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The Passing of the Darkness
  
  
  
The open arms of the darkness embraced the being, the one that had been called Th’bir. He went into the darkness not knowing what would become of what he had left behind. 
  
That darkness flirted with his mind, his being. 
  
From that darkness a new man arose––that man was called the Lonely.
  
The world below and the world above were not so different to the eyes of the Lonely. He saw both through a crystal glass. The reflection he saw there was duplicitous, one of the man he was and of the being he had become.
  
This realm was filled with both nothingness and everything. 
  
Those who walked there soon became infused with the shadows that danced in their hearts, but the Lonely walked the path––watching perdition as if it were a wonderful play.
  
The Lonely called out into the darkness.
  
“Who am I? Where am I going?”
  
The darkness responded with silence, though that silence encompassed more truth than the Lonely could begin to comprehend. And as he walked along the path, he saw the inverted reality that he had yet to understand.
 



  
The Keeper of the Fates
  
  
  
The one called A’thed, the Keeper of the Fates, was not a man––nor was he a beast. He was neither life nor death, but instead a being born of nothingness to encompass everything.
  
His task was none at all.
  
The Keeper watched the Lonely pass through the gates, through the portal of inevitability to which all mortals walked forever. It was the beginning to an end and an end to a beginning. An infinite sphere that continued inward, bringing about and then dismissing creation.
  
It was the forgotten cycle of life.
  
A’thed looked out upon creation and nothingness, the oceans of the coasts and the mountains of the north collapsing upon one another and called out: “Who among you can walk down the path of nothingness to return to everything?”
  
Silence was his answer, though he knew that many things came from nothingness and that none would come from everything. Thus was the eternal law that there was truly no discernible law.
  
The Keeper stood at the edge of his pillar and watched below. The space appeared miniscule; yet, upon closer scrutiny, was enormous––running for infinite space in each direction. 
The crossroads of everything coincided with what had not yet come to pass. This is what drew them to their beginning and to their end. 
  
Questions are what drove them.
  
Was it the beginning?
  
Was it the end?
  
These were the things that drove a being to continue, to search for a place. The Keeper knew the answers as well as the fallacies. He knew that an explanation was more than any one man could begin to comprehend. Yet, with the passing of each unexplainable moment, he knew that it needed to be told. 
  
It would be a restoration of the dead and the death of those living.
 



  
The Journey and the Crossroads
  
  
  
The Lonely found himself walking along the forest line––a forest that he had not seen. Rather, it had appeared alongside him.
  
The night was dark overhead. 
  
A crystal-clear moon smiled upon him and he smiled back, though he knew not for what reason he walked that night.
  
The terrain was unfamiliar.
  
The land uneven and the forest disappearing as he walked; yet, the familiarity was overpowering. The Lonely had been here before, though he did not know when.
  
His surroundings slowly dissolved, until he found himself at a crossroads with a path leading in each cardinal direction. And each direction had a signpost. A man stood near a sign there, upon which was crudely painted: choose wisely.
  
The Lonely paused, watching as the roads changed from night to day with each moment. The man stood alone at the center of the signposts.
  
“I am the Lonely.”
  
“I am the Crossroads,” the man replied.
  
They stood in silence, the Lonely weighing his options.
  
“Which way is best?” he queried.
  
“Which way do you wish to go?”
  
“I have a choice then?”
  
“Did you ever think otherwise?”
  
The Crossroads was wise, his words cryptic.
  
The Lonely began to move forward, traveling north.
  
“Is that the way you wish to go?”
  
The Crossroads possessed no emotion. Instead, he watched with the eye of one who cared for nothing, though knew much of what was left to be desired.
  
“I do not know, but that is where I feel I must…”
  
“Go in peace.” As the Crossroads stepped aside, they became enshrouded in a dark room whose doors represented the four pathways. “Choose where you wish to go.”
  
“North,” whispered the Lonely as he pushed the door open, the cold air sudden upon his skin as he stepped onto the tundra. He turned back, but the room was no longer there. 
  
There were only the strange barren lands before him, the mountains high and the grounds cold, covered in a sheet of white. He walked forward onto the tundra, his path murky though direct––representing what would come next as a part of his beginnings.
 



  
The Northern Chamber
  
  
  
The cold winds assailed the Lonely; yet, he continued on despite the bitter touch of nature. As he was beginning to feel that he could travel no more, he came upon something he had not expected: the city of the North. 
  
The place known as the Northern Chamber, the house of those devoted to the ideals of the North. Upon entering this place, he felt the cold wash away and the storms stop. 
  
And as he turned back to see the trail by which he had come, he saw the veil of snow and wind through which he had ventured remained just outside of the city.
  
It was suspended as if frozen in time. 
  
People passed by him as if he were not there at all. Their features were pale and cold, as though they were not human at all. The city possessed no sheen, no shine, just a cold, desolate existence in which each man walked as if it were an interminable death march.
  
The Lonely approached the first building, which harbored an open door, and entered. A feeling of nothingness washed over him as the dim interior of the room absorbed him. 
  
He approached the counter. 
  
What resided behind it was a machine––a machine resembling a man. Cold, calculating eyes bore into the Lonely’s flesh from behind its chiseled, soulless features. Its movements were restricted and linear as it placed its arms on the counter and cocked its head to the Lonely.
  
“You are waste,” the machine spoke.
  
“What are you?” the Lonely queried, bewildered by the machine-man.
  
“I am perfection, the pinnacle of man.”
  
“You are a machine.”
  
“Better to be logical as a machine than random and undisciplined as an animal,” returned the machine. Cocking its head back once again, it watched the Lonely with a cold gaze.
  
The Lonely turned away and looked around the room. All of the patrons resembled the machines, their features identical––and all men. 
  
“Where are the women?”
  
“Women possess the flaw of emotion, their ways unstable and unpredictable. We have found no use for them here in the North. We care only of the perfection of oneself, the attainment of the goals of the individual.”
  
The Lonely shook his head, confused by the blatant, cold mentality of the machine-thing. “Life cannot be lived as thus. You must seek the middle way. A life without emotion and bonding is one lived in complete darkness. Even logic can understand that.”
  
“The unpredictability of emotion makes it unusable in the equation of success and profit. Emotion clouds judgment, which leads to disaster and chaos. The North does not allow such things. We thrive on consistency, usefulness.”
  
“I have come seeking answers. The Crossroads said that answers could be found here in the North––a piece of the puzzle for which I search.”
  
“The Frozen Man is the wisest among us. His logic is dizzying.”
  
“Where can I find this Frozen Man?”
  
“He is at the farthest reaches of the tundra. We were too flawed for his science.”
 



  
The Frozen Man
  
  
  
The Lonely marched into the darkness that was the tundra. 
  
The cold was all around him, though he felt nothing––neither warmth nor freezing cold. A man stood alone in the field, his features obscured.
  
“Why have you come to the North?” called the figure.
  
“I seek answers. I wish to know of the Truth.”
  
“You are the Lonely. I am called the Frozen Man.”
  
“Tell me of the North, Frozen Man.”
  
The Frozen Man was a pale silhouette defined by coal black eyes and hair. He spoke without inflection, without emotion, without feeling. “The North is a cold place, a desolate place. There is nothing here but survival. There cannot be failure, for failure is the death of the mind.”
  
“How can there be success without failure?”
  
“There is no emotion here, no feeling. We of the North do not require emotions. Our success comes from science, not from emotions. Our accomplishments are different from all others. Ours are hollow, though we cannot see that.”
  
“Why are you here in the cold?”
  
“Cold permeates my being, my core. My body long ago ceased to possess the fire of passions, of emotions. A shell remains. This is the price I have paid to become the man I am. Though it was truly only half a life.”
  
The cold winds blew over the Lonely and the Frozen Man, their still forms holding strong against the elements. If there was nothing here to begin with, then against what were they truly holding strong?
  
“Why am I here?” called the Lonely.
  
“This is not your place. This place is for those who truly feel nothing. Those who have left nothing behind.”
  
“Then my answers cannot be found here?”
  
“The questions for which you seek answers can only be provided by the one who holds the keys to your creation: the Keeper of the Fates. Though he is no farther from you than you are to me.”
  
“I feel strange, as though I had just begun, or just ended. This place is so familiar, but so distant. Why do I feel as I do?”
  
“This place is both a beginning and an end. Your presence here is a journey, one which molds you––shaping the person you will become.”
  
“Who am I?” asked the Lonely.
  
The winds shifted yet again, but neither entity moved.
  
The world around them howled in silence, in the vast emptiness that was both nothingness and infinity. 
  
The Frozen Man’s features had shifted. 
  
His skin had grown paler, so much so that it was now azure.
  
It was the color of the icy waters of frozen lands.
  
“You are the Lonely,” the Frozen Man spoke.
  
“What does it mean to be the Lonely?” iterated the monotone, unflinching figure of the Lonely.
  
The Frozen Man’s face sluiced with icicles as if he were growing ever colder. “That is perspective. Your name here in the North would be of high status. To achieve a place where you require no solace or emotion would be a gift. True solitude would allow for incomparable logics and histories.”
  
The Lonely wrung his hands and looked down at the tattered rags that he wore. “Why do I not have fine clothes?”
  
“There is no need for such frivolities here. For in the North, it is your mind that is the greatest commodity. Why would any man place a material thing such as riches above intelligence? What can be gained by this?” returned the Frozen Man, his coal eyes watching the Lonely.
  
The Lonely looked off into the distance and saw only more tundra. The landscape about him was nothing more than a never-changing white sheet splashed occasionally with peaks and valleys of a useless existence. 
  
“To base one’s life? To give meaning?” the Lonely returned quizzically.
  
“Is intelligence not a grand reward, a worthy pursuit?”
  
The Lonely shook his head, running his hands over his face. He felt for the first time that his skin was smooth, and warm. 
  
“Perhaps, but at the expense of longing and connection it may be too little of an effort for a life.”
  
The Frozen Man faded and then reappeared behind the Lonely. This time, it stood twice the height of the smaller man. “We must all focus and commit to something. Can you think of something nobler? More important?”
  
The Lonely looked upon the horrific image of the giant Frozen Man. “I do not know. How can I possibly? I do not remember who I am or how I came to be here.” 
  
Then, lowering his head, he mumbled. “Am I dead?”
  
“What is death?” echoed the Frozen Man.
  
The Lonely shook his head, defeated.
  
“To not live? Cessation of functions?”
  
The wind howled across them, but the Lonely could not feel the frigid touch of the gales––nor hear its mammoth cry. “To die is then to cease brain function? Is that what you believe?”
  
The Lonely shrugged; the act as difficult for him as it had been for Atlas. 
  
“I do not know,” he answered.
  
The Frozen Man nodded, crossing his mighty arms across his chest. “Then, by that definition, you are dead. Your body is no longer functioning in the realm from which you have come. Here you are anew.”
  
“Am I not alive?” replied the Lonely, lifting his head to meet the empty gaze of the Frozen Man. Touching his skin and pressing his palms together, he gestured. “Am I not form again? Is this not a state of being?”
  
“What is life?” mocked the Frozen Man.
  
The Lonely kicked aimlessly at the snow beneath his feet. As he did so, he realized that he wore no boots, nor shoes.
  
His feet were barren and his skin tan.
  
“I have no shoes.”
  
The Frozen Man did not seem surprised. “If you did not have a coat, why then would you possess foot coverings?”
  
“Is this all a dream?” whispered the Lonely. “How can I know that I am not dreaming?”
  
The Frozen Man had ceased to resemble a man any longer and appeared more as an ice creature. A gargantuan mound stood where the Frozen Man had previously and only the voice emanated from the mountain of ice. 
  
“To dream is a state in which there are concurrently literal and figurative meanings.”
  
“This must be a dream,” repeated the Lonely.
  
“A dream can be had when one is conscious or unconscious. To have a dream is to possess a wish or hope for the future to which all subsequent actions are directed. Are you asleep? Imagining this? Perhaps, but how could you tell? I would not know the answer to that question. Only you could know such a thing,” answered the Frozen Man, its voice like thunder rising from the depths.
  
“I have never dreamed such a dream as this. As well, I had never wished to be bound to such a place; so, by your definition, this cannot be a dream,” began the Lonely slowly. “However, that is by your definition and if this were a dream, then it would be based on my definitions, my wants and beliefs.”
  
The mound shuddered and the Lonely turned away.
  
A white glow struck out that was soon accompanied by a piercing whine that rose and rose yet again, until the mound dissipated in a storm of ice crystals. Removing his hand from his eyes, the Lonely saw that the Frozen Man had returned: where before it had been a pale man, it was now only the metallic exoskeleton of a robot.
  
Pivots and rotors of steel framed the creature.
  
It was now the very core of what it wished to be.
  
The Lonely looked upon what the Frozen Man had become. 
  
“You do not see a difference, do you?” queried the Lonely. “In yourself, when you look upon yourself. When you see yourself now it is as it has always been?”
  
The Frozen Man nodded.
  
“Flesh, humanity, emotion. These are devices and totems that hold no merit. We of the North require none of them. We are whole in our intelligence.”
  
The Lonely was not satisfied.
  
“Your intelligence cannot be complete when you see only one piece of the spectrum. To believe yourself whole by adhering only to the tenants of a pure intelligence, you neglect the aspects of other forms of intelligence. There is much more than accumulated knowledge. Can you not see that in all of your perceived wisdom?”
  
“By shedding all human endeavors, we can understand what makes them weak, incomplete. In our objectivity, we need not experience them, only witness and catalogue,” replied the Frozen Man.
  
“There is not one form of intelligence greater than that of another. You speak as though the ones inferior are not worthy of your time. They are equal in the balance of things,” offered the Lonely.
  
The scream was like that of a thousand voices breaking upon one another. The mountains shook, the ice split at the feet of the Lonely. 
  
“Lies.”
  
The Lonely stepped forward, moving away from an ever-growing crack at his bare feet. “They are not lies, but perspective, true objectivity. What you look upon as truth is little more than the subjective product of your unfair judgments.”
  
The Frozen Man shook violently, the pistons of its joints spewed wildly. Its face, no longer masculine or feminine, contorted horrifically. “No, what you speak of is evil. Those are lies.”
  
“Is it evil to speak the truth?”
  
The Frozen Man had begun to hunch.
  
“The Truth is. It is without right and wrong, for morality is created by societal law influenced by perspective. Therefore, information is neither evil nor good, but instead detrimental in the hands of those who do not understand.”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
“Precisely, so what I speak is simply information that is hurtful because of what you believe. That does not make it truth or lies, it simply is.”
  
The Frozen Man had been reduced to little more than a dwarfish version of itself. “There are no more answers for you here. Leave at once.”
  
The Lonely opened his mouth to reply, but he felt a force tug upon the very fiber of his being. At first in one direction and then another, until his body was being pulled in so many directions that he felt as if he was going to be torn into nothingness. The world before his eyes was at once light and darkness and he faded.
 



  
The Crossroads Revisited
  
  
  
The Lonely watched as the world flooded back into view. Slowly ebbing like disturbed water and then eventually setting so that he could see his surroundings once more.
  
“You have visited the Frozen Man?” queried the Crossroads.
  
The Lonely remembered the tundra and rubbed his hands together. “I visited the Frozen Man, though I’m not entirely certain that it was a man.”
  
“A relative term I am afraid,” replied the Crossroads.
  
“Man?” asked the Lonely.
  
He looked upon the Crossroads and the being now resembled a vagrant. A hooded robe covered him, but was torn in places and splotched with dark patches that appeared wet.
  
“Yes, the term which you apply to the Frozen Man is not of gender, but of nomenclature. He is no more a man than I am a woman; or you a frog. It is simply what the being is called, only a word.”
  
The Lonely pondered this for a moment, looking toward the north. He noticed immediately that there was no longer a signpost for the North.
  
“Where has the sign gone?”
  
“Which sign?” asked the Crossroads.
  
“The one that pointed north,” replied the Lonely.
  
The Crossroads moved ever so slightly, he seemed to shimmer through the air. He gestured with a covered arm.
  
“The North is no longer available to you. Whatever it was that you were to learn from the Frozen Man has been learned. There is nothing for you now in the cold, hence you can no longer reach it,” reasoned the Crossroads.
  
“So, simply because I have learned it, I cannot return to it again?”
  
The Crossroads shook his hooded head.
  
“Having visited there, you can never visit there again anew. With the knowledge you have now, the visit there would not be the same and the outcome would be different. Hence, you can never truly revisit the North.”
  
The Lonely crossed his arms over his chest.
  
“What was he, the Frozen Man?”
  
“He was the Frozen Man: the accumulation of the North and its principles––the totem of ice and cold. He was the summation of cold logics that lacked passion of any kind.”
  
“Was?” queried the Lonely.
  
The world around the convergence of the four roads had grown gray and weary. The sky above was darkness and the air around them thick with haze and fog. Had the Lonely walked just meters from his spot, he would have been lost to the fogbank surrounding him.
  
The Crossroads shifted yet again, this time taking with him a tendril of the fog. “The Frozen Man is no more. For you to have returned, he must be no more.”
  
The Lonely pondered this.
  
“Did I kill him?”
  
“Would you wish him dead?”
  
“No, but the way that he thought, seemed to me in many ways to be a form of death. I suppose I felt he was already dead. His logics, his mannerisms, were such that I truly believed him to be the machine that he resembled in the end.”
  
The Crossroads looked at the Lonely with his vacant stare. “And thus, he is no more. You have yet to understand why you are here. Do you believe that this is a journey with an end or an end to a journey?”
  
The Lonely shook his head, his arms crossed over his chest. “It is a journey, is it not? I am searching for something, answers to which I do not yet know the questions.”
  
The Crossroads nodded, but did not respond.
  
The Lonely continued.
  
“So, then my conversation, my words, killed him?”
  
The Crossroads moved about the dusty patch of land that they occupied. “There are four paths and four totems, one totem for each path, and each life. There is a truth hidden among the four: the Frozen Man, the Burning Man, the Wicker Man, and the Translucent Man.”
  
“Four totems? Of elements? Totems of what?”
  
The image of the Crossroads morphed again; now, he stood as a wintry traveler. A gray fedora covered his silvery hair and a wool coat wrapped his slender shoulders. Smoke drifted from a pipe at his lips and the bill of his hat covered his eyes. Only his lips moved; the subtle glean of his teeth white.
  
“Four totems of life.”
  
“I don’t understand,” said the Lonely.
  
“You are not yet meant to. There is still much to search for. As I recall, you cannot even remember your name or from whence you came?”
  
The Lonely hesitated for a moment.
  
The Crossroads had not previously been so candid with him. 
  
“Indeed, that is true. Can you tell me my name or where I have come from? Even from what time I come?”
  
“When?” queried the Crossroads. “Have you begun to question your existence?”
  
The Lonely shook his head, looking to his feet once more: no shoes, tan skin. He was more confused than ever. 
  
“I am not certain of anything, though I believe that you know more than you are telling me.”
  
“I can assure you that I know no more than what it is that I am supposed to know. Just as you are only certain of those things that are most certain to you,” replied the Crossroads. 
  
His stoic tone belied the mirth of his riddle.
  
“Riddles? Truly?” queried the Lonely with a raised eyebrow.
  
The Crossroads seemed incapable of anything except movement––emotions, characterizations; some levels of humanity were beyond him. “I do not wish to burden you with the riddles of the eternal. I will begin again. I believe you remember how this goes. I am the Crossroads.”
  
The Lonely stood up straighter, as if he had been scolded for slouching. “I am the Lonely.”
  
The Crossroads spread out his hands, the fog dissipating as if it had never been there at all. “What path do you choose?”
  
The Lonely considered for a moment. 
  
“I have already seen the North, witnessed its logics. I feel as though the south calls to me––the Burning Man.”
  
The Crossroads remained still.
  
The fog had settled farther from them now. 
  
The Lonely could see clearly the remaining three signposts. 
  
“It is just as well, I suppose,” said the Crossroads.
  
“Just as well what? What is that you are hiding?” asked the Lonely challengingly.
  
The Crossroads shook his hooded head. “There is nothing more than you already know. The South is now your path. Go in peace.”
  
The Lonely nodded and started south.
  
The fog was cold on his face and he closed his eyes, envisioning a broad desert, palm trees in the distance. There in the distance, he could see the Oasis, the realm of the South. Time tugged upon him, space toyed with his form, and soon he was transported once again.
 



  
The Southern 
Oasis
  
  
  
Like waking from drifting dreams, he opened his eyes. 
  
Bleached white desert extended for as far as his eyes could see. His bare feet felt no heat from the sands, but instead a resolute coolness that frightened him.
  
The sun beamed overhead.
  
Broad tendrils of a mighty star crawled across the entire desert, leaving nothing unturned. The Lonely placed one foot in front of the other, committing him farther and farther toward an unknown destination with each step.
  
The desert sand swirled and danced in places. 
  
Translucent columns of warm air and sand maneuvered side by side like darkness teasing the setting sun. The Lonely watched as shadows in the distance took shape.
  
The Oasis was magnificent.
  
Tall, bronzed walls rose high into the sky. 
  
It was higher than the Lonely could perceive without shielding his eyes from the blistering sun overhead. Twisting columns of undulating stone stood guard at the steps of the monolith.
  
The Lonely stepped from the cold white sand onto the hot stone steps of the structure. Had he been able to react to pain, he may have cried out with the suddenness of the temperature change. Instead, he gazed up at the mounting stone windows and decks that rose into the air and hung as sand-colored clouds.
  
The steps crept into shadow and the Lonely paced with them. Beneath the overhang of the monolith, the Lonely was given a reprieve from the heat.
  
Music waltzed over the air.
  
Drums beat.
  
Horns flared.
  
A cacophony of sound and rhythm floated over the air like so many stratums on a fall day. The Lonely moved closer to the massive twin doors that framed the overhang beneath which he had found himself.
  
Twin rings of gold were centered on the doors. Their surface was covered in runic symbols. Together, they formed such a pair of iridescent luminance that the Lonely would have been blinded if the sun had glinted off them. 
  
The heavy light of the sun surged against the back of the Lonely.
  
He reached out for the doors, but stopped. Inward the massive doors swung. A gust of florid aroma slapped him across the face. Cool whiskers of air caressed his face like the subtle touch of a woman.
  
The music was louder now, more pronounced.
  
He could feel it deep in his chest.
  
“Welcome to the Oasis of Eternities,” called the gentle voice. 
  
The words sang in his ears. 
  
Her voice was as the cooing of a thousand doves.
  
“Here you may rest,” she continued.
  
Raven’s hair hung past her shoulders, wisps carving the delicate musculature of her back. Not the hardened or rippling muscles of a trained athlete, but the grace of cat: sleek, elegant.
  
Her tan skin was nearly obsidian, her hazel eyes sparkled as gems in the darkest of mines. A shimmering white dress clung to her perfectly as a second skin. 
  
“I am Ilori and you are the Lonely.”
  
The Lonely stared ahead. 
  
Her beauty was a unique treasure. In the North, he had not seen a woman, much less anything that could begin to rival such splendor.
  
“I have come for the Burning Man,” he spoke, his eyes never leaving hers.
  
She smiled. 
  
The even white line of her teeth was accented by the crimson turn of her lips. “In time….” she replied and then her gaze fell upon his uncovered feet. 
  
Her smile slipped and was replaced with a frown. 
  
“You look so sickly.”
  
The Lonely looked at his hands, his feet. 
  
He was indeed dirty. 
  
Before he had thought himself tan, but now he saw that he was much lighter than Ilori. “I arrived like this. I did not know any other way to come.”
  
Ilori stepped closer to him now. 
  
She smelled of lilies and honey, of magnificent fruits and fragrant gardens. Her hands touched his forearm. “We will see to better garments. You are a guest here.”
  
The contrast between her polished skin and his own dirt-marred flesh was such that the Lonely had to resist the urge to pull away in terror. He smiled politely and as she lifted her hand away, he hid his arms deeper within his tattered clothing.
  
“I would appreciate that very much.”
  
He felt like a child.
  
She looked like she was not much older than a young woman. 
  
He moved forward as she turned. 
  
Her lithe frame seemed to glide and prance across the floor. 
The doors closed without a sound and soon the Lonely was being ushered through the Oasis of Eternities of his own accord.
  
The walls were cream-colored.
  
The floors carved of marble.
  
Tapestries lined the walls, enormous, ornate rugs that depicted beautiful, unfathomable things. Gems and artifacts lined the way speaking of histories and peoples unknown and forgotten to the sands of time.
  
Each room was shaded, despite the location of the monolith deep within the desert. Trees, potted and pruned, dotted their path as they moved from one hall to the next. They passed other inhabitants, most of whom were alabaster women of such beauty and unmentionable grace that the Lonely could only look upon them in awe.
  
Soon, the rooms passed faster and faster, until they appeared to all be the same. Ilori walked at such a brisk pace that the Lonely had to jog to catch up. As she rounded a corner out of sight, the Lonely dashed forward, but stopped short as she was waiting for him patiently.
  
“This is the bath house. Inside you will find suitable garments. Rest within the waters and find peace. When you are ready, join me in the room down the hall marked with three diagonal slashes,” she spoke.
  
“What is the significance of the three slashes?”
  
She twisted her lips. 
  
“There are many rooms in the Oasis of Eternities. To wander these halls without a guide is to wander for all time. I allow you this one passage without a guide.”
  
The Lonely wished to ask more questions, but at that moment he was struck by how tired he was. In the North, he had not felt the need for sleep or hunger. But here in the Oasis, he felt as if he had not slept in ages.
  
His stomach rumbled.
  
“I will do as you say.”
  
Ilori nodded and then turned swiftly. Her ethereal dress swirled at her waist, her dark skin glistening as she moved beyond his reach.
  
The Bath House was grandiose. 
  
Situated at the center of the room, a clear pool churned with turbulent waters. Steam rose from the water, sweet smells emanated throughout the room.
  
The walls were black granite, striated with thick crystalline lines. The Lonely ran his hands over the smooth surface, once again feeling cool despite the temperature outside.
  
Pulling the rags from his frame, he lowered himself into the pool. The breath of the steam soothed his muscles. He could feel the steam crawl across his skin, relieving him of hardships and aches. 
  
He then began to ponder what the Frozen Man had said.
  
There were elements of truth to its logical rigidity.
  
However, there was also much sadness. 
  
The water sluiced the soot from his skin and slipped gently into the surrounding pool. Bubbles formed at its edges. Ripples craved a grand landscape along its surface.
  
Looking to the ceiling above, he saw only azure; brilliant hues of blue and white in confluence. He tried to recall when he had last seen the sky so blue. 
  
Memories lingered, though time had displaced them. 
  
Was he dead?
  
What is life? 
  
He closed his eyes and allowed his mind to drift. His questions could wait until his audience with the Burning Man.
 



  
Conversations with the Burning Man
  
  
  
The purple sash divided his golden tunic and leggings. 
  
The tub had drained itself, hot water already refilling the vacant chasm. Running his hands along his scalp, he realized for the first time that his hair had grown long.
  
How long had he been walking?
  
For that matter, how long had he been in the tub?
  
He rubbed his hands together and they felt smooth. 
  
Touching the tips of his fingers, he regarded himself and how he looked nothing like the Frozen Man or Ilori: a moment of introspection. The Frozen Man had spoken of life and death so matter-of-factly that they felt arbitrary to the Lonely, fleeting.
  
“What is life?” whispered the Lonely. 
  
Taking another look at his hands he shook his head, dusting away his wayward thoughts as unconsciously as they had come.
  
He moved across the chamber, not giving such a wonder another look. Moving into the open air of the hallway chamber, he recognized the polished floor from earlier. Before the floor beneath his feet had seemed cold––but as he peered down now, he saw something dramatically different. 
  
Now, there seemed a lake of heat from beneath him.
  
It was glass.
  
The flooring ran along the hallway. 
  
Darkness had infected every corner. What had once been warm and inviting felt suddenly horrific. The Lonely kneeled to the floor slowly, methodically.
  
Deeper beneath the glass were reservoirs of energy, brilliant sweeping waves of pulsating, bulbous masses of plasmatic material that seemed to undulate before his eyes. The Lonely followed it with his eyes, enraptured by the color and form that seemed to come alive before him. Dancing, writhing, it was the ultimate display of sensuality.
  
Colors congregated, mixing.
  
The Lonely had never in his life––how many lives it had been he could not be sure––seen such a thing. He was unsure whether it was magnificent or gaudy, whether it could be called a masterpiece or of trivial perversion.
  
Disengaging himself from the vibrant visualizations, he stood once more. He remembered her words. There would be three slashes and would be on the only door through which he may enter. 
  
The walls of the Oasis of the Eternities were such that the Lonely wondered whether it had always looked like its present form.
  
What had it been before?
  
What would it be again?
  
He came upon the door with three slashes and regarded the subtle hue of the door––blue faded into green and then green into amber. It was like the sun rising over a coastal jungle, vibrant and powerful.
  
A great power emanated from the door.
  
The Lonely held his breath for a moment before pressing his hands against its cool exterior. As thick as it was, it opened inward easily.
  
The far side of the chamber was darkness, and the corners were as well. A cold wind blew across the room and for a moment the Lonely felt a pang of fear.
  
Had he stumbled into the wrong room?
  
A candle burst to life, illuminating a small area around it, then another; and then many more, until the darkness hovered around the soft yellow dome of light. In the center of the room, brilliantly carved candelabras encircled a throne of ivory and silver.
  
Within its gentle embrace sat the vivacious figure of Ilori. 
  
“You have come, that is very good,” she called, her gentle voice a song on the winds. She crossed her bronzed legs and looked at the Lonely. “You look much better now that you bathed. Your present appearance suits you.”
  
“Where is the Burning Man?” the Lonely asked.
  
Ilori smiled. 
  
Her teeth were dazzling in the candle-lit darkness. 
  
“I am the Burning Man.”
  
The Lonely touched his chin, but made no other outward movement. “You are the Burning Man?”
  
Ilori stroked the intricate carving in the throne.
  
“I am. Are you not the Lonely?”
  
“I am, for we both know that I am called the Lonely. However, your name does to seem to apply as mine does.”
  
Ilori laughed. Her laugh was a throaty, giggling, melodic affair. “Indeed, but I can assure you that it does not make it any less true. Is it the word man that confuses you?”
  
The Lonely nodded and moved forward. Although darkness had settled over the area illuminated by the ring of light, he could find details in the shadow.
  
There were others among them.
  
“Why do your disciples hide in the shadows?” challenged the Lonely.
  
Ilori’s smile tightened, but did not disappear. 
  
“They are not my disciples nor are they hiding,” she began. Craning her neck back ever so slightly, she continued. “Chandra. Kalinda. Come.”
  
Two sets of yellow eyes twinkled and then emerged from the darkness. The panthers were exquisite. One was pure white, its fur spackled with darkness. The other was pure shadow with streaks of white. They were the sun and the moon––light and shadow.
  
They came to the side of the throne. 
  
Their haunches were at a level such that Ilori could lay a hand on them from atop her throne without moving. “They are my friends and loyal companions. The one black as the deepest darkness is called Chandra. The one as white as snow is called Kalinda.”
  
“Why am I here?” spoke the Lonely.
  
“You are in this room because I asked you here. You are in the Oasis of Eternities because you chose the South. You are here because here is where you are,” replied Ilori, gently stroking the back of Chandra. Both panthers lowered to the ground, their eyes never leaving the Lonely.
  
“Why do I walk in this realm, any of these realms?”
  
Ilori clicked her nails against the carvings of the throne. 
  
“You seek the duality of being: peace and purpose. They often collide as one’s life dwindles. What is it that you seek? Peace or purpose?”
  
The Lonely could feel the gaze of the panthers on him.
  
“I seek purpose…” Ilori cocked her head sideways, as if she were waiting for him to finish. “As well as peace. They are intertwined,” he replied exasperatedly.
  
“Indeed, they are. Although, often they work against each other; the journey on which you find yourself is no different. You are bound to this journey.”
  
“Who are you?”
  
“I am the Burning Man,” she replied.
  
“Should you not then be a man?”
  
Ilori laughed again, though this time less angelically. 
  
“They are but words. The Burning Man is a title and it could have just as easily been a goat. You men are too often preoccupied with terms and logic.”
  
“The Frozen Man would argue that it is strength.”
  
“Strength, however, is not always what matters,” she answered with a grin.
  
“I am a man?”
  
Ilori nodded.
  
“If I am a man, then what is my name?”
  
“What is in a name? What purpose would knowing this name serve? Would it grant you peace or purpose?”
  
The Lonely remained impassive despite her goading. 
  
“To know my name would be to know whether I walk in life or death. Without knowing, I can never truly understand what this journey is.”
  
Ilori shook her head. 
  
The dark curls of her hair swayed across her perfect features. 
“A name is an arrangement of verbal sounds dictated by region and culture. A name would not tell you who you are unless it was given to you to reflect a particular trait. After death you may be called something different.”
  
“Then I am dead?” the Lonely pressed.
  
Ilori rose from her throne, her long legs rippling with musculature as she moved gracefully across the room to the very rim of candlelight. 
  
“Do you feel dead? Would you know what it feels like to be dead?”
  
“Of course not, that is why I ask. I do not remember anything before I came here and I am uncertain what yet will come after.”
  
As Ilori paced into darkness, the candlelight disappeared and was replaced with a blue hue that rose from beneath her feet. The eerie light bathed the room in a surreal darkness. Tricking the eye, it made everything appear as if it were a soft-blue color.
  
“Would death hurt more than life?” she queried, not looking back at the Lonely.
  
The Lonely stuttered, his words trapped, restrained.
  
Ilori continued. “Would not the embrace of the darkness be without pain? Is it not during life when we are able to question things?”
  
The Lonely wrung his hands together thoughtfully.
  
“What is the purpose of your questions?”
  
“Ah, you see. Purpose. There is that word again. What is the purpose of something? Why must my questions have purpose? For that matter, why must anything have purpose?”
  
“Purpose helps to define our lives, shape them. Without purpose we stumble blindly,” answered the Lonely. “We need to know why we exist.”
  
Ilori nodded, her radiant smile undiminished by the azure hue. “If you define a life through purpose, then without purpose we are empty? What do you believe this purpose does for you? A reason for existence? Do you need to know the why and how of things before and after to understand the present?”
  
The Lonely moved toward Ilori, but stopped abruptly as the panthers rose in unison. “Are you questioning my faith or saying that I need faith?”
  
Ilori looked to the panthers. 
  
“I am saying that you may be asking all the wrong questions. Is this life? Is this death? Who am I? Why am I here? The answers to these questions are right in front of you.”
  
“How can that be?”
  
“Every person believes that they are unique in this journey we call life. Each of their experiences singular and vastly different, even if it is in only the most minute detail, from everyone else’s. Does it truly matter right now if you are alive or dead? Or even if this is a dream?”
  
“Yes, how can I live if I do not understand why it is that I am here?”
  
Ilori’s smile disappeared for the first time as she sat back down on her throne. “Wherever you are, that is where you are. You have heard this piece of nonsense before, have you not?”
  
The Lonely nodded, arms folded across his chest.
  
“Have you ever thought past the obviousness of it? Does it mean physically, because that would be far too simple. Without a doubt, wherever your two feet are is where you are standing. That is self-evident. But, to go further it can mean something wholly different.”
  
The Lonely held a finger up as he paced forward. “That it is the state of your mind that determines where you are. If you are here in this place, then that is where you are and could as easily be somewhere else a moment from now.”
  
Ilori spread her hands wide.
  
“Wherever you are, there you are.”
  
“What then of a dream? Is that to say that you are present in that dream completely and that it can dictate action, belief?”
  
Ilori smiled again, this time a ravenous one. “What is a dream? Is not the unconscious interpreting what the conscious brain sees? There are some who find more comfort and solace in their dreams than they would in their waking minds.”
  
“Diversions and deflections will bring me no closer to the truth, Ilori. If this were a dream, then I would reach an apex of understanding, even if it were later revealed to be false. What then would be the purpose of this dream discussion? Certainly it would not be to find peace, for the further adulteration of truth and perception only seeks to dampen my already limited understanding of my existence,” spoke the Lonely rapidly, for the first time vexed by the open-ended, unanswerable nature of the totems.
  
Ilori narrowed her eyes and moved away from the throne, running her hand over the flame dancing above the candles. 
  
“We cannot escape purpose.” She paused, as if she were about to call him something. “We are bound to it as a piece of sand is bound to the desert for all of its existence.”
  
Her hesitation did not escape the Lonely’s notice, something left unsaid. “What is that you wish to tell me?”
  
Ilori flashed him a deadly look. 
  
“If you were told the truth of existence, if any being were told the truth, then its meaning would no longer exist. The greatest mysteries of the world must remain a secret if they are to continue to hold sway.”
  
The Lonely stepped forward. “You know my name. You know why I am here, do you not?”
  
“Every piece of your journey has been arranged so that you will come to understand your place. This trek that you have been commanded upon without your knowing is so that you can understand the order of the cosmos. This is not unlike a book that you know well, though its name shall remain unuttered––a tome that paints many atrocities in the hands of women. To both fear and control is the nature of things, all things.”
  
“That is why you appear as a woman, is it not?”
  
She smiled a feline smile. 
  
“You are perceptive, perhaps more so than one would expect. Perception and comprehension are intertwined like that of lovers in a dusk walk––inseparable in their ignorance.”
  
“So, upon that you would have me believe that my perception of the world ultimately influences my understanding of my place in life?”
  
The smile again, but this time it was more remorseful. 
  
“More than you can imagine. Many stumble through life searching for their purpose, when they are exacting their purpose in their pursuit of understanding. Were you to stand still for a moment and abandon selfish and subjective perception, you would for the briefest of moments see the world as it was.”
  
The Lonely waited.
  
She walked away from him into the darkness. 
  
The dead eyes of her companions followed her without a sound. “At that moment you would cease to be a mortal. You would have stepped beyond the boundaries of comprehension and would no longer exist as you once had.”
  
“The Crossroads said that never again could I visit the North, for never again could I visit it purely. Thus, the North no longer exists for me. Based upon what you have revealed to me, the inconvenient piece of knowledge to which I have been graced will henceforth make the South inaccessible to me, will it not?”
  
She nodded.
  
“I see. I had to defeat the Frozen Man’s logic, though this realm of the South is something altogether dissimilar. Here I had something to learn, a piece of a puzzle to understand. Had I not first visited the North first, then what I have learned would not have been the same, or it would not have been applicable? We are what we are. We do as we must. Can we truly ever understand our being?”
  
Ilori sauntered back to her throne. 
  
Shadows betrayed her iridescent beauty. 
  
“I fear that over-analysis and a lack of true objectivity will force humanity to constantly evaluate an existence that may lack a divine meaning, but simply is that of which we make it.”
  
“Then the Frozen Man was correct?”
  
Her tight-lipped smile was bittersweet. 
  
“For him it was so, just as what I have said holds true for me. To seek a universal answer is to negate what you have felt your entire life, to make moot your thoughts, beliefs, dreams. Is truly the apex of comprehension to abandon what you think to find something to which all can find true?”
  
The Lonely lowered his head, feeling the gentle tug that indicated that his mind and body were not long for this realm. “I know not why I seek. I only know that I have neither a belief nor a preconception as to why I am here, or the nature of the universe.”
  
“Do you truly?” she queried, her playfulness had returned to her. “Is not your admission of such a thing a confession to the contrary? When a man says he is very strong, is that not because he has an unconscious need to express a fault in the strength he believes himself capable?”
  
The Lonely narrowed his gaze. “Then you would have me believe that I do have a set of beliefs.”
  
“Could you argue otherwise in accordance with events that have transpired?” she countered. “You disagreed with what the Frozen Man believed, and then believed again. Furthermore, you learned something here from me. Does that not mean that you felt something previously, whether you chose to believe so or not?”
  
The Lonely shook his head. 
  
He did not have the words to express his disagreement. Once again, he was presented with the simple truth of his journey. “I have yet to find my purpose.”
  
Ilori’s face darkened and she cast out her hand quickly.
  
“Then search!”
 



  
Thrice the 
Crossroads
  
  
  
“Not yet,” screamed the Lonely as he materialized once more. 
  
The Crossroads looked at the outstretched figure of the Lonely quizzically. “I take it that you did not find what you were seeking. In any case, that part of your journey is complete,” stated the Crossroads.
  
The Lonely looked to the South, noting that the fog had returned. “I thought that I had found something, but it was taken as quickly as it had come. It feels as though that the brief comprehension is at a great distance, a fleeting thought from this moment,” spoke the Lonely, his voice low.
  
“I fear that sometimes in life you will have those brief moments of clarity only to have them replaced by another thought. Which are often not nearly as profound or important,” reasoned the Crossroads.
  
The Lonely turned as if to speak, but stopped upon seeing the Crossroads. Where he had been a wintry traveler previously, he was now the very picture of a monk. Dull reddish robes enveloped his frame, concealing his body. Although he bore a hood, he chose not to wear it. The hawk-like gray wisps of his eyes watched the Lonely like a stalking raptor.
  
“Change, I am afraid, is an ever-flowing constant like the passage of time. If you were to return here every hour for a thousand years, then I would appear different to you each time. I am tied to this place just as the totems, and as even you, inevitably are.”
  
The Lonely did not slump his shoulders as he might have before. Instead, he shook his head. “I will not even begin to try and understand the complexities of your existence, for I am not yet capable of understanding my own.”
  
“Time makes us appear as it wishes. We choose to believe what we choose to believe.”
  
The Lonely shook his head. 
  
“You appear this way because life has taken this course. Just as you would have looked differently had the slightest detail been altered, a moment changed in time.”
  
“That may be true, but would it matter whether I appeared differently at this moment? Would a change in my appearance prevent you from continuing your journey?”
  
The Lonely could not answer.
  
The Crossroads stepped away. 
  
“People choose to look at life in a particular way, either seeing the positive or negative in it. Meanwhile, they forget that they have abandoned any sense of objectivity in so choosing. Each of us is granted thought, but each of us has the ability to reason upon our own.”
  
“That does not negate the truth of something,” responded the Lonely.
  
“Ah, but honesty is not synonymous with truth. We may sometimes be less than honest to ourselves in the pursuit of truth, or quite the opposite. The journey toward a want or comprehension of one’s purpose is done such that you must truly believe in what it is that you search for and have thus abandoned the ability to consider the possibility that what you seek, does not exist.”
  
“No one being can be objective. We all must make a stand.”
  
“That is very true, but truth is inevitably perception. When we seek truth, we sometimes ignore whether that truth is something worth finding. Would the understanding of something truly grant you the comprehension of a life best lived or a path worth taking?”
  
“Is this preparation for the West? A taste of what is to come?” mocked the Lonely.
  
The Crossroads laughed. 
  
The pitch was deep and rich. 
  
“No, I am afraid not. That little tangent of discussion was simply a frivolous rant that had crawled into my mind. It is not often that I get to speak at such length, for I am only the guide.”
  
“I did not mean….”
  
The Crossroads waved the apology of the Lonely away with a flick of his hand. “Think nothing of it. Do not allow me to impede your journey.”
  
With a sweep of his hand a darkened portal shimmered, convulsing upon itself as it struggled to life. Wind poured from it and for a moment the Lonely feared it would pull him forward without hesitation. 
  
“This will take you to the West, to the home of the Wicker Man. May your way be peaceful.” 
  
The Lonely nodded and once more plunged into darkness.
 



  
The Western 
Caverns and the Mountains 
Beyond
  
  
  
The Lonely had become accustomed to the transition. 
  
There was an ephemeral flash and then he felt as if he were water being drawn through a thin reed. But the feeling itself was fleeting, for he soon materialized. The fleeting sensation was very much like that of life, reflected the Lonely as his eyes were greeted by the new realm. He gasped as he looked out upon the cascading mountains that towered before him.
  
Streams and rivers crossed paths as they climbed into the range. Dark forests watched him through wary eyes. A mist caressed the peaks in the distance. 
  
The Lonely could not yet see where it was that the peaks lay for rocky crags ultimately obscured the mountain’s true height.
  
A path at his feet carved through the emerald carpets of the earth that snaked into the mountains. Cold winds grabbed him as if challenging him to move forward.
  
The sun was nowhere to seen in the sky. There were only gray clouds overshadowing the land; before the Lonely was only one path.
  
At the end of the path, the darkened mouth of a monstrous cavern peered lazily at him, beckoning him to enter like a siren calling a wayward sailor.
  
In the North, space dominated the landscape, nothing else could be seen. In the South, the palace of the Burning Man had been a beacon of light amidst the cruel and barren desert. 
  
Here, the Lonely was presented with one path, one solution.
  
The Lonely had little to debate.
  
He stepped forward, placing one foot in front of the other. As he looked at the ground beneath him he felt a great sadness, as if the land were speaking to him as his feet touched the earth.
  
The cavern was constructed in such a way that if the Lonely were twice as tall and ten times as wide, he could still easily pass through it. The darkness was that of half-light. There were no lamps or luminance of any kind; yet, a quality about the air made it seem as if something was guiding his way.
  
As the Lonely approached the cavern entrance, a frigid draft assailed him from all sides. 
  
It was not as cold as it had been in the North.
  
Dampness permeated the air.
  
In the distance, the hollow sound of water dripping rebounded with each splash upon the cavern’s rocky floors. He could not discern the origin of the sound, but he knew that it came from somewhere in the fissure.
  
He walked slowly.
  
The methodical plod of his progression was as if he were being tugged forward without his knowledge. Whatever force it was that sought to guide the Lonely was beyond his comprehension.
  
Creatures: there were things all about him. Some felt close, but he could not see them in the black hole that was the cavern.
  
One foot in front of the other, strained breath after strained breath, he moved forward. Despite his misgivings, he walked the path without knowing what was ahead, though he knew only more darkness. 
  
Suddenly, there was a bright effervescent column of cascading light that pierced the darkness and bore into him like the haunting howl of a lone wolf.
  
The light dimmed and subsided.
  
His body felt cold, but it was not from the temperature of the cavern or the wind that blew across him. Rather, it was the coupling of dampness and the perspiration that covered him.
  
There was no perception of time.
  
The distance walked, and the memory of the path, were not in synch with one another. The fatigue that enveloped him was such that it transcended rational thought. He had not walked far enough to warrant such overwhelming exhaustion.
  
Farther in the distance, a light grew from a dim pinpoint to that of a comforting sphere of light that pulled him forward. It called to him beyond the pillar and the darkness. 
  
He could feel invisible voices beckoning him onward.
  
Was it an exit? 
  
He brushed his face, his hand falling away slowly.
  
The Lonely now wore a thick, coarse beard. 
  
The light took shape as he reached the end of the tunnel. Light shone across his body and the smooth arch of the cavern seemed artificial compared to the entrance. 
  
Looking down at himself, he saw that he had become painfully thin. He lifted his shirt and saw that his tan skin was drawn taut, exposing the skeletal art of his ribcage. His hands protruded with veins as if they wished to break free from his skin.
  
“How long was I in the dark?” he whispered as he ran his hands over his arms, feeling that the musculature there was not from a practiced strength, but instead the gaunt architecture of starvation.
  
“Many wander forever in the dark, ne’er again to see the true light of the day,” echoed a voice from beyond the exit of the cavern.
  
Walking free of the cavern, the Lonely was greeted by dark evergreens that lined a dirt path. More shadow lay beyond them. And although light shone overhead, it was not that of the sun, but broken tendrils of radiance obscured by an opaque lens; not dark enough for night, not light enough for day.
  
“Who said that?” called out the Lonely.
  
An effeminate figure stepped from the forest line. Her brunette hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. Green eyes watched the Lonely carefully. There was darkness in the deep emerald of her eyes, like that of dragon’s fire.
  
“I watch the Cavern,” she spoke.
  
Her lips were delicate, and her face spoke of a serious demeanor. She wore a dark dress, not revealing like Ilori, but instead a practical dress that was thick enough for the weather and hardy enough to withstand overland travel.
  
“And does the Cavern’s keeper have a name?” continued the Lonely, for his fear dissipated before he continued. He could not understand why he felt relaxed, but he felt reassured by the honesty in her eyes.
  
“I am called Eilidh. I watch for those who pass through the darkness of the Cavern. You must be the Lonely,” she answered.
  
The Lonely had grown accustomed to the different creatures and totems of the realms knowing who he was. “I am. Are you the Wicker Man?”
  
She scoffed. “Do I look like a man?”
  
The Lonely smirked and shook his head. “The Wicker Man need not be a man in form, only in term. This I have learned even if I have not learned anything else.”
  
Eilidh smirked. 
  
The white rows of her teeth were hidden beneath her symmetrical lips. 
  
“You have already met Ilori, the Burning Man?” she asked and then continuing before the Lonely could respond. “Of course you have, and as well the Frozen Man. Third upon your journey is the Wicker Man.”
  
The Lonely nodded. 
  
There was no need to discuss how she could have known. 
  
She knew and it was simply that. 
  
“Where is the Wicker Man?”
  
She cracked a smile, though seriousness chased it away as quickly as it had come. “He waits for you in the Clearing.”
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
Confessions of the Wicker Man
  
  
  
The forest meandered into the mountains, carving a path this way and that until it dropped lower into a valley. The view from the Clearing was that of misty and distant peaks.
  
To the left of the clearing was a single building. Smoke rose from the chimney, exemplifying the growing chill in the air. Its dark exterior was marked with unusual stained glass and ornate paintings that depicted things factual and mystical alike.
  
The sky overhead had grown increasingly cloudy and even now, the menacing hue threatened rain. A cold chill passed across the Lonely before Eilidh turned back to him.
  
“He waits inside the monastery, I will retrieve him,” she spoke, disappearing into the building with no sound indicating her departure.
  
Thunder echoed in the distance and striated clouds ignited with lightning. The realm of the Wicker Man was as different as the North had been from the South.
  
He heard the door of the monastery open and then close. 
The Lonely stood staring away from the home and instead out upon the peaks.
  
“So, I am graced with the presence of the Lonely,” called the grandfatherly voice of the Wicker Man.
  
The Lonely turned to face him expecting nothing, for he had already seen enough to know that expectations were best thrown to the wind. “And I an audience with the Wicker Man,” replied the Lonely with a bow.
  
The Wicker Man was not as extravagant as Ilori had been nor as simple as the Frozen Man. His gray hair was pulled back from his face, tied into a braid. A thick mane of grizzled beard carved his strong jaw line. At his waist, a stained brown rope tied off his faded, russet-colored robes, giving him the appearance of a vagabond.
  
“I fear that the answers you seek will not be found here in the West,” spoke the Wicker Man, his hazel eyes looking out upon the mountains.
  
The Lonely smiled knowingly as he turned toward the mountains. “It has been my experience that answers are found whether you were searching for them or not. It is often the question we seek, not the answer.”
  
The Wicker Man chuckled. 
  
“It would appear that you are a learned man. Though there are still some questions, and answers, which evade you, are there not?”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
“Who am I?”
  
“I imagine by this time the pretentious nature of circular logic has worn thin. The analysis of the ambiguity of definition and the ineffectiveness of a name has become tiresome to you.”
  
“Indeed they have,” answered the Lonely.
  
“I am certain the Frozen Man argued the necessity of logic, declaring the infallibility of thinking and observing without an emotional bias in order to find the meaning of things.”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
“And conversely, the Burning Man argued the obscurity of definition, the reality of emotional content and the inspection of all things created and man-made to find out their deeper significance. To perhaps approach life and the realities of what that encompasses from a humanistic position, to see how they apply to the individual, not as a broad statistical judgment taken without relevance to how stratified life truly is.”
  
“That would be an accurate summary of my conversations with each of your predecessors,” acquiesced the Lonely.
  
“The discussions of life, death, and purpose have all been addressed. So, the question becomes, from me to you: what have you learned thus far? Is it that individual perception defines a life in the most simple, finite terms?”
  
The Lonely sighed. 
  
“I believe that I was made to find significance in the order of the cosmos. I think that life and death are pieces of a much larger puzzle to which I have not yet found all the pieces. And I believe that I have not yet even begun to understand my place here.”
  
The Wicker Man nodded, his hands hidden in the folds of his robes. “I believe that you have come to understand much more than you would have yourself believed, as confusing as that may be.”
  
The Lonely shrugged his shoulders, his eyes watching the terrain of the mountain.
  
“Why are you called the Lonely?”
  
“That is my name.”
  
“Is that not who you are?”
  
The Lonely looked at the Wicker Man intently.
  
“I am much more than that term….”
  
The Wicker Man raised a finger, a smile creeping across his aged features. “So, now we begin to see that there is more to this title than you know. The Lonely is just your name, not who you are.”
  
The Lonely sighed. 
  
“Indeed, I am searching for the deeper meaning of my being.”
  
“To what end and purpose I would ask,” challenged the Wicker Man as lightning struck closer to the clearing.
  
“I do not wish to have an argument of peace and purpose once again. Ilori exhausted my patience relating to that topic matter.”
  
“Understandably so, however, that was not my question,” replied the Wicker Man.
  
The Lonely turned away from the mountains.
  
The Wicker Man held a wisdom that seemed more the part of mimic than sage. The smell of approaching rain was strong in his nostrils and the Lonely inhaled deep before he spoke again. 
  
“What then was your question?”
  
“Why do you wish to know who you are? What is it about that answer that will help you understand who you are?”
  
The Lonely swiped his hand through the air in frustration. 
  
“I do not understand. I told Ilori that I seek peace and purpose…”
  
The Wicker Man interrupted him, shaking his head furiously. 
  
“My question was not about purpose. What I would like to know is how do you think your existence would change if you knew who you were?”
  
The Lonely gave the Wicker Man a puzzled look. 
  
“It would make a difference if I were a tyrant or if I had changed the world for the better. It would matter if I was a hero or a villain.”
  
The Wicker Man snapped his fingers and smiled. 
  
“Precisely. You are here wandering and asking questions because part of you wonders whether you are atoning for past deeds. You are curious whether or not your life was dominated by good or evil?”
  
“Good or evil?”
  
The Wicker Man seemed much more animated now than when he had first approached the Lonely. “Perspective is at the core of each of these questions, for one man’s good is yet another man’s evil. Morality is often confused with goodness, as religion is so often believed synonymous with spirituality.”
  
“There are some things that transcend perspective, some acts that are good and evil,” declared the Lonely as he shook his head, a testament to his resolve.
  
The Wicker Man spread his hands wide.
  
“Please expound.”
  
The Lonely furrowed his brow at the Wicker Man’s disbelief. 
  
“I….”
  
“Is war evil?” challenged the Wicker Man with a shrug of his shoulders.
  
“War is a part of who we are. There will always be more wars, for men will always desire more. People will find meaning and connection where it is of most use to them. There will always be differences of opinions. Each of us believes our ideology is the best for all regardless of the fact our enemy believes the same thing of his campaign.”
  
The Wicker Man nodded. “You are correct from a certain point of view. However, some people would argue that violence is evil and to them, according to their perspective, war is evil.”
  
The Lonely crossed his arms.
  
“That is their choice.”
  
The Wicker Man nodded. 
  
“Indeed, it is their choice to believe as they wish, but does that choice not arise because they have freedom to believe. Can war not serve as a means to secure the beliefs of those who do not believe in war?”
  
The Lonely shook his head.
  
“Freedom and peace do not necessitate war.”
  
“How can we know what peace is if we have not experienced war? Can we know freedom without bondage and repression?” challenged the Wicker Man.
  
“By your reasoning, how can we know life without death? Does that mean to truly understand how we lived, we would have to understand the truth of our existence?” asked the Lonely.
  
The Wicker Man smirked.
  
“Would we indeed?”
  
“Why am I called the Lonely? Why would Ilori not tell me my name?”
  
“What is truly in a name? You were quick to say that the Lonely was only your name, not who you are. Would it have mattered if the Burning Man had told you yet another name?”
  
“Perhaps it would have told me something about why I am here. If I have another name, then there may be something else to me other than this wandering,” replied the Lonely, flinching as lightning struck much closer now.
  
“Would knowing why you are here truly give you insight into your purpose? That is the question that should plague you. A name leads to a life, a life to a purpose. Is life a precursor to purpose or is purpose the guiding post of life?”
  
The Lonely was beginning to see the circular reasoning presented by the totems. They each had an agenda. As much as his journey was a search for answers, so too was their questioning a birth of representation. 
  
“I thought that purpose was not the focus of your argument, but instead that of perspective? That you sought to give meaning to the search itself, not the end product?”
  
“Indeed, that was my focus, but you are burdened by purpose. You seek it in every step, with every breath. Whether or not I would want to know your musings upon the meaning of your journey, it is you who searches for purpose, for a higher understanding.”
  
The Lonely stepped forward, examining the bruised skies, pregnant and swollen with the storm that would threaten the home of the Wicker Man. 
  
“Each of you are constructed to lead me to some level of comprehension, or enlightenment. The Frozen Man was to witness logics, hard reasoning. The Burning Man, Ilori, existed to elucidate the knowledge that cold logical thought without passion was ludicrous. You seem content with grayer shades of their ideologies. Is this the nature of this realm, to obfuscate things to such a point that I doubt everything?”
  
The Wicker Man nodded, folding his arms neatly over one another. The Lonely continued undeterred by the Wicker Man’s solemn gaze.
  
“One contradicted the other. One possessed a deeper understanding of their reasoning of thought. However, it could easily be argued that the lesser words do not necessitate limited understanding and a great oration does not conclude of a great mind and wisdom.”
  
The Wicker Man remained impassive, in waiting. 
  
“Continue. I can sense judgment upon your lips yet.”
  
“I am in the presence of the Wicker Man and again I am confronted with a conflicting viewpoint, though hauntingly similar to that of the others. I have yet one to go and I fear that even the wisdom of the East will not answer the calling in my being. So, I present you a question: what is your purpose, Wicker Man?”
  
A devious smile spread across the Wicker Man’s lips. 
  
He looked upon the Lonely bemused. 
  
“A probing question indeed. What is my purpose?”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
 Crossing his arms, he listened carefully to the Wicker Man, though not before expounding. 
  
“The question of purpose once again, I fear.”
  
“My purpose, though I despise the word for its ambiguous nature, is tied to your purpose. My being is such that it is meant to be here; though, it is equally true that you could not be here in this exact place if I were not present. The nature of our existence is such that we could not exist simultaneously at this moment without the presence of both of us. So, it goes without saying that we are irreversibly connected, as you are to all the totems.”
  
“That is an empty existence, to live only because you must. I fear that you have yet to answer my question completely. It goes without question that for us to communicate here at this moment, that we both must be here and that we could not do so without those conditions. Do you have a purpose that is not attached to my journey? What are you seeking during your duty as the Wicker Man? At this point, I am beginning to see that we were all someone else before we came here.”
  
The Wicker Man smiled again. 
  
“Indeed. My prior being, that is if we are agreeing that there was a place before this, was such that I was something before and may perhaps be something beyond this. Additionally, what I was before may have been precisely this or could have been that I was separate from the entity and perspective of this creation: Wicker Man. However, my previous being is irrelevant to the present. My past does not influence whether or not I am here, for I am here. Previous conversations are irrelevant to this one, as they do not exist simultaneously and such are infinitely different from one another without question.”
  
“So, there was a place before this and perhaps another after this one? That is what has been revealed to me, the possibility that I was something before even though you would have me believe that my previous existence has no bearing on this journey. If I want to understand that life, does it not mean it holds some sway over me?” queried the Lonely.
  
“That is a question of purpose once again. My purpose is to be here and answer your questions with the perspective of the Wicker Man and the West: democracy, equality, individualism, religiosity, romantic love. These are all truths of the perspective of the West––of the Wicker Man. Am I separate from them? Not here, therefore not ever, as forever is defined only within this frame of reference and cannot be bound by the simplicity of this individual existence.”
  
The Lonely felt pressure in his chest, a tightening that he did not understand. 
  
It felt like death. 
  
“My breath, it is weak.”
  
The Wicker Man’s jovial face slipped into a grimace. 
  
“That is the price of comprehension here. Sometimes, you become so consumed by the truth that it pulls at your physical being, ripping at it like a beast in the dark.”
  
The Lonely shook his head and breathed out. 
  
“These words of the West, are they not like the reasoning of the other totems? Am I meant to find the flawed nature of the arguments and from that achieve a higher level of comprehension?”
  
The Wicker Man had taken on a somber tone. 
  
The sky above threatened a terrible storm, rumbling as if it were a creature waiting for its prey in the dark. 
  
“You will come to find that the beliefs of any one man are flawed simply because, to believe wholeheartedly, you must abandon objectivity and find the truth in your beliefs.”
  
“A dedicated man cannot possess objectivity?”
  
“Dedication and objectivity are not synonymous. That what had been true in the past, might not yet prove true for those who occupy the world. Tradition is not an appropriate model for truth, just as devoutness does not necessitate blind belief.”
  
“Those who choose to believe something as truth, whether or not that belief is true, abandon the ability to reason. They can no longer objectively examine anything. That is what I had come here to understand. The very essences of the conversations of the two totems previous were constructed so that I may come here and understand how each abandons the ability to see the truth completely,” replied the Lonely.
  
“Truth is,” answered the Wicker Man. “It cannot be doubted, explained, or made to be understood. The truth of things is that they are. Existence exists regardless of our ability to understand it. Oceans churn and skies rupture whether or not we know them to be sea and clouds. Giving names to things and finding solace in belief are shadows and mirrors of the absoluteness and abstractness of the truth.”
  
“I….” the Lonely shook his head exasperatedly. “This, though enlightening, is not the answer to my questions.”
  
“Nor are they meant to be. You had said you have puzzle pieces, but do not know how the picture appears. This is yet another piece to be considered and evaluated.”
  
“Then my time here is done,” spoke the Lonely definitively. 
  
The Wicker Man nodded as lightning struck again, its roar deafening. The bright light of its departure made the Lonely turn away, shielding his eyes.
 



  
Confluence
  
  
  
The Lonely opened his eyes, seeing that the Wicker Man was no more. He had imagined no less. 
  
“I fear that each of these visits only compounds my confusion further,” spoke the Lonely, hanging his head and shaking it slowly.
  
The Crossroads appeared now like a ghost, a shadow of himself. Haunting azure eyes watched the Lonely. 
  
“Is that not the way of life? More confusion with each step. Every choice, every repercussion, all of them meaningless when calculated together as if they were one.”
  
The Lonely sighed.
  
“That may yet be truth, but I still cannot help but feel as though the Wicker Man held back from me a truth that I was supposed to realize. This journey is crafted so that at each step I question everything and believe nothing. Is that the nature of life? Is that the meaning I search for? That there is inevitably no connection, all of it happenstance?”
  
The Crossroads turned. 
  
His shimmering figure seemed to collapse upon itself, drawing the attention of the Lonely. Where before there had been a horizon was now only space. Deep blackness and distant stars cascaded past the pair as if they were moving at an incredible speed.
  
“Space?” echoed the Lonely.
  
“Is that not an answer?” queried the Crossroads, his deep sockets of blue resonating with a power that the Lonely had not previously seen in him.
  
“Space is an answer?” replied the Lonely, reaching his hand out to touch the darkness that shuddered around him.
  
“Knowledge of space is perhaps an answer. Were you a barbarian from a primitive period you may have panicked or not so simply referred to the stars and infinite darkness as space. Is this knowledge not an answer to some things?”
  
“It does not tell me who I am,” spoke the Lonely.
  
“Nor would I have believed that it was capable of answering such a question. Perhaps a broad understanding was never the intention of this journey. The pursuit of knowledge of oneself might be a much more limited endeavor. Though, to find one’s self is as profound a journey as one could set out upon. A smaller scope for a broader question,” resonated the Crossroads, his feet now hovering above the ground.
  
“Perhaps that is true. But if it were, would there yet be another for me to see?” questioned the Lonely in a low voice, feeling the palpable tendrils of tension stroking his chin.
  
The Crossroads had undergone a metamorphosis. 
  
Blue twinkling embers of brilliant light illuminated him. Hints of reds and oranges electrified the Crossroads as he moved. 
“I imagine not. There is much about life that we cannot understand, pieces that will go unexplained beyond mortal lives.”
  
“But this is not a mortal life.”
  
Shards from the passing darkness crashed into one another, a radiant display that resembled a form of abstract art more than the genesis of a being. 
  
“Ah, but to know that there is mortality and immortality is to know that there are at least two worlds. If you believe that this world is not a mortal world, then you are implying that there was a life before, are you not?”
  
The Lonely had come to understand as much. 
  
“This might be death or the other one not truly life, but there was a place before. And what I did there is of consequence, for it is why I wander here searching for answers that may not yet have questions.”
  
“Ah, your purpose for both the before and the now. That is yet what you search for,” answered the Crossroads hollowly.
  
“It is.”
  
“Then, go forth to the final destination. Find the Translucent Man and ask him your questions, search out these answers,” returned the Crossroads, turning his glare upon the Lonely. “I warn you, the answers you seek may only form more questions. If the words of the final totem are not sufficient, you will find yourself alone.”
  
“Alone?” spoke the Lonely. “Am I not already alone?”
  
The Crossroads shook his head, his pale outline blending into the darkened space around them. 
  
“There was I and the totems, each one of us has undergone your inspection.”
  
“Yes, I know the ways close each time. But I still return here, do I not?” asked the Lonely.
  
“You will not again see me, for upon completion of the East you will no longer need me here. My presence here was only to provide you with the four directions and a place to make that decision. When you meet with the Translucent Man, I can no longer remain here,” spoke the Crossroads.
  
“Why? I do not understand this. If I must find my answers with the Translucent Man, then why the process of each totem? Why not approach him first?”
  
“That is a question that is truly a step back in the understanding of this realm. Had you begun differently perhaps it would have been a different totem upon completion. But as it was, you did not,” answered the Crossroads.
  
The Lonely felt tightness in his chest, a cold shiver down his spine. 
  
“I do not want to be alone,” he spoke sadly.
  
The space raced forward, revealing a dark red sphere. 
  
Black lines crawled over its surface, deeper yellows burst to life from its surface. 
  
“We are all alone. We are brought into a world and taken away as easily. Though bonds form and lives intersect, we are beings of a singular mind, not a collective. Inevitably, we are all alone.”
  
The Lonely hung his head, he felt like such a child.
  
Tears welled.
  
He felt sorrow build within him.
  
“Each night we fall asleep and dream, and every day we wake again. Though, as you have experienced, it may not be the familiar place that you had known. All that we can do is make the best of that life and to never stop searching for that which we wish to find.”
  
“Purpose….”
  
The Crossroads nodded, but he no longer faced the Lonely. 
  
“I will miss these conversations very much.”
  
“As will I,” replied the Lonely with his head bowed.
  
“I wish you luck in your journey and hope that you find those answers that you seek. To live a life fulfilled, to travel to the distant star for which you have been searching, would be a gift to all beings,” spoke the Crossroads, his voice deep and resonating.
  
“I….”
  
The Lonely searched words, but could not find them.
  
There was finality in the words of the Crossroads. 
  
“My time grows short, continue your journey.”
  
The Lonely nodded and turned, the bright white outline of a door emerged from the East. Stepping over the shadowed space that catapulted around them, he gripped the near-transparent door handle. 
  
Pulling it toward him, he was bathed in a cold white light.
  
He did not turn back.
 



  
The Eastern Pass and the Seas 
Beneath
  
  
  
The North had been cold and the South hot. 
  
The West had possessed a feeling of warmth and coolness, and so did the East. Although, where the West had been lined with dew-laden trees that shimmered in the sun, the East was filled with a labyrinth of jagged cliffs that collided with the lulling ocean below them.
  
The Lonely navigated the slippery path that wound through the cliffs, taking great care to avoid the sharp protrusions of its rocky walls. The way occasionally stopped like a gargantuan beast as the path bifurcated into rocky caverns that howled with the sound of waves crashing upon rocks.
  
The Lonely had come to expect nothing and suspect everything. Something about his surroundings was uniquely foreign; yet, they seemed familiar as every turn of his journey had been. 
  
The Lonely thought of what the Crossroads had said.
  
What if he did not find his answers here?
  
He could go nowhere else.
  
The cliffs grew smaller and smaller, drawing closer and closer to the earth. Soon, a beach stretched out before him. The Lonely stepped from the dark rocks onto the beige sand and was struck immediately by the lack of imperfections upon the sand. It was a flawless stretch of beach, a piece of living art untouched by any being.
  
He stepped carefully, his feet creating indentions in the soft sand. Looking upon the horizon, he saw nothing except the vitality of the ocean around him. The beach stretched beyond sight, beyond understanding. 
  
There is a path to the Translucent Man, the Lonely reminded himself.
  
But where had it been placed?
  
He turned his head one way and then the other, scanning the beach for the cavern or hut that he sought. No guide had approached him, nor had any being shown him the path.
  
The beach, though expansive, possessed no landmark that would separate distance. He had walked for some time, but it seemed as if he had not moved. The only indication of his progress was his lonely stretch of footprints that led back to the cliffs. 
  
The farther he walked, the more he felt as if there would be no indication of the Translucent Man. The Crossroads had tried to warn him of the final leg of his journey. He had not heeded the words of his guide very well.
  
Looking upon the ocean, he saw a twinkle.
  
He moved closer to the crashing waves, felt the cold water upon his feet, and saw the light better now. It was not an ordinary light, but appeared instead like a candle dancing in the wind.
  
The Lonely surged forward, his head buried deep into the crashing wave. Water sluiced from his face and he breathed out, drawing deep of the air as he felt his lungs burn from holding his breath.
  
“What is this madness?” he whispered as he took another step forward, his feet touching the ocean bottom. And then another step, but each new step seemed to push him from the sea floor.
  
He rose upon the water––his feet first dragging in the water until he was completely on top of it and far from shore. 
  
Looking down through the tumultuous seas, he saw the ocean life move about. Dark shadows of creatures scurried about as if the Lonely did not exist.
  
“This is peculiar,” he commented as he stood quite still. 
  
The water seemed to have grown calm beneath his feet, becoming one mammoth sheet of glass that extended far off into the distance. And there, off in the distance, he saw the home of the Translucent Man. 
  
“Very peculiar.”
  
The Lonely took a step forward and then another, quickening his pace until he was sprinting across the ocean. Each footfall dimpled the great ocean, but he neither sunk nor slipped.
  
The water soon gave way to a bamboo road.
  
Each footfall elicited a hollow echo. 
  
Soon, he saw a simple hut and the light that had caught his attention upon the beach––the lantern that had twinkled from such a distance.
  
Looking back, he could no longer see the shore. There was no real light. The clouds overhead appeared dark and stormy, but birthed no rain––nor thunder, nor lightning.
  
He was at the end of his journey.
  
Inside that hut dwelled the Translucent Man. 
  
He crept forward slowly and approached the hut with caution. What was within might be the answer to all that he had sought. 
  
It could be a conclusion to the epic tale that was his life.
  
The hut was silent and smoke carried lightly into the air just above the roof. Reaching out, the Lonely knocked on the door; lightly at first, and then progressively harder until he was pounding on the door.
  
Yet, there remained no answer.
  
He pushed on the door and it opened with a resounding creak; the interior swum in a surreal darkness. As he stepped inside, the door swung shut behind him, sealing him in the shadow.
  
There in the darkness he stumbled, reaching out with his hands for something to guide him. He found nothing and when he fell, no one was there to pick him up.
  
He was alone.
  
Time passed and still he stumbled in the darkness. 
  
He reached and reached, but could not find any end. 
  
His logical mind knew that he had walked farther than the hut was long. But he was not surprised, as he had often found himself puzzled by the things he saw on his journey.
  
The sound of the ocean, the crash of a wave: soon, these sounds echoed in his ears. 
  
Was he hallucinating? 
  
The darkness parted and he was upon the ocean as he opened his eyes. The fish swam beneath him and the sun beat down upon his back as he rested face down upon the ocean surface, away from the sun. He could smell the sea, its rich saltiness permeating his nostrils.
  
The Lonely lifted his eyes from the seas and saw that in front of him a wave was forming: a strange amorphous form that seemed to rise from the ocean itself, shifting to the silhouette of a man.
 



  
Reflections of the Translucent Man
  
  
  
The ocean pulled away as the form fought against the sheet-like nature of the sea that had been revealed for the Lonely. Drawn like viscous plasma that seemed to contort and writhe as if it was battling the ocean for breath. 
  
The Lonely stared, his body suspended atop the ocean.
  
He could not believe his eyes.
  
The form subsided to reveal a being defined by wild shards of shimmering prisms. Its bright white eyes seemed to trace far behind its head as they watched the Lonely with a passing indifference.
  
“The Translucent Man,” whispered the Lonely.
  
The Translucent Man stepped forward jaggedly, as if each movement catapulted him several steps compared to that of a normal man. 
  
“I fear that you are the Lonely,” responded the Translucent Man. 
  
Its voice was soothing, though unmistakably hollow.
  
The Lonely took a few more steps forward, realizing once again that he was atop thousands of feet of ocean. “This, the end of my journey, has found me upon your doorstep. I have come…”
  
The Translucent Man sighed and his hands shifted. 
  
“I know why you have come. It is for the same reason that you have come before and why another will yet come. You have come for purpose, a reason for your life, your journey.”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
“I have come before?”
  
“How could you have come this far and not understand that. I know the Crossroads spoke to you of this and, no doubt, the Wicker Man spoke of it as well. Whether we are conscious of them or not, the many lives we have lived are such that they happened regardless of our understanding.”
  
“I do remember that the Crossroads as well as the Wicker Man spoke of this. I am mistaken by making that the focal point of our discussion. As it has already been told to me, never again will it be explained again. The chance fulfilled and lost concurrently.”
  
The Lonely sighed.
  
He had begun to grow accustomed to the strange manner with which the totems conducted themselves. 
  
“I have been told of the coldness of thought, the fire of emotion, and the soundness of reason. Why have I come here?” 
  
At times, his words did not feel as if they were his own.
  
“A wise question. You have seen to their core, the basis of what they were. North, South, West. Cold Thought, Emotion, Reason. They were thrice understandings that you were led to. This is perhaps to be the final step of your journey.”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
The Translucent Man turned away from the Lonely. 
  
“What do you see when you look out upon the ocean?”
  
The sky was crimson, and the water was a deep shade of haunting blue. As they blended on the horizon, they became the epitome of an artist’s easel, colors mixing with one another to change their density and power.
  
“Peace, harmony of the natural things,” spoke the Lonely softly.
  
The Translucent Man seemed content with the answer. 
  
“Indeed, there is a serenity about such a landscape that speaks vastly of this world and all those ideas bound by imagination.”
  
“I can see stillness in my mind when I look upon it.”
  
Nodding, the Translucent Man took a step toward the distant horizon. “That is the failing of many men. They see the way of the world in the dullest of colors. Life is this way or that, fact of fiction, truth or falsity. There is, of course, power in that. Fantastic power the likes of which many are unfit to wield.”
  
The Lonely stared out at the horizon, listening to the words of the Translucent Man. 
  
“Men find validity in their lives from histories and proofs, ignoring the mysterious beauty that surrounds them and the thrall of those things unexplained. Babies grow into children and then into adults. First, they are cared for in order to be able to care for the generation next and so on, as needed. However, in youth there is a time during which we learn of something that we often too easily let go of.”
  
“Imagination.”
  
The Translucent Man nodded, an action marked by the intersection of a thousand prisms and colors. 
  
“Although we play and see things that do not exist in reality, we find happiness in them. We live in fiction for a time and we shall never again be as happy as we are when we look upon the world with the eyes of a child. We let it go easily for those things that are more tangible, more plausible. We forget that it was in these places of fantasy that we found our way to adulthood. Many of the great tales that could be told would be true no matter if they were a tall tale filled with dragons or those closest to you.”
  
The Lonely felt a chill run over him, coldness in his body even though the sun glowed brilliantly on the horizon. 
  
“But we must grow up and let go of childish endeavors.”
  
“Perhaps. Is it necessary that we forget them?”
  
The Lonely did not respond.
  
“When you look upon the sun you cannot help but see its strength, its power that resonates so absolutely. We feel its heat when it beats down upon us and the cold that comes when it is away. This is outer strength, the most literal and physical characteristic that we can attribute something. But something else lurks inside, a confluence of particles moving at startling speeds.”
  
“I do not understand the relevance…”
  
A swipe of the Translucent Man’s hand silenced the Lonely. 
  
“That is because here you will listen and comprehend something that you have not before given much thought to.”
  
The Lonely nodded soberly, as if he were a scolded child. 
  
The Translucent Man continued. 
  
“There is more to a being than the flesh and bones to which we attribute ourselves. Another dynamic is at work when we find things that require more than what we thought ourselves capable. Like the athlete who is powerful beyond perceived muscular strength or the smallest insect that defies strength despite its size. A difference stands between outer strength, the ability to lift and throw about with our physical bodies, and inner strength that is derived from force of will and not physicality alone.”
  
“A person can only lift so much, only so much leverage can be applied with weight before there is no more that is physically capable,” argued the Lonely with a shake of his head.
  
“You are ignoring the possibility of imagination. A great many beings have proven that there is the capacity for strength beyond common perception. We have a name for a finite amount of things. But to those unknowns, the possibilities that can count endless, there is a reason and a pattern that we cannot see. These qualities are within.”
  
“I do not agree.”
  
“That is why you search. A being without imagination would see the facts lying in front of them and accept them as the truth, even if they doubted them. There is no fault in doubt or hesitation with something on which lives are dependent. Had you been content with a single explanation, any of the totems before me would have provided an answer for you. But, you have as of yet not found one that satisfies your curiosity, an extension of your imagination.”
  
“That does not mean I agree with what you have said. Just because I search, does not necessitate compliance.”
  
“Nor would I have you believe that it would. I am simply saying that by searching you are allowing for the possibility of something else. There are a great many minds who believe they have imagination because they believe something that others do not. That is not imagination, for they do not as well believe that their perceptions could be wrong. Blindness to such possibilities is the core of unimaginative behavior.”
  
The Lonely scoffed, for the Translucent Man’s words were once again as cryptic as they was revealing. 
  
“I can see where you wish to take this. The possibility of something, whether recognized or perceived and the subsequent pursuit of that, is an affirmation of options.”
  
“Indeed. The roads that we walk are such that we will always analyze them, doubt the validity and the very purpose of them; yet, we will walk them until the end of our days.” 
  
The Translucent Man looked out toward the ocean. 
  
“And then sometimes long beyond our time.”
  
“So if this is the last stage of my journey, what summation am I to find? What great truth will overwhelm me?”
  
“That there is no greater truth.”
  
The Lonely chuckled.
  
The Translucent Man turned. 
  
His face, though incapable of emotion of any kind, seemed to smile slightly. 
  
“You chuckle, is it as you expected?”
  
“It is in a way. The answers I seek, and the questions for which I search far and wide, are such that if they were to be so simple, to iterate them would lose their meaning entirely. More importantly, if you had given some simple truth on which to live my life, I would have not believed it: a form of self-fulfilling prophecy.”
  
The Translucent Man shifted, the prisms of his form changing to orange and then to a vibrant color that was such an amalgamation that it could not to be attributed to any single color. 
  
“What then would you ask of me?”
  
The Lonely took a bold step forward, his feet finding sure footing on the glass-like exterior of the ocean beneath him. 
  
“I would ask two things.”
  
The Translucent Man nodded.
  
“I would first ask your philosophy, the beliefs of this East, of these oceans beyond. And then I would ask you if this is the end of my journey?”
  
“To fulfill your request I must ask something of you,” replied the Translucent Man, the shards of his being calming to a clear crystal that reflected the swimming hues of the ocean.
“Ask anything, I am here to find a glimmer of understanding.”
  
“What drives you? When you look deep inside you, what is it that propels you forward to seek out answers?”
  
“Questions about life, the connectivity of things. A reason for being, for acting the way we do.” The Lonely stepped toward the distant horizon, feeling a cold wind brush across him “Not just for myself, but for everyone: past, present, future. Why is there war, why do those who deserve to live die and those who should feel death live on? These are the questions, the queries that drive men to faith, to seek purpose.”
  
“An honest answer, a noble reply. So perhaps you do not search for your individualism, but instead what it is about the group that makes searching worth the time. Some would have you believe that the group is in service to the individual, and then another set again would have you believe that it is the individual who is in bondage to the group. Which can it be?”
  
“Both, neither,” answered the Lonely with a disgusted shake of his head.
  
“Indeed, the answer is as complex as the workings of humanity, the way with which we carry out our daily lives. Peace, Purpose, Strength, Intelligence. Each of these is an important function of who we are, what comprises us. There is that which we can see, touch––and that which can only be felt. We spoke of the sun, its great power, but as well the latent strength that dwells deep within it.”
  
“The concept of inner and outer strength.”
  
The Translucent Man shifted once more; although, he had yet to appear so human, so truly life-like. 
  
“There is a great mystery as to what dwells within a man, his darkest heart or brightest moment. We are all alone inside. We know that we are a part of greater commerce, but within we feel the solitude, the desolation of being. This is where we find our greatest epiphany, our most profound question. We think, therefore we are. We can look in a mirror and be aware that we exist. This is the ability to look upon another and understand how they feel––even if it is brief and fleeting––and communicate to them the intricacies of our lives, to understand their emotions: the essence of humanity.”
  
“We see ourselves in others. I can understand that.”
  
“Ah, but it is much more than that. We mimic each other, begin to understand and react as others do, both affirming our identities as well as making that wandering, unrestrained spirit void. That wonderment of childhood that we spoke of is replaced once we understand our place. It is not that this placement in society is not important, but society marks the beginning of questioning. For we have created parameters, guidelines to how we judge our lives. Soon, we find ourselves wondering why pieces do not fit into the puzzle that we have created. We think perhaps there is a greater plan far out of our reach that we cannot possibly understand.”
  
“Faith,” spoke the Lonely.
  
“When we are children we are introduced to many things. These things are given names, symbols, and ways for us to understand. From these distinctions, we generate a template of the world, its comings and goings. For the short period of our lives, we live within the walls of the fortress we have created and wonder about what lies outside of those boundaries.”
  
“So, the pursuit of understanding is a worthless endeavor?” queried the Lonely.
  
“Hardly, the awakening of the wonder we felt when we were children is an explanation of the unexplainable. We have to use reason to understand the way things exist as they do. We explain that the air exists because of something else that we created and gave term to. The declaration of the existence of gods is to satisfy a desire to have purpose in our lives. Are either wrong?” 
  
The Lonely looked upon the Translucent Man in wonderment, for had the being been human it would have seemed manic, in a frenzy of speech. 
  
“Leaps of faith are not the only thing for which we look, but we also hope to discover whether the names that have been given to concepts truly mean what we believe them to be.”
  
“How then do we find peace or purpose?” questioned the Lonely.
  
“What is peace? Is it the absence of war perhaps or a cessation of opposing forces in your life? That is outer peace, the calm of forces colliding against the boundaries of your life, but inner peace could be something else altogether. A quiet moment of reflection, an understanding that those forces causing you the greatest horror are inconsequential in comparison to the greater forces that will affect you over time. It has been said the greatest warrior has peace in his heart, a calmness of mind and spirit guiding his hand thoughtfully into battle.”
  
“Though he has war in his hands, he has peace in his heart,” iterated the Lonely.
  
“Indeed. You would be wise to fear the falseness of men. A great man with a false heart will present truth in great quantities to seem credible and alleviate his guilt. But, a meager man with truth in his being will offer no pretenses for he walks a path without illusion.”
  
“How could a false man ever present truth when his very core is deceit? Is not the simple of act of falseness such that his words would never be credible?”
  
“Indeed, but honesty and truth are very rarely the same thing. A person may honestly tell you something that is the furthest thing from truth. Belief in something, devout conviction in many things, can make a person truly believe that what they speak is truth. To them honesty and their truth would yet be the same, but it would still be a lie.”
  
The Lonely nodded slowly.
  
“And a false man will use parcels of truth as a shield for lies. State a truth, even a minute one, and from that you will begin to question the sound reasoning of others––look in the face of truth and see only the obtuse perversion that has been created. A wise man burdened with truth will not seek to tell you the truth, for he knows it to be. An utterance of it may become polluted and invalidated by the flippant tongue of a zealous man.”
  
“The nature of belief…” began the Lonely.
  
“Is such that it requires belief in the unknown, which we all inevitably pay homage. We come into this world and leave it, the entire breadth of our lives we know not why we came or the reason we leave. We know that we were born and will someday die. What comes in between this world and the next is this life. I think that sometimes we war because we have created differences, seen in each other, or perhaps ourselves, a divide that we feel separates us from one another.”
  
“Religion.”
  
“Not always. It is simple to leap upon ideologies, but sometimes these great divides are little more than geographic or a matter of histories. We all are born. We all will die. And some of us will live greater lives and some lesser lives, but we all must suffer this life. Will there be a great peace? I fear that humanity will not outlive its hatred. A great will drives those who hate for misunderstandings and ideology. Perhaps why you have come here is to see the irrationality of separating those who do not believe as you do, or to so blindly follow something that you can look upon another and not see that we are all together in the same war that wages in each of us. All born to one place, all born of the same flesh and bone. Each of us the same animal, same being, that has been given different voices.”
  
“How are we to believe in something if there is a possibility that you are not right?”
  
“The two darkness lay claim to us all. In this life, we fight for the possibility that there is an after. When we look upon each other we do not see brothers and sisters, husbands and wives. We see a different history, a different culture. Instead of inclusion, we fight for exclusion. Blood will not be repaid with more blood, vengeances never quelled until there is neither left of either side upon salted earth. You, the Lonely, wish to know why there is war. War exists because people will find a reason to fight as they value their belief to the detriment of those who differ.”
  
“This journey has placed me before four ideals, four totems of such varying belief of opinion and thought; yet, there is a unity among you. They all wish to be understood, each of you searching for a glimmer of truth that knowingly fits with another. There is great power in cold thought, richness in passion, and boldness of thought. Sound reasoning and understanding can take you great distances. And peace, a unity among ideals, is such a wondrous dream that I dare not conceive of it for it would burst before my very eyes,” spoke the Lonely deftly.
  
“We have spoken of strength and peace, of great things and those ideals that we lost in youth. You asked me for two things. I have given you only one.”
  
“No, you spoke of the two darkness: the before and after.”
  
“That was not the question you asked. This path that you walk is such that you question everything––believe nothing. Not unlike a human life, no? You have formed your opinions of what comes next in that human life because you know that this here is not the metropolis of a once-world or the barbaric state of another. This realm is what it is.”
  
The Lonely said nothing, lacing his hands together like a brilliant weave.
  
“You asked if this was it: four realms, the end of a journey.”
  
The Lonely nodded.
  
“That was indeed the meaning of what I asked. Is this?”
  
The façade of the Translucent Man faded. 
  
The shimmering prisms disappeared like wisps of colorful smoke. The ocean surged, but the glassy exterior did not give way.
  
Clouds broke. 
  
Sunlight poured upon the Lonely. 
  
He shielded his eyes, the brightness felt comfortable upon his bronzed skin. Rays of golden light stretched far out into the horizon. The Lonely pulled his hands away from his eyes slowly. Where there had been a shimmering being, now stood only a small boy.
  
Bright brown eyes stared at the Lonely. 
  
Ebony skin shone brightly. 
  
A cream-colored tunic, cut off at the shoulders, hung over his torso. Similarly colored trousers wrapped his legs. He wore roped sandals. 
  
“What does your heart say?” spoke the boy, his voice childish, as it should be.
  
“No pretenses, the sign of a man who walks with truth,” whispered the Lonely and then realizing that he was staring at the child, he searched his feelings.
  
The ocean was calm as the Lonely looked upon it. 
  
The blue was so radiant and clear that you could see far into the depths; schools of fish migrated in perfect form.
  
The wind was cool on his skin. 
  
He could smell the ocean––the freedom of it. 
  
“We all wish for something more,” spoke the Lonely as he closed his eyes and let the sun drench his face.
  
“Then more shall you have.” The boy who might have once been called the Translucent Man looked upon the Lonely. “You have not yet met the Keeper. Your journey will not be complete until you reach the Keeper. The journey of the Lonely will end when you reach that being.”
  
The Lonely heard the words of the boy, or perhaps it was the Translucent Man. Sound had begun to run together, the background noise stronger than the voice that spoke to him.
  
The sun grew hotter upon his face. 
  
He knew what would come next. 
  
His journey: it would continue forward; again, he would be transported. He relished in the sun, felt its warm touch. And even when the grip came, the pressing energy of his departure, he found hope and solace in the sun.
 



  
The Crossroads No Longer
  
  
  
The Crossroads had not lied. 
  
As the Lonely looked about what had once been a break in the road, he was struck by the openness of the crossroads. Looking first right and then left, he saw only the uncompromising terrain that was unmarked by mortal contact.
  
Had he truly expected to see the Crossroads there?
  
Surely he had not, for the Crossroads no longer possessed a charge. He felt neither the sadness of loneliness nor the exhilaration of completeness, for both were incidentally an illusion and meaningless to him. 
  
The Translucent Man––rather the child who stood in its place––had said there was farther yet to go.
  
He walked forward, taking his steps deliberately and purposefully. For one night, he walked until the uneven terrain gave way to an expansive desert, the sweltering heat overhead frigid instead of sweltering. 
  
He shivered when he should have been sweating. 
  
For another day and night, he walked until the desert flowed into mountains.
  
Winds pounded against him.
  
Snows whipped about his unguarded figure; yet, he tore his shirt from his back. He boiled from within, sweating when he should have sought cover and comfort. High into the mountains he climbed, until he reached its wintry peak and upon this pinnacle he found a most peculiar sight: a set of wooden stairs.
  
It was situated in such a way that he would have to stoop in order to descend them. As the wind and snow whirled around him, he looked at the door and pondered what was behind it. 
  
Deciding that there was no other way, he gripped the frozen handle tightly, breaking loose icicles that had formed on it, and forged ahead into the darkness within.
 



  
The Room under the Stairs
  
  
  
Once again, the Lonely had stepped through a portal into the unknown. The door underneath the stairs had led him to an unlikely and unusual place.
  
The ground beneath his feet was hard uneven clay. 
  
The air was thick. 
  
Fog hung just above him. 
  
“Hello,” he called weakly, wiping at the billowy layer of clouds.
  
The dark clay beneath began to crumble. At first, his feet sunk in; but with each step he took, his body sank deeper until he felt the cold touch of water and the slimy, viscous nature of the mud around his feet.
  
“What is happening?” he whispered as he tried to thrust one way and then the other, but to no avail.
  
The voice that answered him possessed neither wisdom nor confidence. “Nothingness, the end,” spoke the Foolish Man.
The Lonely kicked hard now, feeling the sluggish mud pull him deeper into the darkened abyss from which he could not find a reprieve. 
  
“Is there no escape? Where are you standing?”
  
Even if had he been capable of seeing farther into the darkness, he would not yet have been able to see the Foolish Man. 
  
“There is only the Shore and the Great Darkness of the Beyond.”
  
The Lonely swam hard now as the mud gave way to shoals against which he could kick his feet and keep his head above water. 
  
The water in which he was submerged was cold.
  
Winds struck his face like an icy slap.
  
One hand at a time, he pulled himself onto the aptly named Shore. The grittiness of the clumpy sand brought a grimace to his face. Still, the air seemed dark and foggy, but he could make out shapes in the distance.
  
“Why did you not help me?” he called as he brushed mud off of himself as best he could.
  
“Can you truly help anyone in this life?” answered the Foolish Man.
  
The Lonely glared at the man, but his angry look dissipated upon further inspection. Tall and lanky with a mop of thinning black hair, the man––if he could be called such––was a pale specter of a being. 
  
“What is this place?” queried the Lonely, taking his eyes from the man and looking at the uninteresting surroundings.
  
“This is the Room under the Stairs. We hide here from them,” the man answered.
  
“What are you called?” asked the Lonely. 
  
The shore was caked as if it had been rained upon; heavy tracks led far off into the distance.
  
“I am called the Foolish Man, speaker of the masses,” he answered. And then spreading his hand wide behind him, he continued. “We live here in fear of the voices, the beings of energy.”
  
“The totems?” queried the Lonely.
  
The Foolish Man ambled close, the darkened forms around him hissing and booing. “We call them the Four Gods. It is impolite to refer to them as totems. You paint them in disrespect and you may find yourself floating alone in the Lost Sea.”
  
“The Lost Sea?”
  
Hissing and booing, this time more pronounced.
  
The Foolish Man was nearly face to face with the Lonely. 
  
His breath reeked, and his hair was ragged and oily. 
  
There was a manic look about his face. “How can you not know of the Lost Sea? It is the great expanse that separates us from the Keeper. You are lucky to have happened upon us.”
  
“Luck had very little to do with it. I walked from the Crossroads to the stairs…”
  
The hissing and booing turned to one collective sigh of apprehension. 
  
“You spoke to the Crossroads?” whispered the Foolish Man in awe.
  
Now, it was the Lonely’s turn to look upon the Foolish Man in disbelief. 
  
“Have not all of you?”
  
The sigh turned to nervous murmurs. 
  
“The Crossroads births us and the Keeper returns us to the void. We rise from the mud and depart upon the Lost Sea at the end of our days. To speak to the Crossroads would be madness. One cannot speak to a creator so simply, without piety.”
  
The Lonely shook his head and shouldered past the Foolish Man. 
  
“How can I reach this Keeper?”
  
The nervous murmurs turned to a gasp of astonishment. 
  
The Foolish Man drew his hands to his face in horror. 
  
“One does not seek the Keeper.”
  
The Lonely crossed his arms and looked into the darkness. 
  
“You said at the end of your days you depart across the Lost Sea. Is there a boat? Do you swim? How do you reach the other side?”
  
The Foolish Man was confused.
  
“You are not dead.”
  
“One could argue we are all dead and alive concurrently, but that is for another time. How do you get across?” queried the Lonely.
  
“Only the dead can use the boat across the Lost Sea,” spoke the Foolish Man.
  
The Lonely had grown impatient traveling from totem to totem, but at least that journey had a reason despite its twisting madness. 
Here, there was only madness. 
  
Gesturing with his hands, the Lonely urged the Foolish Man.
  
“Where is the boat?”
  
The Foolish Man looked at the Lonely again with confusion. 
  
“You are not dead,” he repeated. 
  
Darkened brush stirred around them.
  
“Let us agree that I am not dead. But a boat does exist, no?”
  
The Foolish Man nodded. 
  
The masses had gone silent. 
  
“But only the dead can cross the Lost Sea,” he answered hollowly.
  
The Lonely could feel the heat burning in his chest.
  
Need drove him forward.
  
He could feel the true end to his journey at his fingertips. 
  
Answers were just ahead of him. 
  
“Does the boat not appear if you are alive, or are you simply unable to comprehend the use of the boat by the living?”
  
The Foolish Man peered at the Lonely and his confusion faded into embitterment as he pushed past him. Deep into the brush he plunged and the Lonely was at his heels, leaving the white eyes of the masses behind him.
  
Thorny branches slapped hard against his face. 
  
Heavy, wet roots seemed to tangle together as one massive entity that wove across the island onto which the Lonely had climbed. 
  
He could hear the breathing and mumbling of the Foolish Man and barely discern his darting shadow. The air felt heavy and although the fog had lifted somewhat, it still hung ominously.
  
“Are we going toward the boat?” called the Lonely.
  
As they charged through the brush, the Lonely was struck by the realization that this was the first encounter with other beings besides the totems and the Crossroads.
The Foolish Man and the masses were fearful and ignorant; they acted as one. 
  
They had immediately feared and distrusted him.
  
“I didn’t mean to be so brash earlier…”
  
His words were cut short as the brush ended abruptly and the Lonely had to dodge to one side to keep from colliding with the Foolish Man. 
  
There on the dark sand of the shore was a one-man boat made of wood. Two paddles of shoddy construction lay just inside. 
  
It appeared as if it would sink at any moment.
  
The Lonely staggered to his feet and ran a hand over the boat. 
  
“Like I was saying, I did not mean to be so brash earlier, but other than the totems I had yet to see another being…”
  
The Foolish Man drew in his breath quickly, like a serpent’s hiss. “You must leave this place. You speak of talking to the Crossroads and now the Four Corners of this world. You do not belong among us. You are tainted, a non-person.”
  
The Lonely looked at the Foolish Man and saw what the Translucent Man had made so painfully apparent. He had not seen it before, but the Foolish Man was pale and frightened, as were many of the masses. 
  
They feared him because he spoke differently, his appearance unlike theirs. They wished him to go because of whatever separated him from them.
  
The Foolish Man gestured to the boat. 
  
“Take this boat and leave this place,” he commanded, hiding his hands in his robe.
  
The Lonely felt as if he wished to say more to the Foolish Man, perhaps enlighten him as to what he had learned from the totems. A part of him saw the truth: they did not wish to know. They feared the totems, to reveal anything else to them would only incur disbelief, or worse, violence.
  
Nodding, the Lonely gathered the paddles and sat in the boat, feeling the sway of the water beneath it. Using the paddles to push himself from the shore, he was soon floating. He could see the masses gathered on the beach, huddled together in the gloom.
  
He dipped the oars into the water and began to paddle rhythmically, each stroke taking him farther from the shore and deeper into heavy fog and darkness.
  
There were no markers and no sounds of the sea. 
  
One could not be altogether certain it was as they envisioned. 
  
And then, a distant light appeared as if it were an apparition. 
  
It was at first minuscule and then grew more radiant by the moment, until it became an enveloping portal of light that consumed all vision. 
  
The Lonely dug deep into the water and pulled himself toward the light and closer to the Keeper.
 



  
The Living 
Tapestry and the Chameleon
  
  
  
As the light faded, he observed that he was no longer within the Lost Sea; rather, he was standing deep within the earth. 
  
The Lonely peered into the darkness and saw a being staring back.
  
Its two eyes acknowledged the Lonely. 
  
They both differed in shape and color, as if they had been cut from paper and pasted on his face. The skin was a mélange of tones and hues: deep ebony skin ran along high cheek bones and faded as it blended with its sloping forehead. 
  
Had the Lonely been pressed to say what skin color the being possessed, he would have replied simply: every color.
  
Its clothes shifted and contorted. 
  
One moment it was wearing a gray pantsuit and the next, flowered shorts with tan legs. The being seemed to change appearance with each breath the Lonely took. It did not change permanently as the Crossroads had, nor did it shimmer as the Translucent Man had.
  
Appearing as every person, it was every being possible. 
  
It reached forward; but as its face quickly changed to that of a woman again, its features distorted and rearranged as if they were a piece of abstract art.
  
“Welcome,” it spoke, the pitch of its voice a conglomeration of masculine and feminine, deep and high. It seemed that each syllable was uttered in a different voice. “I am the Chameleon.”
  
“I am the Lonely.”
  
The mouth smiled, though it changed many times before the muscles that operated the lips relaxed. “You have traveled very far. Farther than any being that sought answers has,” spoke the Chameleon. “I imagine that you are very tired from your journey.”
  
The Lonely looked around at the walls in an attempt to hide his shock. The interior of the cavern had a rounded, dome-like ceiling that extended far into the distance. The walls were aglow with an unseen translucence. Pictures cascaded and contorted farther than the Lonely could see. These were not paintings or murals, but instead visions of the world––a world the Lonely remembered.
  
“What is this?” he asked in awe.
  
The Chameleon smiled again, its mouth performing a mysterious dance. “This is the Living Tapestry, the catalogue and collection of the memories and histories of the human race.”
  
The Lonely stared, his mouth hung slightly agape.
  
“How can that be?”
  
The Chameleon stepped toward the wall, reaching out with one of its ever-changing hands. The fingers touched the wall gingerly, but the image did not shift. Broad strokes spread from its touch––distorting the color as if it had touched a screen.
  
“Human life is fragile, inconsistent in its growth. I watch them in the hope that they find their way.” The Chameleon lowered its head and then spoke softly. “Would you like to know a secret?”
  
The Lonely nodded and moved toward the Living Tapestry. 
  
“Yes, please.”
  
The Chameleon turned––a shadow across its features. 
  
“It tells the future as well.”
  
“The future,” whispered the Lonely.
  
The Chameleon stepped back from the wall and stood once again at the center of the room, its hands extended farther into the distance away from where the Lonely had entered. 
  
“There is much to see.”
  
The wall showed serene skies and then dove deep into a hateful red sky that seemed ablaze in darkened smoke. It was a movie without sound, a moving mural that spoke of histories past and present.
  
The Lonely moved forward, looking from the wall to the Chameleon, more uncertain than he had as of yet been upon his journey. 
  
“How can it tell the future?”
  
“I see all from here. The energies of life surge and expand, ebb and flow like a mighty tide of dreams. The history of your people is long since dead and may yet again begin anew. That is why you have come.”
  
The Lonely shook his head lethargically as the Chameleon pulled him into a walk by his arm. 
  
“No, I have come because I seek answers to questions.”
  
The Chameleon nodded: red hair, white hair, black hair, short hair, long hair. “Those answers you seek are because the world does not turn out as it should. People do not exist as they should.”
  
“It has been so long since I have seen people.”
  
The Chameleon looked at the Lonely darkly.
  
“You have never seen people.”
  
The Lonely looked down at the Chameleon: blue eyes, green eyes, brown eyes, midnight eyes of evening. “I have seen people before. Of course I have,” he reassured himself with a nervous tone.
  
“You do not mean the sad wretches who live in the Room, do you? For they are no more people than it is true that you are made of solid gold.”
  
The Lonely shook his head.
  
He suddenly felt very drunk. 
  
“That cannot be––I died. That is why I am here. I passed on and I ask questions about my former life. How could I not have seen people?”
  
The Chameleon looked at the Lonely: short, tall, skinny, rotund. “You believe that this is death. Is this what you dreamed heaven would look like?”
  
The Lonely staggered toward the wall, his outstretched hands feeling the warmth and coolness of the wall. 
  
“No….”
  
“You have not yet seen people because you are here. What you see here is not what you might be or could be. You are here.”
  
“I do not understand. What is this place, this world?”
  
The Lonely pushed himself from the wall. 
  
A bright orange and red sunset stared back at him. 
  
He could smell wet barley and feel the cold night air as the moon rose.
  
“There is no name for this place, for you are not truly anywhere. No one has given this place a name for it does not have a name. Some have called it many strange things. Many things in life have names, but that does not truly explain what they are.”
  
The Lonely felt the world spin and tumble. 
  
“Who am I? Where am I going?” whispered the Lonely and for a moment felt cohesiveness in his mind. “I have said those words before in desperation.”
  
The Chameleon nodded: man, woman, child. “When you first came here you spoke those very words. You sought those two truths and on a grand journey you walked. Have you found your answers?”
  
The Lonely shook his head. 
  
“Only more questions….”
  
The Chameleon shook his head: angry, sad, joyous, lonely. “I fear that often when you question without understanding, you find only more questions. It is an unfortunate product of speech and thought.”
  
“Then what was the purpose of the journey?”
  
The Chameleon turned and looked upon the other side of the wall. People walked by, hands touched the invisible wall of life. 
  
“Life, or death, is like a punch line without the joke.”
  
“Life is no joke,” replied the Lonely, feeling his strength return to him.
  
“Indeed, though what we seek in life are purpose and understanding––perhaps to believe that we have left something behind or done things of merit in our lives.”
  
The Lonely walked toward the Chameleon once again. 
  
“Yes, that is what I seek.”
  
The Chameleon closed its eyes: darkness, light, shadow, sun. “That is the journey of all beings: to comprehend the purpose and merit of their lives. You seek what all seek. Your understandings are their understandings.”
  
The Lonely nodded slowly, a deep thirst had welled in him. 
  
“Yes, I wish to understand.”
  
“It is not recognition of what you have done, but instead the understanding of the impact of your creations upon yourself. Some things in life have a single answer. How to live your life is no such endeavor, for the varied paths are many.”
  
The Lonely shook his head. 
  
“That is not an answer.”
  
The Chameleon regarded the Lonely, his voice echoing: loud, soft, strong, weak. “And yours was not a question.”
  
“I have come all this way for riddles.”
  
“No, you sought the why when you did not know the what. You asked how something could be when you did not understand the who. You asked when yet you did not know where to look.”
  
“That means nothing, a mindless riddle that answers nothing,” spat the Lonely. “Where is the Keeper?”
  
The Chameleon lowered his head.
  
“Do you feel that you have been wronged?”
  
The Lonely stepped toward the darkness of the deeper hall. 
  
“This was all planned. All of this was some nefarious scheme created to confuse me further.”
  
The Chameleon shook his head: patience, anger, doubt, certainty. “That is a great fault of your kind. You find dark deeds in the words of those who oppose you. From their disagreement, you perceive a hateful agenda that seeks to supplant you and all that you have aligned yourself with. You fail to recognize that each of you is the same. All born of great fault, all forced to walk a journey in the dark alone. You construe villains in those who would seek to shape the world based on what they believe is true or valid. Though they may do things that you think are wrong, they find no fault with them.”
  
“Some things are unforgivable, some actions cause pain regardless,” replied the Lonely, shaking his head defiantly.
  
“Indeed, a man may do a terrible thing, something that violates not only the laws of a society, but the laws of nature. But sometimes, something must be done wrong in order for us to understand what is right in this world.”
  
“No, a great man would never purposely cause harm.”
  
The Chameleon shook his head: above, below, beside, beyond. “Great men bring wars. Great men bring famine and death as quickly as they bring prosperity and life. To be truly great, one acknowledges that his actions will bring about both sides of things.”
  
The Lonely sank to his knees. 
  
He could feel a great weight upon him. 
  
“I would wish nothing more than to have been great or remembered as great.”
  
The Chameleon lowered himself to one knee and grasped the Lonely’s chin: hate, love, despair, hope. “Some men are born great and carry it with them all their days. Other men are made great, forged in the fires of their ambition and defiance.”
  
The Lonely felt distant, floating.
  
“And others were great all along and never knew, but those around him carried that greatness with them all the days of their lives.”
  
His eyes welled. 
  
He felt tears deep within him flood to the surface. 
  
“I wish to have done great things, changed the lives of those who had loved me, if there had ever been any.”
  
The Living Tapestry disappeared. 
  
Together, they stood before a door, a simple wooden door. 
  
The Chameleon looked at the Lonely: fate, choice, darkly, clearly. “It is not about what you have not done, it is about enjoying and experiencing what you have,” spoke the Chameleon. 
  
He pushed open the door, gesturing within. 
  
“The Keeper….”
  
The Lonely took a step forward, assisted by the sure arm of the Chameleon. There was no great light, no grand pulling of energies; only a soft wind––and sounds in the distance that seemed familiar.
 



  
Fireflies
  
  
  
The sounds of gunfire vaulted over his head. 
  
Clouds of debris and gray smoke hazed everything about him. 
  
The Lonely took a deep breath, the previous steps of his journey nearly forgotten.
  
He looked down at himself. 
  
There was a musket in his hands, the smell of black powder heavy all around him. The ground was riddled with the bodies of those fallen, their jackets and stripes something remembered.
  
They were soldiers of the South.
  
This was the Civil War.
  
He could hear the shouting of other men, some had a southern drawl and others sounded more the part of the Queen’s English. 
  
Shouts of Charge and For the South echoed across the dulled fields of battle that were laid out before the Lonely. This war had seen more casualties than what would be seen in combined wars for many years to come: the epitome of wasted lives for something that was little more than a belief.
  
The Lonely shook his head and reminded himself of what he had been told about the nature of war. It was always such that people fought over things that matter heavily in the moment, but very little in immense vacuum of time.
  
He crouched low. 
  
Holding his musket tight to his body, he moved across the body-strewn battlefield, careful to duck and dodge as cannon fire threatened him from overhead. 
  
Bodies were thrown, men cried out, but the carnage continued.
  
This was an act of inevitability.
  
The Lonely could not comprehend the necessity for seeing such things. There was little to be learned in a history that had already transpired.
  
“War shows how the consequences differ for the rich and powerful who choose to wage war and the poor and less powerful who fight the war. It is in this complicated act of violence that we see the inequality of men.”
  
The Lonely stood tall for a moment. 
  
Cannon fire exploded in the air above him, dusty fire that crawled across the sky. 
  
“What was that? Who said that?” exclaimed the Lonely, looking around wildly.
  
“Though you have seen the halls of men, you have yet to live with them, to live the horrors and terrors as acutely as those who must experience them,” spoke the voice again, though to the Lonely it felt like it was being shouted at him from all sides.
  
The cannon came again, much closer this time. 
  
He felt the shock of the explosion. 
  
Reverberations crawled down his spine as if he were a crude, bone, tuning fork.
  
“What is the….” began the Lonely, but the explosions came again. 
  
The shouting of the soldiers seemed distant, a pale echo of what they had been at first. The dark curling smoke that crawled from the ground like sentient creatures soon filled the approaching night air. 
  
The stars above were muddled by patches of clouds and dusty rivers of smoke that flickered across the passing skies.
  
His body had gone numb.
  
He stared up at the tumultuous skies in awe.
  
The Lonely looked across his body as best he could.
  
There was a cold wetness that crawled over his skin.
  
“Am I dying?” he asked weakly.
  
The sounds of the battle had been drowned out.
  
“War is inevitable, that much is true. However, it will only last as long as people find in others a reason to fight. Instead of recognizing what we share, we identify that which makes us different. When war is waged it is the poor who suffer. When tyrants beat down the doors of their enemies, it is their people who reap the horrors and tragedies of war.”
  
The Lonely gasped for air; his lungs felt as if they were being crushed by an enormous weight. He tried to lift his arms, but the act was too great. 
  
Darkness crept from the sides of his vision, blurring his sight until it consumed his vision completely. His mind floated, his body freefell though there was nowhere for him to fall.
  
The voice came again. “Not yet….”
  
The Lonely’s eyes snapped open. 
  
He checked his body in a series of erratic hand motions. 
  
He was still alive, in a manner of speaking. 
  
The sky above him was cloudy, night had not yet fallen, nor was it day. There was a miasma about the air. 
  
He pushed himself to his feet slowly, feeling for his center as his legs were weak beneath him.
  
Buildings were stacked all about him. 
  
Most were rundown. 
  
The pavement beneath his feet was cracked and warm.
  
There was tangible apprehension in the air. 
  
He looked around and saw that all around him stood a quiet mass of people, noise rising from them slowly. Their collective voices soon reached a crescendo and the Lonely realized that he had not heard them until that moment.
  
He knew this place, it was familiar.
  
Then, it came.
  
The water was heavy as it struck him in a thick, continuous stream. Others around him rebounded from the water. He tried to see who was spraying him.
  
White officers aimed and the water thrashed against fleeing crowds of African-American protestors as they struggled to get out of the way of the mammoth stream that dispatched them so easily.
  
“The inequality of men cannot be beyond your comprehension, for it is as much a function of human life as breathing. The unfortunate truth is that people will be judged upon what makes us different and not what similarities we share. We fail to see that we all struggle, that we all rise against unfair, unequal treatment,” spoke the voice again.
  
“I did not do this,” managed the Lonely as he ducked beneath the wild spray of the hose. 
  
A child was struck instead, lifting his small body against the wall of a passing building and then sending him tumbling across the pavement.
  
“Every day we encounter injustice. Many think that a passive approach such as money or laws will solve humanity’s ills. People tend to ignore injustice and go about their daily lives, judging people with outdated, unjust beliefs. This silent inequality harms humanity the most.”
  
The screams raged; the battle cries of both sides roared like a deafening symphony that would not be silenced. The suffocation of the crowd swarming around him made the Lonely panic.
  
People desperate to recognized as people.
  
The compaction of the all the bodies was frightening. 
  
The world spun; he felt as if he was going to be sick. 
  
A flash, a sound, and then the crowd was no more.
  
He awoke to foreign sounds.
  
The language was something familiar.
  
He fell, an arm caught him. The arm bore an insignia he knew well: the swastika, the symbol of the Nazi Party. 
  
The Lonely swallowed hard. 
  
He knew that he had jumped realities again. 
  
That he was no longer amidst a civil rights crowd, but had instead found himself at something terrifying beyond comprehension. 
  
The crowd swelled as it had before.
  
The Nazi officer looked at the Lonely carefully. 
  
There was distrust in the man’s eyes. 
  
“Wer bist du?” called the man over the roar of the crowd.
  
The Lonely panicked. 
  
The man’s face was close to his, grizzled features watched the Lonely carefully, waiting for a response. 
  
“Ich bin Deustch,” replied the Lonely slowly. 
  
Though he spoke the words, he was uncertain whether they were his or not.
  
The officer looked at him again and shoved him forward deeper into the crowd. A pyre had been built, around which the crowed ebbed and flowed with the words that emanated across the courtyard. People threw books upon the flames in glee, the destruction of knowledge so easily thrown away.
  
The voice that echoed the Lonely knew without thought. 
  
It was der Führer, Hitler. 
  
The Lonely shook his head, holding his hands over his ears.
  
“I do not want to see this. I do not want to hear this,” he screamed.
  
And again, the omnipresent voice came. “We never wish to see those dark spots upon which society and humanity are judged. There are these great tragedies throughout human history. These are only a glimpse of what the human animal is capable.”
  
The crowd raged.
  
The voice drew hate mongering like water from a raging river, flooding the shore. The people threw books, they screamed, they pounded their fists into their air. There was purpose in their blindness. 
  
They had found a meaning, something behind which to follow.
  
“Again, we see that when a tyrant demands war, it is the poor and those without power who suffer. They bear the brunt of a nation’s shame beyond the one man who had brought about the pain. This is the nature of men, of society. We know that a few must lead many. But often, we find ourselves following unfit leaders, people who would rather drive the world into darkness than realize that they have caused the darkness and need to step away for the sake of life.”
  
The Lonely tried to back away, but the crowd was like that of swells upon the open ocean in a storm. The more he pushed, the more he was pushed back.
  
He fell.
  
He screamed.
  
He cried out: “No more.”
  
But, the world would not listen. 
  
What was happening had happened and would happen again as long as people were afraid to stand up for what they believed in.
  
The Lonely realized he had squeezed his eyes shut.
  
The roaring was gone again.
  
He opened his eyes slowly; afraid of what would greet his eyes this time. The savannah opened out before him, extending in every direction. Amber ground and distant jungles were spread before him.
  
The sky overhead was bright blue. 
  
The sounds of nature crept around him. 
  
“Where am I?” called the Lonely, his voice echoing across the plains.
  
“As man evolves, his priorities evolve with him. Or perhaps what society makes a man believe he should have as his priorities. Horrific acts of violence and genocide often go unnoticed to the eye of the evolved, cultured man. His world has become a selfish one in which he sees only what he wishes to see, for he has the luxury to craft what he wants to include in his life.”
  
“What does that have to do with this picture-perfect place?” queried the Lonely, taking a few steps forward.
  
“Because often in places most serene, we find the worst acts of humanity: genocide, famine, disease. These are not from a primitive past, but are catastrophes that are overlooked as men and nations move forward in search of something greater. We sometimes move about our lives, taking for granted the simple things, things that perhaps others would be killed, and often kill, for.”
  
The landscape was brilliant, but something broke its tranquility: machine gun fire. The Lonely ducked, even though no bullets came close to him. 
  
It was a reaction of pure instinct to the sound.  
  
“What is happening?”
  
“One cannot help but understand a connection between want and need. Civilized nations want to help, but no longer feel compelled to do so. Without interest in a region, that region suffers from its own devices. People need many things; need things that are little more than veiled wants. Eating is a necessity in life, the ingestion of necessary proteins and nutrients are essential to live. However, a life lived in excess confuses what we need to survive with what we desire to survive.”
  
A helicopter pounded overhead; the wind struck the ground and created a vortex, a whirling mass of air that forced the Lonely back. 
  
He raised his hand to shield his eyes.
  
A shadow passed over his vision.
  
A thick heavy crate drifted to the ground. In thick letters the word SUPPLIES was marked on its side. The helicopter gained speed, whisked again into the skies like a winged creature of lore.
  
“Supplies,” whispered the Lonely, as he ran his hand over the lettering.
  
“A minor hope in a land of great distress. The only offer a greater nation has for a world so depressed.”
  
The gunfire came again, this time it was close. 
  
He ducked low, behind the crate. 
  
A metallic beast rose from the savannah, riding on the heat of the day. The jeep bounced and swerved this way and that. Men hung from the sides, weapons brandished playfully in their hands, as if there were handling sticks instead of automatic weapons.
  
Dust scattered around their vehicle. 
  
“Where are the people? Where are the ones who need the supplies?” asked the Lonely to the heavens, to the voice that had plagued him.
  
The jeep roared to a stop, skidding on the ground. 
  
They dismounted like so many locust upon a field. 
  
Their jeers and cheers exemplified by the weapons they held high over their heads.
  
“The strong will always control the weak. The few controlling the many with fear and violence, both physical and mental. This is the power of apathy, when greater nations, more powerful and persuasive nations, stand on their laurels and petty feuds instead of coming together for the world.”
  
The men came closer.
  
The Lonely could see their faces. 
  
A shot of panic pierced him like the point of a sharp knife. 
  
What could he do? 
  
What should he do?
  
“What am I supposed to do?” he asked.
  
There were more shouts now.
  
Beyond the men in the jeep came a crowd of men and women, elders and children. Rags covered their bodies, their figures drawn thin––near skeletons. Some carried sticks, some machetes for cutting a path through the jungles.
  
The groups exchanged shouts.
  
Gunfire rang in the air again.
  
Woman screamed, children cried in terror.
  
The Lonely watched as the men fired into the crowd without remorse. “This was created by powerful men, their lack of interest. Their bottom line has created a world like this,” echoed the voice.
  
The Lonely barely heard what had been said.
  
He was in motion.
  
A small child: tears ran down her face. 
  
Her ebony skin shone with fear. 
  
She huddled––bony legs drawn up to her chest.
  
One of the armed men turned to the crying child. 
  
There was nothing in his eyes. 
  
He had been crafted into what he was by circumstances, survival in a world where great atrocities are passed over for political crusades. 
  
The Lonely did all that he could: he rolled in front of the child.
  
Shots were fired.
  
The world went silent, numb to the Lonely.
  
There was a powerful force, a shuddering of his form that he felt from the top of his head to the tips of his toes. 
  
A cold shiver struck him. 
  
He blinked his eyes, water flowing free.
  
The child was underneath him.
  
Crimson regret spread across her demure frame.
  
The Lonely touched the red splotches in fear. 
  
Tears streamed down his face, carving chasms through the soot that had collected on his face. “No,” he whispered, wiping the blood between his thumb and forefinger.
  
The girl cried.
  
The world swam back into focus, screamed back into reality. 
  
She stood, and then she ran. 
  
The Lonely fell; the blood was his. 
  
He breathed heavily, feeling the tightness in his chest.
  
He had been shot.
  
A shadow loomed over top him. 
  
The outline of the machine gun was not lost on him. 
  
The Lonely looked up. 
  
The sun was bright around the man’s body. 
  
He said something, but the Lonely did not understand. He tried to look past his shoulder, to the crying girl, but it was too much of a struggle. The barrel of the weapon watched him, dancing as the man held it over him.
  
“I….” spoke the Lonely.
  
The chamber clicked. 
  
The round spewed forth, exiting the barrel in a mosaic of fire and powder.
  
The Lonely watched it: the jerking of the weapon and then the hot sensation as it struck him, icy coldness that spread across his body as the shock overwhelmed him.
  
He drifted again, these sensations different than what had happened when he traveled between the realms of the totems. This was what dying must feel like, a disconnection of everything you know––to fade away.
  
“The inequalities of society are irrevocably linked to the inequalities of men. All people suffer for the amusement of the masses. Though we fight for what we believe is justice and freedom, often we ignore that we fight only for our freedom and not that of all people. All of us walk this earth the same way, but the means and the philosophy of how and why we walk often separates us. We forget that we are owed nothing in this life and that we have only each other to depend on. In the end, all of the accumulated possessions that we have amassed mean little. We collect and collect, making space, owning, and in the end those things that we own, own us.”
  
The Lonely watched as the armed man walked away, his gun raised once more upon the fleeing villagers. 
  
“I––we….” spoke the Lonely, though he could form no words. His hands were covered in blood, his breath heavier with each labored breath.
  
“The gap between human understanding and technology has led mankind to a place where it no longer wonders. We see things as statistical, logical, and as such we have forgotten that our beginnings, regardless of science and belief, are something of wonder. Whether you believe that we evolved from something else or were put here for some purpose, those origins are a thing of great imagination. We stop knowing each other as brothers and sisters of one race and instead as a stratified population that has fallen prey to systems of separation that segregate with unequal principles.”
  
The Lonely gasped for air, his mouth a comical enactment of a dying fish. 
  
The world swam once more, the convergence of brilliant colors and distant sounds.
  
Then, again, it came back into focus.
  
The interior of the building was dark. 
  
A thick cloud of smoke hung above the bar. 
  
Men and women sat veiled and comfortable in the darkness. 
  
The bar was dirty. 
  
The people were vacant-eyed.
  
The Lonely looked down at his clothes, seeing the gray trench coat that hung loosely around his frame. He felt the wide-brimmed hat upon his head. A bulge at his side was a service revolver.
  
What was he?
  
“Societies will often find names for those who disagree with them. It may be commie, red, terrorist, revolutionist. These connotations change over time. Run the gamut from evil to good. Often it is the violence that brands them, but sometimes it is simple ideology.”
  
A bell chimed.
  
The door swung open and the Lonely turned to look. 
  
It was dark outside. 
  
The silhouette of the man was offset only by the dull buzzing of a flickering street lamp behind him.
  
The man wore the same coat, the same hat. Heavier in the middle and a thick mustache were among the many differences. He had pocked features and dull eyes like a cow chewing cud.
  
The Lonely watched the eyes of the patrons. 
  
Distrust and fear swam across their faces. 
  
Venom and misdeeds traveled in their hushed words.
  
The man made his way across the bar, sitting next to the Lonely. His mouth opened to speak, the words that came out a hauntingly familiar phrase. “Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist party?”
  
“What?” asked the Lonely, his face crunched in confusion.
  
The man chuckled and gestured toward the bartender. 
  
“I’m sick of hearing that, but McCarthy can’t seem to get enough. He’s after everyone, rounded up another bunch for hearings today. Madhouse in there I tell you, a madhouse.”
  
There was a buzzing in the bar, like a fly trapped in a neon light. A small sound at first, it soon grew to such a frequency that it overwhelmed the Lonely, forcing his hands over his ears.
  
“Men fear the unknown. Men fear those who are unlike them. Men fear the cry of those crushed beneath them. Fear is the greatest power of a tyrant, of any leader. They will use it as a weapon and as their greatest defense––striking out with it to keep the people in line, using fear to keep people distrustful.”
  
The Lonely fell from the stool. 
  
The words of the man lost to the overwhelming voice of the unseen. He saw the people swarm around him, but it was the voice that struck him so resolutely.
  
It was that voice that guided him.
  
“There may come a day when the words of one person can change the world. Enough repression and tyranny and the people lose the will to rise above what put them there. Do not be among those who no longer wish to see the world as it is, to speak out for what you believe in.”
  
The smoke-filled world that he had so briefly inhabited filtered through memory, disintegrated from thought and again he was left with only darkness.
  
Darkness filled every corner of his being, every aspect of thought. He drifted aimlessly, lost in a void that neither comforted him nor harmed him. There was peace in the lack of stimulus, structure in the presence of nothing.
  
Then, again, he was anew. 
  
It was the cold that struck him first, sending a shiver across his body. The light then came, an overwhelming beam that seemed to crush him.
  
“We are all writers of a destiny, of a grand plan. Within each of us there is a will to do something great, to enact change in a world we see as unbalanced. Is each of us correct? That the world is not as it should be and in desperate need of a savior? Or is this the very root of the human condition?”
  
The Lonely opened his eyes.
  
The world was water.
  
Dark blue horizons spoke only of more sea.
  
A cold wind passed over him again and he looked around, taking in every aspect of his surroundings. The air overheard hung high with thin clouds. The sun beat down upon him, though it was no longer the brilliant yellow globe that it had once been. It seemed polluted and angry, a deep shade of orange that ran with veins of slithering crimson.
  
He stood upon a floating piece of ice. 
  
“Is this the end of the world?” he asked, surveying the emptiness stretched out before him.
  
Then the voice came again, powerful and trustworthy. 
  
“Change is a constant, the ebb and flow of time and society has proven this time and again. When presented with cataclysm or apocalypse, we often run in fear of information, or perhaps doubt it for the words spoken. What we must ask ourselves is the price paid to avert such horror so detrimental to our well-being that we would not risk it? We must ask ourselves: are we so content with our easy lifestyles that to change them is too difficult, to perhaps save that which we love is too complicated for we have to give up some of our comforts?”
  
The Lonely wobbled on the ice as a ripple in the water nearly knocked him over. A broad, white back of a polar bear broke to the surface, scanning the area. His wet fur seemed to have fallen out in places and the dark eyes reflected something very similar to fear. It breathed heavily and then ducked beneath the cold waters once more.
  
“When someone thinks as you do then it is an undeniable truth; but when you differ, then it quickly becomes opinion. Science dismissed because some don’t want to believe, or perhaps have been led to believe that such science is the product of something far darker. A conspiracy the length and breadth of which has formed a massive lie best defended as the beliefs, not facts, of another.”
  
The sky changed. 
  
Dark clouds screamed overhead. 
  
Lightning crawled across the sky like a swarm of angry creatures. 
  
Rain fell, though it was not the beautiful summer rain, but instead distressed and unnatural.
  
A thick smell hung in the air: ammonia and sulfur. 
  
He watched as the world died around him. 
  
The ocean shook, waves ruptured and thundered to the surface.
  
He fell from his icy perch.
  
Heavy swells bombarded him as he struggled to remain above water. Something lurked deep beneath him. Though the water was cold all around him, heat was coming from below.
  
He cried out, but there was only the horrific, overwhelming sound of the world around him. Crashing waters, a surge as that vacuumed and pulled at his small frame amidst the chaotic sea.
  
He swallowed the salty water. Swimming through his throat and then deep into his lungs, he tried to exhale––but the water was ever-present.
  
He was drowning.
  
And there was no one to save him. 
  
The voice did not come for him or the strange darkness that had followed each of his transports. Instead, he watched as the surface faded farther away.
  
He no longer felt.
  
Had he passed into the warmth, he would not have known. 
  
There was no grand show, no cavalcade, and no intricate display of lights that announced the Lonely into the presence of the Keeper. 
  
There was nothing. 
  
They stood in darkness: the Lonely and the Keeper, the Keeper and the Lonely.
  
“You have traveled far, have spoken much on the ways of things have you not, Th’bir?” asked the Keeper, his tone heavy and proud.
  
The Lonely looked at the back of the Keeper, for he had yet to turn. 
  
He searched for words. 
  
“That is my name?” 
  
The worlds that he had visited, the images that he had seen, were nearly washed away in the simple revelation that was his name.
  
The Keeper laughed and turned, his face shrouded. 
  
His figure clothed in shadow and darkness. 
  
“Do you not recognize your own name? It is a sad thing to not know who you are.”
  
The Lonely tested the name. “I am Th’bir.”
  
“That is good that you can hear your own name. You have journeyed through paradoxical worlds that tested the very boundaries of your intellect and reasoning to know this one detail, to know who you are.”
  
The Lonely nodded, a small smile coming to his lips. 
  
“I am Th’bir,” he announced with more conviction, but it was chased away quickly. “What does it mean to be Th’bir?”
  
The Keeper paced around the Lonely.
  
“That is a question that has no answer I am afraid. You are Th’bir from head to toe and everything that entails it. I cannot tell you what it means to be Th’bir just as you cannot tell a frog what it is like to be a rock.”
  
The Lonely hung his head.
  
“Now that I know who I am, I am still empty.”
  
“That which exists is trapped between two worlds to which we are all bound, the two truths to which we all must face. This is the duality of being. Life and death, light and darkness––though light and life are no more synonymous than darkness and death.”
  
He thought of the darkness that had acted as the interim gateways for his journey. The Lonely shook his head, the realization of his name gone. 
  
“That which thrives in the darkness hides, breeds fear. That is what we are taught. From birth to death, we see the spectrum as thus.”
  
The Keeper opened his hand above his head like a grand illusionist. The effect was subtle at first. But as the amber and golden colors radiated from his palm and crawled across the air, the Lonely saw them for what they were: fireflies.
  
“Do these thrive on fear? They exist in the darkness to bring light––to guide the path through darkness to their home using the light. Are they evil?” presented the Keeper.
  
“Darkness is not death, nor Light life.”
  
“This is what was written in life, so it is what will be written in death,” echoed the Keeper and spoke the words clearly and softly:
  
I am being,
I am thought,
I am form,
I am fleeting,
Like autumn leaves I fade,
I have begun to believe today,
Therefore it must be truth,
All that is behind me is blinded history,
That which lay before me the righteous path,
Though yesterday it was false,
Upon its awakening in me it has become truth,
I am without form,
I am void,
I am never-ending
I am eternity.
  
  
“Though it took you only a moment to write, it is truly the summation of a lifetime,” echoed the Keeper, the one once called A’thed. 
  
The Keeper turned, removing the cloth from across his features and revealing for the first time his face. 
  
It was the same as the Lonely. 
  
“We are one. We cannot separate our lives, for energy is ever-flowing. Every being walks a path for which they do not know the way; though, it is such for every being until the purpose of their path is revealed,” spoke the Keeper.
  
The Lonely stared upon his own face, dumfounded.
  
“Why then are you the Keeper and I the wanderer?”
  
The Keeper paced away from the Lonely. 
  
“We are all the shapers of our own lives, writers of our own stories. I am simply the other side of what your life has been. In another time, another place, it would be I walking as you and you, the Lonely, here as the Keeper.”
  
The world had shifted to a shimmering darkness, a contradiction of all things. Two figures stood: the Lonely and the Keeper. 
  
They were two beings at the end and the beginning of time.
  
“We all exist as living and dead and so shall it always be, for we do not know which realm we walk in. We all may go on alone, but it is in the company of others that makes life worth living,” spoke the Keeper, the mist and mystery about him gone.
  
Watching the Keeper, the Lonely saw the duplicity of man, of being. Here was the thin line between life and death. This was the difference between knowing and believing. The beginning and ending of things are destinations of vast journeys undertaken with each choice.
  
And once more, he was upon the shore where he sought the Translucent Man. The sun did not shine. Only the cold winds off the ocean greeted him.
  
No more was the Keeper, nor was he any longer the Lonely. Turning back, he looked upon his footsteps. Cascading far off into the distance, he watched as the ocean winds blew gently over them. His footprints soon erased from existence, as if he had never walked upon the shore.
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