. The Atheists on Dust still believe
the information that you yourselves believed up until this point.
They will be prepared for our invasion in three years’ time. That
is, three years after the galaxy has ceased to exist.”

One of the Gnostics began to call
out in rhythm:

“Truth! Truth! Truth!”

After a few seconds, their acclaim
burst out like thunder rolling across the audio-visual system.

“Truth! Truth! Truth!”

Truth silenced them. “The module is
ready. The accelerator, the component that was slated to be
completed in three years' time, is also ready and waiting here
inside the father ship. We must all thank the Gnostic scientific
staff that spent the past three years working to develop the
accelerator in an underground laboratory in Aleppo. They shall also
find their place alongside us in the pleroma.”

“Onward to Samos!” he roared
again.

“Onward to Samos!” they all
repeated after him.

“To the pleroma of the aeons,” he
cried.

“To the pleroma of aeons,” they
repeated.

“The Master of Light is expecting
us!”

“The Master of Light is expecting
us!”

Truth began to recite:

“In the Uruk Tablet

Our destiny is to liberate

The kingdom of Earth

To the empire of heaven.”

Hundreds of voiced repeated after
him.

“In the Uruk Tablet

Our destiny is to liberate

The kingdom of Earth

To the empire of heaven.”

 


They repeated the verses over and
over again, arousing themselves into a sweeping ecstasy. Truth felt
elated: the forces that he had spent years training were now ready
for his command. The holy mission was about to be fulfilled, and
he, the last scion of the Mandaeans of Uruk, was going to be the
Redeemer that would restore the Godly spark from its material
prison to the exalted pleroma.

“Forward, let's move!” he cried.
The chief pilot of the father ship switched the engines to full
speed followed by every Gnostic aircraft, rejoicing into
battle.

 


 



CHAPTER 13




The two of
them sat in the sample room on blue silk cocoons, surrounded by the
simulator's treasures. A more relaxed atmosphere hung between them.
Sophia had digested the reality of the impending threat.

“I appreciate your willingness to
help us, despite the dangers it entails for you.”

“I am part of the endangered galaxy
as well.”

“How did you know about my love for
Thales?” she asked.

“I was watching you from the
bridge. It was at that moment that I regained my identity.”

“I thought that you were in love
with me. I didn't mean to hurt you.”

“I also thought that I was in love
with you, and you with me,” he said. “When I saw you with Thales
from the bridge, my heart stung with envy. That was what jolted me
to remember who I was.”

“Why specifically at that moment?”
she asked.

“The plan was to arrive here as a
man with no memories and no past, a man who grasped on to his
emotions because he had nothing else. Through that emotional state
I was able to move you Pythagoreans into feeling something, but all
under the condition that I don't know what I am doing. The amnesia
served that as well. That was why I tried to clarify your feelings
although painful. Without accepting your feelings there will not be
a way to fight or make peace with the Gnostics."|

The moment of awakening was when my
love turned to jealousy. At the moment that I saw you had fallen in
love, expressing emotions without the barrier of your Pythagorean
armor, my mission had been accomplished. The amnesia became
unnecessary and I could then recall who I was.”

“And are you still in love with
me?” she asked sympathetically.

“No. When I remembered who I was, I
understood that that love was part of my identity as a
stranger.”

“Ah... very well then,” she said
with relief and a trace of disappointment. “But how did you manage
to forget your own identity?”

“That is a Socratic skill that I
cultivated over years of training. It is difficult to acquire this
skill, and what's more, it is fraught with fear: What if I am
unable to recall my identity? This fear is ever-present.”

She nodded understandingly. Enosh
felt relieved: the first part of the plan had succeeded.
Nonetheless, he was still uncertain about the outcome of the rest
of the plan.

“Your father failed because he
could not relinquish his identity. He lacked the necessary skills.
Today, only you can rise to this challenge.”

“Wait, do you mean that I must
learn how to forget my own identity as you have? I thought that
such a skill requires years of training.”

“No. You need to undergo other
changes to you consciousness. You have already accomplished some of
them.”

“Why me?”

“Because you have the coveted
processor that the Gnostics seek, and therefore they will be
willing to communicate with you,” he explained. “You will be at the
forefront of the encounter with them.” He studied her and watched
her reaction.

“I understand. What must I do?” she
said in surprising calmness.

“I must instruct you in how to
prepare for an encounter with them and how to convince Octavia to
fight.”

“Can I manage to learn the ability
to influence others from consciousness to consciousness within a
year? Haven't you been doing this for your entire adult life?”

“Yes,” he spread his hands out
helplessly. “We have no choice. We may even have three years to
accomplish this.”

“We must begin,” she said
matter-of-factly. Where do we begin?"

“I will start from the beginning,
so you can follow the road I took up to this point. Let me tell you
about my life and I will acquaint you with the Atheist way of
thinking in general and the Socratic approach specifically.”

She was silent and he continued.
“My parents were disappointed, even dejected, about the type of
education that, in their opinion, had led to the destruction of
Earth. They believed that spontaneous development was more
beneficial to the child. Up until the age of ten, I did not attend
school because my parents were wary of the teachers’ influence,
since some of them still believed in God.

“When I was four years old, I
encountered death for the first time. We had chickens. One morning,
I rose as usual to feed them and I saw one of the chicks struggling
to move. I picked him up in my hand and he began to flutter. I laid
him on the ground. I could tell that he was in distress. I stroked
him, talked to him and waited for him to rise to his feet. Finally,
he stopped moving. I thought that he was sleeping and called for my
mother. She told me that the chick had died. From that point on, I
was afraid to sleep lest I die. I remembered the last few moments
of the small chick's life with great clarity, watching him pass
from life into death, from being to nonbeing. The notion that I
could cease to exist terrified me. Up until then, I felt like a
little prince in my world. My parents instilled me with confidence
to discover the world, but then I discovered the terror that was
death. I learned that there was something final and absolute that
no man could overcome. When I was older, my mother shared with me
her own experiences at my age. She had not been born an Atheist.
When she was a young girl, she was told not to fear death because
the dead joined God's family up in heaven. That is to say, we don't
really die. You also believe this notion.”

“Yes.”

“My mother was tempted to fabricate
a story that would calm my fears just as her parents had done for
her, but my parents, like all of the other parents on Dust,
believed that these kinds of comforts led to the belief systems
that had destroyed Earth during the Human-Gods' Wars. God can be a
decent solution for life's temporary problems, but as soon as he
exists, he begins to fight with the other Gods and his devotees
become cannon fodder. She told me about how difficult it was for
her to tell me that after death, there is simply nothing. She
described it like a party that ends at a certain time and then
that's it. There are no more parties. You can imagine how hard it
was for her to tell me the painful truth and how difficult it was
for me to sleep at night. After some time, it worked itself out. I
saw that I kept waking up each morning. The fears subsided on their
own. I think I understood the essence of the Atheist faith. The
belief in temporal and transitory life.”

“That seems like a very miserable
existence, having a temporary and trivial life.”

“You must understand that, for my
parents, God was the nightmare that destroyed their world. In my
eyes, the eternal outlook, which is a byproduct of Godliness,
diminishes the ephemeral beauty of life.”

“Fine, go on with the story of your
temporal life,” she teased with a smile.

“At the age of ten, I attended
school. I was interested in my studies and excelled in all
subjects: science, mathematics, history, art, languages,
consciousness, technology and most of all, topology and
anthropology. I wanted to understand people like you.”

“Like who?” she shifted and sat up
straighter.

“Believers in God. Their
consciousness operates differently. I wondered if they fell asleep
differently, since God was protecting them. My parents explained
that God watched over them with devastating zealotry.”

“Didn't you know anyone who
believed in God?”

“I was the first one of my family
to be born on Dust. I have never been to Earth. Religious people
were taboo. The Atheists were afraid of them.”

“So what do you believe in
then?”

“I found ideals that I believed in.
I formulated a world-view for myself in which man was responsible.
Firstly, he is responsible for determining the bounds of the
responsibility that he takes for his own life. Man may decide how
to expand or decrease his scope of responsibility. I see God as
something that is defined outside the bounds of responsibility, as
a replacement for recognizing one's own helplessness. I would not
want to impose limits over myself or my scope of responsibility. I
think that if man possesses a conscious mind, and apparently more
so than animals do, why must he blur the revelation in which he
approaches his own death?”

“What does that have to do with
it?”

“When I remember that I am mortal,
I feel better. God, as I understand Him, is a guarantee of
immortality that absolves me of momentary responsibility. Do you
relinquish the here and now as your price for eternity?”

Sophia hesitated. “For me, God is
harmony. Don't you see the beauty, the wonder of creation, the
magnificence of life? Aren't you awestruck by a blade of grass, by
the sun?”

“I am in awe of the phenomena, but
what does that have to do with God? That is my own experience.”

“The phenomenon itself. The galaxy,
the mathematical regularity, the repeating order of the
universe—that is perfection. Man can attain the experience of
perfection, recognizing the oneness and eternal harmony.” The
Pythagorean passion had returned to her voice. “Did you know that
the degree of curvature in each snail, the arrangement of the
scales on a pinecone and the plates of an armadillo's armor—all of
them are arranged according to the same formula?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know that the geological
layers on all the planets that have been studied so far are also
arranged according to this ratio?”

“No.”

“And all of the moons that orbit
each planet, as well as all of the planets that orbit the suns and
all of the suns orbiting the galactic black holes?”

“I admit, I did not know this.”

“How can you explain that?” Sophia
asked reproachfully.

“I do not explain it,” replied
Enosh coolly.

“And you are satisfied with that,
having no explanation?”

“Yes.”

“I cannot live like that. In my
eyes, the world is arranged in a magnificent mathematical order,
which we are able to see and admire. That is God's way of revealing
Himself to us. Whoever does not see this or is satisfied with
having no explanation is evading the truth!” Sophia's face
flushed.

“Actually, the incredible order
frightens me most of all. I used to be afraid of death. Now I am
afraid of perfection. The appreciation of beauty requires distance,
a gap between the person having the experience and the experience
itself. This distance cannot exist in a state of perfection. I do
not believe in perfection. I see death as a sort of hole, a void, a
lack. A perforation in each and every moment. I see each moment as
a pearl, death as a hole in the pearl and time as the cord that
strings all the pearls together. For me, the beauty of the necklace
is worth more than eternity. To me, death, or void, prevents matter
from collapsing, keeping me passionate by maintaining a distance
from beauty.”

“Fear of death is rooted in
ignorance.” Sophia began to focus her argument. “Someone who does
not know that his soul is eternal will suffer from fear of death
his entire life. It pains me that your mother did not educate you
about the eternity of the soul. She could have freed you from your
childhood fear of death in a much simpler manner. She could have
told you the truth: that we are all part of the universal family,
and therefore there is nothing to fear about changing phases.
Whatever happens, we are all still part of the universe.”

She tapped her finger on one of the
balls in the planetary model and sent the whole system spinning.
“The soul exists and is eternal. I know this by virtue of my
education as well as through personal experience. During my
meditation exercises, I have seen my own soul, which has worn other
incarnations before me.” Sophia looked into his eyes imploringly,
explaining and calming. Her words offered a solution to the fear of
death. The melody of the spheres played in his ears, mellifluous
and infinite, cyclical and eternal like the smooth pearlescent hues
of the curved walls in the station.

“So what did you do following your
studies?”

“Planet Dust had many wealthy urban
centers replete with technological and materialistic degeneration,
as well as many young colonies that were established after the
separation from Earth. Each colony was founded on a different
Atheist ideology. I wandered between the colonies in search of a
path that spoke to me.”

“And what did you discover?”

“I learned from the Cynics to doubt
any pretense of perfection, but I did not like their bitterness.
They were not completely reconciled with the absence of God. They
felt as if they were promised a reality that was never fulfilled.
They complain that they were deprived of divine limitations on
human responsibility. They are basically closet religious
believers. They would have preferred their mothers to have lied to
them and to have told them that they were going to live forever,
and instead complain that she is silent.”

“What else?”

“I learned from the Humanists that
compassion is a precondition for any type of relationship and that
pleasure is derived from doing good for others. But the centrality
of man in their worldview did not sit well with me. It was clear to
me that it was a slippery slope from Humanism to
Anthropotheism.”

“Then where did you go after
Humanism?”

“I learned from the Existentialists
about free will and the tragic position of man versus his destiny.
The existential view emerged as a response to the World Wars at the
close of the second millennium. Devotees of existentialism had
great influence following the destruction of Earth in the beginning
of the third millennium. They offered wonderful suggestions in
favor of their approach as a way of life, but they lacked the
knowledge that I sought. They did not offer the answers to the way
that human consciousness operates in practice.”

“So then where did you find your
own personal God?”

“Actually, I found His absence, or,
more precisely, I found the ideal of absence.”

“You worship absence?”

“On the contrary. The absence
serves me. I am driven by what I lack and not by what someone or
something else lacks. I do not worship it like the Gnostics, rather
I recognize it. I give it its place.”

“What is the connection between
absence and the human consciousness that you sought?”

“Consciousness is a representation,
but since it is candid, there is a gap between the representation
and the object. This gap is absence. The gap between the object and
its name, between life and death, reality and symbolism. Narrowing
this gap could result in loss of movement, loss of will and loss of
consciousness. I say this with sorrow...” Enosh waited a second for
a reaction. He divided that second into fragments and waited,
ready, for the right moment; when he saw that the sorrow had
touched her, he continued. “Sorrow and compassion, acceptance of
loss, such as your loss, being orphaned from your father.”

Her eyes flashed.

“But without any recognition of
absence, of loss, one cannot feel desire. After all, it is the
basis of life, of the sense of vitality inside of you, the desire
that exists in the gap between the observer and the object of
beauty.”

“You did not finish your search
there, did you? Where did you get to?”

“Just when I was ready to join the
ranks of the Existentialists, I discovered the Socratics. The
capitalistic position held by the Existentialists regarding the
responsibility of free will is a good substitute for an
authoritative legal stance, but it is not sufficient and could be
used as an excuse for materialistic addiction. In my Existential
training dialogues, they repeatedly challenged me: 'Formulate an
equation of costs and returns, delineate the risks and dangers, and
now, choose!' But I did not choose to be born, to fall in love or
to be mortal. Some things are not elective. Existentialism fails to
properly address such issues. I went to Diotima.”

“Diotima? The Atheist minister of
defense?”

“Yes. Before she became a
politician, she was the chairwoman of the Socratic Academy. She is
an expert on ancient civilizations, languages, religions and the
shaping of cultural consciousness. I requested that she accept me
as a student,” he said as he sat back and recalled the chain of
events. “She only took in a limited number of students. They said
that it was impossible to know what motivates her to respond to
students. She asked me why I chose her specifically. I stated the
reason that I saw fit at the time. I heard that the Socratics
understood the meaning of life better than the others. She
repeatedly asked me what I wanted and pointed out the discrepancies
in my claims. Thus, she made it clear that according to my stated
reasons, I had not come to the right address. I had asked to learn
how to live and she, in the manner of the Socratics, testified that
she herself did not know anything. Truthfully, I don't know what
made me want to study under her, but I had no doubt that that was
what I wanted. She pitied my plight but did not relent. Finally, I
said—and I do not know how this idea came into my head—that I could
tell by the way she ate the grapes in front of her that she knew
something that I would like to learn but I could not pinpoint what
that thing is.”

“Did she accept you?”

“On the spot.”

“And what was it that you saw in
the grapes?” she asked curiously.

'How can I condense into one
sentence what I understood about the grapes,' he wondered. “I
understood something about Diotima's attitude toward her hunger,
her appetite, her desire, her pleasure or rather to the absence
that bubbled inside her. We referenced that point many times in the
course of our studies. She said that if I recognized something
within her that means that I already possess the knowledge that I
seek and I must try to articulate it. I said that something
mesmerized me in the way she enjoyed the grape as if it were
simultaneously the last grape in the world as well as the eternal,
infinite grape. She sent me to seek the infinite elsewhere but
agreed to teach me about temporality and consciousness.”

“And what did you learn about the
meaning of life?”

“I found that, as far as I can see,
the meaning of life can be found in two concepts: love and
consciousness.”

Sophia squirmed uncomfortably and
finally asked, “What did you learn about love?” The conversation
had piqued her interest.

“Love is a valuable relationship, a
relationship with someone dear to you, from whom you derive
pleasure, provide pleasure, fear his loss or suffer his
absence.”

“And consciousness?”

“I learned about myself, and by
extension about others as well, how the consciousness works and how
to shape it. I learned that people seek the impossible so that they
will always have a reason to search and so that they won't ruin
their searching experience. I learned that people sabotage
themselves by manufacturing absences in their lives so that they
will not have to face the reality that the absence still exists
even if they hadn't manufactured it themselves. People go away so
that their absence will be noted, as if others miss them, and not
that they miss others. People maintain holy and exacting protocols
of action according to specific codes in order to avoid personal
will. Diotima taught me to see all of these situations in myself
and in others,” he explained. “I cannot understand how you, the
Pythagoreans, manage to deny love.”

“To the Pythagoreans, there is no
connection between partnership and love. Love is an uncontrollable
emotion that leads to jealousy, competition and heartbreak as well
as damages the community's harmony.”

“But I saw many couples in
Samos.”

“The couples that you saw were
chosen and matched by experts based on their genetic compatibility
and according to the needs of the community.”

“For the needs of the community?
What about love? In my view, the emotion of love fulfills society's
needs in a much more complex and subconscious way than one could
ever consciously engineer.”

“Subconscious?” she asked.

“I learned that the subconscious
world is always there, beneath the surface, like the double bottom
of a suitcase. Sometimes you can understand what occurs within it,
but even when you cannot understand it, it is always active.
Desires, identifications, passions. This is how people interact.
Like words in a sentence or men in society.”

“I used to think that one could not
attain perfection if he allowed such subconscious processes to
dictate his destiny.”

“I learned,” replied Enosh, “that
the meaning of life does not lie in attaining perfection or even
striving toward perfection, but rather one's ability to bear
absence, which is the basis of the yearning for beauty. I learned
that the meaning of life lies in devotion, but it is up to us to
choose the object of our devotion; this responsibility is our
own.”

“And to maintain this faith, you
must believe in the nonexistence of God?”

“Yes.”

“That is to say, the temptation to
relinquish personal responsibility is great.”

“It appears to be so.”

“And that is the motivation behind
your version of divinity?” she asked defiantly.

“What are you getting at?” he
countered.

“The Pythagorean version of God is
perfection. I do not disagree with you there. But does your version
of God exempt you from personal responsibility?”

“Yes. According to my view, God is
a refuge from responsibility of desire, from the responsibility of
free will and the cost it entails. My position, which I am trying
to convey to you by means of my life story, is that there is a
price for love and belonging, and sometimes this price is war.”

“First you invented God as an
entity that exempts one from responsibility, and then you rebelled
against him in order to restore that very responsibility?” she
smiled.

“Err... Yes,” he stammered.

“You were the one who invented God
as the entity that exempts one from responsibility, and so now you
must rebel against him in order to restore it. But that is not my
God, and therefore I have no need to rebel against Him.” She
chuckled again.

He had no answer. He was confused;
that point had never occurred to him. But his curiosity was
aroused, just as it was when his students would surprise him with
their insights.

“Urgent call for Sophia. Broadcast
from Octavia.” The audio-visual system rescued him from the
philosophical conundrum.

“I'll be right back.” She stood up
hurriedly.

 


When she finished deciphering the
coded message from Octavia, she sat opposite the display and read
it again.

 


To Sophia, master of the station,
and all loyal Pythagoreans of Samos: Greetings!

As per your request, we checked the
data that you provided regarding the aircraft. We discovered that
the single-man ship had been stolen, apparently by the intelligence
services of the Atheist heretics. The directive of the Chief
Council is not to grant anyone entry into Samos' docks, but since
the error has already been committed, your instructions are now as
follows:

One of the Atheists' missions is to
spread their faith throughout all the human communities. Their
belief is in the nonexistence of God in all forms, including the
mathematical Pythagorean God. You must be aware of these intentions
and avoid exposure to their influence, which are aimed at swaying
your faith.

The Atheists are known for their
ability to challenge the weaker links, the ones who are more
susceptible to emotionalism and sentimentality. You must prevent
the guest from coming into contact with your people, for their
faith is not as steadfast as your own.

With blessings of harmony,

Nicomachus, Octavia

 


 


Sophia's battle against her
impulses had failed. The dam broke the previous night. They
discovered each other the entire night. Thales made her body aware
of pleasures that she did not even know existed. She experienced
the height of pleasure in surrendering to her body and soul,
without reservation or regret. Thales also discovered the unknown
intensity of love.

She glanced at Thales as he slept,
careful not to wake him. 'Thales, I would never have imagined that
my best friend would become the object of my desire.' She paused
and decided not to switch on her personal communication unit. Her
day would be busy: back-to-back activities as well as the
continuation of her training, but everything could wait just a few
more minutes.

 


The scout on duty could not reach
Thales, so he tried to contact the station master instead. There
was no response by her either. Having no choice, he called them
through Samos' audio-visual intercom.

“Scout on duty here. The station
master and chief scout are asked to report to the surface sphere.”
They looked at each other awkwardly.

“I'll go out first so that we won't
be seen coming out together.”

“Do you think anyone knows yet?” he
asked nervously.

“I hope not. I don't know what's
going on. Why are they calling us though the intercom?” She dressed
in a hurry, understanding that they would only call them on the
intercom in the event of an emergency. Worry began to gnaw at
her.

“I'll be there in five minutes,” he
said, kissing her on her way out.

 


First, they dismissed the scout on
duty. They calibrated the computer over and over and tried to
analyze the data on other computers. They checked the numbers with
each other in order to verify that there were no calculation
errors, but the results remained the same. The numbers, as well as
their graphic renditions, were very clear. Over one hundred tiny
flying objects were traveling with precision directly toward Samos.
These were not meteors, which had curved paths. Judging by the
orderly formation and precise direction of the objects, it could
only mean one thing: this was a fleet of aircraft on its way to
Samos. They hoped that it was a commercial fleet but knew that this
was an unlikely prospect. Samos did not appear on any trade route
maps.

The speed of the aircraft was
typical of a military formation, and their number far exceeded the
amount of aircraft sent on any commercial, research or diplomatic
expedition. They wanted to believe that this was the Atheist fleet
that Enosh had told them about, but it was too early. Enosh said
that the Atheists would arrive only in many months' time—in
anticipation of the Gnostics, who were expected to arrive in a
year's time at earliest. Octavia had not confirmed any visits, plus
they would have received prior notice from Octavia. The conclusion
was inevitable.

 


Thales sat as his throat
constricted and choked. His dream had finally come true; he had
enjoyed a few moments of bliss, but then awoke to a nightmare. In a
short while, the Gnostics would arrive and pluck Samos like a ripe
fruit. His jaws clenched in rage. His fists clenched as if to break
the ring of asphyxiation. When he tried to think rationally, he
only saw one solution: Enosh.

For the first time in his life, he
was not ashamed of the wave of violence that passed over his body.
He decided that he would not give in to the Gnostics without a
fight. He was prepared to kill in order to protect Sophia and
Samos. He would kill, rather than being like the manatee that
grazes on seaweed while he is exposed to the predatory shark.

Sophia felt her body petrify in
terror. Panic crept up her back, encircled her neck, clutched her
head and clouded her consciousness. Only when she filled her lungs
did she realize that she had been holding her breath. The sensation
of Thales hand on her shoulder jolted her from the thick darkness
that enveloped her to the sharp pain of despair. When she thought
about the fate of the galaxy, she was slightly embarrassed that it
had not been the first thing on her mind. Her first thought had
been about Thales. She looked at him sadly.

There is no way out, she reflected.
Octavia's forces will not arrive in time and in any case would be
unable to veer from their sacred ideal of pacifism. Needless to
say, the Atheists would not arrive in time either.

Enosh burst into the command
center. “Oh hell,” he blurted, breaking the silence. He scanned the
screens. "My fears have come true."

Thales alerted him while he was in
the midst of preparing for the rest of Sophia's training.

'This is the end. We are too late,'
he thought. 'The Atheists will not arrive in time and there is no
way that I can finish training Sophia.' He imagined the Gnostic war
machine careening toward Samos and crushing it. He began to think
about the annihilation of the galaxy. Fear seeped through his
limbs. He inadvertently bit his lips.

The pain lurched him back to his
task. He donned the armor of Socratic knowledge, with the awareness
that the Socratic Method would shield him from despair and fear.
'The Gnostics are on their way. I must act. Death will come sooner
or later.' He repeated: 'Death is the only certain truth.' The
Gnostic threat became slightly less intimidating. The aim was not
to avoid death but rather to delay it.

 


All of the Gnostic warriors in the
father ship, those in their aircraft on their way to Samos, those
in the Uruk compound as well as those in their strongholds in the
conquered cities from the Arabian Peninsula up to the Mediterranean
Sea, sang the battle hymn throughout the audio-visual system in
unison.

 


Vainglorious Demiurge,

The blind, the brutish,

From the lofty heavens

Fell to the gutters.

 


Demiurge the progenitor,

The deviant and sinful,

The deletion of Ishtar,

Devoid of soul.

 


Cursed Demiurge

Samos is his home,

Pythagoras his messiah,

Orpheus his prophet.

 


The spark of light

Was packaged within a body,

Foul and soiled,

And flung into exile.

 


We possess within us the
knowledge

Of the superior worlds.

We are the visionaries

Of the hidden spark.

 


In the darkness of matter,

In the crude shell

Of the kingdom of Earth,

We know the light.

 


By the Tablet of Uruk,

Our destiny is to liberate

The kingdom of Earth

To the empire of heaven.

 


 



CHAPTER 14




“I sent a
message to Dust. I hope that they're on the way or that at least
that they sent a messenger probe to relay the message. But in any
case, we must reevaluate our plans. The Atheists will not make it
here in time. We are alone. Thales, how much time do we have?”
asked Enosh.

“I believe that the Gnostics will
not accelerate because they are already traveling at top speed, and
they must decelerate before docking in Samos. Assuming that their
speed will progress at a constant rate, we can expect their arrival
in about ten days from now.”

“The original plan was to prepare
you for a diplomatic dialogue under conditions of a military
threat. We currently have only ten days, at best, to prepare for a
consciousness-to-consciousness dialogue,” he said with an air of
confidence that he did not feel at all.

“Can you manage it?” asked Sophia
apprehensively.

“You must ask yourself that
question.”

“Me? You don't think that, in light
of the circumstances, it would be better if you spoke with them?”
she said worriedly.

“I have the skills to do it, but I
am of no interest to them. Our one chance has not changed: only a
Pythagorean can penetrate the Gnostic armor of faith.”

“With influential abilities,” added
Thales.

“Yes,” Enosh agreed. “Sophia, you
must learn the job quickly.”

“I must learn in ten days what it
took you years to learn? But that's impossible!”

“But you have one advantage that I
didn't.”

She looked at him
questioningly.

“Our lives are dependent on
it.”

“I simply cannot fathom how I will
accomplish this.”

“If that is true, then we must
destroy the processor before it falls into Gnostic hands,” said
Enosh.

Thales and Sophia were grimly
silent.

“And if we destroy the processor,
it can never be recreated without reviving the threat of the
Gnostics using it. Even if it takes another two hundred years, it
will happen. But if we succeed in influencing them, we can attain a
change in consciousness that will eliminate the danger instead of
just postponing it.”

“If we succeed,” said Sophia
apprehensively.

“In any event, we can always
destroy the processor at the last minute,” said Thales grimly.

“That is, on condition that we are
prepared to be destroyed along with it,” said Sophia. “You cannot
destroy the processor without destroying Samos entirely. At the
last minute, it will already be too late to evacuate Samos. If we
destroy the processor, at least the Atheists, and maybe even the
Pythagoreans, will have an opportunity to better prepare for the
future.”

“Practically speaking, there is no
difference between destroying Samos now and destroying it at a
later time. Based on their rate of progress, it's clear that they
would catch up with our ships on the way out, even if we were to
leave this very moment,” said Thales. He turned around and his
shoulders slumped.

But Enosh was undeterred. “If we do
not act now, we risk the possibility that the Atheists and the
Pythagoreans will fail the next time around. The Gnostics will
pursue their goal of annihilating the galaxy. Even if a portion of
the Gnostic fleet is destroyed, the danger will return as long as
they continue to exist. The Atheists and the Pythagoreans are not
prepared to commit genocide,” said Enosh.

They were silent.

“We have no choice!” declared Enosh
finally. “We must initialize the chain reaction of one-on-one
influence, from me to you, and from you to one Gnostic. I must
transfer all of the knowledge that I can to you in the little time
that remains and prepare you for your meeting with the Gnostics.
You must use this knowledge along with everything available to you
in Samos.”

“The processor, the simulator and
the audio-visual system,” added Thales quietly.

Sophia bit her lip.

“Let's go!” said Thales and his
eyes were suddenly seized with determination. “You must begin your
work. There's no time to lose. You must refrain from any other
activity until the Gnostics arrive. And as for me, if the situation
reaches such a point, I intend to fight and even to kill.”

Sophia shuddered. Thales'
determination surprised her, but she disapproved of his cold
attitude toward violence.

“Wait,” she said, “we need to
consider a few issues first. What about the inhabitants of
Samos?”

“Aren't you going to tell them?”
asked Enosh.

Thales and Sophia exchanged
glances. Finally, she answered him. “I think that it would not be
proper to include them in this discussion.” Thales nodded in
approval. Sophia imagined that she would be unable to convince them
to ignore the Pythagorean pacifism in which they were entrenched.
Meeting Enosh had transformed her and Thales; they were no longer
like the rest of the people in Samos. Nevertheless, she found it
difficult to come to terms with the possibility that all of them
would perish without the chance to prepare or defend
themselves.

She furrowed her brow and spoke
quietly. “Thales, Enosh and I will stay at a distance. You will
take my place in the daily management of the station. I must focus
on my Socratic training. As Octavians, the residents of Samos will
not be able to undergo a transformation of consciousness in the
remaining ten days. If we have to try to reeducate them by engaging
in ethical debates and facing opposition from them, we won't be
able to focus on the most important part. In any event, they have
nothing to contribute to the cause: neither influential nor martial
capabilities. At this stage, we will not tell anyone. We'll
reevaluate the situation later based on what develops. In the
meantime, we'll adjust the radar computer so that it appears to the
on-duty scout as though it was a mistake, and from now on we will
delete the Gnostics from the radar.”

Enosh was struck by Sophia's
analytical and decision-making skills and shot her a look of
admiration. Sweeping decisions such as the kind facing Sophia now
were liable to impair anyone's judgment.

“At this point in time, we will not
disrupt the daily routine of Samos,” concluded Sophia. The men
nodded in agreement.

 


Enosh and Sophia sat together in
the sample room surrounded by planetary models that orbited
them.

“I'll begin with a preface
detailing the differences between the cultures in physical
terms.”

“I'm all ears.”

“You Pythagoreans believe the basic
molecule of nothingness, the single chord from which the universe
inflated during the Big Bang, is one form of unity. You believe
that the entire universe that emerged from it, like a flower
emerging from a bud, is an expression of unity, due to the
magnificent order of the different components of the universe.”

“Very correct. You have understood
us.”

“The Gnostics agree with you that
the primordial particle of nothingness, the single chord, is indeed
an entity that is completely empty and expresses complete unity to
which they aspire. However, according to their view, from the
instant the Big Bang occurred forward, the universe became more and
more chaotic. They correlate the chaos of the Big Bang with the
myth of Yaldabaoth, the demiurge creator. The primordial particle
is attributed to the pure Yaldabaoth in the tower of Nothingness,
the heavenly pleroma, while everything else that happened since
then, such as the Big Bang and even your and my existence, is a
consequence of Yaldabaoth's sin of bringing chaos into the world.
We could have engaged in a metaphysical debate over this point, if
only the Gnostics were not already on their way here to correct
Yaldabaoth’s misdeeds.”

“I understand that they are driven
by ideological fervor based on solid internal logic,” she said.
“They are not simply erratic lunatics. They will not back down
easily.”

Enosh nodded in agreement. “The
module is designed to reverse the developmental process of the
universe. The Gnostics intend to use the module to cause the
universe, or at least the galaxy, to contract and collapse into the
magnificent and compacted unity that existed before the Big
Bang.”

“And they are capable of achieving
this with the module.”

“Yes,” replied Enosh, his face
grave.

Sophia averted her gaze. “And what
drives you, the Atheists?”

“The key word for us is passion.
You see the understanding of the universe, the development of
physical laws and the ensuing technological tools are all a result
of the scientist's passion. In the twentieth century, we discovered
that the subatomic phenomena behaved according to the scientists'
passion. Scientists who were eager to differentiate themselves from
their environments believed in distinct subatomic particles, while
scientists who were eager to blend in and belong interpreted the
subatomic spatial behavior as a wave. Both camps found that their
observations correlated with their findings and developed their
technological advancements accordingly. Therefore, we believe that
the basic form of the universe is neither nothingness or actuality,
chaos or order, dissonance or unity, but rather passion
itself.”

He waited for the flash of
understanding to illuminate her eyes and then continued, “The most
basic component of the universe is passion.”

“How is all of this related to the
preparations for the encounter with the Gnostics?”

“The models of the universe are
also models of consciousness. We, the Socratics, draw inspiration
from the realm of physics of the creational constant in order to
conceptualize conscious and relative processes.”

“Go on.”

“The principle of the creational
constant dictates that actuality is composed of molecules of
nothingness.”

“Correct.”

“And the element that determines
the nature of a substance or energy is the arrangement of these
molecules.”

“Correct.”

“That is to say, the nature of a
substance is a result of its structure.”

“Correct.”

“This is true for consciousness and
relationships as well. Consciousness is determined by
relationships, which are in turn determined by structure.”

“Continue.”

“Now we're getting down to the
essence of it.” Enosh grasped one of the balls in the planetary
model and halted the motion of the remaining balls. “Each one of
the three cultures has its own conscious stance. The Pythagoreans
are engaged in perfection, the Gnostics in nothingness and the
Socratics in passion. But each one independently, as well as all of
us together, revolve around the conscious stance that each one
formulated as well as around the collective relative axis.”

“What do you mean?”

“It's like a planet that rotates on
its own axis in a daily rotation, as well as on its outer rotation
around the sun in its yearly orbit.”

“I understand.”

“The principle of an internal axis
and an external axis is true for planets, as well as for electrons
that spin on an internal axis while orbiting the nucleus of an
atom, and also for souls and cultures.”

“So there are orbits with
Pythagorean, Gnostic or Socratic characteristics?”

“Precisely. Look at it as though
the orbit around the internal axis is the conscious stance of the
person. The characteristics of the orbit are determined by its
position in the structure, that is to say, its position in the
circular path.”

He rose and began slowly pacing the
circular room while still holding the tiny planet that he had
detached from the kinetic model. “This planet represents me. I was
required to disconnect myself from the Socratic culture and from
the Socratic structure, which had determined the Socratic rotation
that I had been inside, in order to penetrate the Pythagorean
structure. I achieved this by forgetting my identity.”

She looked at him, waiting for an
explanation.

“When I penetrated the Pythagorean
structure, I altered the balance that had previously existed
here.”

He returned the planet to the model
and set in into motion with a touch of his finger. “When a planet
is pushed into the model, the other planets change their position
in the orbital path. The change of location also creates a change
in each of the planets' rotations.”

“I understand the comparison,” she
said. Her voice evinced impatience. “But what does this have to do
with the Gnostics?”

“The structure has three positions:
the Pythagorean perfection, the Socratic passion and the Gnostic
nullification. As a Socratic, my starting point is one of passion.
I transformed from passion to nothingness, from a position of a
desire to influence you to a position of ignorance, while not
knowing who I was or what I wanted. As a Socratic, I had to
transform from a mode of passion to a mode of nothingness, which I
did. And now you, as a Pythagorean, must transform from a mode of
perfection to one of passion, which you are doing.”

Sophia blushed. Enosh continued.
“The Gnostic must shift from nullification to perfection, and you
must aid him in this process. You must enable him to experience
actuality, to experience the return of what he has lost. By
vacating my position of passion, I created a vacuum, which drew you
into the position of passion and removed you from a position of
perfection. Because I did not know who I was, I stirred within you
the desire to want something for me. This in turn caused you to be
receptive to desire in the form of emotions toward your father,
emotions which had no place as long as you were in a state of
perfection. And regarding your question of how this is all related
to the Gnostics, here is your answer: They are coming from a place
of nullification. In your encounter with the Gnosis, when you pass
from a modality of perfection to one of passion, you are vacating a
place for them and thereby drawing them from their position of
nothingness to a position of perfection.” Enosh traced a diagram on
the light display with his finger:

 




 


 


 


 


“Is that like a vortex that creates
smaller vortices? Or like a small cog of consciousness, whose
rotation generates movement in a larger cog of relationships, which
in turn sets another small cog in motion, which is someone else's
consciousness?” asked Sophia.

“Precisely,” exclaimed Enosh
exuberantly. “If you understand the concept of enacting a conscious
change by rearranging the structure, I will then proceed to the
next topic: How small changes lead to larger changes in a chain
reaction.”

“I'm with you,” said Sophia.

Enosh moved to and fro about the
room, taking small steps. He waved his arms and turned his head as
if he were searching for something. “Like the chain reaction of the
Big Bang and the universe coming into being, so too is the
influence of consciousness to consciousness. Our purpose is to set
in motion a chain of influence that begins on a small scale and
then increases as it progresses. In practice, the influence happens
from person to person. When I influenced you, I initiated a chain
reaction. You will influence one Gnostic and he will in turn
continue the chain by influencing another Gnostic and so on and so
forth, until it reaches a critical mass of Gnostics who have been
influenced, at which point a communal transformation can occur.”
Enosh relaxed in his chair.

“How do the Gnostics view
themselves when in a modality of nullification, and how are they
supposed to view themselves when in a modality of perfection? What
needs to be done in order to initiate the chain reaction and cause
that change in them?”

“How do they view themselves in a
modality of nullification?” He rubbed his hand over the stubble of
his beard. “Well, in order to imbue meaning in the destruction of
the Earth and in order to extract the destruction from the
isolation of private experience, a portion of the refugees invented
a certain way of thinking. This stance maintains that destruction
is part of a shared fate. A fate shared not only by other Earth
refugees, but also with the Gnostic Gods and the entire universe.
Perceiving nothingness as a cosmic principle transforms it into a
value of spiritual significance in the individual's
consciousness.”

“Give me an example.” Her brow
wrinkled in concentration.

“Throughout history, there are
innumerable examples of situations in which an individual who has
experienced the trauma of loss imbued the tragic event with a
cosmic significance. Take for example the Jewish refugees who were
expelled from Spain in the middle of the second millennium. They
developed a concept of an exiled God as part of their
metaphysics—the Kabbalah. Or take the Aztecs, who developed a
theology of a God who was thirsty for human blood, which reflected
their own thirst following a devastating drought. The same
principle applies with our refugees at hand. By belonging to the
Gnostic tradition, they tied their personal destruction to the
destruction of the universe and thereby lent a form to their
concept of nothingness. They imbued meaning in their personal
tragedy by placing it in a cosmic context.”

“And how should they perceive
themselves in a position of perfection?”

“The Gnostics gave up the
experience of perfection that is so lacking in their lives. The
moment that the good world in which they lived had been taken from
them, they chose to give up on the idea of perfection in order to
spare themselves the inherent frustration brought about by yearning
for something that no longer exists. This is how they developed the
belief that purports that nothingness is the only reality. Our
purpose is to enable them a little taste of perfection in order to
undermine their metaphysical worldview that is based on
nullification. Out of the reality brought about by this connection,
they should be able to experience actuality and wholeness, even
momentarily; just for the sake of contradicting and undermining the
overwhelming nothingness that overpowers them.”

“And what must I do in order to
bring about this change in them?”

“Let's backtrack to the description
of change as a shift in position in an orbital path.” Enosh traced
the diagram on the display and added small arrows.



 


“The inertia of a Gnostic is to
continue in a straight line. Your influence must divert the
Gnostic's linear path into an arc that will lead him from his
position of nullification to the position of perfection. This
diversion occurs in gradual stages. Let's call each stage a turn.
Your job is to initiate a turn. Each turn begins as a change in
your consciousness, continues as a change in your relationship with
the Gnostic and finally manifests as a change in the Gnostic's
awareness. You can call this type of change by a number of names:
keys, insights, or comprehension of principles. When they are
internalized and acted upon, changes occur in the chain of events.
A turn is a conscious equivalent of an explosion. The goal is to
find the spark of humanity within the Gnostic and to inflate it in
such a way that it fills his entire being. That's why the task is
not as impossible as you may think.”

“This is beginning to sound like
Pythagorean engineering.”

“I wish it were that simple. In
practice, it's much more complicated. I'll try to convey the
process of these turns in a chart, but you must implement them in
response to the spontaneous developments in order to influence the
processes at hand. You must be extremely alert, for as soon as an
opportunity arises in which you can implement a turn, you must
act.”

The burden of responsibility landed
on Sophia's shoulders. She felt like the task was beyond her
abilities. “How will I learn to identify the turns? And even if I
do succeed, what chance will I have to influence the Gnostics?” she
asked. Her voice was fraught with concern.

“I can't guarantee that we will
succeed, and you must accept this possibility.”

“You're not really helping,” she
smiled weakly. “Was your loss of self-identity the first turn in
your consciousness?”

“Yes!” he said and nodded in
satisfaction. She was catching on to this quickly.

“Your meeting with me was the turn
that diverted me toward feeling sorrow at the loss of my
father.”

“Yes,”

“And by means of a chain reaction,
it caused me to recognize additional emotions. My passion was
aroused.”

“Correct, your passion and your
love for Thales,” he said as she smiled and blushed.

“But these turns are unpredictable.
Only after the fact we can assess how they occurred. Our plan is
comprehensive.”“And the next stage is to include the Gnostic in the
process?”

“Precisely.”

“And what is the next stage?”

“You need a motive that will enable
you to undergo this difficult task. It's not easy for a
Pythagorean, who believed in perfection for her entire life, to
suddenly develop passion,” said Enosh in the manner of a merchant
who feigns that he is not interested in selling his wares.

“You mean it's not enough that I
revealed my sorrow over my father and my love for Thales?”

“That seems to be the case,” he
said dryly.

“I am prepared to do anything.”

“That's not enough.”

“But I must!” she said with
increasing frustration.

“That too is not enough,” he
continued to lead her on.

She did not yet see where he was
leading her. While she paced the room, her thoughts raced through
her head. Suddenly, she stopped and announced decisively, “I want
to!”

A broad smile of satisfaction
spread across Enosh's face. Sophia smiled now that she finally
understood the position of passion to which Enosh was leading her.
“I want to, but I am afraid.”

“Will is a natural state of free
and active choice, not a state of compulsion. You just acquired a
turn,” he said with satisfaction.

“Are you sure that you can guide
this process?” she asked with concern. Fear gripped Enosh
again.

“I am not guiding this process,”
said Enosh. “I can only initiate a chain reaction and that is
precisely what I am doing right now. You will continue the process
and others will follow your lead. This is not a process that one
can navigate. It occurs in and of itself, by virtue of the
influence that one person has over another.”

He left Sophia and turned toward
his room. His apprehension increased the farther he distanced
himself from her. His shoulders slumped as soon as he entered the
privacy of his own room. The confidence that he outwardly
demonstrated dissipated. He was adept at feigning confidence for
the Pythagoreans and made a convincing show of it. But the fear
raged inside of him. In his memory, the applause echoed following
his lecture at the academy, but now it sounded like a taunting
jeer. He sat on his bed and held his head in his hands. 'I don't
stand a chance. She doesn't have a chance. We won't make it in
time, we won't make it at all,' he thought in despair. He recalled
his words to the Pythagoreans: 'Never mind, we will manage to
compete the training in ten days.' Now he derided himself for the
arrogance he demonstrated.

 


 



CHAPTER 15




The taboo
had been broken. The material itself was not new to Thales. His
curiosity about battle had accompanied him for years. But as a
Pythagorean, he was discouraged from acting upon his interest.
Until now, he thought, the mere recognition of his aggressive
instinct was not in his realm of possibilities. In the past, he
researched the history of Greco-Roman wrestling, Chinese Kung Fu,
Japanese Karate and Korean Tae Kwan Do; he chuckled when he
realized that he was returning to his earlier studies. But now,
this educational pursuit was no longer a waste of his time. Using
the simulator, he designed rivals for himself and tried to fight
them in a systematic manner, though he felt awkward and even a
little ridiculous in doing so. He could not understand why he was
dedicating himself to this: it was obvious that he was not going to
single-handedly stop a Gnostic invasion nor was he going to
transform into a martial arts expert in the few remaining days.
Despite this, an unrelenting need to act spurred him on. In his
head, a phrase that Barman had once uttered echoed over and over:
'The absence of a chance at winning is not necessarily a reason to
avoid a just war.'

After an exhausting day, he sat at
the station's bar and gulped cool water enriched with electrolytes.
Around him sat couples and groups of technicians and engineers.
Barman poured, wiped, served and avoided bothering Thales.

Thales did not want to leave the
place. The groups came and went. He continued to drink, twice
getting up to make a trip to the bathroom. When the bar emptied,
Barman poured himself a shot glass of sweet peppermint extract with
a dash of absinthe and lemon peel and sat himself down on a
barstool next to Thales.

“Cheers!” Thales clinked his
glass.

“To a good life!” replied Barman
and tasted his drink.

They sat in silence, each one deep
in thought. Finally Barman began to speak, contrary to his usual
habit. “Something is bothering you.”

Thales tried to dismiss his remark.
“There are problems with the scouts. All of them want to lead and
none of them want to be managed.”

“Ah. It's difficult for me to
believe that such matters worry you,” said Barman in a compliment
tinged with skepticism.

Thales found it difficult to
respond. He was not accustomed to lying, and certainly not to
building an entire conversation based on a lie. He was silent for a
few long minutes. Occasionally he would wipe the beads of sweat
from his brow with a napkin. Barman noticed that Thales was holding
himself back. After a few long minutes, he stood up, returned to
his position behind the counter and polished a glass.

“So listen to this,” said Thales
without looking up at Barman.

“What?” Barman raised his eyes.

“Let's say that there is a
hypothetical situation in which I, as a Pythagorean, feel I must
fight.”

“Yes?” Barman raised an
eyebrow.

“That is to say, from a Pythagorean
ethical standpoint, I am convinced that this is the correct
path.”

“I have yet to meet a Pythagorean
who thinks that way but let's say such a situation existed,” he
said skeptically. He was surprised. This would not be one of the
many mundane conversations he was so accustomed to holding

“And let's say I was required to
fight man-to-man, with or without a weapon, but man-to-man.”

“Yes.”

“So how do I do that?”

“You want to learn to fight?”
Barman was astounded.

They silently exchanged glances.
Thales confirmed it with his eyes.

“And you are turning to me for
guidance. Why?” he asked dryly.

“Isn't it obvious? Who from among
the pacifistic Pythagoreans in Samos can I confide in other than
you? You are the only one among us who is not Pythagorean.”

“Me and the stranger.”

“Barman, tell me.”

“Yes.” Barman shot a glance at
Thales.

“Have you ever fought?”

Barman was not prepared for such a
personal question. He put down the dishcloth.

During his early days in Samos,
there were those who tried to penetrate the invisible wall with
which he surrounded himself, but he was adept at deflecting them.
Finally, everyone became accustomed to his silence, to the distance
he always maintained between himself and others. Now he was being
asked a personal question, an occurrence that he had not
experienced for quite some time. Thales watched as his face grew
despondent and the creases deepened between his eyes.

“Can you understand a man's desire
to break all of the values with which he was raised in order to
save his home? Or at least to save his honor?” asked Thales.

“There is no honor in war.” His
words were measured one by one.

He decided to throw off the
limitations of politeness and respect for privacy. “How do you
know?” asked Thales.

“One need not fight in order to see
the horrors of war.”

Thales noticed Barman's gloom and
his uncharacteristic decisiveness. He concluded that Barman was
hiding something.

“You are the only non-Pythagorean
person here. Maybe you could help me learn how to fight.”

“Why do you want to fight? What are
you hinting at, Thales?”

Thales hesitated and finally said,
“Do you know how to fight? Will you help me learn?”

“No! And I will not help you!”
Barman replied angrily.

Ever since he arrived at the space
station, he had not expressed anger even once. Thales' invasiveness
shook him from his equanimity. He stretched out his hand to raise
the shot glass of his drink from the counter, but his agitation
disrupted his movement. His glass as well as Thales' fell off the
table toward the pearly floor. With quick reflexes, he caught a
glass in each hand and placed them on the counter.

“What reflexes!” said Thales in
admiration. “Even with all of my training as a scout, I would never
have been able to do that.”

“The reflexes of a bartender.
Thales, I cannot teach you what you are asking for. Perhaps it is
better for you to continue to devote yourself to your faith.”

A handful of mathematicians that
entered began to spout expressions and formulas that neither of
them understood at all.

“Sorry if we're interrupting
something,” said one of them when he noticed that they suddenly
grew silent.

“Can I offer you some peppermint
extract?” asked Barman, raising his glass.

“Whatever you want.” The speaker
smiled and bowed his head theatrically.

“I apologize for angering you,”
said Thales. “I'll be on my way now.”

“Think nothing of it. Goodnight,
Thales.”

 


In the space around them, there
were no sunrises or sunsets, but in Samos they engendered an
artificial circadian rhythm. It was the third watch when Thales
completed another grueling workout. But he felt that his progress
was minimal despite his efforts.

Despite his fatigue and the late
hour, he did not go to sleep. He wandered the corridors of the
station. At this hour of night, a moment before the artificial
sunrise shone over the illuminated walls, the corridors were almost
completely empty. Here and there he saw maintenance workers in
their night shifts. Thales passed by them, pretending that he was
in a hurry so that they would not stop to chat with him. His feet
led him past the bridge into the core of the station, opposite the
processor room. The heavy iron door was open. Inside the room was
the huge sphere. The colored metals coiled and emerged from the
core of the sphere like smoldering lava, mirroring his confused
emotions. He wanted to dive into the giant sphere and forget his
worries; to fall asleep and wake up when it was all over.

Thales was not aware of the time
that passed as his eyes gazed intently upon the pulsating ball. The
morning melody of the heavenly spheres began to play and the
stiffness in his limbs began to melt. His breath became light. The
colors of the liquid metals appeared to be lighter hued. The
corridor walls imitated the colors of an Octavian sunrise.

Despite Barman's denial, Thales
simply knew that barman could help him. He made up his mind. He
will not wait for Sophia and would not ask her permission to tell
Barman. He would decide on his own, as Enosh would do, or any other
independent man who was not bound to a hierarchical system like
Octavia.

Barman was no longer in the bar.
The light of the sunrise became increasingly brighter. He could not
find him in the back room either. This was the time of day when
Barman usually retired to his room. He called him five times on his
private audio-visual device before Barman answered sleepily.

“Yes, my friend, of course, if it's
urgent you may enter my room.”

Barman was lying in bed and Thales
sat down on a chair opposite him.

“Are you listening?”

“Yes.”

“You mustn't tell a soul about
this.”

Thales divulged everything to him:
Enosh's mission, his realization that he did not want to ignore his
feelings anymore and his love affair with Sophia. He told him about
the Gnostics on their way, about how Enosh and Sophia were
preparing to influence their consciousness, how Sophia had decided
not to tell any of the staff on Samos and how he had decided to
fight. Barman's face grew grave and the muscles of his jaw twitched
tensely.

“If you can contribute in any way,
now is the time to do it.”

Barman remained silent. The images,
sounds and smells of war that had been engraved in his soul emerged
and rose up. He struggled to digest the deluge of new
information.

Some dormant, almost forgotten
thing awoke within him. The pain of the past was as sharp as ever.
He did not have the strength to go back and reopen his wounds.

“I cannot help you,” he heard
himself say as he cast his eyes downward.

“Why not? Don't you understand the
gravity of the situation?” Thales raised his voice. “You once said
that the absence of a chance to win is not necessarily a reason not
to avoid a just war.”

Barman shot him a piercing glance
and said, “I can't help you, Thales.”

Thales rose without a word and
stormed out of the room.

 


 



CHAPTER 16




“Get up.
We're going to train.”

In the hours that had passed since
Thales visited his room, Barman made the decision. These were the
hardest hours of his life. He had to deal with the trauma of his
past and confront his own questions about the nature and meaning of
life. He could no longer deny that there was nothing to gain by
inaction. The news that he had heard shot new blood through his
veins. During the time that barman was deliberating, Thales
succumbed to his exhaustion and fell into a deep sleep on his bed.
So it took a few seconds for Thales to realize that barman had
changed his mind. He leaped out of bed.

“When?”

“Now! Where can we train
quietly?”

“On the scouts' platform.”

“Let's go!”

 


Thales saw galaxies and sparkling
stars through the transparent dome encasing the scouts' platform.
He looked at the dome as he lay on his back with one leg stretched
to the point of pain over Barman's shoulder, who stood above him,
while Barman's foot rested on Thales' neck. He did not understand
how that happened. He heard Barman telling him, “Come, attack me,”
and a moment later found himself on his back.

“How did you do that?” He managed
to choke out the words.

“Let's do it again, more slowly
this time.”

Barman slowly demonstrated each of
the moves. “Now try to escape.”

Thales could not do it. Every
movement he tried to make with his hands or his free leg only
exacerbated the pain in his neck.

“Now let's switch.”

After three or four times, first
slowly and then increasingly faster, Thales succeeded in throwing
Barman off in one swift motion.

“Another twenty times and it'll
begin to look like it's supposed to look. You learn quickly.”

“Who are you, Barman?”

“We still have to do a few more
exercises.”

“Who are you?”

“Do you want to train or do you
want to investigate?”

They continued practicing until
both of them lay panting and sweating on the platform.

Thales had brought two bottles of
water. He raised his eyes to barman. “You want to know how to
fight, but have you considered how to do it? Do you have a plan for
the invasion?” asked Barman. Thales looked at him and shook his
head.

“What is the purpose of your
fighting? Are there courses of action? Alternative plans?”

“I admit that I did not manage to
delve very deeply into the issue. I just knew that I had to do
something,” he confessed.

“I see,” he said sympathetically.
“We will devote some time to that later on.”

“This very well may be the last
week of our lives, as well as the entire galaxy,” said Thales.

Barman was silent.

“You may take your secret, your
identity, with you to the grave.”

Barman gave him a dirty look but
remained silent.

Thales began to pound on Barman,
who was laying down. Barman deflected the blows. As Thales knocked
the wind out of him, Barman jumped up and grabbed Thales; his grip
did not cause him pain but restricted him from making any
movement.

“You can hold me for as long as you
like. I will continue to pester you. Who are you, Barman?”

Barman released him and stretched
out once more on the cool floor, raising his gaze to the stars.

“You see the stars on the right, at
the bottom? The ones arranged in an equilateral triangle?”

“Yes.”

“Go eight fingers up from that in a
straight line. You see a bright star there with a fainter star
underneath it?”

Thales stretched his hands out
above him and measured the distances. “Yes, I see it. The faint
star is the Earth's sun.”

Barman was silent.

“You're from Earth?”

Barman was silent.

“You fought on Earth.”

“My name was Pasha,” he said in a
broken voice and his face contorted in pain.

“You're Pasha, Pasha Zaman?” Thales
asked in awe.

“You heard of me?”

“Of course!”

In fact, Pasha's name appeared in
the databases of Octavia; Thales, unlike the majority of the
residents of Octavia, thoroughly researched the wars of Earth.

“I thought that Pasha died,” added
Thales.

“Yes, Pasha died.” Barman's face
became impassive once more.

Pasha had been a hero who dared to
fight against the Gnosis and after some time had become
unstoppable. He was the son of simple, hardworking farmers in Ur,
working as a servant in Nicomachus' house who was living on Earth
at the time. Nicomachus realized that the child had been gifted
with exceptional mathematical talent. When Nicomachus the
Pythagorean approached Pasha's parents and offered to take the boy
to Octavia so he could study with the Pythagoreans, they could not
refuse. What an opportunity it was for the young boy to leave the
rotting planet, achieve his potential and to escape the dangers of
the Earth's wars!

Despite the eight-year-old Pasha's
opposition to the idea of leaving his family, his parents decided
the matter. But when he reached his sixteenth birthday, following a
stellar career at the Pythagorean academy, he decided to return to
Ur and his parents of his own volition.

The transition from the isolated
paradise of the Pythagoreans to the wars and hardships of Earth was
a difficult one. After a few long months, he finally became
accustomed to life on Earth and joined a local mathematics academy.
One day, upon returning home following a week of work and study at
the academy, he discovered that his parents and two sisters had
been killed in a Gnostic raid.

His impressive personality, sharp
intellect and commitment to self-motivated goals lent him an air of
charismatic leadership. After losing his family, he became
determined never to surrender. He had the courage of one who has
nothing to lose. Pasha quickly assembled around him a core group of
refugees whose purpose was to fight the Gnostics to the very end.
This was the beginning of the popular resistance against the
Gnostics. The group he led grew as its operations became
increasingly daring. They carried out ambushes, raiding small
groups of Gnostics and indiscriminately killing them. They stole
their weapons in loud diversion operations. Pasha became a sort of
legend with volunteers itching to join his forces in every village.
He posed a significant nuisance to the Gnosis.

Due to the Gnostics' infinitely
more powerful forces, they concentrated their efforts on trying to
crush the resistance. They captured and tortured anyone who knew
anything about him, followed his trail and killed most of his men
while those remaining, including Pasha, dispersed throughout
Mesopotamia concealed under the cloak of anonymity in order to
disappear. Pasha was caught in a difficult crisis—he was exhausted
and ceased to believe in his ability to affect change. The painful
scenes he witnessed gave him no respite; he was tormented by the
sight of limbless children and dismembered bodies as his nostrils
frequently filled with the smoke of the ruins.

He returned to Ur, married, had two
children and went on with his life as one of the many workers of
the field. His conscience tortured him for inspiring false hope in
his followers and eventually leading them to their deaths in his
pretense of defeating the Gnostics. He felt as if he should have
been buried alongside them.

When Ur fell under the Gnostic
threat yet again, most of the residents opposed taking action. What
was the point in committing suicide? After all, they already knew
how it would end. Every city or village whose inhabitants tried to
rise up against the Gnostics was decimated by them. Yet some of the
villagers decided to fight, appointing Pasha as their leader. He
came out of anonymity. Once again, he led the battle with courage
and resourcefulness. The Gnostics suffered heavy losses and were
repeatedly forced to rely on reinforcements. The people of Ur
fought valiantly and with determination, prepared to die while
protecting their homes under their leadership of their revered
commander.

The Gnostics retaliated by bombing
the walls of Ur's ancient quarter until they succeeded in breaching
it. Despite the heavy casualties suffered by the Gnostics, a
handful of them managed to infiltrate the city and open its gates
from the inside. The fighters of Ur continued to fight fiercely and
the courage they exhibited became a symbol, but Ur did not stand a
chance. In retribution for the capture and torture of Gnostic
soldiers, the elite Gnostic unit raided Ur. At the end of a blood
soaked day, women and children were slaughtered along with the
warriors. The body of their leader, Pasha Zaman, however, was never
found. It was assumed that he had been buried beneath the rubble
and was understood to be dead.

“So how is it that you are alive?”
asked Thales.

Pasha finished the story. “As the
story has it, I was indeed buried beneath the rubble, but
unfortunately I survived. I had no reason for living but at the
same time I could not relinquish my life. After digging my way out,
I buried my wife and children.”

Thales felt a lump in his throat.
Pasha continued to speak with detachment and indifference. “I had
had enough of battles and mourning. I wanted nothing more to do
with war. I had lost, I had lost everything. I could not stand to
see any more death and I wished for my own death.” A faint tremor
crept into his voice.

“Hope confused me. There was no way
I could resist it...” He stopped and breathed heavily. He had not
spoken about this period of his life for years. “I had seen the
darkest depths of the human soul and I wanted to flee. And so I
wandered. For seven years, I made my way through the galaxy. I made
a living by doing odd jobs and I did not settle in any place.
Finally, I decided to return to Octavia. Forgive me, but I did not
delude myself into thinking that the truth was in Octavia.”

“You have no need to apologize. I
now agree with your sentiments.”

“I desperately tried to convince
myself to believe in your simple faith, but my past and my memories
would not permit me to do so. I compromised by assuming a life of
illusions. The Pythagoreans are nice and generous people, and
everyday life with them allowed me to repress the images and cries
that I will never forget. Only a few of them, including Nicomachus,
who requested that Sophia take me to Samos, knew that the refugee
that came from Earth was none other than Pasha Zaman.”

Thales was silent for some time. He
identified with the deep-seated pain of his friend. He was awed by
the fact that the legendary Pasha, who was treating him like a
friend, revealed himself to him and was teaching him martial arts.
Even though he had none of his own experience in the area, he
understood the terror of war: his stomach turned and a cold sweat
trickled down his back. He reassessed the issues, recomposed
himself and returned to the idea that was burning inside him.

“Pasha, a war with the Gnostics is
not futile.”

“I know. I told you, Thales, there
is no honor in war, especially when you already know the outcome,
but you do have a choice. Having a choice lends you power, a sense
of determination in your own destiny. If I have been sentenced to
death, I prefer to protect my home and not be led to my own
slaughter. Samos is my home and my family and I will fight
alongside you with all my might.”

Thales looked at him. He always
exhibited a sense of self confidence, but now he radiated authority
and a sense of responsibility.

“And now, for the next exercise:
the surprise choke-hold from behind,” said Pasha decisively as his
tone of speech changed.

 


According to plan, Enosh and Sophia
devoted all of their time to discussions in preparation for the
Gnostic encounter. Enosh paced about the room, deep in explanations
of the essence of the Gnostic faith. “The modern-day Gnosis is a
spiritual refuge that imbues meaning in those who have been hurt.
The Gnostics, who themselves are lost refugees from prior wars,
recruit orphan children whose worlds have been shattered. These
children, who were left alone in the rubble of the ruined cities or
in refugee camps, taught themselves to have no expectations, no
desires and no disappointments. Because desire is stronger than the
conscious mind trying to override it, there was no decrease in
their desire to find security, interpersonal relationships and love
in their lives; in fact, it worked against itself. They trained
themselves to desire with all of their power not do desire. Since
desire is stronger than any consciousness, overriding even the
conscious' desire not to desire, the only way to eradicate desire
is to be without any awareness, that is to say, not to exist. This
is the source of the basic tenet of the Gnostic faith in
nullification.”

“Let me see if I understood this
correctly,” said Sophia.

“Sure,” said Enosh.

“The Gnostics refrain from wanting
anything meaningful in their lives since they have undergone
horrible personal tragedy.”

“Correct.”

“Because it's impossible to live
without desire, they desire, but they only permit themselves to
desire the notion of lacking.”

“That's right.”

“They justify their spiritual state
by believing that this is the way of the universe.”

“Correct. They believe in a supreme
God, the Master of Light, who wants to bring an end to the
universe. They believe in a hierarchy of Godly beings that serve
each other in order to fulfill this goal. The Gnostic serves the
angels, who serve the seraphim, who serve the aeons, who serve the
supreme God the Master of Light, who serves the ultimate purpose of
total annihilation.”

“And what is my function in the
face of such a desire for annihilation?”

“Your job is to enable the Gnostic
to be suspended in a state of unfulfilled desire. You must afford
him the opportunity to dare to desire some sort of actuality, that
is, to risk frustration.”

“That does not sound so
appealing.”

“You say that out of your
Pythagorean prejudice, which only believes in perfection. You must
internally identify with the taste of desiring something uncertain
and to convey this feeling to the Gnostic. The taste of hope
despite the frustration.

“There is a range of options that
exists between the Gnostic non-desire and the Pythagorean fulfilled
desire. They must be cultivated.” Enosh continued.

“And what are they?”

“'Desires that are only intended
for consciousness', such as private thoughts; 'thoughts that are
intended only for consciousness and expression', such as nostalgic
songs of longing; and 'desires that are intended to exert effort
for a non-guaranteed achievement', such as taking part in a
competition. If the Gnostic has the opportunity to withstand the
frustration of taking the risk, he will realize that there are
three additional options on the range between the non-conscious
desire and its fulfillment.”

“And again, I ask: How am I
supposed to do this? How do you open up these options for the
Gnostic and his desires?”

“By wanting those options for him
on his behalf. You enable him to know about his desires without
expressing them or telling them to anyone else. You have to be
prepared to hear about these desires even without trying to achieve
them. You must encourage him, to appreciate the efforts invested in
attaining what he wants, if only for the knowledge that he
tried.”

“It sounds too simple and easy to
me.”

“Do you want it to be hard?” Enosh
smiled in surprise.

“Apparently,” chuckled Sophia. “But
why should I want to work hard?”

“If you consider your efforts as
suffering, you will not recognize that you want to put in the
effort. But who said that hard work is suffering? According to the
Gnostics, effort is an expression of desire, and desire finds
expression in suffering. The Gnostic solution to the suffering of
desire is not to desire. The Pythagoreans see fulfillment as the
way to eradicate desire. In the Gnostics' view, annihilation is
happiness, and to the Pythagoreans, fulfillment is happiness.” He
looked her in the eye. “Precisely at the moment that you allowed
yourself to feel the loss of your father, you could also feel your
love, your desire. You became opened to the possibilities of
feeling the pleasure that stems from passion.”

She was silent for a moment, but
her fears were not allayed. “But how will I use this information in
my encounter with the Gnostics?”

“I do not know,” said Enosh
candidly. “I do not know which Gnostic you will meet or in what way
he will express his lack of desire. I can only guide you in the
principles of how our consciousness and desires work but you
yourself must apply these concepts as best as you can in the
situation. I plan on disappearing as soon as the Gnostics arrive.
It's important that I do not disrupt the relationship that develops
between you. The Gnostics cannot conduct direct communication with
you as long as I am present. I will step in at the moment when I
see fit to do so.”

“Are we even sure that this
encounter will even take place? Why, they can simply conquer the
station with sheer force. They know that we are unarmed and have no
desire to fight.”

“Ah...” Enosh stuttered. 'How right
she is,' he thought. 'We are not even sure that this encounter will
happen, and if it does, we have no guarantee that it will be
successful...'

“They can conquer the station by
force but their way of thinking is built in such a way that...”

“Yes?” she asked.

“You have no weapons, but you do
have an ideological battle with them. Therefore, we can hope that
they will want to utilize this opportunity to prove to you—as well
as to themselves—that they are right and throw the proof in your
face. In the Gnostic's eyes, you are to blame for their sorry
state. You, the apparently enlightened ones, deserted the people of
Earth instead of helping them in their plight. They have a bone to
pick with you. I expect that they will agree to meet with you if
you offer it.”

“But what will motivate them to do
so? That is how I will get an opportunity to influence them.”

“Because... one minute,” he sat
down. He wanted to say that, in his opinion, they are actually
looking forward to it, even though they themselves are not aware of
it. Suddenly, he was seized with doubt: 'How do I know what the
Gnostics really want?'

“I lost my train of thought,” he
said, and at that moment became paralyzed. He had been trying for a
few days already to convince not only the Pythagoreans but also
himself that he had no doubts toward his actions. At that moment he
realized that he could no longer continue that pretense.

Bitterness filled his mouth, that
same familiar bitterness; once again I have failed, he thought to
himself. The sense of doubt weakened him, bringing fear along with
it which in turn paralyzed him, Each time, the paralysis got
worse.

“Are you ok?” asked Sophia, seeing
the distress on his face.

“No,” he said and breathed a sigh
of relief when he realized that his paralysis had diminished for
the moment. “I'm not ok,” he added. “I have no answer to your
question. I'm not sure at all that there will be a meeting between
you and the Gnostics.” His words were dry and distant. Sophia was
shocked. Her support was gone. Her guide had no answer.

“What will become of us?” she said.
She had not seen him act like this since before he regained his
identity.

“I don't know.” As soon as he
expressed this, he felt some relief.

He realized his limits; despite
being the most senior expert on consciousness on Dust, despite the
respect they showed him and his achievements, he understood that
success was not a certain thing, even if he tried his hardest and
worked to the best of his abilities. 'There is no way to stop the
fear, and ignoring it will just paralyze me.' The pretense lifted
from his shoulders. “I do not know,” he repeated.

Her face fell. “I'm scared,” she
said.

He embraced her. “I'm scared
too.”

 


 



CHAPTER 17




This was
the moment of truth. This drill was performed many times virtually.
Every pilot knew how to synchronize their acceleration in order to
connect to Samos' sphere, as well as how to leap from the external
to the internal sphere until they reached the landing sphere. From
there they would have to progress on foot, each one to his
position.

Truth was in the middle of the last
briefing before the infiltration when the communications officer
called him.

“Request from Samos,
Commander.”

Truth stopped the briefing and
turned to the communications officer.

“Transmit it only to me.”

“Welcome to the Samos communication
area. My name is Sophia. I have what you want.”

This was not what he was
expecting.

“Wait!” he said, trying to pause
and collect himself. He quickly considered all the possibilities.
It was possible to ignore the call and continue with the invasion,
but then he would lose the element of surprise. Wasn't it clear to
this woman that they were facing war? She certainly understood. But
if he continued according to the plan, she could destroy Samos and
the processor, and the blast would destroy his fleet. She was
certainly shrewd and committed enough to do this. On the other
hand, if he pretended to cooperate, perhaps he could outwit her and
insert a spy who could gather intelligence for the invasion.

“This is Truth, the ship's
commander. What do you know of our desire?” he asked dryly.

“You are interested in connecting
an object in your possession with an object that is in ours. We
would also like to learn more about you. Is it not in your interest
to learn more about the particle processor?”

'I have nothing to lose,' he
thought. 'After all, there seems to be no military threat. There's
no reason to rush into things if the naive Pythagoreans are readily
willing to host us, it would only improve our intelligence. If
there is a possibility of danger, on the slight chance that the
module will not fit the processor, it would be worth our while to
send in an agent. More intelligence can only bring us closer to our
ultimate goal.'

Truth chose his words carefully.
“We will send our delegate to you and he will inform you about
everything you need to know about us. You will do the same for
him.”

Sophia immediately responded, “A
scout is on his way to you now. He will guide whichever spacecraft
you choose. We are happy to facilitate mutual understanding. Thank
you for your trust.”

Sophia ended the transmission.

Truth knew immediately who he would
choose for the job. 'An expert on evasion will know how to escape
when it becomes necessary,' he thought. This unexpected development
made him uncomfortable. This woman had dominated the conversation
from beginning to end. He tried to ignore the feeling and the fact
that her behavior differed from the general restraint among the
Gnostic women. 'A spy within Samos may give us a significant
advantage,' he consoled himself. 'We still don't know exactly how
to connect the module with the processor. Whatever information we
gather could save us hours or even days of work.'

 


“Smoke, are you listening?”

“I'm listening.”

Truth updated him about the
conversation with Sophia. “Stay close to the scout. Enter Samos.
Memorize the way to get in. Collect all possible information about
the Pythagoreans and about Samos, but mainly about the particle
processor and how it operates. They will want information about us
and they'll have questions. If they ask you about yourself, answer
openly. We have no reason to be suspicious of them. If they ask you
about the mission, refer them to me. Tell them that you don't know.
You are permitted to kill yourself, at your discretion, if it
increases our chances of completing our mission. Under no
circumstances are you to damage the particle processor. Smoke,
confirm!”

“Smoke confirms.”

“Keep up contact,” continued Truth.
“Make your first communication in one hour from now. The time of
invasion will be determined according to the developments that you
report. Confirm!”

“Smoke confirms.”

“May the Master of Light be with
you.”

Smoke had complete faith in his
commander. He steered his spacecraft next to that of Thales, which
had accelerated towards Samos. The scout turned on a red beam of
light and flipped his spacecraft on its axis. They then found
themselves on the inner wall of the outer sphere looking towards
the inner sphere. Smoke marveled at the beams of light, which
vibrated in different rhythms with varying colors and shades. The
scout broke free, rolled over, hovered over the red beam of light
and then spun on his axis again. The process was repeated at each
of the six spheres of light. Smoke finally saw the station, like a
pearl resting in shades of white, gray, pink and blue; shades that
wove in and out of each other, fabricating a bright shell. As they
approached, Smoke realized that it was not a solid structure. The
spheres were in fact broad, round rings, like orbs cut short on
both sides, revolving around the inner spheres, which were wrapped
around even more spheres. Smoke admired the exquisite workmanship
and the engineering that went into this marvelous structure.

When they landed on the inner wall
of the seventh sphere, which was a solid surface, the scout invited
Smoke to exit his aircraft. He found himself in a vast hall. Almost
everything he saw around him bore the same colors as what he had
seen outside: pink, silver and gray.

“Welcome to Samos. I am Sophia.” A
woman in pale blue smiled and approached him.

Smoke recoiled and pushed her arm
away when she tried to place her hand on his shoulder, as was
customary of the host. She knew this was the expected response, but
nonetheless she was surprised to encounter it. 'This will be
difficult,' she thought.

Smoke regretted his impulsive
reaction. Truth had instructed him on how to act and stick to every
detail. Next time, he would allow the woman to put her arms around
him and would suffer through the pain of her gentle touch. Despite
the dizziness that came over him, despite the touch that chilled
him to the bone, despite the pain beating in his brain due to the
calming music enveloping everything around him, he forced himself
to speak with the terse formality typical of the Gnostics. After
all, he was a warrior and deputy to the leader of the Gnostic
forces.

“The honor is mine. I am
Smoke.”

Sophia wondered as to whether now
was the right time to inquire as to why he seemed so bothered. Was
this typical Gnostic behavior? Perhaps he was uncomfortable in his
new surroundings and she could help him. She decided to ask him,
“Can I do something for you?”

His lips moved tensely. “Yes, can
you turn off this noise?”

“Certainly.” She touched a control
panel and the music went silent. His youthful appearance surprised
her. She had expected someone repulsive. His black suit was lined
with metal, full of pockets and zippers. Initially, he had appeared
sinister to her. He was of medium build and his suit outlined a
lean and muscular body. A second glance revealed a man of delicate
beauty. His long black hair was pulled back in a bun. His black
eyes conveyed strength and aggression, but at the same time she saw
a certain innocence within them. Most of all, she was surprised by
the grace of his movements beneath his rigidity.

Smoke felt dizzy. He searched for
something to focus on in order to steady himself. Although he was
an experienced pilot, nothing could have prepared him for this. The
smooth pearlescent hues surrounding him were devoid of any sharp
corners or anything distinct, so he could not rest his gaze upon
anything remotely solid.

Sophia naturally took hold of his
hand, ignored his disoriented state and led him away. This time, he
found it very difficult to hold back his resistance.

“We are on the surface sphere,
which serves as the entrance and exit for the station. I will take
you to the particle processor in the processor sphere. No doubt you
were sent here for that reason.”

Sophia assumed there was no risk in
exposing the processor. In any case, she would not reveal any
technological secrets or formulas. This way, she would gain more
time to influence him. She led him downward on connecting paths
between the spheres.

“The processor is designed to
create any object from any material, provided that we have the
particle specifications. The particle specification is the basis,
or musical score, upon which we play,” Sophia explained as they
walked through the labyrinth of Samos.

Smoke felt sick. It seemed
abominable, like the demonic workings of the demiurge that created
a corrupt, physical world.

“Anything?” Smoke marveled at how
easily she had revealed the functions of the processor without
inhibition. 'Truth was right,' he thought to himself. 'These
Pythagoreans are as pacifist and naive as newly hatched chicks. We
can gain control of the processor without any difficulty.'

“We are still in the research
stage, but we can create just about anything.”

“What is this score you speak
of?”

“The score is the notes in the
hands of the conductor, by which an orchestra creates a melody. A
diagram of the material structure we want to create serves as a
score. The processor reads the notes and creates the material
according to the design. Would you like to see?”

He stood silent. It took her a
moment to realize that he had to abstain from any act of
creation.

“I will show you,” she said
confidently, without waiting for a reply. She stopped by one of the
monitors scattered around the station. “We will create a small cube
of metal.” She pressed several buttons on the monitor and the
screen filled with small, dense symbols. After several more
keystrokes, the symbols on the screen changed.

“The spherical movement creates a
field of frequencies which specifically arranges the spaces in the
processor to create the object. Let's see if the cube is
ready.”

She took his hand in hers again and
continued walking.

Only one bridge led the way to a
massive iron door in the central orb of the station. The orb's
diameter was about sixty meters; it floated in the center of the
sphere and appeared to be a colorful, metallic liquid. Sophia and
Smoke stopped at the outer rim of the bridge.

“This is the processor,” she
pointed to the orb. “It contains millions upon millions of orbs of
all sizes, which contain more orbs down to the size of subatomic
particles. Raw matter passes between the orbs.”

He was thrilled at what he saw.
“What matter?” he gently inquired.

“Stardust. The processor breaks
down the dust to its elementary components, which are then divided
until there is empty space. According to the score, the processor
connects the molecules to compose the sub-atomic, atomic, molecular
or genetic elements, resulting in a cube.” She put her hand into a
niche in the wall next to the processor and pulled out a cube the
size of two cubic centimeters. She offered it to him but he
refused.

He wanted to look at the orb and
its metallic liquid, but Sophie led him onward and he pulled his
eyes away. She led him into the sphere's passageway.

“Sometimes, before we create
something in the processor, we envision it in the simulator.”

“The simulator?” he asked.

“I'll show you.”

Being in close proximity to Sophia
bothered him. He still held a picture of the orb in his mind's eye.
They passed through a narrow opening into an orb, the inside of
which was covered in screens of different colors.

“Welcome to the simulator. Here you
can see just about anything you can imagine. Here you can choose a
symphony with notes we possess and simulate it, or you can
improvise.”

“How do you improvise?” Smoke
remembered it was his mission to gather information, but his own
curiosity had also been piqued. She detected as much, but she
reminded herself that she had to be careful, that she mustn't stop
him or avoid his questions. 'Don't point him in the right
direction. Allow him to take the lead.'

“You can choose between a number of
possibilities, input directions, paint or draw on the screen; but
you can also let the simulator sense your thoughts, imagination or
feelings. The simulator will then translate all of that into sights
and sounds.” Sophia had to force herself to avoid all eye contact
with him, lest she be stirred by any emotion.

“The simulator knows what I'm
feeling?” His curiosity could not hide the panic he felt.

Sophia noticed how his wording had
become more personal and that he had used the word “I”. She could
now refer to him in the second person.

“In a sense, you're right. It knows
how to transform your will into a visual form, which it then
projects by holograph. If it identifies specific objects, it can
translate whatever is in your mind into something concrete.”

“How does the simulator know what
I'm thinking?”

“It tracks the electro-chemical
activity in your mind. It translates this activity through a
neurological network, including the quantum microtubules in every
neuron of your brain, and assembles everything into a holographic
vision. Would you like to try to imagine something?”

Sophia waited quietly. She hoped
the silence would induce some sort of tension and that he would
feel the need to express himself.

With restrained anger, Smoke
measured out his words. “To create, to generate, is an
abomination!” he said in disgust. His body stood tense and rigid
but his face suddenly fell.

“Why?” she asked, trying to elicit
a response from him.

It worked.

“The world was created by the aeon
Yaldabaoth, the sinful boy, who created the world in order to rebel
against his mother Ishtar. Yaldabaoth created the physical world
and was then punished with banishment to the inferior world he had
created.” Smoke slightly raised his voice in anger. “When you
suggest that I create something, you are asking me to violate the
sanctity of my faith.”

'As Enosh speculated, Smoke is now
placing me in the position of the one who demands something of
him,' she said to herself.

“I only suggested that you imagine,
thereby giving holographic form to a useful object. I never
suggested that you create. I recognize full well what it means to
create, but I would never suggest that you create.” Again there was
a pervading silence, except this time she sensed a slight danger.
Perhaps she hinted too openly about him wanting to create
something?'I won't strain him any more than is necessary,' Sophia
thought.

“It is possible to learn how to use
the simulator without connecting it to the processor. I understand
that your religion forbids creation. I would never ask you to act
against your faith. The purpose of your coming was to learn from us
and offer us the opportunity to learn from you. If your commander
objects to you learning about the simulator, we shall avoid the
subject altogether.”

He was angry because he realized
she was right, that she was one step ahead of him. He continued to
look at her face, to question her through her eyes. He was not
accustomed to the presence of a woman which provided anything other
than sexual relief.

“I will take you to the residential
sphere. There you can rest, eat and drink, as well as make contact
with Truth.”

 


“Smoke to Truth.”

“Truth here.”

“Status report: the entrance to the
station is via spheres of light, six in total, which surround the
five spheres of matter. From the outside inward, these spheres
consist of the surface sphere, command sphere, residential sphere,
processing sphere, and core.”

“Listening. Continue!”

“Penetration through the outer
spheres is indeed as we suspected. The pilots need to synchronize
their acceleration with that of the beams of light, to attach
themselves to the beams via electromagnetic hooks, to turn onto the
internal side of the sphere and from there to leap to the internal
sphere and so on. You have to repeat the process for each of the
six external spheres of light until you can anchor on the surface
sphere.”

“Listening. Continue!”

“The processor is a huge orb and at
its center is empty space. It is located in the processor room,
behind a huge iron door. Sometimes the door is closed. You can open
it via terminals that are found in the simulator, in the control
center, or within the processor room itself. I think that the
module can only connect to the terminal found in the processor
room.”

“Continue.”

“The processor generates objects
according to particle specifications. The particle specifications
are the basis to the external spherical movement and vibrations
which create the core matter of the processor. This is also the
reason for the music surrounding the station.”

“Go on!”

“Regarding her hospitality, it
would appear that the female Sophia does not suspect our true
intentions. She has openly revealed to me the station, the
processor and how everything works. She even invited me to create
an object with the processor.” Smoke paused. He was afraid of the
reaction he would get for Sofia’s offer to violate the Gnostic
prohibition of creation.

“Listening...” Smoke anxiously
waited for Truth's confirmation. “Go on!”

“The Simulator system allows you to
create holographic images of the object before its creation. The
simulator is the basis for the creation of any object on the
condition that it can simulate that object.” Truth did not respond.
Smoke was forced to beg the question, “Should I cooperate?”

“Of course. Cooperate as much as
you can so you may learn more about the Pythagoreans, the station,
the processor and the simulator. You are forbidden to create,” he
said flatly. “What else did you learn regarding integrating the
module with the processor?”

“I have no more information at this
time.”

“Keep it up, Smoke.”

Smoke loved Truth. He was glad to
hear his voice and was moved against his will by the momentary
weakness that had caused Truth to give him a rare compliment. Ever
since he had lost his family, Truth was the closest person he had.
The most important thing was for him to justify the faith Truth had
in him. He was fully determined not to disappoint Truth; he would
fool the female, creating a false pretense of cooperation so that
he could win her confidence, and learn to the best of his abilities
everything he could pass over to Truth. “At your command,
Commander!”

“In the name of the Master of
Light, redeem the spark of light from the impurity of the material.
Over and out!”

 


Smoke tried to understand what
Sophia was touching on the transparent panel, but could not. After
a few taps on the keyboard, a cobalt-blue color filled the
room.

“Welcome to the simulator. This is
a background for the beginning of a simulation. The simulator
provides a visual presentation of the object you want to
create.”

“Listen to me carefully,” he shot
her a savage look. “I am prepared to use the simulator, but don't
try to trick me into creating something.”

Overcoming the trepidation she felt
under his stare, she responded calmly, “Don't worry. As I said
before, you can use it without creating.”

“How does it work?” asked
Smoke.

Once again, Sophia tapped on the
transparent board. A thin horizontal strip of yellow-white fog
developed on the brim of a blue sky.

“What's this?” Smoke asked.

“I was going to ask you,” Sophia
smiled. “I set the control center to display simulations of
expressions in your mind. Do you recognize anything?” she casually
asked.

Smoke was shocked. He was not
prepared for a machine that could read minds, or for a woman to
read those thoughts with a machine. But the sanctity of his mission
got the better of him. Truth instructed him to make it seem as
though he was cooperating, and even though he would have been glad
to avoid the intrusions of this simulator on his mind, he braced
himself: he would obey orders.

“I suppose I was thinking of the
color of light on Earth.”

“Can you describe it to me?”

“A yellowish white. At dawn, it
starts as a fine line of mist. Over the course of several hours,
the light grows stronger, until it fills the entire sky with pure
white.” As he was speaking the light in the room grew brighter,
almost blinding them. Sophia rocked and leaned against Smoke for a
moment. A dark spot of brown spread like a puddle under their feet
to resemble the ground. The brown color turned lighter as it
reached the horizon and connected with the sky.

“I am a guest in your world. Thank
you!” she smiled.

Smoke considered her words and
realized he did not mean to invite her, but if she thought so, why
not? He would continue to assure her that they were indeed working
together. “You are welcome!”

“Is your sky always like that?”

“Before the wars of the Gods, the
sky was a light blue because the rays of the sun were refracted in
the atmosphere. The wars altered the atmosphere and then the blue
disappeared.”

She was silent so that he would go
on.

He continued. “Truth says that the
white of the sky is a revelation of the Master of Light.” The
screen responded before the words were even out of his mouth and
the color instantly turned to blue and then back to a bright
white.

Suddenly they heard the sound of
rolling laughter. Smoke smiled. Sophia was surprised. Suddenly he
no longer seemed like a cruel warrior but a friendly young man.
'Don't let his smile fool you,' said Thales' voice; 'If you have
managed to see that he's a person just like you, then you have
taken a step forward,' said Enosh's voice.

A small dark dot began to emerge on
the horizon. The dot grew, swaying from side to side. In the
background were ruins of a reddish hue. Only when the dot
approached them did she begin to recognize it for what it was. It
was a hyena, playful and happy, hopping in place. A smile
illuminated Smoke's face. For a moment it seemed as though he had
forgotten that he was in the simulator of Samos and considered the
hyena to be real.

'Are hyenas the sacred animals of
the Gnostics?' she wondered.

Smoke was quick to explain. “This
is Spot.”

“Spot?”

“My friend from the desert.”

'A pet? Belonging to a Gnostic?'
The revelation encouraged her.

Spot continued to prance about and
slowly receded into the horizon. The desert and the sky returned to
their bright emptiness. She waited patiently. It appeared in the
meantime that Smoke's apprehensiveness about the simulator had
begun to diminish.

Small, dark diamonds twinkled on a
mustard-colored stripe on the horizon. They initially moved in a
random order, and then slowly their movements were regulated as a
wave, separating the earth from the heavens.

“What is this? What are you
thinking?” she asked.

“I don't know what this is. Are you
sure it's coming from me?” he asked, retreating once more so that
she could not gain control of his mind. The simulator picked up on
the contents below the threshold of his consciousness before he
could even register them in his mind. At once the colors and shapes
combined, creating a holographic image.

“Master of Light!” the words left
Smoke's mouth.

Fear struck him with a crushing
blow. On the virtual ground before them, a giant snake appeared.
Its head was resting on its coils and its mustard-colored skin was
flecked with brown and red diamonds. The snake lay motionless,
gathered in its coils. With her free hand Sophia touched the
transparent screen of the simulator control panel, switching off
the blinking light indicating real object recognition. Smoke did
not notice. He mumbled in confusion, “I am Cosmos, I am Cosmos,
Iamco... Iamco... Iamcosmosiamcosmosiamcosmos...” His heart was
racing, his breathing became shallow and fast, a cold sweat
drenched his body and tightness crushed his chest. The holographic
space faded in spurts until it turned to complete darkness.

Sophia had not expected such a
quick response. She knew what distress the simulator could cause
for those that used it, and had therefore been careful not to let
Enosh use it before he had regained his identity, nevertheless, she
had assumed that the impact it would have on the tough Gnostics
would be far more limited. Again, she came to the conclusion that
Gnostics were far more personable than Pythagorean propaganda had
let on. She felt sorry for him. For a long time, Sophia did not
move, as if she had finally managed to put a crying baby to sleep.
She adjusted her heart rate in time with his excited breathing.
Gradually, their breathing slowed and stabilized. 'Enough for now,'
Sophia thought as she touched the control panel to turn off the
simulator.

When he returned to his senses,
Smoke said sheepishly, “That was the Master of Light.” He was
ashamed for exposing his weakness and losing his detached demeanor.
Gnostic training had prepared him for all physical and cognitive
challenges posed by his enemies. Once he had determined his goal,
he knew exactly how to achieve it. This time, however, was
different. He felt like he had lost all control. Suddenly, all he
had concealed in his mind had been revealed.

“The snake?”

“Yes, that is one of the ways he
manifests himself,” he spoke before he even considered his
words.

“That's what the Gnostics taught
you?”

“No, that I learned in the desert,
before I met Truth.”

'I mustn't push any further,'
Sophia said to herself. 'I mustn't overwhelm him with questions.
Patience, he wants to tell more. Just as Enosh said, give him the
chance to realize the need to express himself. First comes desire,
then awareness and then expression.'

But he remained silent. 'Perhaps he
is waiting for an opening?' she wondered.

“In the desert?” Sophia
whispered.

Smoke released his grip when he
realized that he had been leaning on her. She had sat in her chair
and avoided staring directly at him, but she had perceived his
confusion and the hint of shame that he had not managed to hide.
'Give him space,' she reminded herself.

Smoke sat down and did not answer.
It seemed to Sophia as though he were receding into himself, like
the snake in the simulator.

“What do you want?” she gently
asked him, aware of the calculated risk.

“I must make contact with my
commander again,” Smoke said and rose to his feet.

 


“Smoke to Truth.”

“Truth here. Any additional
information?”

Smoke was afraid of Truth's
question. Did he suspect that Smoke had had a vision of the Master
of Light? Then he came to a more painful realization. Truth did not
know what was happening to him. He was completely alone. Smoke
found it hard to speak.

Truth asked him again, “Smoke do
you hear me? Did something happen?”

Smoke began to speak very quickly.
“Smoke to Truth, requesting departure from Samos. I believe I
succeeded in obtaining all necessary information for our
reconnaissance mission.” For a moment he left all military
formality aside and added, “This station is having a bad effect on
me. The Pythagorean female took me to their simulator and showed me
the Master of Light.”

“The Master of Light?” Truth was
surprised.

“The simulator presents a
holographic depiction of what is happening in your mind. I was
thinking of the Master of Light and he appeared before my eyes.” He
had no idea how to tell his commander that he was afraid.

Truth understood. His voice
hardened. “Smoke, you must withstand these Pythagorean tricks.
Continue on your mission! It is up to us to reveal all the
Pythagoreans' capabilities and intentions. You must continue
cooperating with them and not arouse any suspicions. They cannot
suspect you and become defensive. Remember your purpose and your
position. I am not releasing you from your mission.”

Smoke bit his lip. The insult
hurled at him by his own commander was justified. He feared that
his self-control was deteriorating and that he was teetering on the
edge. With great effort, he forced his lips to move.

“Yes commander. I will continue on
the mission.”

“Affirmative. Proceed and inform me
on your progress.” Truth was quiet and Smoke feared that their
communication had terminated and he was all alone again, but then
he heard his voice again. “Only inform me about your progress. Do
you understand?”

“Smoke to Truth. Affirmative.” The
tone of his voice had returned to its usual Gnostic firmness. His
shoulders sagged and he sunk into his chair beside the
communication device. He had thought that a conversation with Truth
would encourage him. Instead, however, he felt inadequate and
liable to disappoint him even further. 'How did I let this
manipulative woman influence me? I am a Gnostic, I am impenetrable,
I need to focus on my mission and my purpose in life. I must
continue on mission,” he scolded himself.

High above him in the ship, Truth
sat back, troubled. He was not happy about being so harsh with
Smoke. Perhaps Smoke's association with the Pythagoreans was
weakening him. He still had faith in his protégé and he hoped that
his harsh words would yield some good.

Smoke turned away from the
communication device, angry and tense. He felt trapped. He could
not disappoint Truth, and yet his experience with the simulator
evoked unbearable emotions.

He knew that the calm surrounding
him might take him off his guard, but the frustration he felt was
unbearable. He roamed the station and inadvertently started to
relax as he passed through the arched pastel-colored walls,
listening to the heavenly music. He reached the metallic, liquid
orb—the processor—and stood there, mesmerized by what he saw.

'The sooner I hurry to obtain
information for Truth, the sooner it will be the time for our
invasion and then I will dwell in the pure pleroma of the aeons,'
thought Smoke as he made his way toward Sophia and the
simulator.

When he reached the door of the
simulator, he found Sophia sitting in the chair, watching the
swirling colorful spheres. The melody of the spheres had ceased to
bother him and he began to actually enjoy it. The spirals turned,
crossed over each other and then combined harmoniously, in sync
with the music pervading the room. Smoke entered the room, and
before a single word left his lips, the spirals collapsed into one
another, creating a perfect circle encompassing the room.

Sophia turned around and saw him
standing in the doorway. She gestured with her hand for him to join
her. He stayed standing, rooted to his spot. Something stopped him,
despite his devotion to Truth. His inhibition reminded him of how
he had stood on the brink of a great abyss in his childhood.

The simulator responded
immediately. The room darkened and the circle became a line that
lay right at his feet. The line transformed into the edge of the
Gnostic compound building from which he had almost jumped when he
was ten years old. He was standing right at the edge and was able
to look down. One of his group members who was passing below
recognized him and yelled for Truth. Smoke continued to stand on
the roof the simulator had created for him.

“Where is Truth?” asked the
distressed Smoke. Was this the distress of the boy on the roof in
Uruk, or that of the Gnostic warrior in the simulator? Contrary to
what he remembered, the image of Truth did not come this time. The
soft voice of Sophia calling his name sounded so far away. He
withdrew from the edge and turned away from the simulated image.
Sophia turned off the simulation. Smoke stepped towards the chair
in front of her and sat down. 'What is happening to me?' he
wondered. 'This woman uses witchcraft to confuse me. But what does
she want?' Surprisingly, the music was pleasant to his ears.

Both of them stayed silent for a
long time. She knew that he would prevail in the battle of silence
but was afraid that anything she would say would only push him
further away.

 


She was reminded of a conversation
with Enosh during her training.

“You say that the obstacle to one
discovering oneself is fear of disappointment. Is there anything
else that can hinder a person's self-awareness?”

“Yes, when you become the tool in
someone else's hand on their quest for satisfaction.”

“Why?”

“So as to not have free will. One
of the strategies that allow a person to shirk away from his
responsibilities on his quest for satisfaction is for him to relate
to someone else and place the responsibility on his shoulders.”

“Like the Master of Light or the
leader of the Gnostics?”

“Exactly. The hierarchical order
allows a person to become the satisfier of another's desire instead
of having a desire of one's own.”

Sophia was shocked when she thought
of her Pythagorean devotion as an alternative to having free will.
“So then all experience of devotion means giving up one's free
will?”

“No,” Enosh calmed her down. “There
is dedication to desire and there is dedication to non-desire.
There is the dedication of one's will by way of dedicating oneself
to another person, which will extract for us what we want to
extract from ourselves. We appoint this person, so that he will
elicit from us and be strict with us regarding what is important to
us. On the other hand, by sacrificing our will we bring ourselves
closer to someone else's goals.”

“Wouldn't it just be simpler to
have no will; to despair and be disappointed? Why surrender our
will to someone else?”

“In the despair of disappointment
there is something final. There is complete relinquishment of one's
will. In depositing our will with another person, we keep the
option of withdrawing it back. One redeems one's will, so to speak.
The other person's will want for us until we are able to want for
ourselves. He carries the burden of our desires. A person can
strive physically or mentally, but so long as he is in the service
of another, he will not suffer the effort of carrying his own
desires. There is no risk of disappointment. The pleasure of
bearing no responsibilities becomes a goal within itself, a hidden
desire. We strive and we sweat, but essentially, our wills are at
rest.”

“Give an example.”

“Not many centuries ago, the
Shamans of primitive cultures would read the liver of a slaughtered
animal to reveal their destiny. In reality, the healers were
reading their own intuitions, desires and beliefs in response to
the question of how to act in a particular situation. Decades ago,
astrologers believed that they could read one's destiny in the
stars, or one's preferable course of action. These signs on the
animal liver or in the stars can act as expressions of one's
personal belief; the man is not surrendering his will, only giving
it an external form. But, in many circumstances, people would
choose their spouses based on astrological signs. If a man says to
a woman, 'it says in the stars that we are destined for one
another,' this is an evasive gesture, since he does not have to
bear the burden of his desire for her.”

“Why does that man prefer the
stars?” she asked, thinking about the similarities in Pythagorean
tradition.

“So that he may avoid the risk that
comes with desire, that he may face rejection. First, he decodes
his predetermined spouse through the stars, afterward the
relationship develops, then he can rely on the fact that she wants
him, and only then can he desire her without running any risk.”

“How does that coincide with the
belief of the Gnostics?”

“The Gnostic also places his will
in the hands of the aeons and the Master of Light in order to avoid
personal desires which can end in disappointment. He hopes that
eventually, when his desires become more attainable, he can
retrieve his will that he handed over to someone else.”

“So how does a person take back his
will?”

Enosh replied slowly, weighing each
word. “It is slightly dangerous. The Gnostic's original will is
directed within a relationship that was taken away from him. In the
absence of the relationship, the person only has a desire to die.
This desire to nullify oneself is entrusted in the hands of the
Gnostic Gods and the leaders. The Gnostic turns his personal desire
into the desire of the collective whole, thereby providing him with
a personal connection, precisely what he wanted and was lacking.
When the Gnostic tries to retrieve his personal will, he is again
overcome with the desire to die.”

“In other words, he wants to commit
suicide?” Sophia asked.

“Yes.”

“Then we'll have an authentic
suicidal on our hands? If that's the case, he won't be with us
long,” Sophia smiled in the assumption that he had the solution to
this problem.

Enosh was surprised by her cynicism
and noted with satisfaction how much she had changed since first he
had met her. “You are right. That is precisely why we must replace
the one in possession of his will. You must enter the mental realm
of the Gnostic as a significant entity, one who could bear his will
for him. The purpose is to give him back ownership of his will, his
self-awareness.”

“If so, the Gnostic, who assigns
his will to his Gods and leaders, is actually surrendering his
identity. It is no coincidence that he gives up on himself. After
all, he was an abandoned orphan. Everyone has given up on him. If I
alter his perception of himself not as one who has relinquished his
will to another, but rather as one who has a connection with the
other person, then I have helped him recover his identity. It
reminds me of Thales.”

“How so?”

“Thales loved traveling with me
through the galaxy via the simulator. Now I realize that he was
excited about the journey because of my excitement. My desire to go
on these journeys gave him a reason to travel with me. It would
appear that he's changed since then. He disagreed with me when he
had no faith in you, and after that he disagreed with me when he
did have faith in you. All of this occurred when he released
himself from the Pythagorean belief.”

“And if you wanted to restore this
desire to journey within him, how would you do it?” Enosh
asked.

“I would say to him that what I
want from him is not to see landscapes and nature, but rather to
see the excitement those things gave him. This is how I would want
for him what he wants from himself.”

“Yes,” Enosh said. “You would trap
him in a paradox.”

“Let me try.”

“Go ahead.”

“I would steer his tendencies to
satisfy another person's desire toward his own will. I would create
a structure of a relationship in which he would need to desire in
order to satisfy.”

“I couldn't have said it better,”
he smiled with satisfaction.

 


She pushed the memory aside and
decided to take a gamble, to probe further. “Did you want to jump
from the roof? Did you want to die?”

Smoke recoiled from the question.
He wanted to push away her invasive questions but he answered
nonetheless. “I stood on the roof of the tallest building in our
compound. I looked out at the desert for a long time until Truth
came up and grabbed hold of me.”

“The desert?”

Smoke sank further into his chair
and closed his eyes. He didn't want to speak anymore. He was tired
of making it look like he was cooperating. After sitting silent for
a while he began to speak in a monotonous voice, almost
indifferent.

“I lived in the desert. With my
family. My father was killed when the cities were destroyed. My
mother fled with me and my little sister. We reached a city on the
edge of the desert, but so did the bombers. We ran away to dugout
shelters, but the bombing collapsed the ceiling of the tunnel where
we were hiding. When I woke up, there was only smoke, dust and an
unbearable smell. The quiet after the shelling was worse than the
bombing's loud noises. The mouth of the cave was blocked by big
rocks. I tried to clear a path back to them. I wanted to go back
into the hole and die with them.” He paused and looked down at his
hands. And then he panicked. 'How could I forget them? My father,
my mother, my sister, my family.' His heart was breaking but it
felt good to talk. Though he hated this pleasure and was afraid of
it, it drew him in. 'If only Truth would order me back to the
mother ship,' he thought. 'I have to follow instructions and make
it look like I'm cooperating,' he reminded himself. He savored this
small opportunity to express himself. Talking brought him relief—a
strange and pleasant relief.

He continued in a thoughtful voice.
“There wasn't a single living soul around me. After a while, I
could no longer count the days. For months, perhaps a year, I was
by myself. My mother had prepared before our escape from the city
so I did not lack in food or water that we had taken in survival
packs.” The soft cadence of his voice was lost, he straightened
himself in his chair, stretched his back and returned to the rigid
Gnostic tone. “Truth claims that I left the bombing without a
scratch and managed to survive for so long because the Master of
Light ordained that I would be the redeemer. He was with me. Then,
I did not know him by name.” He was quiet for a moment. Sophia held
her tongue and waited.

“Only afterward, in the Gnostic
compound,” he continued, “did I realize it was the Master of Light.
A few days after the bombing, he approached me. He came from the
desert. I didn't recognize him until he came closer. His color was
that of the desert. I could only discern him once he had opened his
eyes. His pupils were pure white, like small, lit flames. I wasn't
afraid of him. I knew that you were supposed to be afraid of snakes
that you can die from a snakebite, but I was not afraid to
die.”

Smoke was silent for a moment and
Sophia realized that he was reliving his encounter with the snake
in his mind. 'It would be interesting to see what would happen to
him if the simulator were still on. I wonder what we would see.'
She resisted the temptation and did not turn on the simulator.
Smoke seemed to be sinking deeper and deeper.

“He didn't bite me. He spoke to me.
He said he had come from the collapsed tunnels. He saw where my
family went after they were buried beneath the rubble. They went to
nothingness. I asked him if he could take me also. I wanted to be
with them.”

The vivid memories made him forget
the shame of revealing himself in front of this strange woman.

“You wanted the Master of Light to
take you to your mother,” Sophia whispered.

The need to express himself, which
had been blocked for so many years, overcame him. “The Master of
Light said that I had another task before I could join them. Truth
said it was the Master of Light. He also told me what the job was.
Devotion, nullification, nothingness, devotion, nullification,
nothingness, devotion, nullification...” Smoke sat exhausted and
silent in his chair.

Sophia wanted to run immediately to
Enosh and tell him about the change that happened right in front of
her. It was difficult to resist the impulse. She saw how Smoke's
desire to be with his mother was his own and not that of the Master
of Light. She saw how Smoke had avoided mourning through devotional
rituals to Truth and the Master of Light. If Smoke were to abandon
his mission, he may potentially return to the point of suicide that
he had experienced on the edge of the abyss. Her heart ached with
grief.

Her hand absently stroked his head.
He glared at her but did not move her away. She composed herself
and moved her hand away. 'At his own pace,' she told herself.

 


The din of small talk died down
once Truth entered the dining hall. He had been working on
alternate plans for invasion so he arrived only towards the end of
the meal. . He took a food tray for himself from the distribution
device and selected a serving of carbohydrates and two servings of
protein. Only Flash remained at the officers' table. He waited for
an opportunity to speak to the commander.

“Commander,” Flash greeted him.

“Flash,” Truth responded and sat
down. Truth was thinking of Smoke's situation as he started eating
the gray mush.

“If I may, sir...”

“Yes, Flash,” he was stirred from
his thoughts.

“The soldiers are tense,” he began
hesitantly.

“They should be,” he replied with
indifference.

“We've been planning for years, the
mission is simple. Why are we waiting?” Flash asked cautiously.

Truth was silent and his face was
solemn. Flash was afraid he had gone too far.

“We've planned for years and it is
thereby imperative that we gather as much information as we can,”
he said. “We cannot make any mistakes and Smoke's presence in the
station can only benefit us. We've waited until now,” Truth looked
into his eyes and added, “Patience, Flash.”

“I don't trust these sly
Pythagoreans. They talk of peace. Commander, can Smoke withstand
the Pythagorean witch?”

“Silence!” Truth said, throwing a
dark look at Flash. “I chose Smoke!” he snapped at him. “Do you
doubt my judgment?” The words cut through the air.

“Sir, forgive me for my rudeness. I
only have the success of the mission in mind,” he said, bowing his
head.

“Smoke to Truth,” Truth's
communication device notified him.

“Hold on,” Truth said to Smoke.
“For the sake of the mission, finish eating and get back to work,”
he said to Flash.

“Yes, Sir.” Flash stood up,
humiliated and angry.

 


“Truth here,” he was relieved to
hear Smoke's voice and listened carefully, trying to discern any
changes, but his terse report bore no remnant of the agitation of
their previous conversation.

“Status report: the Pythagoreans do
not suspect a thing. She is studying me. She is interested in the
Gnostic mentality and thought process. She does this through a
simulation. I believe I have succeeded in presenting myself as a
collaborator and I have convinced her to trust me.”

“Go on!” Truth said.

“There are several platforms on the
surface sphere and everyone has access to the station.”

“Continue.”

“Scouts man the platforms. As far
as I understand, as unbelievable as it may seem, our theory that
Pythagoreans would offer no resistance is indeed correct.”

“Continue.”

“Details of access routes,
Sir.”

Smoke described in detail the
routes leading from the platforms inward to the station, the sphere
of command, the simulator, the living quarters, and the core of the
processor. Truth drew a map as Smoke delivered his report, asked
questions for clarification, received detailed responses and once
again felt confident about his subordinate.

“And what about what was bothering
you in your last report?”

“There is no reason to worry.
Everything is under control. I am... sorry for my outburst. I did
not behave properly.”

“I believe in you, Smoke.”

“With all humility, Sir.”

“Pythagoras must fall, and not a
sound will be heard when it does. You must bring it down,
Smoke.”

Anxiety mixed with pleasure
fluttered in Smoke's chest. He once again felt a wave of love for
Truth. His belly seemed to stick to his back when he thought about
the weight of his responsibility. “I am your servant.”

It seemed to Truth that he detected
a small crack in his voice. 'I will not let Flash's rivalry affect
my judgment. I must encourage Smoke.'

“Your mission is still not
complete. Master of Light be with you! Over and out.”

 


Sophia sat in her chair and watched
as he wandered across the sample room; he stopped at one item or
another, his movements conveying curiosity. She noticed a tremor in
his fingers as he held a glass of water, a tremor she had not
noticed earlier. He looked different after having rested—young and
more upright. His eyes were clearer.

“How did you know that the snake
was the Master of Light?” she asked.

Smoke turned away from the Saifun
fish in the floating ball of water. “In the Gnostic orphanage, we
learned that the snake is one of the manifestations of the Master
of Light. In the Jews' Torah, the serpent in Paradise was the
incarnation of the Master of Light.”

“The Master of light is not the
equivalent of God?”

“No. The God of the Jews, Muslims
and Christians is Yaldabaoth, an inferior God, Creator of the
physical world. The snake is the Master of Light, who imparts
knowledge. Adam and Eve served the inferior God out of ignorance,
and therefore they were condemned to exile. They managed only a
small taste of Gnosticism, from the knowledge the Master of Light
had offered them, and then they were banished from Paradise. The
Master of Light offered them knowledge, but they chose to obey the
inferior the demiurge Yaldabaoth,” said Smoke with obvious
contempt. “Had they not feared the demiurge, they could have stayed
in Paradise.”

'Self-nullification is an attempt
to return to Paradise, or as Enosh put it, to have the pleasure of
being rid of the burden of desire,' Sophia thought. She asked
Smoke, “What did the Master of Light offer? What does the Tree of
Knowledge bear?”

“You mean to ask what was the thing
Adam and Eve were supposed to discover regarding the difference
between good and evil?”

“I suppose so.”

“What was it that when revealed,
filled them with shame?”

“Nakedness,” she answered.

“How are good and evil related to
nudity?”

Sophia looked up at him, waiting
for a reply.

“Truth says that they felt shame
over nothingness, the nothingness that came with their nakedness.
Clothing hides the fact that there is nothing to hide.” He stopped
so she could understand what he said. “Do you understand?”

“I think so. Go on.”

“The God Yaldabaoth told them the
truth. The truth being that they were empty. But it was said in a
critical manner, as if they were meant to be full. They hid behind
clothing so they could believe they had something to hide. The
truth, as known by the Master of Light, is that there's no need to
hide the emptiness. This is the deception of existence, of
substance, of Yaldabaoth; truth is nothingness, it is spirit. We do
not deny the nothingness, rather the deception of substance. While
you, the rest of humanity and the Pythagoreans in particular,
equate existence with the good and nothingness with the bad. We
know that the good is knowledge about nothingness while the evil is
the ignorance of it. Evil is the false belief in existence.”

“How then do you explain that Adam
and Eve experienced eternal pleasure in Paradise even before they
approached the Tree of Knowledge? Before the deception of existence
was revealed to them?” Sophia gently stretched the disagreement
between them.

“It was a fool's paradise!” Smoke
said angrily. “Fools who knew nothing about what is and what isn't,
who tasted neither from the Tree of Knowledge nor from the Tree of
Life.”

“Tree of Life?”

“Yes,” Smoke said with a Messianic
fervor which reminded her of herself. “Tasting from the Tree of
Knowledge heralds the truth of false existence but that knowledge
offers no release. Tasting from the Tree of Life gives not only
knowledge, but a release from existence. It grants
immortality.”

“I do not understand,” she
recognized the desire for self-nullification but pretended not
to.

“Physical life is limited by how
long the body can live. After the body dies, there is eternal life.
Tasting from the Tree of Life destroys the body which has trapped
the spirit.”

He murmured the last words
carefully. Sophia assumed that he regretted revealing too much
about his faith and too eagerly, that he was concerned he might
reveal his mission. But now she understood. According to Gnostic
belief, tasting from the Tree of Life offers the death they yearn
for. She had relieved his burden of concealment and used the
opportunity to steer the conversation in the direction she
wanted.

“If so, then your family members
who were killed in the bombing are actually living eternally?”

“Of course,” he was obviously glad
she understood what he was saying.

'This is a perfect religion, there
are no loopholes,' she thought, impressed. 'Even more perfect than
the Pythagorean religion. There is no death, only immortality. How
can you possibly undermine such a belief?' Suddenly, she doubted
her ability to influence Smoke. Could she propose a counter-opinion
to him? How could she sell him on the concept of actuality?

“What do you believe?”

'Finally, he is taking interest in
me,' she thought. 'And maybe he's just asking for the sake of his
mission, but nevertheless, it's still interest.' “I believe in an
organization, in order, in a pattern and a formula. I agree with
you that at the basic level there is nothing. However, grains of
nothing, when arranged in a certain way, create existence. I
believe that God exists and he is the order of the nothingness.
This was Orpheus' discovery.”

“This God, this demiurge
Yaldabaoth, do you believe in him? In the wayward son?” Smoke's
voice was impassioned once again. “You... create, generate! You...
are a woman!” He hurled the final words at her in anger.

Sophia was not discouraged by his
anger. His interest in her worldview encouraged her. “As a creator,
I am part of the divine order,” she said calmly.

“What is this belonging you speak
of? What order? Octavia, your homeland, is it so organized and
planned out like a space station? A Paradise of fools, who deny the
instability of this order! How can you see the light when your
order blocks the crack from which the light streams forth?”

'Enosh would agree with him on this
point,' Sophia thought. She flinched at his reaction but dared to
provoke his aggression even further. “Beauty is found in order!
Immortality is also found in order, not only in death!”

Her provocation worked, perhaps
more than she had anticipated. He hissed angrily, in an aggressive
tone, “When the bombers chased us to the edge of the desert, there
was no order. They did not bomb at a set time or place. They did
not kill the old before the young in any particular order. The
limbs that were torn apart did not arrange themselves in a perfect
circle around the crater.”

'Just like the Gnostic conquests,'
she thought, but Sophia passed on the opportunity to contradict him
with it. 'It is still early.' Now she understood Enosh's words, how
the tragedies that befell him influenced his worldview.

“But the Master of Light manifested
himself in a certain order, right? The snake with diamonds on its
skin—geometric patterns—is that not order? The coils he withdraws
into, is that not order?” She stopped, preventing herself from
saying all the things she was thinking.

'Isn't a mission directed towards a
specific goal a form of order? The hierarchical relationship
between Truth and the Master of Light, isn't that order? And why
would they call their God “Master” if not to indicate some order?'
Sophia realized that her ability to direct the conversation
according to her purposes was limited by the fact that she was a
Pythagorean and her subsequent reliance on the principle of order.
Enosh was enlisted to help her see beyond that limit. She reminded
herself once more that it was up to her to dismiss her preconceived
notions of existence so that she could relate to this idea of
nothingness. She thought with compassion about the chaos that had
reigned in his life before. Maybe she needed to stop instigating
conflict with him so that he could feel a sense of belonging, to
allow for the belonging of his feelings? She recalled another
conversation she had had with Enosh.

 


“It is imperative that a person has
free will and not entrust it in someone else's hands, but what is
the purpose of such desire? What can we know about what people,
particularly the Gnostics, want?”

“We can know,” replied Enosh
without hesitation, “that there is a basic desire to belong.”

“To belong to what?”

“It depends. Let's speak in your
language. Mathematically, the part belongs to the whole. But what
is the part and what is the whole? This is already up to the way
you interpret belonging.”

“I don't understand.”

“The limb belongs to the body, the
word to the sentence, man to society. Take you, the Pythagoreans,
for example. You build artificial planets in order to express your
belonging to the cosmos. You can say that you are a celestial body
which belongs to a group of celestial bodies.”

“And the Gnostics?” she asked.

“The Gnostics are outcasts, they do
not belong.”

“And yet, how do they exercise
their basic desire to belong?”

“They are the exceptions, the
outcasts, belonging to the group of outcasts. Because they feel
that humanity has rejected them, they created for themselves a
community of outcasts. This is not just a group of people living
together. I'm speaking of a theoretical group. A definition. A
category. This is a ploy of the Gnostic mentality. Once they become
part of a group of outcasts, they cannot be ostracized. If they are
excluded, they are further defined as outcasts. You cannot expel
them because they refuse to be part of the group in the first
place. There is no place to banish them to. They are already in
exile and they are trying to distance themselves even further.”

“And for what reason do they wish
to destroy?”

“In order to increase their group
of belonging. To expel the entire universe into a group of
refugees. You, the Pythagoreans and the Gnostics, are similar
because you deny the use of a line of separation, that which
defines those that belong. You drain it of meaning because
according to you everything, inanimate, vegetable, animate, and
speaking, everything belongs. According to you, everything is under
the jurisdiction of divine mathematics. The Gnostics, on the other
hand, favor a philosophy which preaches that everything nullifies
everything. The polarity of the two different approaches makes them
rival ideologies.”

“Why?”

“Because there is no rule without
exception, there is no group without a part that remains on the
outside. The exception makes the rule. That is why these two groups
consider the other an abomination. The premise for making
definitive boundaries for the group is based on who's left outside
of the group.”

“And how do the Socratics
belong?”

“The Socratic group is defined by
its living members, who are defined by not being among the dead
whom we remember. To live means to belong to the living and
remember the dead.”

“My Father." she looked up at
him.

“Oh, a living Gnostic is more a
part of your group than your dead father, that is if you remember
him. Belonging applies to the living people, therefore you belong
to the group of humanity. Either you belong to a humanity, if you
are alive, or you are on the outside, considered dead. In days
past, when they believed in ghosts and demons, ghosts were
considered the souls of the dead who were trying to rejoin the
group of the living. The role of the witchdoctor was to separate
between the living and the dead and to banish the dead to their
place, either in the netherworld or in the heavens, to restore the
order of belonging to its rightful state.”

“And now? What turn is required of
me?” asked Sophia.

“To recognize the finality of
death. To note the difference between the living and dead, to see
the living as a place of belonging. The social connection is what
enables humanity to belong to the group of the living. In the past,
the Gnostics took part in the order of humanity, but they stopped
believing in its existence. The Gnostic doesn't believe even in the
cosmic order of physical existence. Nevertheless, one of the proofs
of the Gnostic attempt to belong is in their effort to connect
their module with your processor. I suggest that you involve him in
the order of humanity.”

“How so?”

“In a dual process. The Gnostic
individual needs to retrieve for himself something that he pushed
out, and simultaneously return to the group that rejected him.”

“Again, how?”

“I will give you an example. When a
boy falls and skins his knee, he runs to his mother, receives a
kiss on his knee, and only then does he begin to cry. When he's
done crying, he goes back to play. Due to the fact that she cares
about his pain, and marks the painful place with a kiss, the mother
allows the knee to belong to the body, the pain is given a name and
plays an active role in the story of his experience. The crying is
the story of his experience. In order to restore a sense of
belonging, the mother returns the injured knee to the boy's
physical senses and the boy returns to his relationship with her.
This dual process, to return the knee to the boy, and the boy to
his mother, has been accomplished with one kiss.”

“How does the mother create an
environment of belonging for the boy? How do I do the same for a
Gnostic who feels hurt and rejected?”

“Try to answer that yourself,”
Enosh challenged her.

It suddenly became clear to her,
“The blood challenge!”

Enosh waited for her to
explain.

“Sin says that my father could not
foster a relationship with the Gnostics. He could not overcome his
disapproval of their beliefs. This was the blood challenge that he
failed.” Sophia stifled her tears. The deeper she went in her
training process, the more intense her emotions became. She took a
deep breath and smiled at Enosh's worried face.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes. Let's continue, I don't have
much time,” she said and started to breathe more steadily. “In the
blood challenge, you are required to accept them to the same degree
you would want them to accept you.”

“Correct,” Enosh said.

 


“I know I'm limited in my ability
to understand you, Smoke,” Sophia went on. “Unlike Earth, Octavia
has seen no wars, so I cannot relate to the experiences you've
described, the destruction of all illusions of order, and the
knowledge that comes with it. But I have also mourned, I lost my
father. I know that I am offensive to you, being a woman, but let
me remind you that it was the woman who first followed the Master
of Light in the biblical story you told me. I want to taste from
the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil. Would you include me? Would
you let me taste it?”

Smoke was surprised by Sophia's
words but even more surprised by his own reaction. He was seized by
anxiety. Anxiety that he could not identify its source. Sophia
noticed his hesitation, and slipped into his consciousness through
a crack that had opened for an instant. She stretched out her hand
to him in open confidence. “Are you ready for me to be by your side
and take part in your world?”

Her hand remained extended in the
air. He thought about Truth and wondered if his relationship with
this Pythagorean woman was crossing some boundaries. What would
Truth say? What would Truth do in his place? On account of his
admiration for Truth, he would do anything. Truth was the one who
had anointed him with the sacred oil during the initiation rites.
Truth had watched him as he proudly passed the ritual of the blood
challenge. Truth even broke the law when he grabbed hold of his
hand as he walked along the edge of the abyss during the test of
courage. He had taught him the mantras of nullification and the war
songs. He shook himself to his senses. 'I came here to carry out a
mission,' he reminded himself.

“Let's go back to the simulator,”
he said.

She led him from the samples room
back to the simulator. She had also felt a shiver when she turned
it on.

 


Smoke sat comfortably in his chair.
Sophia knelt beside him. The snake, the Master of Light, filled the
entire ceiling with colors of mustard and blue in diamond patterns.
Slowly, the patterns dissolved into fragments against the dark
background and the melody of the spheres. From the edge of the dome
came a pale light that reduced the darkness on the ceiling into a
vague, dark rimmed circle. The conjured hyena once again crossed
the desert and vanished into the red ruin on the horizon. On the
ground were flickering shapes that vanished as quickly as they
appeared, faded barracks, a heavy wooden wall and buildings in the
shape of black cubes. She didn't bother him with questions because
she understood that this was the Gnostic compound.

Aircrafts crossed the ceiling of
the simulator from side to side, trailing a wake of white smoke.
There was the sound of dim thunder. The shadow began to beat to the
rhythm of the thunder. The shadow slowly changed its circular shape
and at the center of the ceiling emerged the silhouette of a human
figure. Smoke, who up until that moment had been stirring
restlessly in his chair, began to relax. His breathing slowed, the
world around him shrank and the stiffness in his limbs disappeared.
His hearing dulled. The music from the spheres seemed far away. He
forgot himself and went into a trance. The silhouette transformed
into the head of a woman. Smoke and Sophia looked at the simulated
face of the woman on the ceiling that slowly materialized.

Sophia tried not to look at Smoke
lest he become distracted. He sank deeper and deeper into the
experience. Pythagoreans generally required more time to lose
control of their thoughts, but she realized that the training in
Gnostic self-nullification had conditioned him to be a perfect
object of reception for experiences like this. They understood the
true nature of devotion.

The woman smiled and bobbed her
head from side to side as if she were playing with a baby. Smoke's
head swayed with hers at the same pace. She hummed a simple rhythm
comprised of only two notes. Gradually, the two harmonic tones
intensified, shaking Smoke and Sophia down to the tiniest nerves in
their bodies. Smoke was slouched in his chair. His head still
swayed from side to side in time with the woman's face. His gaze
was locked in her eyes, his mouth open with longing. The rhythm
slowed. The image blurred and her eyes grew sad. He tensed, as if
ready to grab on to her before she could slip away.

He mumbled something she couldn't
understand. “Mother,” she heard him whisper. “Mother,” he said
again more clearly.

The features of her face returned
and become clearer. Her expression remained sad. The background
darkened and between the monotonous, rhythmic beats there appeared
a bedlam of blurry barrages. The woman looked at him with pity.

“You know that we must part, my
love. If only I could stay with you. It pains me to leave, but you
must be strong. Take care of yourself. Stay in the shelter until
you don't hear a single blast,” she said with a stifled cry. “I
love you, my son.”

More shadows appeared on the screen
and spoke to him with different voices. Smoke lost control. He
frantically tried to discern the shadows, but none of them were
clear enough. There was a jumble of gibberish, guttural noises and
nonsensical groans. Sophia did not react at all when he crushed her
hand in his own. The shadows were trying to say something but
without success. The barrages randomly thundered in the background.
Voices continued to emerge from throats, screeching, nonsensical.
The volleys were approaching, chunks of red and orange against the
black sky. Smoke flinched at the sound of them. His body tensed,
his jaw was clenched. Every noise shot through him, tormented him,
tore to bits any remnant of the image of his mother. He buried his
head in his hands.

Finally the volleys subsided.
Silence reigned. She turned off the simulator. When he lifted his
eyes, he saw Sophia against the blue dome. The pain pounded in his
temples, choking his throat.

After a long silence, Sophia built
up the courage to ask, “Was that your mother?”

Smoke nodded wordlessly.

Enosh, who had been standing
outside the simulator watching the scene unfold, felt proud of his
student.

 


“Smoke to Truth.”

“Truth here.”

“Communications check. No news to
report. Continuing to make contact with the woman.”

Truth recognized the nuances of
Smoke's voice and immediately noticed a difference. He had not
called her 'the Pythagorean' or 'the female'. He had called her
'the woman,' an expression of intimacy and respect. Truth also
noticed there was no longer tension in Smoke's voice. Smoke was too
calm, too calm for a warrior about to go into battle or a spy
working to keep his cover.

'Is Flash right? Has Smoke fallen
prey to the witch's spell?'

“Give me more information.”

“There is nothing more. I will
continue to make contact and learn about the simulator. I will make
contact tomorrow.”

Truth was filled with concerns.
Perhaps he hadn't been attentive enough, or paid too little heed to
Samos's foreign environment. He remembered that in the second
communication, he had responded impatiently. Perhaps Smoke had
broken under the strains of solitude and was too exposed to the
enemy's influence. Despite the gentler tones he had used in the
last communication, he wondered if he had not done enough. A sudden
impulse prompted him to say something that would compensate for his
possible mistake.

“You are not alone. All the
Gnostics are with you.”

Smoke was surprised. “In the dark
of night we will know the light. Soon we will be in pleroma with
the Gods.”

For as long as he had known him,
Truth had never heard Smoke's voice sound so serene. This was
probably the effect of the station. Perhaps he had erred in sending
someone so elusive. Perhaps he was too sensitive, which made him
easily influenced. He might have done better to have sent one of
the tougher ones, the more impenetrable ones, like Flash for
instance. But what's done is done.

“May the Master of Light be with us
all. Over and out,” Truth said.

Truth wandered about amongst the
warriors on the father ship. He visited the pilots' platform, the
badgers' operations room and the lounges. His soldiers were under
such enormous tension that it was almost tangible; their patience
was wearing thin. For lack of instruction, they milled about
aimlessly. Some checked their equipment. Others found themselves in
petty fights in an attempt to break the tension.

He knew everything there was to
know about the mental preparation required by a fighter before
battle. He could not stretch this situation out much longer.

 


 



CHAPTER 18




Smoke
began to wake up and stretch. He expected to see Sophia at his
side. To his surprise, she was not there, and when he noticed that
he missed her, he sat up in a panic. Only when he noticed her
sitting on the couch on the other side of the room did he
relax.

“Did you sleep well?” she
smiled.

“Ah... yes.” In fact, Smoke hadn't
slept so well in years. On the flip side, the very fact that he
took off his armor and was not wary of sleeping inside the enemy
base alarmed him. He jumped quickly from the bed and Sophia held
out a drink to him.

“What is this?” he asked, one
eyebrow raised.

“Hibiscus flower essence. It's
refreshing.” Smoke gulped the drink and found it delicious. He
recalled his mother's image in the simulator. He felt his heart
spreading inside of him.

Sophia noticed the clarity in his
eyes and decided to take a chance with the next stage. “I want to
be honest with you...”

His senses sharpened and his
muscles tensed. Was she trying to mock him? “I'm listening.”

“I have no interest in burdening
either of us with the confusion of concealment. That is why I am
going to be frank with you and tell you, here and now, that I know
about the module. I know that in the past, you developed a module
that was destroyed in the Great Blast. I know that you now have a
new module in your possession, one that is waiting with Truth in
the orbital route.”

'It's a trap,' thought Smoke. 'I
should notify Truth immediately.' “It does not surprise me that you
are trying to wrap me in your witchcraft,” he protested.

“Have you heard of Attar?” she
asked.

Smoke deliberated whether he should
answer her question. In the end, he decided that there wouldn't be
any problem admitting that he heard of Attar, since there was
nothing about that that admitted to the existence of the module. On
top of that, if he afforded her the chance to continue, it was
likely that her plan would become apparent. “Yes,” he replied, “He
was the Pythagorean that was killed in the explosion.”

“Let me tell you something that the
Gnostics do not know. Attar was my father.”

This was not what Smoke had
expected to hear. He looked incredulously at Sophia. She nodded and
continued. “He was my father. He understood that he was going to
die at the hands of the Gnostics in any event, so he decided to
commit a suicide operation. He destroyed himself along with the
module and the entire Gnostic research compound in Uruk. He
sacrificed his life to save me, save the galaxy and, indirectly,
save you.”

“The Gnostics saved me! My life
belongs to the Gnosis! You lie. The compound was destroyed by the
condemned one whose name has been erased,” he said firmly, but a
sort of confusion had sprung up inside him. He didn't know what to
think. On the one hand, he thought that there could be a grain of
truth in her words. It was possible that Attar had collaborated
with the condemned one whose name had been erased.

“So you owe an enormous debt to the
Gnosis,” replied Sophia. “They saved you from the worst possible
tragedy and gave you a home, a sense of belonging and purpose. They
basically gave you a reason for living,” she continued. “I am not
telling you to wipe out your debt to the Gnosis. I believe that you
must repay your debt to the very fullest. That is why I want you to
save them from the danger that they pose to all of us and to
themselves. Our purpose is to cooperate with you, so save us all
and the Gnosis from itself.” Sophia studied Smoke. He looked
thoughtful. 'Could it be that the Gnostics are more humane than I
had imagined? Could I have possibly succeeded in stripping away a
layer of his defenses?'

She continued. “The Gnostics saved
you from losing yourself. What would have happened if they had not
taken you in?”

“I would have died,” he answered
candidly.

“This is the source of your feeling
that you owe them your life. But I think otherwise. Because they
saved you, you owe them their lives. You must save them!” she said
emphatically.

Her words struck him like an iron
bullet. The shock that he felt from the moment he arrived in Samos
intensified. He was torn between his strict loyalty to the Gnosis
and his commander Truth, and his loyalty to the truth that was
arising within him.

Sophia recalled the fear that she
felt when her spiritual outlook had collapsed in her encounters
with Enosh. “Not long ago, I was in your shoes,” she said
understandingly. “Had my eyes not been opened to my blindness, I
would still have believe in the Pythagorean ideal. I would have
still been trapped in the repetitive logic of perfect order, which
allows no room for changes or spontaneity. I would have been
trapped in hermetic fullness, which would not have allowed me any
ability to relate to you or to accept you.”

The pulse in Smoke's head pounded
wildly. Sophia verified that Smoke was listening and continued
cautiously. “Today, I still enjoy the beauty of order, but I am no
longer imprisoned by it. I know now that order is not everything
and that complete order would be stagnation and death. As you said,
the bombs did not fall according to any order. But the Pythagoreans
and I refused to acknowledge this. We insisted on seeing only the
order and ignored all the rest. I could not imagine a situation in
which I would have a relationship with someone who was planning on
killing me, someone whose culture turned me into an orphan.” Smoke
was speechless. “I invite you to trust me and free yourself from
ruination.”

His eyes beckoned her to
continue.

“Just like you trusted your
parents, the Master of Light and Truth.”

Whatever had been opened inside of
Smoke during the encounter with his mother and now begun to close.
'How?' he repeated to himself. 'Traitor!' he heard Truth's voice in
his head.

“Leave me be.” Smoke put his hands
over his ears and stepped backward. The image of his mother in the
simulator kept flashing in his mind. Love, fear and anger engulfed
him in a whirlpool of emotions. Voices spoke in his head.

'Traitor!' said Truth.

'Mother!' said a young boy.

'Iamcosmosiamcosmosiamcosmosiam...'
he said to calm himself. 'I must calm down and plan my next move,'
he thought. 'I need to find out more about the processor; after
all, that was why I was sent here.' Focusing on his goal calmed his
raging emotions. 'I must continue and learn to use the simulator.'
He tried to convince himself that another encounter with his mother
would actually serve the Gnosis. 'I am tempting them into trusting
me,' he repeated in his mind.

Despite his opposition, she felt
like she was progressing in the right direction. “Take a chance on
trusting me. Up to now, you knew how to take a chance. After all,
you could not have survived had you not taken a chance and trusted.
How did you trust the Gnostics? Will you trust me and tell me?”

The desire to speak to a listening
ear engulfed him like warm, sticky honey. Even though his plans had
been revealed, he convinced himself that he should continue to
create a ruse of trust anyway. 'At Truth's command, I must continue
to drag it out. If she thinks that she is recruiting me to betray
the Gnosis, so be it. My ruse will only be more believable.' He
believed that he was tricking her when he told her his
feelings.

“The entire Gnostic training was
directed at the lofty fusion that was slated to happen one day.
From the first moment, from the day when they held our initiation
ceremony and gave us our names, they made it clear to us that we
must abandon our personal boundaries. We were told that boundaries
were an illusion, that we had been fortunate to have reached the
enlightened ones, the Gnostics, which would teach us to open our
eyes to the illusion of boundaries. In the first initiation
ceremony, they gave us all names: 'Darkness', 'Light', 'Shadow',
'Spark', 'Fire', 'Smoke', 'Flash'--entities that lack clear
boundaries. 'Smoke dissipates in all directions,' they told me when
I received my name.”

'Don't talk to them!' Truth's voice
in his head silenced him. 'They are almost caught in my net,' he
answered.

Sophia saw that Smoke was
hesitating. Something inside of him insisted on coming out. “They
used to train us with various exercises in which we would lose our
boundaries: spiral dance rituals in which we would lose our senses;
dipping us in gelatin pools in which we could not feel our own skin
for days on end, with no sense of time or the changing of light and
darkness that indicate the delineation of time. We would repeat
mantras in every free moment: 'Devotion, nullification,
nothingness, devotion, nullification, nothingness,
IamcosmosIamcosmos...”

Shards of the picture of his youth
appeared. “A few of the children cried and wanted their mothers.
Some of them were beaten with a cane, but usually the crying
episodes passed, thanks to the training. Many of them forgot
themselves and their longings, like I did, but there were children
who were uninfluenced by the various integration rituals and
beatings they received, who continued to cry for their mothers.
These children were sent away so that they would not weaken the
rest of us and tempt us to return to the world of illusion.”

“Your instructors were also
orphans. They also tried to forget what they had lost. They also
did not want to awaken within themselves a longing for something
that they had lost forever,” said Sophia. “They felt a need to
erase the painful feeling as to not feel the pain of loss. But now
you are allowed to hurt. There is something to hurt for.”

Sophia came closer to him and
looked straight into his eyes. “These are difficult words, but they
are important for you to hear at some point in your life.” She laid
a hand on his arm. “I think that they will never return to the
living and we cannot know if you will be with them when you die.
But as long as you are breathing, you must belong to the living.
But you do not have to give up the memory of your family.”

Smoke flung her off of himself and
raised his hand in rage and frustration. He considered silencing
the painful truth with force, but overcame this impulse. Something
inside of him wanted to hear more. Something inside of him wanted
to live.

“The simulator can return lost
moments of your past. It can bring you to meet the Master of
Light,” said Sophia. “It can bring you to meet with your long gone
family.”

“My family awaits me in the
nothingness,” Smoke intoned mechanically.

“Your belief in nothingness is
standing in your way and prevents you from being loyal to the
Gnosis,” said Sophia.

“How dare you doubt my loyalty to
the Gnosis!” Smoke's arm rose again in Sophia's direction. She
remained in place without flinching.

From his lookout at the screen,
Enosh wanted to intervene but held himself back. 'I cannot be a
part of this process.'

“Listen to me!” said Sophia. “You
do not have to agree with me. Your loyalty is important, but only
you can define what your belief means to you. I am interested in
convincing you about the righteousness of my worldview regarding
the significance of loyalty, but it is clear to me that if you
adopt this view, you cannot operate according to it.”

He was silent and went back to
repeating his mantra to himself in an attempt to stop himself from
thinking, but what he really wanted to do was to meet his mother
again in the simulator.

His silence encouraged her. “I
believe that if you are loyal to the Gnosis, you must do everything
in your power to uphold their existence and prevent them from
destroying themselves.”

Smoke looked at her in confusion,
though no longer in anger.

She took the chance that now would
be a good time to leave Smoke alone with his thoughts.

 


He wondered if there was any point
in reporting to Truth. Perhaps it would ease his confusion. On
second thought, he understood that it would only serve to
exacerbate his misery. He would try to mumble something without any
new information because he was unable to express the truth—that he
really wanted to return to the simulator. Did Truth still trust
him? Did he still matter in his eyes? Would he have still saved him
from the abyss, against all Gnostic tenets? Or, even worse, did he
himself believe anymore that he was deserving of such trust?

He understood that Truth, as well
as Sophia, could not help him. Only he could redeem himself from
this confusion. It became obvious to him what he must do to clarify
his thoughts.

After participating in his first
massacre, he had felt lost. He isolated himself and became
withdrawn. Even then, he debated continuing on the Gnostic path.
The internal searching led him to continue to cling to the Gnostic
faith. The Master of Light appeared to him and removed any doubts.
He hoped that he would receive an answer now too.

He repeated the words 'devotion,
nullification, nothingness' over and over again in order to empty
his mind of thoughts. At the beginning, he let his thoughts pass
over him like birds across his field of vision. Instead of sinking
into the usual nullification trance, he began to daydream about a
single word that was caught in his head: 'arbitrariness'.

'I am here in Samos, so far from
the place I called home. The squadron, Uruk, Earth.
Arbitrariness... I escaped the marks of getting hit by my maneuvers
due to arbitrariness. The Gnostic faith is arbitrary... the Gnosis
that found me, adopted me, it could all be something else. No! The
only thing that could have happened certainly did happen. Even now,
connecting the module to the processor, learning about the
simulator, these are the only things that can happen and they are
happening. Destroy Samos. Truth forbade me from harming the
processor. He permitted me to destroy myself. He permitted it only
if it was absolutely necessary. Death. Peace... the ability to
forget... to blur...'

Smoke came to his senses after some
time—he could not tell if it had been a long time or a short time.
Seconds, maybe minutes. He sank once more into a daydream
'Arbitrariness... Truth adopted me. How can I betray him? My mother
in the simulator. How can I abandon her? Loyalty... mission...
purpose. Randomness... coincidence... haphazardness. Arbitrariness?
Truth is the way he is because he is also a refugee adopted by the
Gnosis. The Gnosis is the way it is because Adamas argued with
Orpheus about the formula of the creational constant. The Gnosis is
what it is. The Pythagoreans are what they are. Adamas and Orpheus
failed to cooperate because their natures and their fates were
different. They did not choose their natures. Arbitrariness... the
believers of primitive cultures had no choice but to reach mutual
destruction. Where is my father, who does not even exist in my
memory? A bomb fell specifically on him before I was even cognizant
of my existence. The bomb did not choose him, nor he it. The
targeting computer and the spirits of the heavens did not choose to
drop that bomb specifically on him. He died out of arbitrariness.'
He felt the difficulty of clinging to any sort of meaning. He was
caught in the dilemma of lack of meaning. Why? Because!
Randomness... anxiety... discomfort... horror!

He did not make the daily report to
Truth.

 


 



CHAPTER 19




They were
all impatiently waiting for the battle. The soldiers repeatedly
checked their equipment and weapons. Each detail was important, but
the commander's honor came first. They dropped their things, stood
at attention and lowered their heads when he passed. Truth was not
lax about the hierarchal ritual, even at the last moments before
the invasion. He only stopped long enough to give the order of “At
ease!” because he knew that by looking at his soldiers, he inflamed
their enthusiasm for battle. He loved them, in the limited manner
that the Gnostic culture allowed him to feel love.

The halls of the ship were similar
to the Gnostic compound in Uruk on Earth, covered in black opaque
boards that covered the delicate metal components, the nervous
system of the space ship. The larger cables and pipes were dark
gray and black, which blended in with the shades of light gray on
the body of the ship. Truth turned left and ascended to the upper
level. He approached his chair in the command station. His
substitute, Flash, stood up quickly and positioned himself tensely
beside him.

 


Years earlier, Truth had entered
the squadron room under his leadership in order to arrange the
formation for the members of the squadron. He could already note at
the first glance the extreme cleanliness of the room, with its
rolled up fastened plastic mats leaning against the wall.
Everything was satisfactory. He approached the door of the great
closet attached to the plastic wall to examine the folded uniforms
of the squadron members. When he stood by the closet, Truth noticed
a rustling sound coming from inside. He swung the door open and
found Flash inside. Copious blood flowed from Flash's temples onto
his face, dripping onto his clothes and the floor of the closet.
His hand clutched a sharpened metal point. The expression of horror
mixed with relief that came over the boy's face before he fainted
from blood loss never left Truth's memory. He took the point out of
his hand, wiped it on his uniform pants and lifted the bleeding,
unconscious boy in his arms.

Truth was different from most of
the other Gnostic commanders: He felt pity for the orphans in his
command. Any other commander would have glanced at the bleeding
boy, close the closet door and marked a grade of “fail” to the
members of that squadron. The Gnostic leaders preferred clean
suicides whenever possible. The odds that hundreds of thousands of
war orphans would succeed were not very high. Many orphans
proceeded to wander about on the streets, dressed in rags, starving
and diseased, until they died. Only those lucky enough were
gathered in by pillaging pirates to be sold to the Gnosis. Many of
them did not withstand the military strictness that was forced upon
them. Incidences of suicides were common. The chain of command
mostly ignored what was classified as “accidents”. The Gnostics
placed great trust in their filtering system. They preferred the
unyielding quality of those few who managed to balance their
suicidal tendencies with their murderous tendencies, who could tie
their fate to the cosmic loss in the Gnostic fashion. The Gnostics
searched out and encouraged those who were prepared to murder and
commit suicide only on command.

Even as a child, Truth had been
different from most of the Gnostics, and this difference gave him a
survival advantage. In addition to his immense physical strength
and his high endurance, he excelled in his ability to see the
bigger picture. This analytical skill allowed him to find creative
solutions to problems. When he set a goal for himself, he focused
on it until he achieved it, whatever the cost may be. He knew in no
uncertain terms that there was no turning back, and was not
distracted by longing for his past. Since he had been taken in by
the Gnostics at a relatively advanced age, he was more independent
and did not expect his Gnostic commanders to fill the role of his
parents. He did not compete with the other orphans, who tried to
win over the hearts of the commanders. The sadness that always
accompanied him was seen by the others as charismatic aloofness. He
effortlessly received his position as a natural leader, lying
outside the hierarchal order.

During Truth's youth, when he
became the Squadron leader in Uruk, and finally became the
commander of the ship, Truth's sadness had two facets. On the one
hand, he was more sensitive to the suffering of the young orphans,
sometimes going easy on them during the cruel endurance tests. On
the other hand, he tried to ward off the sadness by developing
indifference and numbness toward himself; when that numbness became
second nature, he succeeded in freeing himself from it only in
situations of extreme physical effort or pain. This was the source
of his addiction to pain, which he consumed in increasing
quantities. Like many other children, he picked at his scabs in
order to prevent or delay their coagulation. This way, he
accumulated many scars that stood out on his dark skin, which lent
him a hardened appearance. While other Gnostic children sufficed
with the ceremonial tattooed spot behind their right earlobe, Truth
covered his face and other parts of his body with tattooed spots.
Even if there had been a connection between his broken heart and
the tattoos on his chest, between his desire to close his eyes to
the suffering of the orphans and the tattoos on his eyelids, he was
not aware of it. The most important thing to him was that each
additional spot granted him another day of pain, to momentarily rid
himself of the deadening numbness.

In Flash's eyes, Truth was like a
God on Earth. Each spot on Truth's skin mesmerized him. He believed
that the arrangements made by the spots were some sort of secret
code. This was how he tried to interpret Truth's reasoning for
adding tattoos to specific places on his skin. He tried to imitate
him, but did not dare tattoo himself like Truth had done, until
that day when Truth found him bleeding in the closet. In contrast
to Truth, he felt his emotions: he harbored feelings of love for
Truth. In fact, he was motivated by the pain he felt when Truth did
not reciprocate his love. Now, as leader of the rebel Brotherhood
of Purity, he wanted to hurt Truth. His hate stemmed from his
tremendous and unrequited love.

 


“At ease,” Truth released Flash and
took his place in the seat. He began abruptly. “Smoke's initial
reports from Samos were exact and to the point, and he relayed
important information about how to infiltrate Samos.”

“If I may, Sir.”

“Yes, Flash.”

Flash took a chance. After he was
completely repelled in the mess hall, he tried anyway to return to
that same point he had made earlier. “I am confident in Smoke's
honesty and professionalism, but we are not familiar with the
female. We should not rule out the possibility that his arbitrary
elusiveness could not withstand the calculated order of the
Pythagoreans. I am not ruling out the possibility that the female
enchanted him with her womanly seductions.”

Truth debated how to answer him. He
understood that he had exhausted his influence as a commander and
he now must convince Flash. The rivalry between Smoke, the
talented, confident young man who was destined to replace him one
day, and Flash, the veteran and experienced soldier, was not lost
on him; but Flash had not been blessed with the natural talent and
charisma that was so necessary for such a complex leadership. Flash
was an excellent substitute, but was not made of the stuff from
which leaders are made. Truth tried to explain his position
patiently, even though his status as commander did not dictate this
as necessary. Despite this, he considered the possibility that
maybe Flash was right.

'Even if he is enchanted, we cannot
allow ourselves to judge Smoke without a trial,' mused Truth. 'It
will undermine the confidence of our soldiers. We cannot amputate
him from our body as if he were a useless limb. We must keep them
confident that when we send them alone on a mission, they will
continue to be a crucial limb on the Gnostic body. If the
Pythagoreans brainwashed him, we must try him, and then use this
trial as a tool to strengthen the loyalty of the entire Gnosis.
Rumors that Smoke has been abandoned are liable to weaken the
soldiers, especially in the middle of an invasion. What is more, we
are not even sure that we can properly attach the module. We may
need our forces and their loyalty for many more years.'

After all, Smoke was not just
another soldier out of many. The warriors of the invading forces
knew about Truth's relationship with Smoke. They knew that if Truth
did not merit becoming the Redeemer, the task would be passed on to
Smoke. Therefore, if any doubt was cast on Smoke, it would be
equivalent to an admission that Truth's judgment as a leader was
not worthy of their trust. “I understand your concern, but we must
not suspect Smoke until we can clarify the facts,” Truth tried to
placate Flash.

“What are your orders, Supreme
Father?” asked Flash.

“My orders,” he hesitated for a
moment, and then his voice became firm. “I want a report on the
readiness of the invading forces. Personnel, tools and tactical
plans. I want all of the light aircraft in a spherical distribution
around Samos' external sphere. I want at least one light aircraft
to be aligned with each of the light chords of Samos' external
sphere. I want each of these light aircrafts to be ready to move up
close to the chord and execute a flip, twirl and then enter into
the internal spheres on his own, on command. I want a spherical
cover of heavy aircraft around the layer of lighter invading
crafts. The heavier forces must prevent the Pythagorean scouts from
escaping from the station and prevent any outside aid from
entering. See to it that the crafts are constantly in a state of
preparedness. See to it that the shifts are replaced every eight
hours. It may be some time before the actual invasion takes place.
I want a complete siege: no one must enter and no one must leave
Samos.”

Flash seized the opportunity
afforded by the slight pause in Truth's speech to ask excitedly,
“When shall I schedule the invasion itself?”

“At this stage, I only want a
report that all the preparations have been completed. Make sure
that the electromagnetic hooks onto the light chords have not been
created. At ease!”

Flash looked into Truth's eyes, the
only father that he had ever known. “Your orders will be carried
out immediately, commander.” He lowered his gaze and stiffened his
body. Releasing the electromagnetic hooks meant that the invasion
was imminent. He spun on his heels and turned toward the door.

There was something different about
flash; Truth could see this clearly. Usually, Flash's feelings were
clear to him. But this time, Flash was opaque. Smoke had also
failed to make contact at the scheduled time. Truth wondered if he
should shake off his suspicions but decided that it would be best
not to. He must be alert.

 


 



CHAPTER 20




Smoke had
tasted a glimpse of the beginning of his life. He wanted more.

He had not always been a Gnostic.
The encounter with the image of his mother had stirred his
awareness about his own identity: where he was born, his house, the
warmth in which his family had enveloped him. All of his longing
was focused on the figure of his mother. He wanted to return to the
simulator and was hung up on the illusion that he was pretending to
cooperate.

“Trust your body,” Sophia
instructed Smoke. “Your body will tell you what is right for you. I
directed the control panel in such a way that it will simulate your
internal balance. The red ring of light that you see on the display
represents your balance. The closer you come to your center of
gravity and become more balanced, the smaller the ring will get and
the lower the sounds will become. The less you tremble, the less it
will vibrate and the sounds will become fainter. Close your eyes
and allow the images to wash over your mind! I will monitor your
ring on the display while you listen to the sounds of your
balance.”

Sophia was wary of the fragile
relationship that that they had begun to weave. The fate of the
galaxy was dependent on her ability to develop a relationship with
him. But she quickly remembered the fact that she was no longer
Pythagorean; she was not meant to have all the answers.

“What will I see?” he asked,
secretly hoping that he would begin to see his mother.

“That depends on you. The images
that arise in the simulator emerge out of your consciousness. There
is no reason that you, as a Gnostic, should fear the fruit of the
Tree of Knowledge.”

Despite his doubts, he was drawn to
the simulator like a moth to light. He could not resist it. He
craved more. Smoke listened to the instructions, crossed his legs
on the pillow, straightened his posture and allowed any thought to
come to him. The sound interface immediately reacted with a loud,
strong, piercing sound.

Truth's figure shook Smoke out of
his peace. He opened his eyes and concentrated on the ring of
light, tried to take uniform breaths and balance his composure. The
ring and the sounds relaxed a bit. Smoke closed his eyes again and
listened to the melody that was growing ever fainter. He wanted
quiet.

The melody fell silent. The ring
contracted, floating lightly in space. His brothers in arms
appeared on the display. Gnostic warriors in all shades and sizes,
with unique features and bodies, those who fought alongside him in
blood-drenched battles, with whom he had shared the intoxication of
victory. They all looked sad now. Sophia felt a proud satisfaction
at Smoke's ability to activate the feelings of his imagination.
Later, this ability would serve him in influencing another
consciousness. Like the ring, the figures did not move. The
warriors faded. They became children wearing uniforms. Smoke had
separated from some of them a long time ago, but only now did he
feel the pain of separation. The sounds became fainter.

The industrial backdrop of the
Gnostic world was replaced by the yellow desert on the outskirts of
the compound. Smoke began to rock slightly back and forth. The
audio interface sounded mournful. Sophia looked back and forth from
Smoke's closed eyes to the beating ring. The tones were low,
without vibration.

Smoke's imagination painted a
shining sun onto the ceiling of the simulator. He directed his
closed eyes at the sun. Sophia shaded her eyes from the blinding
light. Spot approached him, wagging his tail. The hyena licked his
hand and returned at a slow trot to the horizon. Smoke smiled
silently. Silence fell upon the desert. The ring had become a tiny
dot and the sounds were silent. The silence lasted a few more long
minutes and the field of vision remained empty. Then, something
began to happen. The snake appeared in the holographic area, with
Smoke's figure alongside him.

Smoke was indifferent to the
appearance of the Master of Light, and for a moment Sophia
mistakenly feared that the simulator had conjured up the snake from
the previous simulation before Smoke had conjure it with his own
mind. The snake slithered slowly and rubbed against Smoke's crossed
legs as they appeared in the holographic area. The snake approached
his right hand. Smoke caressed it while it progressed from his hand
up his arm. Its forked tongue brushed his skin and its head swayed
from side to side, making its way to his upper arm.

When it coiled around Smoke's neck,
Sophia was afraid that the snake would strangle him. After all,
even though it was only a simulation, Smoke could choke if he
imagined himself to be choked. The simulator could be dangerous for
one who did not remember that it was only a simulation. She
continued to glance back and forth from Smoke and the snake on the
display to the flickering ring of light and the real Smoke sitting
before her.

The snake brushed against Smoke's
lips and they parted. It then continued to coil around his head. It
became increasingly longer until it appeared as if it was going to
completely cover Smoke's entire body in its coils. Smoke's face was
relaxed. The ring of light softened. The boundary between the
snake's body and Smoke's body began to blur. Sophia knew that Enosh
was watching them and cast a worried glance at the monitoring
camera in the simulator.

There was now a snake in the place
where Smoke's folded arms and crossed legs had been. Smoke's limbs
were colored in a yellowish shade with the diamond pattern on them.
Although the display showed his body writhing, in reality he was
frozen in place as the ring contracted almost to a dot. The snake
had already conquered the majority of Smoke's body, wrapping itself
around the remainder of him that was still human. Smoke's actual
head was leaning back, his eyes shut. The light in the room dimmed.
The red dot of light was nearly extinguished.

Sophia closely examined the
expression of devotion on Smoke's face. When she looked at the
display, she was sickened at the sight of a snake's head in the
place where Smoke's head ought to have been. Smoke's figure and the
snake's figure flashed on the holographic display. When she looked
again from the actual Smoke to the hologram, she saw neither the
snake's head nor any trace of Smoke. The snake had become one large
writhing loop without a head or tail, with neither beginning nor
end.

Enosh continued to watch Smoke and
Sophia joined him in the control room. “He is coming full circle,”
he explained. “He is entering himself, detaching himself from the
world and undergoing an internal change.”

“Where is this taking him?”

“There is no way of knowing.”

“Should I switch off the
simulator?” asked Sophia.

“No!” he whispered
emphatically.

“This could threaten his life. That
is why we did not bypass your amnesia in the simulator.”

“That is a risk we must take,”
whispered Enosh.

Smoke lay sprawled on his back like
a marionette whose strings had been cut. He continued to appear as
a writhing snake on the display. The snake's movements were
extremely slow. The red dot that reflected Smoke's balance was
still. The sound of his internal balance became a faint hum.

“We're losing him. He might die,”
said Sophia in a panic. “The balance is not supposed to fall to
such dangerously low frequencies.”

Enosh did not respond.

“What will we do?” asked Sophia.
Smoke was unaware of his surroundings. “Maybe we should switch it
off despite everything.”

“No!” said Enosh with firmness that
surprised Sophia. “Not yet.” He softened his tone. “Sophia, does
the display have the ability to show Smoke's vital signs?”

In response to a few finger strokes
on the control panel, the display showed a few signs on breathing
and pulse. They saw how frail Smoke's vital signs were.

“I am switching it off!” said
Sophia, and rose to move toward the control panel.

“No!” yelled Enosh and grabbed
Sophia tightly.

Smoke was still completely detached
from his surroundings.

“You'll kill him!” Sophia screamed,
and tried to free herself from Enosh's grip.

“Don't turn it off! Don't turn it
off!” Enosh repeated emphatically. Enosh understood that his
identification with the snake was an early stage on his path of
separating from the Gnosis. It was likely that Smoke would not
survive such a separation, but there was no choice: risking Smoke's
life was absolutely necessary.

Another long and nerve-wracking
minute passed. His vital signs became weaker. Sophia decided that
she must turn off the simulator. She tried to free herself by force
from Enosh's arms, but was unsuccessful. She looked at him in
astonishment, unable to understand the forcefulness he was
demonstrating. He ignored her gaze and continued to hold her back
as he concentrated on Smoke, the snake and the vital signs.

The cry was blood-curdling. Smoke
began to convulse wildly. His muscles tensed, his head thrust back
at an unnatural angle, his limbs twitched, froth came out of his
mouth and sounds of asphyxiation emerged from his throat.

Enosh continued to restrain Sophia,
hoping with all his might that Smoke would survive. The display
began to flicker and its colors dulled. Suddenly, a jumble of
dismembered body parts of a snake and a man appeared on the screen,
with clumps of skin and bones covered in blood and masses of hair
and scales.

The vital signs indicated breathing
and a pulse, but there had been a drop in brain activity. Sophia
fought to release herself but Enosh did not let her out. After a
few long minutes, Smoke began to writhe in pain, screaming while
lying on the floor of the room with his hands clutching his
abdomen. Sophia could not take her eyes off of the dismembered
organs emerging and disconnecting from each other in the hologram.
She could make out parts of hands and human fingers between the
pieces of snake.

“Murderer!” shrieked Sophia,
struggling again with Enosh. He held her in a bear hug when she
tried to leap toward the control panel. She jabbed her elbows into
his stomach, slammed her head back into his face, stamped her feet
and screamed with all her might. Smoke continued to writhe.

Enosh did not relent. He did not
take his eyes off of the vital signs that were growing ever fainter
in Smoke's body.

“Let me go!” she sobbed, mustering
strength that she did not even know she had. She punched Enosh and
herself indiscriminately. In one swift motion, Enosh caught her
hands, crossed them and pulled them backward, restraining her as he
leaned forward, head pressed on hers, preventing her from swinging
backward. Sophia was completely unable to move. Every time she
tried to free herself, he tightened his grip, ignoring her cries as
he concentrated on Smoke's vital signs.

 


The display showed a heap of
amputated limbs and sparkling snake scales. Mingled body parts
belonging to Smoke and the Master of Light moved slowly as if they
had lives of their own. On the floor of the room, Smoke writhed and
contracted. Froth came out of his mouth and the odor of sweat
coming off his wet clothes mingled with the sickening stench of the
blood on the display. Enosh breathed heavily. He could still see a
tiny amount of movement in Smoke's vital signs. Enosh continued to
restrain Sophia, one eye watching Smoke while the other monitored
his faint vital signs. Slowly, the strips of flesh left a trail of
blood as they moved toward each other. Fingers attached themselves
to hands and hair connected to a scalp dotted with scale fragments.
Slowly, his vital signs began to strengthen. The red light became a
tiny flickering ring. The audio interface became increasingly
louder and sharper. Enosh did not release Sophia even when the
hands on the display attached themselves to the arms and the thighs
to the hips. The parts of the snake mixed with each other, and a
deep cleft along the length of its body healed with the formation
of a scar. Signs of life continued to indicate his recovery as the
image on the display became clearer.

The holographic image of Smoke
lying naked and wet with blood. The snake slithered away and
disappeared, leaving behind him a transparent skin that the
simulated Smoke gripped in his fist.

Smoke reclined, panting, face to
the floor. Enosh released Sophia.

 


It was only after a long time that
his vital signs returned to their normal states and the ring
appeared in its original size. Smoke was exhausted. His limbs were
heavy and his muscles ached, but he felt a wonderful relief: he was
free of any burden. He did not know that such liberty was even
possible up until that moment.

Sophia was about to turn off the
simulator. She was going to utilize the first opportunity—maybe
when Smoke was asleep—to express her rage toward Enosh. But before
she could even stand up, the face of a woman appeared on the
ceiling of the simulator. The face filled the ceiling. It was
Smoke's mother.

He opened his eyelids. His limpness
was gone when he stood to his feet, erect.

Sophia looked at him as if seeing
him for the first time. He breathed at an even rate, his composure
relaxed and his gaze was clear. The debacle was over. He realized
that ever since he could remember, he had been running away,
running away from himself. Erect and proud, confident in himself
and in his identity, he bore the love of his mother.

He looked toward his mother
longingly and she returned a gaze that was full of compassion and
tenderness. He wept with joy. “Gabriel,” he heard his mother's
voice.

The music fell silent and the
lights went out all of a sudden. Thunder rocked the station.

 


 



CHAPTER 21




Just a few
days earlier, Diotima was unable to enjoy the water splashing over
the river rocks or the green dragonflies circling the orange tiger
lilies. Despite the broad canopy of the ficus tree that allowed the
sunlight to dance upon the thick grass, she could see nothing out
of grief and anger.

'The Gnostics are on their way to
Samos and they will arrive within a week to ten days.' In her head
echoed the message that they had received just a few minutes
earlier

from the chief of general
headquarters, Bruno. He sat opposite her in an alcove of the
garden, mortified to the depths of his soul.

The previous information that Bruno
had received and then passed on to Diotima was transmitted by
various sources both near Uruk as well as inside of it. The
information accurately mirrored what those sources had known at the
time. In the end, they reached the same conclusions: The Gnostics
had not yet begun to develop the accelerator for the module and
would require about three years to do so.

“So where did we go wrong?” asked
Diotima fiercely.

“Truth be told,” replied Bruno with
a bleak expression, “we did not accurately gauge the strategic
abilities of Uruk's commander. He established a laboratory for
developing the accelerator in underground compounds near Aleppo.
The lab was manned by select scientists from among the Gnosis. They
were instructed to build the accelerator, a very complex component
of the module. In the span of three years, they were completely
isolated from the world and the Gnostics avoided any direct contact
with them. In fact, only Truth knew of their activity.”

Bruno was the most decorated
officer in Dust. His past achievements lent him the image of an
all-powerful general and contributed to his appointment as Chief of
General Headquarters. This intelligence failure embarrassed
him.

“So how do we know this?” she
continued in her rage.

“When the Gnostic forces did not
return from their training at the usual time, our agent in Uruk
began to get suspicious. He discovered that the module had been
removed from its place in the temple. He investigated the computers
in Uruk and found that it had been included in the list of cargo of
the father ship. Then he also found the accelerator on the
list.”

Diotima's face yellowed. “And how
do we know about the laboratory in Aleppo?”

“We knew about Truth's
reconnaissance missions for some time now,” said Bruno dryly. “We
also knew that on most of his patrols, he stopped in Aleppo. Only
now do we understand that that was apparently the location of the
accelerator lab.” He was silent for a moment and then continued,
“I'm sorry, Diotima. This time, they have the upper hand. Truth has
won this round.”

This intelligence failure still did
not diminish her appreciation of Bruno. The beginning of their
joint careers had not been easy ones. He had struck her as a
narrow-minded military man, and she appeared to him as a woman of
academia and politics who was out of touch with reality, coming to
disturb him from his work. During the course of their work
together, she discovered his honesty, dedication and even his
surprising compassion. He saw that her courage, judgment and
leadership surpassed most of the soldiers he knew.

She decided to forgo her anger; she
must focus on the mission at hand instead. She paused for a moment
as she composed her thoughts and continued matter-of-factly.

“Okay, let's move to the next
round.”

“Yes, Minister.”

“First of all, I want you to halt
the investigation of the disinformation that caused us to
miscalculate the time of the Gnostic invasion.”

“Why?”

“Because we must devote this time
to more pressing matters.”

Bruno nodded.

“Contact Admiral Fakonas and
instruct him to prepare the Atheist fleet for a mission to
Samos.”

“Isn't the sole authority to
instruct such a thing in the hands of President Filan?” he
asked.

“Tell Fakonas that this is an order
from me, pursuant to the authority entrusted to me by Filan. Tell
him that if he finds this difficult, he should refer to me,”
continued Diotima without pausing. “The fleet will leave in three
stages. During the first stage, we will send out an unmanned probe
that is not limited by human speeds, carrying reception,
broadcasting and destructive equipment.”

“Yes,” said Bruno. He wrote all of
her orders in his journal.

“Likewise, the probe will
distribute a series of relay stations.”

“Yes, Minister.”

“In the second phase, Fakonas, you
and I will go out with unprecedented force in the fastest spaceship
in our possession. I want you to be near me.”

“Yes, Minister.” Even if she had
not ordered him to do this, he would have requested it on his
own,

“In the third phase, the heart of
the Atheist fleet will follow us, except for the basic protective
forces on Dust,” she said flatly.

“Noted.”

“The probe will broadcast to us
what is happening in Samos before we arrive. If the need arises, we
can use the probe to activate a plan to destroy Samos. We must
leave at maximum speed in order to try and negotiate with the
Gnostics.”

Bruno nodded and Diotima continued.
“We cannot wait until the majority of the fleet is ready, and that
it why the majority of the forces will arrive after us. You will
fill in the gaps, prepare a critique and alternatives for all the
components of the plan and report back to me.”

“Yes, Diotima.”

“Let's get to work.” She rose from
the alcove and shook the gold sand off of her silver suit.

“Diotima?” Bruno turned to her.

“Yes?”

“Why don't we just instruct the
probe to immediately destroy Samos?”

“We will not destroy the wonderful
processor, we will not destroy the lives of the Pythagoreans in
Samos and we will not abandon Enosh who we have sent on our behalf,
unless we reach a situation in which we have no other choice.”

“What choice do we have?”

“You don't know Enosh.”

“I heard about him.”

“As long as he is in Samos, there
is hope.”

 


 



CHAPTER 22




They had
all memorized the algorithm of situations and responses to the
invasion. They knew that Samos was made up of a number of spheres
enclosed within each other. These were the solid spheres.
Surrounding these were another six spheres made of a network of
colored strings of light. These light strings were like spider webs
wrapped around the solid spheres. According to intelligence reports
about Samos, which were verified by Smoke's reports, Truth knew
that the light webs were impenetrable due to the rapid rate at
which they spun around the solid spheres. It was impossible to
ascertain the exact spaces between the stings and pass between
them. Truth knew that the only way to pass through the light webs
was to accelerate and synchronize the speed of the aircraft with
the speed of the light string. Electromagnetic means would allow
them to attach themselves to the string of light and then perform a
rotation into the inner side of the sphere. Truth hoped that the
electromagnetic hooks developed by the Gnostic engineers would
operate properly.

The badgers would lead the
takeover. Their job was to take over the station without damaging
it. Truth knew that the Pythagoreans were pacifists and would not
resist them, but his men were prepared for anything
nonetheless.

The operation began. The
operational commands were arranged and prepared in code form. Truth
commanded his men in a confident, authoritative voice. “One!”
Dozens of tiny aircraft aligned with the light strings in the outer
shell of the space station. “Two!” They flipped into the inner
portion of the sphere. “Three!” All at once, they disconnected from
the cord, flipped, and aligned with the next cord of light in the
inner sphere.

On the command of “Four!” they
could no longer react. They lost control. Despite the professional
skill of the Gnostic space engineers, they had erred in their
calculations. The material spheres, which included the surface
sphere, command sphere, residential sphere, processor and core,
remained solid and in place. The cords of light in the light
spheres, however, could not withstand the additional burden of
dozens of aircraft and subsequently collapsed under the pressure.
When the light strings burst, the surrounding space was filled with
arcs and rays of colored light, infinitely stretching out in every
direction. The tiny aircraft clung to them like spiders hanging on
to their webs in the wind. Without its surround light spheres,
Samos appeared small, fragile and pale. The music and the light
went out at the station.

Truth relayed a message to Flash.
“Stay on the father ship to command the main forces! Arrange a
circular formation of aircraft closely around the perimeter of
Samos with open audio-visual communication! I'm going in the moment
that the initial forces take over the station!”

“Yes, sir.” Flash immediately
conveyed the instructions as commanded.

Truth harnessed himself into the
stabilizers in one of the tiny aircraft in the father ship.
“Ready!” he commanded the pilot. The pilot warmed up the motors and
waited.

 


Dozens of heavy boots stomped down
upon the quiet docking platform. The noise intensified as the swarm
of soldiers split into units and invaded the station's corridors.
The squadron leaders shouted orders and the badgers operated
quickly and powerfully. The shining halls filled with black.

The initial forces were comprised
of fifty badgers. They navigated the station swiftly by aid of the
map that they had memorized based on Smoke's reliable reports. The
plan was a simple one: comb through all of the spheres and seize
control of the Pythagoreans. The bewildered Pythagoreans stood
dumbly in the face of the invading forces, who pointed threatening
weapons as they shouted commands at them.

“Everyone into the dining hall!”
shouted the squadron commander. “Move! Faster!”

“I will not say it again,” said the
commander and shot a robed engineer in the back.

The Pythagoreans' cries were
silenced when he shot again, this time at a young scout. Her blood
sprayed onto the pearlescent white wall. They were led in a line
toward the dining hall. This scene repeated itself in a number of
other places throughout the station. The Pythagoreans did not
resist but the Gnostics did not hesitate to shoot those who did not
manage to compose themselves.

“This is your station master
speaking. We are currently under Gnostic invasion. Cooperate with
them quickly in order to minimize unnecessary bloodshed.” Sophia
tried to speak in an authoritative and confident tone on the public
announcement system, but the fear was apparent in her voice.

The badgers continued to race with
polished efficiently through the corridors, searching for any
Pythagoreans who had not yet been corralled into the dining
hall.

A gloomy air settled over the
dining hall. Sounds of sobbing mingled with the Gnostic shouts. The
residents of the station sat bound on the floor of the room. Now
and then, single shots could be heard and more Pythagoreans were
tossed into the room. The scouts tried to console their friends and
maintain their composure, but most of them were chalk white and
shaking with fear.

After they had combed through the
entire station and the badgers had seized control of each sphere,
the commanding officer of the invasion reported to Truth: “The
station is secured. We encountered no substantial opposition.”

The layer of aircraft surrounding
the station opened in order to allow the chief commanding officer
to pass though, closing immediately behind him. When he reached the
docking platform, the badgers were waiting for him.

“Remaining forces, inside!” he
ordered.

The additional forces, including
pilots and flight commanders, followed Truth. They waited next to
the platforms for further instructions.

A squadron of badgers escorted the
commander in chief. He walked through the station's corridors and
was surprised to find that the shining walls were dry to his touch.
He wanted to linger and examine the exquisite shades of pearl, but
told himself that now was not the time. Now and then he saw a
Pythagorean corpse lying on the floor. He wondered to himself how
many times he had stepped between corpses following a conquest.

Truth addressed the commanding
officer in charge of the invasion who had been escorting him. “The
invasion seemed too easy. Where is all of the resistance?”

“As you said, Commander, the
Pythagoreans are pacifists,” answered the soldier, sheepishly.

“Yes, but I did not expect a total
lack of resistance! Are you certain that you captured all of
them?”

“Yes, Sir. We went through the
entire station and all of the scouts, engineers and technicians are
either bound, secured or dead.”

“Take me to the processor!” said
Truth.

“Follow me, sir!” They began to
move.

“Now we are passing through the
access point to the commanding sphere, Commander,” the force
commander explained.

Truth was impressed by the
simplicity of it all. The thousands of switches and boards that
covered the walls of the father ship were completely absent from
the station. There was no thundering hum of motors in the
background. Lights flashed across the transparent boards together
with arching curves and gradually morphing colors. 'It's a world
inside of a shell, completely cut off from the rest of the galaxy,'
he thought to himself. “Pacifists,” he muttered.

“Sir?”

“It's hard to believe that they
built all of this without the use of force, without the need to
defend themselves, without worrying that someone would come and
take it from them. For all these years, they just sat here and
waited for us to arrive, and in the meantime they built us the
particle processor.”

“Everything is in the hands of the
Master of Light, Sir.”

“His ways are wondrous,” he
murmured the usual blessing absent-mindedly.

“This is another access point. It
leads down to the residential sphere, Sir.”

The residential sphere was tinted
in lighter colors and the spaces were smaller. When he peeked into
the rooms, he noticed the smells of people, of bed sheets and
cosmetics. He was surprised to discover that smell here. What did
he expect, he mused to himself, angels?

“The forces are ready and waiting
on the docks to enter at your command, Commander!” Flash's pale
face and sunken eyes were visible on the mobile audio-visual
display connected to Truth's wrist.

“Wait, Flash. I am still scouting
the station.” Truth retained his firm, calm composure on the
outside. 'Everything here is so orderly and calm,' he thought to
himself. 'I have never encountered such a place on Earth. I was
sure that there would be some sort of setup here, that at any
moment someone would jump out of the wall and attack us. I prefer
to see my enemy directly in front of me. Instead, I see only a few
Pythagoreans who did not even resist when their home was taken
over.'

“Commander, I do not believe in the
Pythagoreans' dedication to pacifism—” Flash tried to bring up the
issue once more.

“Hold on,” Truth cut him off.

“This is where we descend into the
processor sphere, Sir!” The soldier entered the wide tube. Truth
slid down behind him. The corridors in this sphere were smaller and
more arched. Because their field of vision was decreased due to the
winding corridors, he was completely surprised when they discovered
the bridge that led to the station's core. The beauty of the giant
orb mesmerized him: liquefied shining metals in a rainbow of colors
blended together without losing their distinct hues.

“Holy Master of Light,” he
whispered to the soldiers accompanying him as they too looked at
the liquid with fascination.

His heart pounded with excitement.
He was now closer than he had ever been to his purpose as redeemer.
'This is the chariot that will carry us into the heavenly
pleroma.'

“So this is the particle
processor!” he said after a short while. He turned to Shadow, who
was in charge of the badgers that had taken over the processor.
“You stay here with your forces. No one may leave or enter without
explicit permission from me.”

“Yes, Sir!” answered Shadow.

“Take me to the processor,” he
commanded his escorts.

“Follow me, Sir!”

Suddenly, the external spheres of
the station began to function again. The Gnostic soldiers froze in
horror at the sound of the harmonious melodies of the light
spheres. What sounded to him like rating noise did not stop Truth.
“Where is the module?”

“Your order has been filled.
Thunder and the technicians are stationed with the module in the
command sphere.”

“Stay alert. Flash!”

“Flash here.”

“The time has come. Instruct the
deployment of the additional forces in Samos' spheres.”

“Yes, Sir!”

 


Sophia and Enosh lay bound, their
mouths gagged, on the floor of the simulator. Smoke stood silently
next to them with the rest of the Gnostic soldiers.

“Pick her up,” ordered Truth.

Two badgers grabbed her and lifted
Sophia roughly to her feet. Enosh remained on the floor, watching
helplessly as the events unfolded around him.

“Flash, connect me to the general
audio-visual system,” said Truth. “I want to show all of the
Gnostic soldiers our moment of victory.”

“With all due respect, Sir, don't
you think we ought to move on with the module?”

“Connect them all!” he ordered.
Flash obeyed the order though he objected to Truth's show of
arrogance.

“Your station is in our hands,
Pythagorean,” said Truth as he ripped the sticker off of her
mouth.

Sophia stared at him. This was a
man who had murdered her people, who wanted to decimate the
universe, the man whose arrival she had been anticipating. With
incredible effort, she held back her anger and focused on the task
she must complete.

“Who is that?” Truth gestured with
his hand.

“Enosh the Socratic,” she
replied.

“Socratic?”

If looks could kill, Enosh's
expression would have pierced Samos as it passed through Truth's
gaze.

Truth turned to him with chilling
calmness. “If you are interested in killing somebody, ask Filan
which one of his business cronies sold us the secret location of
Samos. And you, cursed Pythagoreans, now you shall pay for your
sins. Orpheus would never have dreamed that his handiwork, the
zenith of Pythagorean technology, would fall like a ripe fruit into
Gnostic hands.”

“Cursed Orpheus,” Truth riled his
soldiers.

“Cursed Orpheus!

Cursed Orpheus!

Cursed Orpheus!” The audio-visual
filled with the voices of the soldiers watching the events.

Truth looked contemptuously at
Sophia.

“I have a right to be heard!” said
Sophia quietly but firmly.

“Silence, female!” Truth
interrupted her. “You no longer have any rights in this station.
Samos belongs to me.”

“You are obligated to allow me to
speak,” she insisted bravely.

“Take her from here immediately,”
he uttered with disdain.

“In the name of the Master of
Light, I have the right to face the Blood Challenge and speak
before you and before the Gnostic soldiers!” Sophia said
determinedly.

The Gnostic soldiers heard her
request on the audio-visual system. According to the Gnostic law,
anyone who wanted to take the Blood Challenge must not be barred
from doing so. Everyone knew that; that was their way. They
wondered if the commander would honor the ancient law in such a
circumstance.

Truth was taken aback. If this was
the case, then she was more prepared for their arrival than he had
anticipated. He thought hastily, frantically trying to get himself
out of the trap she had laid for him.

“We mustn't let her speak. The
Lilith will trick us,” whispered Flash.

“We mustn't?” muttered Truth
angrily.

“Forgive me, Commander. It is not
my place to be telling you what is allowed and what is
forbidden.”

“Know your place!” Truth
snapped.

“But still, Cap—“

Truth cut him off and addressed the
audio-visual device. He had no choice. “The Pythagorean believes
that she can withstand the Blood Challenge,” he said mockingly. “A
Pythagorean female!” He turned to her in disgust. “Do you want to
perform the ritual?”

“Certainly!” she replied.

“Bring the chickens!” commanded
Truth.

Flash was silent. He wanted to
protest but did not dare speak out against the commander. One of
the soldiers managed to navigate through the corridors of Samos to
the docking platform to one of the aircraft. He brought back a
slaughter knife and a cage containing two small black chickens.
They were intended to be used for Samos' purification ritual.

In his left hand, Truth grasped the
squawking chicken's neck and in his right he held the knife.
“Female, infidel, impure as you are: you don't stand a chance. Your
breaths are numbered,” he hissed.

Ever since Enosh had arrived at the
station and she had begun to clarify the circumstances of her life,
Sophia had sensed a gaping wound in her heart. Now, however, she
felt the healing presence of her father. He infused her with
courage. She was ready.

Truth wanted to finish the ritual
quickly and move on with his mission without any further delays.
“In the name of the Sacred Serpent, Master of Light,” he cried out
as he decapitated the chicken with his right hand. He immediately
pressed the severed neck to his lips, gulped the blood, and cast
the chicken to the floor along with the knife.

Truth ordered that Sophia be
released from her restraints. She picked up the knife from the
floor. Images and thoughts raced through her head: her father,
gripped with fear as he came to terms with his impending death; the
sympathy he must have felt toward the living creature that he was
about to kill; the regret that he had not withstood the Blood
Challenge; the words he wrote to her, imaging her in his mind's eye
as a mother before she had committed herself to a monastic life.
Could he have possibly imagined that she would one day face this
same test that he did? Sophia wanted to believe that it was so. She
saw her father standing before her, as if alive, encouraging her
wordlessly.

Everything depended on her at this
pivotal moment. She drew courage from Enosh's gaze and focused her
eyes on Truth, who looked down for a split second. She felt a deep
sense of peace.

With her left hand, she drew the
black chicken close to her and gently grasped its neck while the
bloodstained blade glinted in her right hand. Without hesitation,
she uttered the blessing.

“In the name of the Sacred Serpent,
Master of Light,” she said, adding, “I shall drink the blood of the
chicken to you, Truth, and to the life of compassion that you
deserve.”

The severed head of the chicken
fell to the floor while Sophia calmly swallowed the blood of the
chicken in deep gulps and firmly held the fluttering body. She
continued to take in the liquid that warmed her insides even after
the chicken's small heart had ceased to pump its blood into her.
When she finally placed it on the floor next to Truth's chicken,
not even a drop of blood trickled out onto the floor. All that
remained was a faint plume of feathers that stuck to her
fingers.

Everyone was in shock. The
audio-visual system was silent. Enosh was repulsed by the sight of
Sophia's bloodied lips. Truth could not look directly at Sophia.
The soldiers and pilots were silent in confusion and admiration:
never had they seen a non-Gnostic person perform the blood ritual
with such calmness. Even among the Gnostics, who were required to
perform the test as part of their training, very few were able to
demonstrate such self-control. The audio-visual system rustled with
the Gnostics' murmurs. She had passed the test. None of the
Gnostics could deny that.

“Death to the Pythagorean female!”
cried someone in the audio-visual system, but no one replied.

Enosh, full of love and pride,
feared for Sophia's safety.

“Speak, Pythagorean female,” hissed
Truth reluctantly.

She took a deep breath. “We
Pythagoreans have committed a grave sin. I plead guilty on behalf
of the Pythagoreans and on behalf of Orpheus, who abandon Earth and
ignored the fate of those who remained there.” Sophia swallowed her
saliva that was thick from the blood and continued. “Orpheus and
his successors, myself included, are all guilty for abandoning
Earth. I am not satisfied with merely feeling guilty or with any
punishment you may impose upon me; I want to utilize this
opportunity to take responsibility for my choices and correct what
I can. To that end, I must listen to your claims against me, Truth.
What are your accusations against me?”

'She just won't stop. Where is this
headed?' he asked himself uneasily. His face became grave. He would
have preferred to blast her head off, but he must uphold the
Gnostic law since all of his soldiers were watching. “I accuse you
of pretentiousness, boastfulness, ostracism—the same crimes that
you mentioned, but I disagree with the point at which you choose to
begin your story.”

Truth understood that Flash had
been right. He shouldn't have provided the Pythagorean with an
opportunity to speak, but there was no turning back now. All he
could do was seize the opportunity and use her words against her in
order to reinforce the Gnostic version of history and strengthen
his own soldiers' devotion.

“The ostracism began three thousand
years ago with Pythagoras himself. You are not aware of it, or
perhaps it is easier for you to ignore the fact, but those of
Pythagoras' students who did not pass his tests were symbolically
put to death. They were expelled from his academy in Croton and
were forbidden from returning. Pythagoras forbade his remaining
students from speaking with them and they mourned for the former
students as if they had actually died. Monuments were erected in
their memories. But Pythagoras was not satisfied with symbolic
death. Hypsos, Pythagoras' student, discovered the limitations of
Pythagorean mathematics and, by association, the limitations of
Pythagoras as the man who had created it. He discovered the
existence of the irrational number, the number which disrupted
their harmonious view of the universe. Pythagoras' pacifist
hypocrisy was revealed when he ordered that Hypsos be drowned.”

Most of the Gnostics that were
listening on the audio-visual system were familiar with the claims
against Pythagoras, which were brought up and taught in their
Gnostic training.

“Wasn't this an attempt on
Pythagoras' part to become a human God?” his voice boomed. “Just as
the Pythagoreans rejected the rest of humanity, so too did their
mathematics reject anything that did not conform to their imaginary
harmony. They did not succeed in including irrational numbers, zero
and the lack represented by negative numbers in their cosmic order.
In the same way, Orpheus snubbed the Gnosis and the Earth.”

“Cursed Pythagoras! Cursed
Orpheus!” the voices rang out from the audio-visual system.

“Death to the Pythagorean female!
Death, death, death,” they roared.

“Silence!” ordered Truth and waited
until it was quiet. Only then he continued, “The Pythagoreans
committed the sin of separating themselves. They murdered one of
their students in cold blood for publicly revealing the
dodecahedron, the secret of the geometric shape that is made of
twelve pentagonal sides. A geometric shape is more important to
them than a human life, a human life that belonged to one of their
own, no less.” He was silent for a moment and then continued. “And
how do you explain, Pythagorean,” he spit the word out
disdainfully, “the Pythagorean pretense of not causing harm to any
living thing?”

Sophia looked at him
quizzically.

“You do not know, or perhaps you
don't want to know? When Pythagoras formulated the mathematical
theorem that bears his name, he sacrificed one hundred oxen. How
does a pacifistic vegetarian sacrifice oxen to mark his
discoveries? Are you surprised at the fact that he made his
neighbors burn down his house with himself and his students inside
it? And are you surprised that you and your people will encounter
that same fate, Pythagorean?”

Truth succeeded in convincing his
men that their spiritual path had historical legitimacy. Sophia was
familiar with the allegations he raised, though she had never once
believed in their veracity, except for the fire incident. Her
intentions, however, were not to win the argument; her sole
purpose, as Enosh had put it, was as follows: to cause Truth to
take notice of her, so see her as a conversational peer, a partner
to his social community. So far, she had succeeded in doing so.

“I accept all the sins of my
ancestors upon myself. According to what you said, Truth,
Pythagoras delineated the borders of who was to be accepted versus
who was to be rejected. According to what you said, he should have
accepted whoever wanted to join him or he should have joined with
others. I want to pose a question for you now: Where do you
determine your boundaries of acceptance? Who do you include in your
circle of acceptance and who do you reject? And upon what do you
base this?”

“The Gnostic knowledge is based on
the concept of the disrupted unity of the universe. Our world is
currently ostracized. We were all exiled from the source, from the
Pleroma of the completeness of the Gods. We Gnostics know this. Our
entire purpose is to extract the outcast divine spark from its
confines of the material world and return it to its rightful place.
We are all outcasts, trapped within the material world.”

Sophia knew that her words would
only serve to incite Truth and that he was likely to respond, but
she had no other choice but to continue to try to arouse his
feelings. “What you are saying is that you place the demarcation of
belonging between the spiritual and material realms, but in
practice you place it somewhere else entirely.”

He furrowed his brow.

“You agree that in the Blood
Challenge, the chickens were sacrificed in order to mark my
inclusion as one who bears the right to speak, correct?”

“Indeed,” he grunted impatiently,
wary of where her argument was heading.

“That is to say, the chicken, you
and I are a trio. From this trio comes one—the chicken externally
defines the two of us, me and you, as partners in discourse. The
ancient Pythagoreans rejected the Crotonians of southern Italy and
the new Pythagoreans rejected the Gnostics of Earth. This was done
in order to internally consolidate themselves into a group.”

Truth understood that she was
building up toward a logical conclusion that would not benefit his
stance, but he had no way of backing out now. “Finish up before my
patience runs out,” he growled with controlled irritation.

“And so,” replied Sophia, trying to
apply all of the knowledge that she had acquired from Enosh, “you
are using an impure totem, the rejected chicken, to delineate and
define the human community from the bottom up. You use the sacred
totem, the Serpentine Master of Light, to define the human
community from the top down. The chicken from below and the serpent
from above symbolize the boundaries of humanity. Between the
chicken and the serpent, you outline the boundaries of humanity.
When you sacrifice a chicken in the name of the Master of Light,
you connect them in a definitive loop that encircles humanity.
Despite the Gnostic insistence on viewing man as an abomination,
you are the ones who marks the borders of inclusion that separates
animals from humans. The ritual leaves animals on the outside of
the circle and leaves humanity as the inclusive group. I requested
to partake of the Blood Challenge in order to express my agreement
to the brotherhood of humanity that exists between us. Since I
passed the test, you must see me as an equal sister.”

He was speechless for the duration
of a few seconds. She remained silent only in order to emphasize
his silence as agreement and then continued before he could
speak:

“The Blood Challenge is an
expression of something else as well: the exploitation and
rejection of the chicken. Who drank your blood, Truth? Who drained
your soul from you, Truth? I can hear your pain but do not know
what it is.”

The harmonious sounds of the
spheres of light rose by an octave.

'Cursed witch,' thought Truth. 'You
will not ensnare me in your trickery.' Truth raised his voice. “The
pain is not personal pain, Pythagorean. It is the pain of Ishtar,
who lost her son Yaldabaoth, the demiurge, to the material world.
The pain is that of aeon Yaldabaoth, who fell from the heavenly
stars and aeons, from the pleroma, and cannot find his way back
home.”

“The stars and the aeons are deaf
and dumb. But you are right. I no longer believe in Pythagoras, who
claimed that he could hear the melody of the stars in their paths.
I no longer believe that stars can hear your pain nor partake of
it. The stars are indifferent. I understand your anger toward the
silence of the stars. I understand your attempt to transform your
personal pain into a metaphysical cosmic phenomenon. It is much
easier to believe that you belong to an abandoned world than to
believe that the world has abandoned you.”

Truth intended to firmly curtail
her speech but she continued.

“Cursed are the stars that continue
on their paths while your loved ones abandon you. Cursed is the sun
that shines while your soul is gloomy. There is no sacred
Pythagorean mathematics. There is no pleroma of sacred aeons. There
is only human pain, my pain, Smoke's pain, your pain.”

Only now was Truth afforded the
opportunity to think about Smoke. “Silence her,” he ordered
darkly.

 


The Atheist fleet was now speeding
through space—dozens of various types of warships, including
bombers carrying ammunition, landing craft and field generator
equipment. Leading the forces were Diotima and the chief of general
headquarters, Bruno, who maintained constant communication with the
fleet behind them via the dispatch stations they had scattered.
Diotima repeatedly checked the communication with the forces'
commanding transmissions. She ensured that the units were stationed
correctly around Samos and checked the secret attack codes, along
with many other critical details. Finally, she understood that she
was impeding their ability to focus on their work and left them
alone. Despite the extreme speed accrued by the commanding ship
since it left Octavia, the distance to Samos was still great. They
hoped to achieve contact at any moment via the transmission
stations. Diotima touched Bruno's hand and sensed his tension and
apprehension. She thought that she needed to calm herself down
before attempting to calm him.

“That's the problem with Atheism,”
she said.

“What is the problem?” asked
Bruno.

“There is a limit to optimism. Had
I believed beyond the shadow of a doubt in the existence of some
sort of divine power, I would be much calmer. I would be able to
tell myself that everything was going to be fine, since the ways of
God are secret and that He is working for my benefit in any event.
I would pray and feel like I invested some additional small effort
to quell the sense of helplessness.”

“Ah,” said Bruno understandingly.
“So believe in a higher power. I won't tell anyone,” he said with
artificial simplicity.

“Well, okay, if you don't tell
anyone...” She was unable to finish the sentence. The audio-visual
display began to pick up signals. It began as an indecipherable
noise but quickly became sharper and clearer.

“Silence her. I'll tell you,
Pythagorean, something about the pain of the universe—pain as told
through the words of an angel, the messenger of the aeons, to the
knowledgeable men and recorded in the Ginza Rabba:

 


Before the worlds existed, there
was the great fruit

Painfully he was created from it
and came unto himself

And became the God, Master of
Light.

From the noble and sublime Master
of Light

Came the ethereal piercing
rays.

From the radiant ether came the
burning fire.

From the fire came the light.

From the power of the Master of
Light,

From a deep gash,

Came the Jordan River.

And from the Jordan River came the
pure waters

Of the Euphrates, Tigris, Pishon
and Gihon.

In destruction and ruination, out
of the radiant light and the pure waters,

I came into being,

Trembling and suffering flesh.

Suffering is the foundation of
creation,

Pleasure is the foundation of the
Creator.

 


Even then, Diotima had been unusual
among the faculty of the Higher Academy of Ancient Cultures. Her
red hair and freckled face were an accurate reflection of her inner
flame and her enthusiasm for small details that appeared
insignificant to others. She spent her free time in the archives,
poring over ancient tablets in Sumerian, Akkadian and Babylonian.
These were the ancient relics that had been rescued from the fires
that had ravished the Earth during the Human-Gods' Wars. She knew
how many shekels a sack of barley cost, how many goats equaled one
plowing bull and the equivalent of a slave in donkey loads. She
knew the placement of the God Shamash in the sky and what time each
irrigation canal was opened and closed. Thanks to her mastery of
ancient theology as well as technical economic details, she
transitioned well from academics to politics. What fascinated her
above all else in her study of ancient cultures was the same
concept that attracted her to politics. Deep down, she knew that
underneath all of the cultural, chronological and geographical
differences between groups of people, people were really not all
that different from each other. Civilizations rise and fall but
human needs remain constant. Politics afforded her an opportunity
to show people the similarities beneath the differences. It was a
perfect opportunity to apply her knowledge.

She progressed in her political
career because she was adept at identifying the minute changes in
the cultural climate of the Atheists in Dust and in turn fashion
symbolic systems that would provide an appropriate response to the
changes in the population's needs.

She had studied about the Gnosis,
the modern successors to the Sumerians. She was familiar with the
writings of the Ginza Rabba and recognized various schools of
Gnostic influences in Truth's speech: the ancient creation myth,
the 'World of Darkness' of the school of Seth, the 'First Man' hymn
of the Ophites and primarily the sanctity of the Jordan River in
the Mandaean worldview. In the meantime, she held off on her plan
to interject on the audio-visual system

“Release the first safety,” she
told Bruno.

 


“Smoke! Are you with us?” asked
Truth.

“I am Gnostic,” he replied.

Truth felt a sense a relief. For
the first time, he gave a thought to the burden that rested on his
shoulders. But his peace quickly vanished as Smoke continued to
speak.

“If by 'Gnostic', you mean striving
for knowledge and truth, then I am a Gnostic. If the relationships
between us turn us into partners in the Gnostic community, then I
am a Gnostic. If the mission of annihilation defines me as a
Gnostic, then I am not a Gnostic. Are you a Gnostic, Truth?”

“Of annihilation?” said Truth
incredulously, refusing to believe his own ears.

“I choose life, life for us all,”
he said calmly.

“Traitor!” roared Truth
angrily.

“Had I continued to deny my
knowledge, then I would be a traitor, a traitor to myself. Had I
continued to work toward the annihilation of all of us, including
you, Truth, then I would also be betraying you.”

Flash watched and listened to the
scene from his commanding position in the ship. “Commander,” he
whispered into Truth's ears though the audio-visual device, “any
additional word that Smoke utters will harm our forces'
integrity.”

Truth did not heed Flash. He was
absorbed in digesting Smoke's stinging betrayal. He had no choice:
he must sentence his chosen deputy, Smoke, to death. 'I have no
other choice,' he repeated to himself. 'The sanctity of the Gnostic
law must come first.'

“The punishment for the traitor is
death by public execution. Your skin will be peeled from your body.
You shall have no place in the presence of the Master of Light!”
hissed Truth with threatening coldness, but he was seized by
horror. When he imagined the heavenly pleroma, he no longer felt a
sense of ecstatic elation that he used to feel. For the first time,
his vision paled in the face of pain. He must kill his chosen
one.

'No one can predict what will
happen now,' thought Enosh. The same thought occurred to Sophia.
She thought, however, that it was notable that in the course of the
seconds that had passed, Truth could have easily killed Gabriel
with his own hands, but he chose not to.

After thinking briefly for a few
moments, Truth stated, “The Gnostic forces are here. The module is
here. We will all soon be released from our material prisons.”

The Gnostic forces cheered. “In the
darkness of the material world, we shall know the light!”

“But not before we bring justice to
the traitor!” continued Truth.

Sophia saw her life measured out
before her in ever-fleeting minutes and seconds.

'Had he not loved me, he would have
killed me straight away,' thought Gabriel.

“With all due respect, Commander,
we have gotten this far. Our mission takes precedence,” whispered
Flash.

“No!” said Truth. “We must not
wait. We must remove the traitor from our midst and stand pure and
innocent in the pleroma among the aeons and the Master of
Light.”

“So kill him now and we'll condemn
him later,” hissed Flash, burning with vengeance. “We can condemn
him without him being there, as our predecessors have done, and
classify him as a condemned one whose name has been erased.”

“Shut up, Flash, you are trying my
patience,” said Truth on his personal communication device. The
official order he gave contradicted his feelings. This was one of
the most difficult decisions of his life.

“Smoke will appear for the
condemnation ritual and will have his say so that all of the
Gnostic forces can hear him and know that he is a heretic,” sad
Truth in the characteristic coolness of a believer. “All Gnostic
warriors: cheer loudly for our victory today!” Truth cried out
passionately.

 


Loud cheers and the song of victory
boomed from the audio-visual system:

 


With the Redeemer's Tablet

With the Tablet of Uruk

Our purpose is to free

The kingdom of Earth

To the empire of the heavens.

 


The voices died down as Truth
continued. “Listen, all Gnostic heroes! Smoke was one of us. One of
our most dedicated and best men. But not anymore. He was drawn away
and converted by our bitter enemies, Orpheus' cursed Pythagoreans.
We all believed in him but his faith was weak and the witch
ensnared him in her web. He betrays the Master of Light and he
betrays us, his own brothers. I ask you, what is his sentence?”

The voices of the pilots rose from
the audio-visual system like a roaring wave: “Condemnation! Death
to the traitor!”

Enosh and Sophia felt their insides
turning over, but Gabriel remained calm.

“The condemnation ritual has
commenced. Smoke, I entrusted our sacred mission to you. Our most
talented evasive pilot succeeded in slipping away from us as well.
You were but a small step away from standing with us in the
heavenly pleroma. Alas, you were brought down by the charms of the
female, the Pythagorean woman.”

Sophia felt Truth's hatred and the
raging wrath of the Gnostic soldiers and was shaken.

“We do not strive toward
destruction, rather toward liberation,” continued Truth, “and we
must therefore first free ourselves from this illness, from you.
According to the Gnostic tradition, you have the right to make
yourself heard before we remove the material encasing of your
soul.” His upper lip trembled. The tattooed spots on his face stood
out against his skin, which had become pale.

Gabriel was calm. Even though he
knew that it was likely that his end was near, he felt alive with a
vitality that he had not felt in years. He was prepared to die for
the chance that he may sustain life within Truth and his Gnostic
brothers. This readiness put him at peace. He knew that the only
chance he had for his message to really penetrate their hearts was
to express himself in a manner that was utterly free and devoid of
any fear, any falsehood or any obligation to another purpose.

“I am not Smoke. My name is
Gabriel!”

“Death to Smoke!” someone cried out
on the audio-visual system.

“Death to Smoke!” echoed the
others.

“Silence!” said truth. The voices
quieted slightly.

“My name is Gabriel. That was the
name that was given to me by my mother and father. That is my birth
name. I heard a message from the Master of Light!” Gabriel
proceeded quietly, with surprising strength. “It was a silent
message in which I could clearly hear my own voice.” He breathed
deeply and continued. “I understood that knowledge does not come
from a position of authority. I love you with all of my heart,
Truth, but even your authority is not the source of myself
awareness. This is the kind of knowledge that no one else outside
myself can verify.”

Silence fell over the listeners;
they all listened to his words with interest. Gabriel continued to
speak. “I entreat those true Gnostics among you, those who are
willing to look inward and hear their own voices without the
support of authority. Throughout our lives, each one of us
struggles with escaping from the darkest depths of our souls. We
are Gnostic warriors. I cast no doubt on our determination and our
vigor. Have you ever wondered, though, what portion of that
strength is used to ignore our pain and longing? We are humans
before we are Gnostics. Examine your souls and you will see that
this is our nature as human beings.”

The noise rose again. Gabriel took
it as a sign of encouragement.

“Death to the traitor!” interjected
Flash on the audio-visual system. “Don't let him utter even one
more deceitful word!”

“Silence!” commanded Truth, and his
pain gushed forth from the small crack that had begun to break down
his walls. “Let the rebel talk. Obey the law.”

“We all feel the pain. We all feel
it separately, alone. We feel fear but do not share our fear with
others. We give respect to our brothers and leaders, but not just
respect. Dare to see the other emotions that exist inside your
souls.”

“Our obligation to the sacred
Gnosis and the Master of Light is what motivates us—not our
feelings,” said Truth, but the rock-solid confidence that had
colored his voice earlier was now gone.

“I do not believe in a divine power
that commands us to fulfill his desires,” continued Gabriel in a
firm tone. “I do not believe in the centrality of the Gnostic
concept of nothingness that hides your desires from you. The truth
is greater and more powerful than all of us. I am telling you the
truth, the truth that I personally experienced with my own flesh.
The mission of destruction is a mistake!”

Smoke's words seeped like acid
through Truth's iron armor. The cracks that had begun to appear in
his consciousness undermined his confidence. Something inside of
him wanted to go and lock himself alone with his sharp point and
comfort himself in the familiarity of physical pain, his favorite
substitute for emotion. In the meantime, the audio-visual system
roared and rumbled with impassioned voices that would not let
Gabriel finish his speech. From the din he could distinguish a
voice here and there, calling out clearly, “Death to the traitor!
Silence the scum!” “Why doesn't Truth stop him? Kill him at once!”
Many other thoughts were not given expression.

“Shh...” Truth uttered calmly and
patiently until the clamor subsided. “Say your last words before
you are condemned!” He felt that he was losing his grip on the
justification of his claims and wanted to finish the ritual as soon
as possible.

Gabriel turned directly to Truth.
“What is your personal truth, Truth?”

“I am not the one on trial
here.”

“Your personal Truth is your love
for all of us. Your love for me.”

With increasingly suffocating
unease rising in his chest, Truth knocked Gabriel to the floor with
a single blow to his face. The Gnostics were in shock: their leader
had lost control and had unmistakably broken the rules of the
ceremony.

Flash realized that this was his
chance. With his outburst of unbridled violence, that obvious
violation of the sacred rules of the condemnation ritual, Truth had
declared his surrender. He ceased to be the revered dispassionate
leader that he once was. Flash took advantage of the uproar in the
simulator, left his post in the control ship and entered Samos on
his solo craft. On the secret communication channel of the
Brotherhood of Purity, he announced, “The leader has broken.
Prepare for action.”

Gabriel stood to his feet in order
to complete his mission, to tell them what he needed to say and to
reach them before his words were swallowed in the commotion. “You
too, my audience: you too have acted out of love. Are you afraid to
admit it? Truth, I know that you do not want to peel off my skin;
for what is the source of your love if not the body, the material
that you are commanded to destroy?”

Enosh lifted his eyes and looked
directly into Gabriels'. Gabriel raised his voice and could barely
speak over the din. “My Gnostic brothers, you are not so different
from the rest of humanity, those who openly reveal their love.”

With his veins popping out of his
temples, but with a soft voice, Truth looked painfully at Smoke.
“Enough!” said Truth and the voices in the audio-visual system
quieted.

“You put me on trial, but I am not
the one to blame. I am not the one who stole your love from you. I
am not the source of your pain.” Truth's agonizing gaze did not
silence him. “Nor am I the source of your pain, Truth, the pain
that you were never able to hide and that is now more apparent than
ever. What is the source of your pain, Truth? What is the secret
source of your hidden pain?”

Truth could hardly breathe. He was
beside himself and was not used to losing control. Despite his
desire to strangle Smoke, his hand was petrified. 'Shut your
mouth,' he wanted to scream, but his mouth failed him. He wanted to
disappear. He wanted Flash to intervene and rescue him.

 


Flash was in his aircraft,
preparing to land on Samos' docking platforms, and he had already
set the Brotherhood's contingency plan into action. He verified
with Thunder, who was outside the simulator, that the module was
indeed in his possession. Abyss and Spark confirmed that the
Brotherhood's badger units were under their command and waiting
ready at the main junctions of the station. Thunder reported that
Shadow and his squadron of badgers had taken control of the
Processor. He assumed that Shadow would not abandon Truth.

 


The spheres of light continued to
play the beautiful harmonies. The pain pounded in Truth's head as
it continued to dissolve everything that had been so clear and
simple just moments before. Truth grasped onto the sacred verses in
an attempt to appeal to his soldiers' emotions.

 


So it is written in the Ginza
Rabba:

The traitor will speak evil
words,

With sorcery and charms,

With mendacity of wisdom,

He speaks with the fraudulent
light.

I, however,

Stand in the gates of darkness,

In the black water channels of the
earth.

 


“The Atheists and the Pythagoreans
have abandoned the Earth and the Gnosis—”

“You!” Gabriel interjected. “Not
the Gnosis, rather they have abandoned you. As one being judged, I
plead for mercy. If this be my last grace, I shall not ask it from
the father of the ship, nor from Truth the Gnostic, but rather from
you, whose birth name I do not know. Tell me, who abandoned
you?”

 


Truth froze and returned to his
verses:

 


Suffering and pleasure is like a
taught string,

From the lofty nobles to the men of
knowledge,

From the blue of the sky to the
center of the Earth,

But this was all in the land
between the rivers,

In Mandaean Mesopotamia.

All this existed once but is now
gone.

The warriors are buried in darkness
and I in the gates of fire.

Far from the life giving
waters,

I stood opposite the dark
abyss,

Watching the warriors burning,
shining.

 


“Don't say anything else about the
Gnostics or the Mandaeans. I want to know about you, the man who is
the closest to me but whose name I do not know,” pleaded
Gabriel

“I am the Mandaean!” he roared with
rage that boomed throughout the audio-visual system. “The shining,
burning warriors are my family. I was left by the abyss and
darkness, under the mound of corpses belonging to my family and my
tribe.” Truth's eyes blazed.

Flash appeared at the entrance to
the simulator.

Truth was surprised and shouted
angrily, “I told you to stay in the ship!”

“Had you been the redeemer, you
would not have let them drag you down into demeaning your position
and causing you personal pain and revenge. You are not the
redeemer. Step aside! Listen to me, my brothers throughout the
audio-visual system. I am a Gnostic, and as such, my loyalty lies
with the Gnostic Brotherhood of Purity. Truth, you are not the
redeemer. You have committed not just one sin: you have supported
the fallen, and now everyone knows it; you gave the Pythagorean and
the traitor a forum to speak and weaken our resolve. But you will
not succeed. We, the loyal members of the Brotherhood of Purity,
will proceed on our sacred mission without you.”

“Seize him!” ordered Truth.

Some of the soldiers grabbed Flash,
who did not resist.

Truth's mind raced with images of
corpses piled on top of each other. They merged with images of
other bodies, of the carnage and the destruction that he witnessed
throughout his years as a warrior and Gnostic leader. The Gnostic
hymns were meaningless compared to the images etched into his
memory. The faith that had allowed him to stave off the pain had
begun to collapse. Even his prodigies, Smoke and Flash, had turned
their backs on him. Once again, he was alone, like he had been
during the final days of Mandaean Mesopotamia. With tremendous
effort, he remained upright and erect in order to project a sense
of leadership to his soldiers. But even they could discern the
metamorphosis taking place within him. He wondered how he had lost
control, how the emotions, thoughts and images had manifested
themselves precisely at that moment. The pain burst into his
consciousness and he could not keep it at bay. “I lost all my
family, the entire Mandaean nation. I am the last scion of the
Mandaeans,” he murmured with a broken voice.

“Holy men, brave Gnostic warriors:
I would like to speak to you.” A woman's voice was heard as
Diotima's image appeared on all of the screens of the audio-visual
system. “I am Diotima, Atheist defense minister. I am located in
the command ship of the Atheist fleet, which will surround you
shortly. My question to you, Truth the redeemer, is from 'One
Thousand and twelve Questions' of the first Mandaean scholar,

Zazai d'Gawazta son of Hawa of 272
AD.

All of the Gnostic soldiers, not
just Truth, were dumbstruck. Those who were riveted to their
screens on their aircraft as well as those who were stationed in
their positions throughout Samos did not understand what was
happening. They were prepared to fight and to die, but they were
not prepared for the upheavals that were occurring around them.
Sophia's passing of the Blood Challenge, Smoke's betrayal, Flash's
subterfuge, their leader's weakness, and now, the intrusion of an
Atheist woman who was an expert in their sacred texts. These rapid
developments were unfathomable—how could they digest them? Some of
them fortified themselves by sticking to the official Gnostic
position of devotion to the goal no matter what happened. But there
were also those who were influenced by what they had heard.

Smoke's words had confused them.
The truths that served as anchors for them had been undermined.
They felt as if they were floating through space in unfamiliar
territory. Some of them clambered for something to grab onto deep
within themselves.

“The Gnostic forces will destroy
you, the Atheists, in the blink of an eye if you do not back off.
This is not your war,” intervened Flash.

Diotima ignored Flash. “Tell me,
Truth, what is the place of peace where there is no rebellion?”

Truth's eyes lit up upon hearing
the traditional quotes from his childhood, the Mandaean writings.
“The place of peace is orphanhood, for in it there is no one there
to rebel against,” he replied.

“And what is the big strong heart,
who supports the small as the large?”

“The strong heart is the devoted
one, for there is no large or small,” he replied.

“And what is the paved path from
which those in the residence of light look out?”

“Sadness. Sadness paves the road
for happiness to reach the salvation of the purification of the
light.”

“If so, then remember also the
Mandaean dictate: Life belongs to God alone, and no man has the
right to take it!” replied Diotima. “Truth the Mandaean, you are a
Gnostic, a knowledgeable man and the only one here who was born
into the Gnosis. The Mandaeans were not hungry for destruction like
the other Gnostics. In the Mandaean song, there are pure waters and
an abundance of life. For the pain, and despite the pain, there is
life. And that life is sacred.” The audience in the audio-visual
system listened in silence. Truth had no power to resist.

 


Listen, Truth the redeemer! Listen
to the words of the Ginza Rabba, the cradle of your culture:

A seed was released and fell

Into the unknown of the womb

Which sanctified it.

Soul, body and life

Rejoice in mystery.

The soul revels

And sings the song:

'In the name of mighty life'.

 


“Do you recognize this?” Diotima
held a reddish-brown clay tablet and presented it to the
audio-visual screen. It was the size of the palm of a hand and was
engraved with cuneiform symbols. At its top was a hole threaded
with a thick strip of linen. The tablet was rough with the wear of
five thousand years.

“This is the Charm of Uruk, the
Redeemer's Tablet,” said Truth with wonder.

The audio-visual system fell
silent. All they could hear was the sound of the aircraft engines
from a distance. After some hesitant murmurs, the voices increased
and then cheers and cries could be heard. But when Diotima began to
speak again, the voices subsided.

“The Charm of Uruk has protected
you, the Mandaeans. It connected you to your Mesopotamian roots,
but it is also part of the collective heritage of humanity.
Therefore, much effort was made to salvage it when you were in
danger of being decimated. I received it for safekeeping, but it
does not belong to me.” She looked into Truth's eyes. “It is
yours,” she stated. “It is for you to extricate its message for
humanity.”

Her voice and her appearance
managed to win over the Gnostics. Though they were not aware of it,
she had successfully penetrated the crack that had grown in Truth's
authority. “This amulet holds our collective roots. The original
Gnostics, the Mandaeans, possessed the secret knowledge that was
passed down from ancient Sumer. The truth that the ancient
Sumerians possessed was intended only for the first Gnostics, who
were involved in deep internal meditation. They knew that actuality
has no form and that it guises itself, tucked between flesh and
symbols. The later Gnosis were off-base when they thought that
flesh was extraneous and that spiritualism exists in the absence of
materialism. He who bears the amulet holds the key to lead the
Gnosis to the guidance of humanity; it is the key to bridging the
differences between the cultures; it is the key to a brotherhood of
all men. Neither Pythagorean nor Atheist may redeem humanity. Only
a Gnostic who possesses the amulet will merit to become the
redeemer on condition that he redeems all of mankind,

Something that she said struck a
chord within Truth.

“The nothingness that escaped you,
Gnostics, may be found here in the tablet,” she continued. “It is
the hollow crevices that are made of lines and triangles using a
reed stylus. The materialism, which the Pythagoreans revere, is
nothing more than the earth from which the Uruk Tablet is made.
This tablet, along with the stylus that engraved it, came from the
marshes of ancient Uruk. This is the first record of writing, which
binds all of mankind to a common root. The redeemer will bind all
of humanity together.”

Diotima separated a bunch of linen
fibers, tied them to the tablet, and declared, “This first knot is
for the Sumerians.”

Diotima's audience was fascinated.
She separated another few strands, tied them to the first and
declared, “The Pythagoreans are also connected to the same root.
They are tied to the same God, An, the source of all numbers and
sounds, who lends his name to the creational constant. They are
also connected to Ishtar-Sophia, the source of love, wisdom and
kinship. Pythagoras' father was Phoenician, a descendent of the
culture that spread the secret knowledge of the phonetic alphabet.
The Phoenicians were the seers of voices, the readers of sounds,
the interpreters of the soul.”

She took a third bunch of strands
and declared: “Gnostics, this third knot is for you. You too
continue in the path of your forefathers, the ancient
Mesopotamians.”

A feeling of warmth spread through
Truth's chest, the feeling of years of toughness melting away. The
sensation was strange and daunting.

As she braided the three strands
together, Diotima continued. “You have the choice, Truth, to
correct the mistakes that we have all committed for generations.
This is how you will redeem humanity.”

Everyone looked toward the
audio-visual screens and the amulet hanging from the linen rope.
Gabriel looked into Truth's eyes. He saw something in them that he
had never seen before.

“You are the redeemer, Truth,”
continued Diotima. “The vehicle of your redemption will be the
letters that were pressed onto a clay tablet using a sharpened reed
stylus. The letters keep coming back to you, Truth, after thousands
of years, from ancient Sumer. You have the power to weave the
letters together to make words, words together to make a sentence
and sentences together to create meaning. You have the power to
bring this meaning to man, man to culture and cultures to each
other.”

Diotima's words tipped the scales.
Truth appeared calmer, more human. He heaved an involuntary sigh of
relief. “This is the amulet of my people, the Tablet of Uruk,” said
Truth. The confidence was returning to his voice. For the first
time, he accepted his identity.

“It is yours. It has been waiting
five thousand years for you,” said Diotima.

Truth stood erect but not tensely.
He spoke slowly, clearly and confidently.

“I am Truth the Mandaean, the last
scion of the original Gnosis, the leader of the Gnosis.” The
commander's authoritative voice had returned. “I thank you, Diotima
the Atheist, for returning the tablet of my forefathers to me.
However, I cannot accept the appointment as redeemer. It is not I
who will be the redeemer.”

A susurrus of surprised murmurs
rose from the audio-visual system.

Truth knew what he must do and what
he was going to say to his soldiers, even though he feared that
they may not accept what he was about to say. The metamorphosis
that had occurred within him was so significant that he himself had
trouble defining it.

“Gabriel is the redeemer!” he
said.

The commotion in the audio-visual
system became louder. Flash was dumbstruck. He knew that whatever
he would say would have no bearing on what was happening.

After a moment, Truth continued.
“The redeemer will liberate humanity from the burden of ignorance,
and in doing so will redeem the divine spark from its material
prison. While each of us internally possesses the ability to redeem
the divine spark from its shell, only Gabriel seized the
opportunity that was provided to him. Gabriel is the redeemer, the
true Gnostic among us. He reached self-enlightenment and acted on
it. Gabriel spoke in the name of Authentia, the supreme Gnostic
authority.”

“If you ensure me safe clearance, I
will bring the tablet down to Samos myself,” said Diotima.

“We await your arrival,” said
Truth.

Diotima shot a glance at Bruno.
There was no need for words. Bruno remained alone in the commanding
ship with an immense responsibility on his shoulders. His finger
rested, ready, on the ray's safety. The destruction ray of the
Atheist fleet would destroy Samos if Diotima were to fail and there
was an immediate danger that the module would be connected to the
processor.

 


Truth waited in excited
anticipation for the moment in which he could hold the tablet of
his forefathers in his own hands. His blood coursed fiercely though
his veins. What elation, he thought. A small tear trickled from his
eye, rolled down his face over the blue tattooed spots on his skin
and made its way down the wrinkles of his cheek. But that tear
suddenly turned crimson.

“Traitor!” screamed Flash as he
wrested himself free from the soldiers that had been restraining
him and shot the launcher on his belt directly at the commander's
forehead. Blood spurted from Truth's head. Pandemonium broke loose
in the simulator. It was unclear where the shot had come from. The
guards did not stop Gabriel as he leapt toward Truth, who was lying
on his back on the pearly floor. Gabriel cradled him in his
arms.

“No, commander, we need you now,”
he said out loud. “I need you,” he whispered in his ear.

Truth looked into his eyes and
began to murmur the Mandaean deathbed prayer.

 


The sweet redemption of death,

Go now, my soul,

Leave the earth,

Escape from the anguished body,

Flee from the world of sin and
darkness,

From hatred and zealotry and
struggle,

Arise, arise O soul,

Enshroud yourself in light.

 


The Mandaean's eyes closed
forever.

 


Even the most toughened Gnostic
soldiers watched the events unfold with jaws agape. The
audio-visual system was silent. Truth muttered his prayer as he lay
dying while Gabriel leaned over him. Out of the fifteen pilots and
badgers that filled the simulator, six of them, including Flash,
were members of the Brotherhood. They cocked their weapons and
pointed them at their Gnostic brethren. No one dared to shoot. No
one was out of the range of fire. Everyone waited for the
inevitable, wondering who would take that critical first step.

 


 



CHAPTER 23




Gabriel
looked at the man who had been his teacher, commander and father.
He would have given anything to bring back Truth. Despite his
intense pain, he made an effort to act rationally. He knew that all
eyes were on him now; he was supposed to lead them. He felt,
however, that he did not want to inherit this role, especially
because of the tragic way in which it had come to him. After he
pulled Truth's eyelids closed, he stood up and faced his new
subordinates.

“Listen to me, my Gnostic brethren:
Our dear leader is no longer with us. In due course, we shall take
proper leave of him. We have an urgent, unprecedented task before
us. You know me and know who I am. Some of you have fought
alongside me. You are all witnesses to what has happened here. You
heard what Truth said. You heard his last order that he left us
before his death. 'The extraction of the divine spark from its
external shell is not to be performed in the Pleroma, but rather in
the souls of each and every one of us.'” Gabriel's measured tone
was mature and confident.

“You have seen the transformation
undergone by Truth and myself. With your very eyes, you saw how
Flash and his fellow dissidents used the guise of righteousness in
order to cover up their own craving for power. We all know that,
according to the Gnostic tradition, we must arrive at the moment of
redemption with complete faith. This moment has yet to come.

“As Truth has commanded me, I
accept upon myself the mantle of Gnostic leadership. I shall bring
us to the service of the Lord though life, not through death. I
call upon you to follow me. Together, we can forge a new path
toward redemption.”

“Smoke is a traitor!” cried Flash,
brandishing his drawn weapon with both hands. He recognized that if
he tried to shoot Gabriel he would be shot back immediately. He
gambled on rhetoric while members of the brotherhood took or would
take control of the processor. “Smoke has fallen into the trap set
by the Pythagorean Lilith and has deceived our dear leader. Our
commander is no longer our leader. He failed in the past when he
came to the aid of those who were falling; he failed when he
rescued Smoke during the exercise; and he has failed once more
right now, before your very eyes. The tablet of Uruk is not the
Redeemer's Tablet. If it is not a forgery, it is no doubt tainted
by the hands of he whose name has been erased, after he stole if
from our holiest sanctuary. Cursed are the Atheist infidels who
defiled the sacred tablet! Pay no heed to the Atheist female!”
Flash's eyes burned with messianic fervor. “In the name of the
Master of Light, our mission of liberation is not yet finished.
Only those among us who are pure and innocent will merit joining
the aeons in the pleroma; only those who are loyal to the
Brotherhood of Purity and follow me will merit redemption. From
this moment, I am the sole, indisputable leader of the Gnosis. Join
me! We must liberate the divine spark from the impurity of the
material world. The moment of redemption has come!”

The warriors in the simulator and
those listening via the audio-visual devices were shocked by the
events unfolding around them. Some of them were motivated by hatred
toward the man who had killed their leader, but many of them had
begun to digest the enormity of the metamorphosis that had occurred
in Gabriel and Truth and were beginning to experience it themselves
as well. The majority of them, however, felt confused as they
wavered between both positions, and were waiting to see what the
others would do before committing themselves to a decision. Almost
all of them sensed how the familiar ground that had shaped their
lives was now crumbling beneath their very feet.

Flash retreated with his back
toward the entrance as his followers covered for him.

“Don't shoot!” Gabriel commanded
his followers.

Flash and his followers slipped
outside.

“Not a single safety shall be
released,” ordered Gabriel on the audio-visual system, “nor a
single shot shall be fired without explicit orders from me. Do not
open fire on the Pythagoreans, the Atheists or our brothers the
Gnostic dissidents. I will give you further instructions soon.
Repeat after me: In the name of the Master of Light!”

Hesitant voices could be heard
murmuring over the audio-visual system.

“In the name of the Master of
Light!” repeated Gabriel in an authoritative and determined
tone.

“In the name of the Master of
Light!” echoed the audio-visual system more loudly.

 


 


Before the invasion began Thales
completed the final adjustments to the station's complex
observation system. When he heard the Gnostics run through the
passages he had ten audio-visual sensors, disguised as tiny
mechanical mosquitoes that would broadcast the events to displays
that Pasha and he carried in the corners of their eyes. By focusing
their eyes at specific points on the display and then blinking,
they could control the various functions of the observation system:
they could alternate between the various camera views; split the
display to simultaneously show different areas of Samos; or direct
the mosquitoes in a desired direction or destination, either by
mechanically steering it or by instructing it to a specified
destination. He released one of the mosquitoes in the simulator,
exited the simulator and released another mosquito. He placed the
remaining eight in his pocket. He contacted Pasha and filled him in
on the status of the invasion. Thales was apprehensive. If all else
failed, he must destroy Samos. Sophia agreed with him. Barring all
other courses of action, he and Pasha had planned on instructing
the processor to 'self-generate', which would cause Samos to
self-destruct.

From their hidden outposts behind a
wall that appeared to be completely solid, Thales and Pasha planned
their courses of action. There were a number of additional points
that they wanted to monitor via the mosquitoes. One mosquito was
deployed toward the docking platforms and another to the simulator,
leaving six remaining mosquitoes for Thales. They eavesdropped in
on the conversations of the Brotherhood of Purity, Flash, Thunder
and Spark. They heard Flash informing his cohorts that he was
leaving his post at the ship's command station in order to take
control and usurp Truth. Thales and Pasha followed his movements
from the moment he landed on the merchants' platform. Truth's death
and Flash's escape from the simulator sharpened their vigilance.
Thales was more alert than he had ever been, thinking rapidly and
lucidly despite the pressure and the fear. Finally, he knew that he
had freed himself from the constraints of the Pythagorean ethos and
was attuned only to his own will.

 


Diotima had already left the
spaceship as Bruno watched Truth collapse on the audiovisual
display. He opened the second safety lock. He understood that the
only option available to him was to deploy the ray and destroy
Samos. Despite his reluctance, he was prepared to destroy Samos
along with all of its inhabitants, all the Gnostics and
Pythagoreans, Enosh and even Diotima—but not yet.

 


Thales and Pasha heard Gabriel
instructing his followers to fan out throughout Samos in an attempt
to block Flash and prevent him from reaching the processor. Using
the mosquito that they had left outside the simulator, they
followed Flash and Thunder, who had joined him with the module.
They watched them step over bound Pythagoreans as they made their
way to the processor. Thunder took the lead with his loaded weapon,
prepared to kill anyone in his way. Under Gabriel's orders,
Gnostics did not attack them. Flash called on two squadrons, each
comprised of four badgers, to join him. One of Gabriel's loyal
pilots stood in their way but refrained from shooting them. Flash
shot him point blank.

Though this was only the second
murder that Thales had witnessed, he had already begun to develop
numbness toward killing. He was horrified when this realization
dawned on him. They saw the two squadrons rushing from the
direction of the platforms. One squadron was less than a minute's
distance away from the processor, with a mosquito tracking its
movements. Five mosquitoes remained in Thales' pocket.

“We won't be able to prevent Flash
and his badgers from reaching the processor. We must take over the
processor immediately and wait for them there,” said Pasha.

“How will we get there without
exposing ourselves on the way over?” asked Thales.

“Use the mosquitoes.”

They progressed slowly toward the
processor. Thales released all of the five remaining mosquitoes,
dispatching three of them as lookouts in the front and two at the
rear. The tiny sensors spread throughout the winding corridors and
broadcasted precise information regarding the available routes and
approaching danger. They changed courses a number of times with
Pasha in the lead, ready for battle without any weapon in his
hands, followed by Thales, who kept one eye on the path and the
other on the display. No one was more familiar with Samos'
corridors than Thales. He navigated through empty bypasses as they
rushed to reach the processor before Flash got there with the
module. They came to a stop at the bend before the bridge to the
processor. A squadron of badgers had beaten them there.

The audio-visual system echoed with
the voices of Gabriel's supporters. They repeatedly proclaimed
their allegiance with fervor and enthusiasm to the backdrop of the
spheres' heavenly melody.

“Gabriel the Redeemer!

Gabriel the Redeemer!

Gabriel...” A spray of shots
interrupted the cries of those who supported Gabriel, Shadow and
his unit who were stationed at the processor. Thales looked at the
bridge at the entrance to the processor via the display. A band of
badgers had opened fire and killed Shadow and his soldiers. The
band continued to progress down the corridor in formation, with two
soldiers facing forward and two facing backward.

 


“Thales, distract the two at the
front using two mosquitoes in front of them,” whispered Pasha.

Thales programmed the mosquitoes to
bother the soldiers at the front. “Ready.”

“Now, go out and strangle the
Gnostic on the right. I'll take care of the other three. Are you
ready?” whispered Pasha.

“Ready,” replied Thales uneasily.
His heart pounded in his ears like a drum. “Now!”

Now was the moment of truth. He had
been interested in the history of combat for years. Now was his
chance to act. He silently crept behind a badger and swiftly
pounced on him. He clutched his neck from behind with all his
strength and pressed down on his windpipe with his finger. He was
surprised at the tenderness of the flesh as he shook with the
flailing body of his victim. After a long minute of struggling, he
tossed the limp corpse to the ground.

The mighty Pasha hurled a powerful
blow at a nearby badger, breaking his nose. Before the other two
badgers knew what was happening, he grabbed the weapon out of one
badger's hand and used it to strike the second badger on the head
as he planted a vigorous kick in the third badger's stomach. In a
flash, he shot each of the four badgers to death at point blank
range.

Thales was amazed by Pasha's speed
and deftness and was horrified to see how he had killed the men so
calmly. 'I killed a man,' thought Thales as he felt a wave of
sickness washing over him.

“Take their weapons and bring the
mosquitoes,” commanded Pasha. “We must hide the four corpses so
that they won't know that we are inside. Don't move the Gnostic
corpses that they killed.”

“We'll leave three mosquitoes
outside.”

“As you wish.”

They crossed the bridge to the
processor, dragged the bodies away and picked up the weapons.

“Sophia,” said Thales on the
station's audio-visual device, “immediately open and close the
entrance to the processor.”

She granted his request. The heavy
door closed behind them. They sat down and breathed.

Pasha seemed to have risen from the
dead. He hadn't acted with such clarity and certainty for
years.

They heard voices coming from the
other side of the door. Flash and his men had set explosives at the
door. They did this carefully and precisely so as not to damage the
processor.

“How much time do we have?” asked
Thales.

“A minute, maybe two,” replied
Pasha.

“Sophia, we're inside,” he relayed
the message to her.

“Thales, are you ok?” she asked
anxiously.

“We're fine—I'm here with Pasha in
the processor.”

“Who?”

“Barman,” he corrected himself,
remembering that she did not know his real name. “I see on my
display that Gabriel is trying to get to the processor. He and his
men are stuck in combat. Contact him via the audio-visual and tell
him to follow the mosquito. Open all of the ventilation shafts in
the processor sphere.”

“At once.”

A gust of wind began to shriek
throughout Samos' corridors. Thales programmed the mosquito to
navigate the shortest route that would lead Gabriel to the
processor. With his back facing the door, he turned toward the
console. He began to type the codes into the display. He had broken
out in a cold sweat. It was likely that these were the final
moments of his life and the lives of all of Samos' residents, he
thought. He began to write the command instructing the processor to
self-generate. Self-generation was a paradox so impossible that the
processor would have no option other than to destroy itself along
with the entire station. Pasha stood opposite the door with his
weapon ready.

Minutes before, when Flash had
slipped out of the simulator, Gabriel knew that Thunder was going
to join him with the module on his way to the processor. He did not
hesitate. Once he was joined by the seven loyal badgers that had
been with him in the simulator, he explicitly permitted them to
shoot and kill any of the dissidents who stood in their way and
opened chase after Flash. He hoped he could catch him before he
reached the processor. The loyal soldiers were in a tough spot,
thought Gabriel. They would have to open fire on their fellow
soldiers. All he could do was hope that they would remain loyal at
his side.

Without warning, they were fired
upon by a band of Gnostic rebels that had been waiting for them
around a bend in the corridor. One of Gabriel's soldiers died on
the spot. They returned fire and killed one of the five soldiers
opposite them. Flash's followers injured another one of Gabriel's.
Despite the serious wound to his leg, the soldier continued to
fight. Flash's followers retreated and took cover.

Gabriel had lost precious time to
the skirmish. Finally, one of Gabriel's followers stormed out
daringly, killing one and injuring another before being shot to
death himself. Two of Flash's followers fled. Gabriel took one of
the weapons that had been left at the scene and instructed a nearby
soldier to treat the injured.

Crossfire rained down once more on
Gabriel and the remaining three followers. The fire was coming from
above, from a vent in the shaft that connected the spheres, as well
as from behind, from Flash's badgers that had come from the
platform.

One of Gabriel's men staved off the
pursuers from behind. The second did not flinch in the face of
almost certain death in order to neutralize the fire from above.
Gabriel left with the third soldier and crossed the open area,
looking for an alternate route to reach the sphere above them.
After about thirty meters, they spied another shaft that led to it.
They silently climbed up into the shaft and surprised Flash's
soldiers with a barrage of fire from behind. The soldiers fell out
through the shaft. Gabriel and the badgers slid out behind them and
joined two more soldiers, who covered them. With concentrated
firepower, they stormed the forces that had come from the platform.
Gabriel was immediately hit on his left shoulder, but the
adrenaline sharpened his senses and numbed the pain as he continued
to fire. Their enemies took shelter in a protected area. One of
Gabriel's soldiers was shot in the head and killed as a second
soldier was shot in the stomach. Gabriel had never imagined that he
would kill a Gnostic soldier with his own hands. He shook the
thought out of his head and returned to his men.

“You stay here to protect the
injured man. Drag him to the simulator,” he commanded the last
soldier. He began to run ahead alone, his left arm dangling limply
at his side.

Sophia's voice echoed through the
station. “Gabriel, follow the mechanical mosquito in front of
you.”

In a matter of seconds, he changed
his course. He saw the mosquito enter a crack in the wall. After
thinking for a few moments, he shot through the wall and punched an
ugly hole in the gleaming pearlescent wall. He stepped though it
and saw the mosquito rise up though one of the vents in the
station's ventilation system.

“Gabriel, hurry! Flash has already
reached the entrance to the processor,” Sophia urged. In the
command station of the Atheist fleet, Bruno released the third
safety and slid his finger forward to press the switch that would
activate the ray.

 


Although Diotima understood that
Truth had been killed, she decided to continue on to Samos anyway
and use the Redeemer's Tablet as a way to bolster Gabriel's
leadership. A group of badgers who were loyal to Gabriel led the
way as she carried the wrapped parcel straight to the processor.
Sophia, Enosh and Diotima used the simulator to watch Flash and his
men lay out the explosives. The door was designed to withstand the
pressure created by the processor, but no one knew for certain how
much force it could stand from the outside.

On her personal audio-visual
device, Diotima relayed the events to Bruno. She instructed him to
release the ray the moment she informed him that Flash was
connecting the module to the processor.

She felt a sense of grief at the
destruction of the gleaming pearly planet, the glorious Pythagorean
creation, as well as all of the residents inside it. She also felt
sadness at the loss of her own life.

 


“In the name of the Master of
Light, you will lose your places in the pleroma if you do not open
this door immediately,” Flash shouted to his soldiers with frantic
fury as they placed the explosives in place.

Thales typed in the code wildly and
cursed every so often as he corrected hasty typing errors, thereby
losing precious time.

Pasha remained standing by the
door, holding a heavy energy launcher in each hand and ready to
strike.

“They're going to burst in any
moment now. Hurry, Thales!”

Thales cursed again and continued
to frantically punch in the codes.

“The redemption of light has come!”
Flash yelled to his soldiers in an ecstatic frenzy. “Take care not
to damage the processor!”

Gabriel crawled behind the mosquito
through the air shafts, holding his weapon in one hand while the
other wounded arm dangled at his side. He saw Flash and his
soldiers through a small opening below him and hurried toward the
processor.

The blast sent fragments of the
doors flying to the sides.

Gabriel managed to jump down from
the air vent above where Pasha was standing just moments before the
doors collapsed. When the Gnostics burst into the room, they were
met with remarkably effective gunfire from Gabriel and Pasha. “In
the name of the Master...” a shocked Flash managed to utter before
his body was shot to pieces.

Thales' finger was frozen above the
display in anticipation of activating the final command. The shots
stopped and an eerie silence settled over the station. Only the
harmonious melody of Samos and the shrieking of the wind could be
heard.

"Done!" said Thales over the audio
visual system. "Safety back on." Diotima commanded Bruno.

 


The wounded were treated in the
clinics while the deceased were wrapped in bags and gathered into
the morgue. The surviving rebels were shackled and transferred to
be quarantined until their true loyalties could be ascertained. The
people of Samos started to function again and began to assess the
damage to make repairs. Everyone awaited instructions from their
leaders.

Enosh, Sophia, Thales, Pasha,
Gabriel and Diotima shut themselves in the simulation room. Gabriel
was withdrawn. Saving the galaxy had not dulled the pain of losing
the man who had been to him like a mother and a father. Thales
kissed Sophia passionately. He was happy that the danger had
subsided but was burdened by one thought: he had killed a man. He
clang to this burden as proof that his humanity was still
intact.

Diotima wrapped her arms around
Enosh. “You did the impossible,” she whispered in his ear.

“We did the impossible,” he
replied.

“Are you with us?” Diotima
addressed Gabriel.

Gabriel raised his moist eyes and
nodded. They conversed for a long time. Finally, Sophia activated
the audio-visual system so that all of the forces in Samos and
outside of it could hear and see them. They all waited in suspense
for her words.

For the first time, the
Pythagoreans, Atheists and Gnostics all found themselves in a
similar position. They tried to digest the events that had just
occurred and their implications. Their value systems had been
overturned—the principles on which they based their lives and faith
had collapsed. Had they followed the correct path? They prayed that
their leaders' words would return a semblance of stability to their
world.

“The danger has passed,” Sophia
addressed the people on the Audio-visual system. “We have lost dear
friends. I am proud of the composure you demonstrated during the
invasion, but we have much work ahead of us now. We must reassess
the values that led us to isolate ourselves from the rest of
humanity. We have closed ourselves in ivory towers and we have
ignored the sorrowful Earth for too long. But not anymore.”

Surprised rumors could be heard.
“Yes, my friends. We have yet to discuss and clarify these issues
and make many changes. In the meantime, we will suffice in knowing,
and letting our Gnostic and Atheist brothers know, that we no
longer exclude ourselves. We will no longer hide behind our
alienated harmony. We hope to reach a state of peace and
cooperation with all of humanity. We will begin and Octavia will
follow”

“We are on the brink of an
extraordinary opportunity that was afforded to us by Samos,”
continued Diotima. “We all must do everything that is required in
order to bridge the gaps created by alienation, estrangement and
war, and in its place, achieve peace. Each one of you is giving
rise to the new era that we would like to bring to the world. The
Human-Gods' Wars almost decimated humanity once; the battle of the
Gods of actuality versus the Gods of nothingness nearly destroyed
the galaxy just now. Even the death of God does not afford any
solution.” Enosh nodded in approval. “Humans need a God and we must
work together in formulating an expression of what that God is: a
God that people can turn to out of a common understanding, which is
its purpose.

“Only one leader can bring us to
this goal. He is not a saint, nor is he exalted. It is precisely
because of his humanity that he may serve as a spokesperson for all
of us.”

Diotima raised the clay tablet in
her hand and laid the linen cord around his neck. “Gabriel is the
only one who can lead the new brotherhood of man that we want to
forge,” she continued. “He knows the way. The Gnosis sunk to the
depths of human suffering, and only Gabriel the Redeemer dared to
rise above it and come back.”

At the right moment, she succeeded
in touching the hidden shared longing for brotherhood.
Interestingly, it was the Gnostic portion of the audience that
began to cheer with increasing intensity.

"Humans: Atheists, Pythagoreans and
Gnostics, those inside Samos and those outside of it,” addressed
Gabriel. “We are in need of a lengthy rehabilitative period. My
Gnostic brothers: We must infuse new meaning in the knowledge
inherent within us. We must reinterpret our roles in the world,
firstly within ourselves and then together with the Pythagoreans
and the Atheists. This is not something that will happen
instantaneously. I do not delude myself. Generations of Gnostic
faith in destruction will not disappear overnight, nor will we mend
the rifts between ourselves and the Brotherhood of Purity
overnight. But the healing process has begun.”

He waved the tablet in both hands
and turned in all directions as he held it. “This clay tablet, the
Redeemer's Tablet, the ancient tablet of Uruk, immortalizes the
historic connection between us all. It is with great apprehension
and trembling that I accept the role of redeemer: I shall redeem
anyone who desires freedom from the shackles of loneliness and
alienation; I shall redeem he who longs to belong, like a son
returning to his fathers.”

He paused as his words sunk in to
the audience and then called out loudly, “Long live the brotherhood
of man!”

“Long live the brotherhood of man!”
their voices echoed back in response.
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PROLOGUE




Tonight,
the lots shall be cast: freedom, slavery or death.

After the final verses of the
harvest song had been sounded, Rukha straightened his back and
stretched his bones, which made popping noises in response. Behind
him trailed a wake of barley stalks, swollen by the water of the
Euphrates. He was proud of himself. After years of dependence on
the surreptitious crutch of his muscular friend, in recent months,
Rukha had at last succeeded in meeting his harvest quota by
himself.

The taskmaster started to hum the
harvest song again from the beginning. Rukha shifted all the
pent-up tension from his soul to the arm grasping the sickle and
continued on with his labor.

It was likely that today, of all
days, Rukha's friend would require his help for the first time to
meet his harvest quota. Normally, his friend could harvest a full
donkey's load more than he could, but not today. Three years his
senior, he was nearly a head taller, with broad shoulders and a
muscular chest. These features inflated his price as a slave. In
contrast, the gaunt Rukha bowed under the weight of his large head.
His ability to survive as a slave was astonishing in light of his
frailty.

The harvest labor was backbreaking,
though it was an honorable pursuit considering that waged workers
were also employed in the task. The waged workers were paid silver
and copper according to the weight of the barley they harvested.
The slaves only received an allowance of barley and liquor, but
they were also allowed the sheep's wool that had been caught in the
thorns and thistles. Rukha was grateful to the patron God of his
fathers. The majority of prisoners of war were tortured to death in
order to sow fear into the hearts of enemies and to force them into
submission without resistance. Unlike his older friend, who was
born free and later captured as a slave, Rukha, who was born into
slavery, was content with his lot in life. In comparison to the
victims of war, or to those slaves who became injured, he felt as
if fate had smiled upon him. He did not dare compare himself to the
free men.

Rukha's father had been captured in
the Land of Cedars, and was repeatedly sold until he was brought
down the Euphrates where he was purchased for a bargain by a
Sumerian landowner. Rukha's mother was captured in the east and
sold as a spoil of war by a Sumerian officer. Rukha was born in the
captivity of the master of his parents.

A slave who failed to meet his
harvest quota was lashed. Sometimes the whip spurred on his efforts
and served as the impetus to meet his quota, but at other times,
when a slave had already been pushed beyond his physical limits,
the whip only served to further exhaust him to the point of death.
Rukha had been whipped many times, and had found himself on the
brink of death more than once. Rukha's soul was bound together with
his friend's soul: without his help, Rukha would have been whipped
to death. Ever since the grueling labor had claimed the lives of
Rukha's parents, his friend had been like family to him.

The golden ears of barley filled
the spaces between the fruit trees until they met carpets of white
narcissus flowers and rows of cypress trees that marked the border
of the plot of land. Beyond the cypresses lay the lands of other
masters, and beyond that, on the western horizon, the sun had
already begun to cloak himself in crimson robes in preparation for
his descent into the netherworld.

The moment the sun God kissed the
horizon, the men, waged laborers and slaves alike halted their
labor. They knew that they must abandon the field before the gates
of the netherworld opened to receive him. The demons of the
netherworlds took advantage of the setting sun to furtively eat the
barley left in the fields. Those who remained in the fields during
these twilight hours, before the moon God rose to protect the
people, were in danger of madness and possession by demons and
strange spirits. When the sun passed the horizon into the
netherworlds, Rukha finally found respite from his daily toil. Thus
was established the balance between the Gods and the humans. When
the sun God rested in the sky, Rukha and his fellow slaves worked
the fields, and when Shamash engaged in his nocturnal work in the
netherworlds, Rukha rested.

Despite the danger, these were the
hours that his friend utilized to plan his escape to freedom. He
understood that he had been tempting the demons of the night but
had found no other recourse. Only during those hours could he work
in the light without being caught. While his friend soaked reeds to
be used for thatching, or conducted experiments with canes to be
used for breathing, Rukha sat in their hut reciting protective
verses that would conceal his friend from the eyes of both demons
and taskmasters alike.

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


The
taskmaster was fond of Rukha and seized the opportunity to exchange
a few words with him. “You have been working better lately,” he
complimented him.

Rukha appreciated the taskmaster's
good intentions. His relationship with his taskmasters and master
were his only hope for improving his situation. He had forbidden
himself from allowing dreams of freedom to occupy his thoughts.
Instead, he focused his hope on the sole ambition of being sold
into lighter labor. He tried to be content with the lot that he had
been dealt which had been decreed and written on the tablet of
destiny by the God Enlil. If he were a free man, he would free his
thoughts and invent ways to improve the efficiency of the field
labor to double its value. But Rukha knew his place and did not
allow himself to be drawn into temptation. Some of his wise advice
had been accepted in the past but they could just as well anger his
masters.

“Yes, Master.” Rukha responded with
a bow while thinking to himself that as long as the taskmaster's
attention is focused on him, he won't notice his friend Timin's
evasive glances.

“The master understands your value.
Even though you are skinny, you have been endowed with wisdom. He
has set your price at four donkey loads of seed barley and field
water rations for the months of Tashritu and Arahsamnu. This comes
to the sum of at least two hundred zuzim.”

“Thank you, Taskmaster,” replied
Rukha.

The respectable free men habitually
came and observed the slaves who were displayed to be sold as they
worked. The master tried not to separate spouses or children from
their parents, yet the fourteen year old Rukha was an orphan and
was deemed mature enough to be sold. If Enlil leaned in his favor,
he would be sold to a craftsman as an apprentice, and then he could
acquire for himself the profession of a freeman. Yet it was also
possible that he could be sold to yet another master who would be
even harder on him. It was likely that he would not be permitted to
take a maidservant as a wife. Slaves were not permitted to raise
such matters with the revered elders at the city's gates.

Before his parents died, Rukha
feared that he would be sold and forcibly separated from them.
Three years had passed since his mother had left this world and two
years had gone by since his father had followed in her footsteps.
'If I am sold,' he thought to himself, 'I won't miss my mother any
more that I already do. I won't miss the embrace of her hands, dry
from quarrying clay for the potters, smiths and scribes. I won't
miss the grits with onions, garlic and spinach that she cooked for
me in the cauldron set atop coals.'

His father used to sit with him on
the banks of the irrigation channels and tell him stories about
kernels of wheat as fat as olives and as sweet as crab apples, and
about the snowy mountains of the northwest. When he thought that no
one was watching, he would lay a lump of mud in his palm and Rukha
would knead it until it was sufficiently dry. Then he would
secretly teach him the great wonder of the Ugaritic language --
script of sounds. He meticulously drew the symbols: a bull's head
for aleph, a hut dwelling for bet, and so on. Rukha invented new
symbols for the sounds: symbols made of lines and wedges like the
script of his Sumerian masters, pressed into the clay with a reed
stylus. He felt a recurring thrill as he recalled the trust his
father felt in him when they shared this dangerous and illegal
activity.

“Shamash is particularly red
today,” Rukha remarked in hopes of diverting the taskmaster's
attention from Timin, who was running to their hut.

“Shamash is especially glorious
this evening. This is a sign that the Netherworlds are bustling
with activity. It's best if we don't stick our noses out too much
tonight, Rukha.”

“What activity, my master?”
inquired Rukha, feigning ignorance.

“The Gods of the netherworlds are
conducting a ceremony tonight and require human blood to flavor
their wine,” the taskmaster replied smugly. He had fallen into
Rukha's trap of flattery and was eager to show off his
knowledge.

“If that's the case, my master,
then we must make haste.”

With affected urgency, Rukha opened
and then retied his daily ration, a modest sack of barley and a jug
of liquor. Only after the taskmaster rushed out of the plot of land
did Rukha follow Timin into their mud hut.

Since the time when Utnapishtim,
son of Lamech son of Methuselah, returned and rebuilt the kingdom
of Uruk after the Great Flood which had washed away everything one
hundred and seventy four years before then, and certainly since the
ascent of Meskiagasher, King of Uruk, almighty on his throne,
twenty years ago, not even one order had been written endorsing the
freeing of a slave. Stories about fugitive slaves almost always
ended in death by torture by the hands of soldiers, who conducted
slave hunts during periods of peace. Rukha's attempts at dissuading
Timin from escaping were futile. When he understood that he could
not stop him, Rukha offered to help, but Timin refused.

According to the original plan,
Timin intended to wait until the beginning of the third watch and
to run with his body hunched for the remainder of the night, making
his way through the reeds along the banks of the irrigation canals.
He planned on hiding in the reeds for the duration of the day and
then continuing to run the following night until he was out of the
range of immediate danger, the land belonging to master Savsesser.
Timin continued to execute his plans in secret and would most
certainly have been caught in the fangs of the soldier's hounds or
become prey to the swamp wolves, were it not for Rukha's
involvement.

Rukha noticed the changes in
Timin's behavior. He decided to speak candidly with him about it;
this was a number of months beforehand.

“Are you mad at me? Did I
unwittingly insult you?”

“Heaven forefend, Rukha my
brother.”

“Have I imposed on you with the
harvest quotas that you completed on my behalf?”

“No, Rukha,” answered Timin, upset
that his secret had led to a misunderstanding, “You do not mistreat
me. I easily complete the rest of your quota, keeping the whip at
bay without detracting from my own quota.”

“If so,” inquired his friend, “how
come you no longer enjoy my companionship? Why have you stopped
drinking liquor with me toward evening, as we used to do? Why do
you disappear with the demons during the evening hours and leave me
all alone in the hut?..”

Rukha's hurt feelings convinced
Timin to finally cave in. After making him swear in the name of a
host of Gods and a slew of curses, he divulged his secret. As
expected, Rukha objected. Though he was concerned that Timin would
leave him alone without a kindred spirit in the world, Rukha was
more frightened that Timin would be caught and tortured to death.
He was unable to understand the extent to which freedom was worth
risking life, for Timin and for the other slaves who had been born
as free men.

Timin tried to explain the concept
of freedom to Rukha. “There is no harvest quota, no whip, and no
taskmaster overseeing your labor. You choose when to get up and
when to sleep, when to eat and when to drink. You can earn money
and purchase a plot of land, buy a wife from her parents or
purchase a work animal to lighten your load. You don't have to
lower your gaze in submission before other men and the elders who
sit at the city gates are attentive to your plight and will protect
you from injustice. You are free to sow, harvest, ferment, filter
and drink liquor to your heart's content without rationing. You are
free to move about as you please throughout the kingdom and even
ride a donkey if you can afford one.”

Even though he was surrounded by
hired laborers who were freemen, Rukha regarded these stories as
sorts of legends and drank up every minute detail of this magical
world. With shining eyes he asked:

“Do you sleep upon down quilts? And
dip your bread in fat? And are your offerings accepted in the
temple? And do your sons and daughters grow up with you and your
wife? And can the talented ones among them learn to write?” And so
on and so forth. His words painted an image of the wonders of
freedom until jealousy seared his soul. Then he came back down to
earth and comforted himself by thinking about the dangers of
escaping. He was content with his lot: things could always be
worse.

Rukha avoided thinking about the
possibility of escaping together. Why should he be a burden on
Timin and force him to turn him down, or worse, impose unnecessary
risks by escaping together? Timin did not invite Rukha to come
along with him in order to protect him from danger. Because Rukha
succeeded in meeting his harvest quota by himself now, he could
survive. After having a taste of freedom in his imagination, Rukha
understood that it was his duty to free Timin, but he conditioned
this on aiding him escape.

Timin refused. He knew that the
sentence of a slave collaborator was the same as that of a runaway
slave. Only after Rukha conceived an escape plan that was far
better than Timin's, cultivated its every detail and covered any
potentially incriminating holes in the plan did Timin agree to
listen to him.

“According to your plan, Timin, I
might as well start mourning you now,” he teased. “By the third
watch, you won't have gone any farther than the boundaries of
Master Savsesser's property. During the course of the day, the
masters' hounds or the swamp wolves will have picked up your scent,
and if you survive their teeth, remember that upon Shamash's
rising, green leaves shall be scattered on sizzling coals, and
white smoke shall announce your bounty price. If you have resolved
yourself to carry out your plan for freedom, at least give me a
chance to suggest a safer way to escape.”

Timin recognized that Rukha's sharp
mind compensated for his frail body. It was no coincidence that
through Rukha's guile the two were able to fool the taskmasters and
raise harvest sheaves to his credit. Rukha's wit also earned the
attention of his masters following his suggestion to irrigate the
fields at night during the dry season in order to maximize the
meager water ration. Timin only agreed to listen to Rukha's advice
after repeating his demands several times and after Rukha promised
not to run away with him.

 


Rukha shook himself awake from his
memories. He was alone now in the hut; he spread out the palm frond
mat in preparation for bed. One hour prior, he had hugged Timin for
the last time before joining the other slaves for the evening bath
in the laundry pool. Rukha was the first one to return from the
bath. He felt a sense of terror only when the last bather returned
from the pool. Timin remained inside the water.

Timin waited patiently until the
last bather left the area. He scrubbed himself with aromatic sage
leaves, as was the custom of bathers who could not afford essential
oils, in order to mask his scent from the swamp wolves. As he cast
a final glance toward the barley fields, the slave huts and the
washing stones on the banks of the river, he thought about his
parents. Were they still alive? He thought about his brothers and
sisters in Elam, who certainly believed him to be dead by now. He
waited: only when he could see the blaze of the bonfire between the
taskmasters' huts blinding their eyes did he dare venture to dive
through the watery mud.

Rukha peeked between the rushes of
the hut's walls and watched the taskmasters' fire being kindled.
This was the sign to begin counting the time. He stretched out on
his back at the entrance of the tent and tried to relax, to
regulate his shortness of breath, to overcome the trembling in his
hands and wipe the cold sweat from his skin. He raised his eyes to
the stars while forcing himself to hum the harvest song. At the end
of the first verse, he said to himself, 'Now he is breathing
through the reed.'

 


Rukha's small lungs did not allow
him to hold his breath for the duration of more than half a verse,
but Timin had practiced for months and finally succeeded in holding
his breath for an entire verse plus the chorus. This was the amount
of time needed to take out the curved hollow reed he had hidden in
linen fabric near his loins. While still submerged, and while
grasping the roots of the reeds on the pool's floor with one hand,
he placed upon his head with his other hand the loops of fresh,
supple sheep's artery. Timin threaded the reed between the sheep's
artery and his temple, placed the tip of it in his mouth, sealed
his nose with a clip he had made out of a split piece of wood and
began to breathe freely through the reed.

Rukha silently hummed the second
verse to himself and thought, 'Now he is removing the stones from
the inflated cow stomachs on the floor of the pool.' Timin spent
hours working on the cow stomachs that he stole from the offal left
by the wolves. He rolled them back, scraped and cleaned out the
stomachs inside and out and dried them in the sun. He then softened
them with urine and inserted stiff and hollow plant stems inside
the intestinal duct to prevent it from closing, sticking to itself
or shrinking. Using a fish bone needle, he delicately stitched all
of the stomachs together in a chain. At the end, he coated the
stitches with a layer of bitumen sealing.

Timin breathed heavily through the
narrow reed as he fastened the inflated stomachs to his body with a
harness made of wickers. The cow stomachs and the stone weights
connected to them were impeccably designed and tested by Rukha so
that, when Timin fastened them to his body, he was suspended in the
thin mud at a suitable height above the floor of the pool yet below
the surface of the water.

Rukha hummed the third verse and
thought to himself, 'Now he is fastening his sandals.' Rukha had
prepared long-soled sandals made from strips of reeds woven with
sturdy green palm fronds. He figured that these sandals, like the
tail fin of a fish, would enable Timin to double his swimming
speed. Without them, he doubted if Timin would be able to travel
the distance needed to reach the river tonight.

Suddenly, he noticed a movement.
Rukha sat up at the entrance of his hut and saw the silhouettes of
two taskmasters advancing toward the laundry pool. 'What are they
doing?' A terrifying thought crossed his mind as his breath became
short. Did one of the maids fail to bring them all of their
laundry? Perhaps they were checking that no slaves remained in the
pool, or maybe they were looking for a maid for the night. Could it
be that their liquor jugs were empty and they were thirsty for
water? He decided to divert their attention.

Timin was groping the walls of the
pool when, all of a sudden, he heard footsteps on the riverbank.
Their voices indicated that they were merely several cubits away
from him, though under the water he could not make out their words.
With his blood frozen in his veins, he calmly thought that as long
as he remained still, didn't make a sound and continued to breathe
through the reed, they would not detect him. He settled into a
mindset of serenity, much like the calmness that hovers at the
threshold of sleep, and anticipated the moment when they would
leave. Had it been daylight, a keen eye would have noticed the
unnatural phenomenon of a reed floating vertically. Reeds either
grow vertically or float horizontally; but in the darkness of
night, no one noticed. To his relief, someone called out to them.
Rukha was contorted with stomach pain. Timin silently hummed to
himself the harvest song from beginning to end before daring to
continue groping toward the narrow and muddy opening of the
irrigation channel. With a slight push of his feet, he set out on
his journey to freedom.

Despite his exhaustion, Rukha did
not sleep. He imagined that every dog's bark or jackal howl would
awaken an uproar that would storm on Timin. Rukha trusted Namu,
Goddess of water, not to betray his scent. With the first light,
the slaves came out of their huts to kindle their fires and put
water on to boil for the morning barley porridge. Shamash would
reach a height of four fingers above the eastern horizon before the
taskmasters would notice Timin's absence. By then, though, he would
have already passed the opening between the narrow channel and the
broad channel and would have found shelter like a nutria under an
island of raspberry thickets. During the course of the day, he
would doze with his head above the water and the reed in his mouth,
always ready to noiselessly retreat back into the water should the
need arise.

 


All night, Eo tossed and turned
between his straw mattress and feather quilt, unable to sleep.
Finally, he rose from his bed and began to dress.

“What's going on, my dear?” asked
his wife.

“Four donkey loads and water
rations of two months, Tashritu and Arahsamnu? Wherever shall I get
them, Kishmi?”

“King Meskiagasher loves you, Eo,”
replied his wife as she rose from their bed. Eo was a nickname,
short for Eogulades, the name his teacher had given him upon
ordaining him as an Eazo, healer of oils and spirits. The name
meant 'He who the Medicine Goddess Gula lays within him'.

“And what makes you so sure of
this?”

“Did anyone of all the king's
doctors receive the seal besides you?” she asked, combing his thick
hair and square beard with a comb made of hippopotamus ivory.

Eo glanced with pride at the
cylindrical seal, made of blue lapis lazuli, which he wore around
his neck. Kishmi was right, as usual. Even his rival, the Ezo,
healer of water and flesh, did not get such an honor.

“Ever since you banished the Spirit
of the Dead from the palace halls two harvest seasons ago, you have
been remembered favorably.”

“Indeed, yes, my dear.” He stroked
her black curls and gazed at the love of his soul. He loved every
eyelash that framed her large almond eyes. Eyes that always gave
him strength. He cherished her touch, which never failed to warm
him, and every curve of her plump body, from her smooth shoulders
down to her abundant hips and her wide, barren thighs.

“Don't worry, Gula has blessed you
with the gift of healing. Take with you a fat goose for the high
priest at the ziggurat temple, along with a sheep for him to bless,
and go to the king with the sheep as a gift and request the price
of a slave.”

“I will have to meet with one of
the king's ministers. In this vipers' nest, I have no idea who
leans in my favor and who does not. How will I get past them to
reach the king?”

“Be patient. Advance slowly. Turn
to whoever you need to and return home. Then we will consult
together about how to progress. I'll be waiting for you with a
sweet dish of pork neck meat with cherries and apricots in saffron
and date honey, just how you like it.”

“I cannot even afford the slave
that I need and here you are planning a royal feast,” grumbled Eo
as he looked into Kishmi's face. She dipped her hand in sheep's
milk butter and peppermint extract and slid it over his beard. He
kissed her hand and regretted his words.

In Eo's eyes, there was no one
better or more beautiful than Kishmi. The feeling intensified over
the years, whenever he used to see her sitting at the entrance of
her parents' hut as a young girl, helping her mother sort peas, he
dreamt of her gleaming teeth that flashed through her coy smile. No
man was happier than he when her parents agreed to his parents'
request to arrange an engagement between them. He learned to
appreciate her intelligence over the years.

He stood up. Kishmi wrapped the
traditional wraparound skirt around his small belly, fastened the
skirt and laced his sandals that he reserved for special occasions.
Eo examined himself in the polished copper mirror and studied his
high forehead, flat nose and dark skin. A tangled plume of hair
sprouted from his collar. 'This is how an oil healer favored by the
king ought to look,' he tried to convince himself. He looked at his
jewelry, the gold earrings adorning his ears, the bone bracelets
hugging his forearms, the chain with the blue seal around his neck
and the golden serpent pin that was a testament to his position as
a healer.

“You look very respectable,” said
Kishmi, standing behind him as her image dimly took shape in the
mirror.

He scrunched his thick eyebrows so
that his sharp gaze appeared even more penetrating. 'This is the
soul-penetrating gaze of an oil healer,' he tried to flatter
himself, but the thought only brought a smile to his lips and the
dour wrinkles on his forehead vanished.

“At least I look like a healer,”
said Eo sheepishly.

He loaded the goose, whose legs
were bound together, onto one shoulder and with his other arm he
pulled the sheep, which was tied to a rope woven from palm fibers.
The couple touched noses in farewell. He left the dimness of the
hut through the low doorway and emerged into Shamash's blinding
light, on his way to the temple.

At the edge of the broad palm
avenue, before the red temple reserved for the king, rose the
ziggurat tower, the white temple, called such after the tens of
thousands of white engravings made of baked clay that were embedded
in the building's mortar and that lent it its color. Here and
there, blue engraved lines highlighted the whiteness of the walls.
Eo headed anxiously and excitedly toward it, greeting passersby’s
with a touch of his hand to his nose. He apologized to those who
wanted to stop and consult with him about their ailments and
hurried along on his way. In exchange for a few flakes of copper
paid at the foot of the white step pyramid, he quenched his thirst
with some bitter pomegranate juice.

The priest was delighted to receive
the goose. After slaughtering it in accordance with all the rules
and customs, he offered the roast goose to the idols of An, God of
the Sky, and his daughter Inana, Goddess of Uruk. The Gods ate
their meal in private from behind a screen. They ate very little,
an almost imperceptible amount of the food. Afterward, when Eo
visited and prayed with the icons who prayed for him and Kishmi,
the priest ate what remained of the Gods' offering. When he
finished, he wiped the goose fat from his beard and blessed Eo and
the sheep in the name of the Gods of heaven and earth. Eo tugged
the sheep's rope and continued on his way, down the broad road that
stretched from the temple to the palace.

The chief guard called him: he must
not wait in line with the commoners. He led Eo around the pool at
the entrance, past the gilt statues of winged lions into a small
waiting room.

Eo waited a long time. The
minister’s slaves served him chilled water, roasted pistachios and
dried figs. He ate until he was content and almost fell asleep in
the warmth of the day when one of the guards finally invited him
into the minister’s chamber.

“Seruf, the respected and sublime
minister of slaves, who serves King Meskiagasher, may his glory be
exalted, ruler of the Middle World, will see you now,” announced
the erect doorman. Eo followed him through a maze of corridors
until he reached the chambers of Minister Seruf. The minister's
bottom filled the wide couch and the many folds of his chins
overflowed out onto his blood-red robe. The robe covered an
enormous belly that settled somewhere between his knees. His black
eyes were lined with dark kohl and his cheeks were smeared with
rouge in the manner of the Egyptians.

“The oil healer Eogulades!”
announced the sentry.

The eunuch continued to file his
long fingernails on a stone, and without even raising his eyes to
Eo, inquired in a shrill and obsequious voice, “How are you and how
is your wife... healer?” he added with a touch of sarcasm.

“I am well and my wife is well, my
master.” Eo felt chills crawling up his spine in the eunuch's
presence.

“And if you are doing so well, then
to what honor do I owe this visit?” The eunuch glanced sideways at
Eo and blinked seductively.

“I wish to acquire a slave to act
as an apprentice to my craft, my master.”

“Of course, of course, a
distinguished healer such as yourself is deserving of an apprentice
to safeguard your precious knowledge. Indeed I am the officer of
slaves, but why have you turned to the king's court? Why do you
bother us with such trivial matters?

“Well... Even though I find myself
in the king's favor, my wages are still meager, and... I am unable
to purchase a slave,” stammered Eo shamefully.

“So you feel that King
Meskiagasher, may his glory be exalted, does not pay you properly
for your toil?”

Eo felt webs of intrigue grasping
his ankles and creeping up the length of his body, pushing all of
his blood up into his flushed face. He twisted the sheep's rope
nervously around his fingers. “No, my master. I am grateful to the
king and his officers for all compensation for my craft. I am
merely asking for a loan.”

“Please, come closer, my dear
Eogulades. Why do you stand so far from me? Come sit by my side.”
The eunuch's lips curled into a greasy smile and he patted a
cushion next to the couch.

Eo reluctantly sat down on the
cushion and the eunuch rested his hand naturally on his thigh.

“How much do you need?”

“Four donkey loads of barley and
two autumn months’ worth of water rations, my master.” Intense cold
crept from his thigh and spread to the rest of his body. The eunuch
did not hurry to reply. He pressed his weight more heavily on Eo's
thigh while staring at him and said, “Of course you are a talented
healer.”

“Many people are satisfied with my
work.” Eo hoped that that was the correct answer.

“And what do you think? Is this
indeed the case?”

“I have been able to harness the
Gods to help my patients more than once, if not every time.”

“Tell me, are you good at what you
do?”

“Yes...” he replied hesitantly.

“Yes, I also imagined that was the
case, otherwise the king would not have invited you to see him.
King Meskiagasher, may his glory be exalted, wisest of men in the
Middle World, makes no mistakes, as opposed to some of his
ministers. I want to help you because I know how great your
contribution is to the kingdom, a contribution that far outshines
that of his most senior viziers, is it not?”

“Your servant is not an expert in
the laws and processes of the kingdom. Who am I to open my mouth
and give my opinion on the king's ministers?” Eo quickly considered
if he should continue talking and came to the conclusion that it
would be better for him to continue to do so. Even if the eunuch
did not approve of his answers, Eo could defend himself against any
eavesdroppers. “The king who is wisest of men has been endowed with
the understanding to choose his advisors and ministers.”

“Of course, of course,” the eunuch
immediately retracted his hand from Eo's thigh and hurried to
unravel the webs of trickery that he had woven. A man such as him,
however, does not relent so easily. “Indeed, the king, may his name
be exalted, chooses those faithful to him. But even he needs eyes
in all places. Even though he is the son of Gods, he has only two
eyes in his head. Tell me a bit about your work, oil healer.”

“Gladly. What would you like to
know, my master?”

“For what reasons do your patients
come to you?”

“When they think that a demon or
spirit is the cause of their illness, they turn to me.”

“And how do you work?”

“I try to clarify cases in which
dwellers of the Netherworld and the Heavenly World are indeed
involved with human affairs, that is, the men and women who live in
the Middle World.”

“And if it turns out that this is
the case?”

“I try to negotiate with the demons
and spirits to see what they want and why they are trying to attain
this through humans of the Middle World.”

“If so, you could say that it is
part of your job to try to help both humans as well as dwellers of
the other Worlds?”

“Yes...” he stammered hesitantly
and tightened the rope around his fingers again.

“And you are able to intercede with
the dwellers of other Worlds on behalf of human beings?”

“I can try.”

“Wonderful, wonderful, Eogulades my
friend, simply wonderful.”

Eo gave him a puzzled look.

“The involvement of otherworldly
beings may be extremely helpful in a certain matter. You need not
carry on any longer without an apprentice slave to bear your
knowledge, if you can help me as well. I am a person, if not
exactly a man nor exactly a woman.” He batted his eyes again.

“And how can I be of service to
you, my master?”

“Wonderful, Eogulades, how nice it
is that you are willing to help me. I assure you that you will not
regret the donkey loads you shall receive.” From his disappointment
to his finger, which had turned slightly pale under the tight rope,
Eo could hide nothing from Seruf's eyes. Part of his devious scheme
had been to treat Eo as if he had already agreed to help so that he
could no longer refuse. “The matter is quite simple, and as a slave
owner, it will interest you as well. But first, let us drink young
and refreshing wine together.”

 


The table was set with clay plates
and cups, wooden spoons, a chunk of bread and pitcher of cool
water. A stew of pork with cherries, apricots and date honey
bubbled on the stove. The sweet scent of saffron filled the house.
The brooding Eo ignored the lavish feast. “Why did you bring the
sheep back, my dearest Eo? And why has your face fallen?”

“It's better to continue with no
slave at all or to cut back our expenses and buy the slave in two
or three years' time than to fall into Seruf's web. Bring me cold
water to settle my nausea from that scum.”

Kishmi poured water into a ceramic
cup and remained silent until Eo finished formulating his thoughts
into words.

“Minister Seruf, chief of slave
affairs, outwitted me with his smooth talking. He manipulated me in
such a way to make me look like a worthless fraud who is unable to
negotiate with the dwellers of the other Worlds, and then while
trying to prove my abilities I had to agree to grant his request so
I could be worthy of his trust. To grant his price far exceeds the
cost of a number of slaves.”

He swallowed the entirety of the
cup's contents.

Kishmi waited silently for him to
continue his speech and refilled his cup from the pitcher.

“I must deliver a curse against
Vizier Murdoch by summoning Ereshkigal and Nergal, rulers of the
Netherworld, to take him.”

“Seruf wants you to kill Murdoch,
the chief vizier?” asked Kishmi in astonishment.

“Shh...” whispered Eo, “the excuse
that he gave me was that Vizier Murdoch treats the slaves too
mercifully. If he continues to make their lives easier, we will
face a slave revolt that will threaten the very existence of this
kingdom. He asked me to assist him in saving the kingdom.” His
mouth contorted. “Seruf has increased the severity of the slaves'
punishments and now he wants to make their lives even harder. He
claimed that, as a slave owner, I should also take interest in
this. He even offered me many gifts so that I'd be able to buy more
slaves. He refused to accept the sheep.”

“His real intentions are to rule,”
said Kishmi. “The vizier is the most powerful man in the kingdom
after the king, and if he dies, Seruf accedes to his position.”

“Even the royal throne is at stake
then.”

“And his successor as well, Prince
Enmerkar.” Kishmi poured a cup of water for herself as well.

“If his plot is revealed, I will be
executed as a traitor to the kingdom and I will bring great shame
on all oil healers. If I don't expose this plot and even aid him in
its execution, I can expect some heavy retribution in the
Netherworld when I die.”

The sheep, whose neck had been
released from the rope, went out to the courtyard.

“Kishmi, my wise one, what shall I
do?”

“You must approach Vizier Murdoch
and tell him everything.”

“How?”

“Don't worry, we'll find a
solution. Now eat.”

 


The guardsmen surrounded the six
burly slaves who were on the verge of collapse under the weight of
the litter. Inside sat the gargantuan slave minister, Seruf. The
slave at the back right corner of the litter stumbled on a stone.
His friend rushed over from his position supporting the center of
the litter to take his place, even if doing so meant breaking his
back. The slaves tried to cover for each other as best as they
could. If one of the slaves supporting the litter stumbled, all of
them would be sent back to the slave pit unless they were able to
stabilize the litter in time. This time, they succeeded. The one
who stumbled quickly got back to his place. Seruf, hidden within
the litter's canopies, felt nothing. His attention was currently
devoted to the roasted sesame and honey balls that he was eating
greedily and the raisin wine he was emptying down his throat. They
continued toward the slave pit under the eunuch's palace.

The narrow passage leading down to
the pit could not accommodate the width of the litter. Four of the
stronger slaves of the group held His Eminence's thighs and arms
and carried him on their hands down the slope of the passage. Their
colleagues waited outside the pit and guarded the litter while two
guardsmen kept an eye on them. A litter must never be left
unattended. Any novice assassin would seize the opportunity to
sprinkle volatile and toxic oils in the litter for Seruf to inhale
the fumes and perish. He certainly had no shortage of enemies or
conspirators who wished him harm.

Every week at the usual time of
Seruf's visit, the chief watchman in charge of the pit would order
the lighting of the torches lining the passage. At a depth of six
cubits below ground level, the paved path ended opposite two tall
doors made of thick oak reinforced with bronze bolts.

When the door opened, a heavy
miasma emerged from within: the stench of the slaves in the pit.
His Excellency rose to his feet and paced along the balcony
platform that encircled the perimeter of the pit. He looked down
toward the dozens of slaves crowded inside. The walls of the pit
were smoothed over with mud and the bottom was filled with water.
Not all slaves were thrown into the pit. Most of the king's slaves
were employed in various tasks. Of these slaves, the ones who were
in a waiting period, having been recently captured or marked to be
sold, were held in a walled camp above ground. The pit was set
aside for particular slaves: the especially strong slaves, whose
owners feared their violent resistance; slaves who had been
separated from their family and could potentially run away in
search of them; or slaves who were simply subjected to the whims of
their masters. Slaves who presented an obvious threat were put to
death.

Seruf sensed a thrill in
anticipation of his favorite game. Into his pudgy hand the chief
taskmaster placed the pigskin ball wrapped around a circle of clay
and fastened tightly with sinews. The eunuch clearly enjoyed his
ability to instill fright and apprehension in the slaves. With a
wholly derisive smile, he held the ball over the pit and watched
the leaping slaves trying to catch the ball. When he was
sufficiently entertained, he flung the ball into the pit.

There were slaves who glued
themselves to the walls of the pit. Some were too weak to deal with
the ordeal and simply preferred to avoid getting hurt. Others did
not want to cause injury to their fellows. There were also those
who refused to allow the eunuch enjoyment at all costs, even if
that cost was condemning themselves to stay in the pit. The
remainder of the slaves, however, crowded into the center of the
pit like a solid mass and tried to snatch the ball. The eunuch
delighted in the cries of the trampled, the sight of the flowing
blood, the writhing mass of sweaty bare limbs and the sinewy
muscles threatening to burst under the strain.

To his dismay, however, his
amusement was short-lived. One short but stocky slave, whose flat
nose indicated Egyptian ancestry, used the last of his strength to
climb the rope dangling into the pit, clenching the sinews of the
ball in his teeth. He kneeled and extended the ball to the
eunuch.

“You have merited to come out of
the pit and return to your labor.” The eunuch concluded the game
and left the platform toward his litter. He did not linger; the
tally of wounded would be presented to him later, after his slaves
carried him back to his quarters.

 


Eo skipped swiftly in his light and
silent felt shoes over the river rocks between the banks of the
small gutters that flowed from the courtyards into the back alleys.
He was careful not to step on the rats that were not quick enough
to dart out of the way in time. At this time of night, not a soul
walked through the streets and certainly none in the sewers; even
Sin himself had finished his journey across the sky. Before Eo went
out, Kishmi clothed him in a thick wool cloak worn over his cotton
nightdress. On top of all this he wore a cloak made of black camel
wool and a large cowl that hid his face from the night chill as
well as from prying eyes. He was familiar with the serpentine path
behind the courtyards that led toward the vizier's mansion. When he
skipped over the wider banks, his hand grasped the clay tablet
inside the pocket of his cloak.

That morning, he rose early and
went down to the banks of the irrigation channel nearby. He dug a
bit of clay off the side of the bank and flattened it into a
tablet. Using a piece of flint, he cut off a section of reed and
sharpened it into a stylus. The curse was a simple one. Three
symbols: disease, downfall and death. Even though he did not know
how to read or write, he was familiar with these symbols. He lay
the tablet out to dry and went off to gather wood to fire it.
Before placing the tablet on the scorching stones, he pressed into
it a small clay marble bearing the symbol for reversal.

A wide road patrolled by watchmen
separated the craftsmen's quarters from the royal servants'
quarters that encircled the palace. Eo paused next to a house and
silently listened to the chattering of the guards and the slapping
of their sandals until they had passed. When he was certain that
the coast was clear, he quickly crossed the street and flattened
himself against the outer wall of a mansion that was most likely
inhabited by relatives of the king. He removed his cloak and turned
it inside out so that the yellow stripes were clearly visible on
his sleeves. Kishmi had sewn on these stripes that indicated
service of the king. This way, he could step out from the shadows
inconspicuously. 'Wise Kishmi,' he smiled to himself as he
continued walking.

The vizier's house was now about
two hundred cubits away down the alley. 'So far, no mishaps. With
Gula's help, it should remain this way,' he said to himself. He
clenched the lapis lazuli seal that hung from his neck. He then
went back to crouching in the shadows and waited.

“Thieves! Help, thieves!” rose a
woman's voice from underneath Vizier Murdoch's house. Eo restrained
himself from peeking at the scene. He listened in suspense.

“Thieves are prowling the king’s
streets and no one is watching!” shrieked the woman furiously.

“What happened, fair lady?” he
heard one of the watchmen whisper.

“Someone snatched my bundle of
silver coins and fled in that direction,” she raised her voice and
gestured in the opposite direction of where Eo was hiding.

“Run and catch him!” the chief
guard commanded his sentries. He then turned to the woman. “What is
a respected lady such as yourself doing outside at such a late
hour?” asked the guard without raising a voice lest he awaken his
master.

But the woman did not care. She
continued to complain at the top of her lungs about the dangers
lurking on the roads, the crime encroaching onto the city and about
how, even in the royal quarters, a woman cannot safely walk while
carrying a bundle of silver coins without being robbed. The chief
watchman attempted to silence her, but to no avail.

“I can assure you that law and
order are being maintained in these streets. It's possible that the
thief who snatched you money is the fugitive slave who recently ran
away from Master Savsesser's fields. We'll catch him soon and I can
assure you that we will sentence him with as many punishments as
the number of coins he stole from you.”

Eo took advantage of the ruckus
unfolding in front of the house and slipped through the sewage
alleys into the back courtyard of the vizier's house.

“My lady, please lower your voice
as not to awaken my master from his sleep,” whispered the chief
watchman. But it was already too late. On the second floor, a
window opened and an older man's voice called out, “What's going on
there?”

“We're taking care of it, Your
Highness...”

The woman interjected, “Your
Highness, there are thieves prowling about outside your house and
the guards were unable to detain them.”

“And who are you, my lady?” asked
the vizier in an amused tone, the glow of the oil candle flame
flickering across his wrinkled face.

“It is improper for me, and
especially for Your Highness, that our conversation is exchanged in
the streets like petty gossip in the marketplace. Is that not so,
my master?”

“Of course, of course,” replied the
vizier. “Escort her up here!” he instructed the chief watchman.

“As you say, my master.”

 


“Psst...” whispered the vizier.

“Psst...” replied Eo from within
his hiding place in the dark alcove in the house's back
courtyard.

“Kishmi is a very courageous and
wise woman, Eogulades. I wanted to send her home in a litter, but
she refused.”

“Yes, Your Highness the Vizier.
Thank you, but it is crucial that no one finds out that we were
here. She will go on her way by herself. She certainly told you
that your watchmen acted appropriately.”

“I was glad to see that no thieves
had slipped through my guards' hands.” The vizier smiled.

Eo smiled back.

“And so, what is this important and
secret issue that necessitated this whole scheme?”

Eo told him about his meeting with
the eunuch, of the eunuch's request for him to place a curse on the
vizier and his inability to directly refuse him lest the eunuch
conspire against him. The vizier listened intently. Initially, he
was suspicious of Eo, but he quickly realized that the spiritual
healer had no interest in becoming entangled in the intrigues of
the court and it looked like he had been dragged into this mess
against his will. His words seemed truthful. The vizier's gaze
hardened. Finally, he said, “I always knew that that eunuch was a
snake in the grass. I would gladly behead him. I assume you came
here to suggest a solution.”

“Yes, Your Highness, if you find my
solution favorable. This is the curse. Hold it carefully. Don't
worry, it won't hurt you.” Eo removed the clay tablet from his
pocket and placed it in the vizier's palm. “There are three symbols
here: Disease, downfall and destruction. The marble pressed into
the tablet bears the symbol for reversal. Break off the marble with
your right hand and put it in your pocket. It will serve as an
amulet so that whatever curse is hurled at you will function as a
blessing.”

The vizier broke off the little
ball from the corner of the tablet and cupped it in his fist inside
his pocket. He returned the tablet to Eo, who placed it inside his
own pocket.

“Your Highness,” Eo turned to him,
“In order to remove any doubts or suspicions from the eunuch's
heart, I think it would be worthwhile for you to affect illness for
a few days and make sure the eunuch gets a chance to see your
weakened state. This way, he will be certain that I am operating on
his behalf, will assume that he has achieved what he seeks and will
not take any more measures against you.”

“Then so be it! By the way, if for
any reason the price of the slave is not approved, I'll help you.
Do not hesitate to approach me regarding any matter whatsoever. I
see that you are averse to black magic and are loyal to the king
and his loyal servants.”

“Your Highness, with your
permission I shall utilize the remaining hour of darkness to slip
away to my house.”

“Go in peace, Eogulades.”

 


When he returned from the sewage
alleys through the back entrance of his hut, Kishmi was already
home. She hugged him tightly and silently. He stretched out on his
bed and hoped to sleep for the little time that remained until
sunrise, but he did not fall asleep. When the roosters crowed, Eo
did not tarry. He bundled up the breakfast of cheese and onions
that Kishmi had prepared for him and headed toward the eunuch's
chambers in the royal palace. In his pouch was the tablet, whose
corner had been sanded down so that it was impossible to discern
that it was not whole.

This time, the eunuch did not let
him wait outside as he had previously done. The sentry announced
his arrival and brought him in immediately. He wore a thin green
robe and sat, as usual, with his belly protruding out between his
knees. After a brief exchange of polite chitchat and regards to
Kishmi, the eunuch began the conversation in his shrill voice.

“Eo, my dear, what is that in your
hand?”

“This is the curse,” he said as he
drew it out of his pocket, “You must hide it in a secret place and
avoid touching it so that it won't affect you.”

“I knew you would not disappoint
me, my dearest Eogulades.”

“Yes, my master.” Eo held himself
back so as not to inadvertently blurt out the truth in front of the
eunuch. 'And why would you care if he thought that you are corrupt
just like him?' --he heard the prudent voice of Kishmi speaking in
his head.

“That is why you will receive all
that you have requested. The donkey loads, silver coins, irrigation
rights. And don't hesitate to approach me again. I am sure that
I'll find others who deserve to be cursed, and you will only be the
richer for it. Stay by my side, Eo, and you will amass a fortune. A
greater fortune than you have ever imagined.”

“Yes, my master.” Eo sensed his
ability to feign his intentions was reaching its limit. He was
itching to be rid of the oppressive presence of the slick
eunuch.

“Why are you sitting so far away,
opposite me? Come, sit beside me. After all, we are friends and
partners now.” The eunuch batted his kohl lined eyes. His thick wet
lips stirred up feelings of nausea in Eo, but he had no choice but
to get up and sit some distance from his side. Seruf put his hand
on Eo's knee. When he sensed Eo becoming tense, he retracted his
hand and relented. 'It seems that, in the meantime, I cannot obtain
or gain any more than this from the handsome oil healer,' he
mused.

“Here is the promissory note.” From
within the folds of his robe, the eunuch removed a tablet bearing
inscriptions testifying that the king's officials are guarantors to
the financial obligations for the debt to the lender. “I won't keep
you any longer, my friend. You have your work cut out for you,
purchasing a worthy slave. Just one word of advice.”

“Gladly, my master.” Eo was
thinking about how the eunuch's shrill voice reminded him of the
squeaking rats in the sewers.

“Ever since one of Savsesser's
slaves escaped, slave prices have plummeted. I suggest you buy your
slave without delay. That way you can get a slave at the lowest
price and keep the sack of coins for yourself.”

“Thank you, my master.”

The eunuch gestured toward the door
with his hand, rang the small copper bell and waved goodbye with
his pudgy fingers laden with gold rings. The sentry opened the door
form the outside and Eo exited, taking care not to overtly break
out in a run as he stifled a sigh of relief.

 


Savsesser spared no effort in
hosting Eo. Eo had already become accustomed to the honor showered
upon him by those whose health depended on him; the embarrassment
of those whose social status was below his own; and even the
apprehension displayed by those who did not understand his
practice, wary of his abilities to communicate with demons and
spirits. Savsesser's attitude was different. He was a wealthy man,
a landowner and slave owner, but in Eo's presence he became
remarkably servile: he yelled at the slaves to hasten to bring the
esteemed guest chilled pomegranate juice, barley liquor and smoked
strips of lamb. He spoke in obsequious praise of Eo, 'the most
distinguished healer that Uruk has ever known'.

Eo knew how to filter the truth.
This flattery was an integral part of the business, as the eunuch
had mentioned—a relationship between buyer and seller in a buyer's
market.

They sat under the grape arbor,
sipping liquor and chewing smoked meat as they observed the toiling
slaves.

“I have two Nubian slaves, built
for long hours of field labor under the blazing Shamash. You can
see them there in the line of harvesters, the two on the far right.
What do you think?”

“They certainly look industrious.
How long have you had them?”

“The tall one for two years and the
shorter one—a year. If you need especially vigorous slaves I'll
give you a special price for one of them, just for you.”

“And who else is for sale?”

“I have a number of fine
maidservants, excellent for both field and house labor. If your
wife does not object, I'll suggest the best one for you,” winked
Savsesser and laughed deeply with his entire mouth: his gums were
almost empty, with only a few rotten teeth remaining.

Eo ignored the joke. “No, thank
you. I am looking for a slave.”

“And maybe you'd like to purchase a
boy, who you can mold like potter's clay?”

“No thank you, my honorable
Savsesser. Just a simple slave.”

“If that's the case then, I'll show
you the merchandise. But first, eat and drink. It is an honor for
me to host you in the shade of my arbor. More meat and juice!” he
yelled out to a slave, who leapt to the kitchen as if his life
depended on it.

“I offer you heartfelt thanks for
your substantial generosity, but I have eaten and drunk enough. If
you are ready, let us take a stroll through your property.”

Savsesser rose to his feet and
moved with a limp, supported by his staff while leaning with his
other arm over Eo. Savsesser looked older than his forty five
years. His right knee had already collapsed under the weight of his
heavyset body. When he spoke, his beady eyes darted from side to
side and Eo wondered if he was plotting something while he
continued to heap flattery upon him. Eo breathed deeply and thanked
him in return, expressing astonishment at the beauty of his fruit
trees, the sweetness of the water in his canals, the swollen stalks
of barley and the diligence of his slaves. Savsesser greedily drank
in every compliment.

“Call him!” Savsesser ordered the
slave that was escorting him and pointed his staff toward the edge
of the field. The slave set off in a sprint and returned with one
of the slaves by his side.

“Yes, my master,” said the slave
with his head lowered.

Savsesser did not answer him. “He
is one of the most diligent slaves. Assyrian origin. You can see
that he manages double the quota and leaves his fellow slaves in
his dust. Come closer and examine the fine condition he's in.”
Savsesser peeled back the lips of the slave, who stood at
attention, revealing straight white teeth. He pressed his thumb
into the fold of his elbow and demonstrated the speed at which the
muscle moved back in place without leaving a mark. Finally, he
struck the slave's side with his staff to demonstrate his obedience
and ability to absorb blows. Savsesser forcibly grabbed the
Assyrian's jaw and turned his gaze to Eo.

Eo saw depths of despair within the
slaves dimmed eyes. He restrained himself from reacting to
Savsesser's harshness and regretted that he could afford only one
slave.

“He really makes an excellent
impression, but he is surely more expensive than the other slaves
and I have no need for a slave this strong. I am ready to see the
other candidates.” But the slave's gaze had pierced his soul.

“How much are you willing to pay?”
ventured Savsesser.

“I prefer to see the others,”
sidestepped Eo. He was not a natural merchant and was wary of
negotiation.

“As you wish. Let me show you the
slaves who are occupied with the olive harvest.”

Between the furrows of barley grew
the orchard trees: pomegranates, crab apples, sycamores, figs,
almonds, apricots and a number of olive trees. When Savsesser and
Eo approached them, the boys stopped smacking the tree branches.
Savsesser signaled the biggest one of them to come forward and he
ran over. He stood before them, his entire body tense and
trembling, assuming he was about to be whipped.

“This slave is of Semitic Amorite
origin, twelve years old, speaks Sumerian and Akkadian. He was
brought to me by his sharecropper parents as payment for their
crops. Don't worry about him escaping—his parents' lives are at
stake as they are collateral for his loyalty. He is diligent and
quiet and I am sure that he will be of good use to you.”

Eo felt distressed by the slave's
suffering and wondered if it was best for him to just give up on
the whole idea. He had no interest in joining the ranks of slave
masters, recoiling at the practice of separating a child from his
parents to sentence him to a lifetime of slavery. Maybe it would be
best if he didn't take an apprentice; perhaps Kishmi would be
upset, but surely she would understand once he explained to her
what he had witnessed in Savsesser's estate.

“Allow me to think it over, my
honorable Savsesser. I have seen more than enough and now I must
consider.”

“If the cost is too much for you, I
am certain that we can reach a compromise.”

The boy shot Eo an entreating
glance, his eyes pleading, 'Buy me at any price, and just get me
out of here.'

“Thank you, your honor. Obviously,
I would not purchase a slave that was outside my price range;
however, cost is not my only concern. I need to reconsider my own
needs and I shall return to you shortly.”

“You shan't find healthier or more
diligent slaves with any of the other landowners. Just promise me
one thing.”

“And what is that?”

“That when you return, you state
the price that you see fit, before approaching other landowners.
They are merciful and their slaves are in turn lazy. You will not
find harder working or more obedient slaves in all of Uruk.”

“I offer you my most heartfelt
thanks and shall consider your words positively.”

“If so, then I am satisfied. Let me
escort you back.”

As they approached the gate of the
property, Eo noticed something that had been hidden from him when
he arrived. Chained to the stone wall to the right of the gate was
a swarthy slave, spread-eagle, back bleeding, streaked with whip
lashes and swarming with flies.

“Who's that?” inquired Eo.

“A rebellious slave, whose penalty
is death.”

“What is his crime?”

“Assisting in the escape of a
slave.”

“How do you know?”

“I have no proof, but the chief
taskmaster told me that he was the slave's best friend, so it's
impossible that he was not involved in the escape plan. It seems
that he pretended to suffer from acute stomach pain and distracted
the taskmasters just as his friend was escaping. Slaves are
obligated to hand over another slave who is planning to escape the
moment the knowledge becomes available to them, and if not, their
sentence is death. He was interrogated the entire night and did not
admit to anything. I would have let him die last night but I hoped
that he would reveal the destination of the escaped slave. We'll
leave him here until he talks or until the flies, ants and cattle
egrets finish the work for us. Had he talked, he would have been
entitled to a quick death by the sword.”

“Has his friend been captured
yet?”

The question embarrassed Savsesser,
who stammered an answer. “He disappeared yesterday and I am sure
that by tomorrow night, the slave hunters will have found him, dead
or alive.”

“How did he escape?” Eo felt a sort
of satisfaction hearing about the slave's escape and the slave
owner's consequent embarrassment.

“We, uh... we don't know,”
stuttered Savsesser.

“May I examine this slave?”

“You want to buy a rebellious
slave?” Savsesser asked incredulously.

“I want to examine him,” replied Eo
politely but firmly.

The baffled Savsesser did not know
what to say.

“If you do not wish to sell to me,
then I will be on my way.”

“No, no, please, examine them all,”
said the master, coming to his senses.

Rukha wished he were dead. With
each lash of the whip he prayed to die before the next lash. From
time to time he sunk into flights of fancy, imagining that he had
already died and was meeting Dagon, God of his fathers, crowned
with fish scales. Dagon asked him: “Would you still have helped
Timin had you known the fate that awaited you?” Sometimes he
answered yes and other times no; but then he thought of Timin's
abounding loyalty, how he endangered himself time after time on
Rukha's behalf. He then settled into contentedness, at peace with
his choice and its aftermath.

'I knew what awaited me,' he
thought.

“What is your name?” He heard
Dagon's voice. He was taken aback, since the God surely knows his
creations.

“What is your name?” repeated
Dagon.

“Rukha,” he muttered inaudibly.

“What? I cannot hear you.”

“Rukha,” he tried to repeat his
name in a louder voice. 'Dagon cannot hear? It cannot be!' The
sharp pain in his lacerated back and his weary joints struck him at
once as he was jolted back to reality.

“Rukha?” asked the stranger.

“Yes,” he replied indifferently,
staring into the stranger's eyes.

Eo knew immediately and without a
doubt that that this was the slave he had been looking for.

“He's practically dead,” Savsesser
gestured with his staff toward Rukha.

“I do not wish to waste more of
your time, your honor, and thank you for your hospitality. You may
return now to your important occupations. I shall stay another
moment with the slave before going on my way, if you do not
mind.”

“As you wish, and like I already
said, return to me before you approach the other slave owners. I am
certain we can reach a favorable compromise.”

“Thank you, thank you.” Eo held his
breath in hopes of avoiding Savsesser's foul stench as they rubbed
noses in parting. Savsesser called to one of his slaves and began
limping toward the shaded arbor, supported by a slave and his
staff.
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