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Prologue
 
A young holy-man with a clever voice and a sweet smile stopped at the edge of our village the day I turned ten and sat beside me on the lush grass and told me a story. 
It is a story full of fire and water and metal and air, a ticklish kind of story with giggling angels fleshed with the sweetest honey sticks. 
It is a heart-pumping story. Eyes through the black night slip through cracks in broad daylight. Black dusts rise above flattened cities deemed too infested to thrive. Eagles and roaches spy. 
No one listens. 
When the young holy-man was done telling me these things he unsheathed his flute and said, “Close your eyes.” I closed my eyes. 
He touched my eyelids.
He played his flute. 
His tune lifted me into a swirl and took me high above a crimson furl where I could not distinguish flute from violin, heartbeat from drumbeat, trembling streams from tricky piano keys, or the west wind from old guitar strings. 
I could see what he was playing.
Smack dab mid one of his musical flourishes he stopped his tune. I opened my eyes. He took the flute from his lips and asked me a question.
It is a strange question.
I used to think it a small question.
But it is huge.
Nestled between thick protruding roots of a huge tree, my head braced against its massive trunk, his story came alive to me again, as if it were a dream or a vision, vivid and vital, puzzling and poignant and strong. This was on the day I ran into the trembling jungle and was lost. It was in the dead of that night. His question came to my mind, like Songs In The Night. 
It is a strange question.
I used to think it a weird question.
This question is huge.
Now, this young holy-man had not told me the name of his story. It is the story, I think, about a boy with a backpack navigating the Great Maze in search of The Blue Stones. It is about a place called Ah! It is the story, I think, of a girl up in a tree: the mermaid of Katamahaika, a peculiarly romantic story. Love is unscrambled. Lives are screwed. Nipples moistened with chocolate are licked, nibbled, and strudeled. Cherry baskets on blankets are everywhere aplenty. Berry bushes that shake idly in the gentle breezes betwixt the sun and the moon turn breathlessly busy during midweek afternoons. And there are fools. There are many kinds of fools in his story. Brilliant fools. Stupid fools. Crooked fools. Blind fools. Thoughtless fools, mostly! They all blend in nicely. 
Though this young holy-man gave me no name for his story and told it to me in no certain way one might consider this method or that genre, you might prefer to think it merely a tale, an allegory of the futility of power and the cruelty of truth, or an allegory of the promiscuity of fear. Or you might think it a fable about earth’s sweetest poison, love, as it is being stirred with the bitter tip of cupid’s arrow and fed to damnable lips, cup by cup by cup. 
But what if his story is true?
That’s what my lover asked me, when in a moment of sweet abandon, the kind when in dripping sweat one forgets to think before one speaks, because this is the life, here and now, and nothing else matters; I opened my mouth and out flew the story. 
“What if that young holy-man is still here watching you?” My lover asked me. “What if he is smiling? What if his eyes are twinkling and his tongue is tingling seeing you and me, because he is wrapped in this shamble somehow and knows how to slip in and out, like wind, like fire, like molten lava or water?”
“You are kidding me.”
“No, I am serious.” 
I had not told my lover the question the young holy-man asked me. Now, for sure I couldn’t. You see, when that young holy-man took me up into his truth, he was smooth and he was clever. He was talented and he was clear. And when he left me on that lush grass his tune filled my ear, such that when I travel or when my lover and I are wrapped in our sweetest symphony and we reach that pitch, you know, just when we are about to clamor for air, I hear the rumble, and I remember this or that of which he said, for he did say, “Full-belly cat stir water just to watch fish dart around in bowl.” Yes. That’s exactly what he said.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
It is fair, I think, if you ask why pose the question now. I didn’t speak it back when I was ten, after the young holy-man zipped up his magical flute and left. I didn’t whisper it to my lover. I didn’t tell the guru the circumstances that stirred the murderous answer. 
Why now?
I’ll tell you.
I hear the rumble. Yours!
You see, the young holy-man told me the boy had a grandfather whose name was Lee. Lee taught the boy to think for himself and to think on his feet and to stretch his mind beyond possibilities and probabilities and to open his heart to the sheer wonder of being, even if to some being is in time and to others being is for eternity. 
“Whatever is to be or not to be,” Lee told the boy, “your life belongs to you. You must choose whether or not you will live it. No one else can ever live this life for you.” 
Lee also said to the boy this vital thing. 
“If you are not mindful you will inhabit someone else’s dream. A mindless boy can set his life aside and when he is a man forget where he had set it and spend an awful time searching every which where to find it, for if he doesn’t search for it, he will regret it, and if he doesn’t find it, he will hate himself for it. Every man, woman, boy, girl, altogether, or in between, who sufficiently hates just being, is a bomb waiting. It is by far the better, my boy, to live your own life and to live out your own dream or joyfully approve of the decision to bargain it away and suspend it for all eternity. This I have found to be true in every realm: few are wise and many are fools. Choose not to be the fool, except, that is, when it comes in handy, being then smart, timely and pleasurable, confounding the haughty. Here is my advice: choose wisely, but rather choose wrongly than have a choice thrusted upon you, except by trust, and then, when and only if you are incapacitated from choosing wisely for yourself. Here too is my advice: when you are not tired or hungry inquire whether a fish that has never known the sea knows it is in a bowl and a fish that has never known a bowl knows it is in the sea. Your answers hide a surprisingly sweet secret. Find it and use it.”
If Lee was anything beyond being an inventor, an imagineer, a planet hunter, he was a Zen Master, the young holy-man told me. He was a man of thoughtful dignity. He was more than a man full of equations; he lived his quest: inquiring why  gravity is so weak. It turns out that gravity, being so weak, makes you and I what we are. Yes! 
Lee was a prober. 
He was a problem-solver. 
I think he was a clever genius.
The young holy man told me the boy’s father, whom the boy called Papa and who was perpetually perturbed by the boy’s wandering curiosity, warned the boy not to give credence to whatever is said by every Tom, Dick, or Harry.
“Some men are quite clever in their lies,” Papa told the boy, “and if a man is not lying to cover his ass, he is lying to steal; a liar is a thief. Keep an eye on his eyes. Keep an eye on his hands. Keep an eye on the ways his lips move. And if a thing seems strange to you, doubt it. If an order seems wrong to you, flout it. And let them who want you to consider any new thing, first bring you proof. Any thing worthy of its muster must make sense. You’re not a prawn. You’re not a shrimp. Though at times I have my doubts, you are not an imp. You are a prince. The blood of Titans flows through you.“
“I am not a pawn,” the boy retorted. 
“Nor are you a rat. You’re not a mouse. “
“Maybe I am the cat.”  
“No, you are not. Don’t be a fool. You are not a dog. You are not a snake. You are not a whale. You are not an eel. You are made of sterner stuff than all of these. You are made of steel. You descend from Commanders and Chiefs. Why mix and meddle with those of common stuff? You are not of goats. You are not of sheep. You are meant to lead. You are my legacy. You are my seed. All that I am and everything I have must pass to you, so let there never be a doubt about where you belong. You belong to me. I am your father. You are my son. Out there, beyond the gates, dribbling fools burning with jealousy and hatred will not hesitate to take everything from you, so don’t let niggling curiosities contaminate you. They will lure you. They will devour you and leave your entrails in the dust. With all my wanting you are still a boy. Your eyes are small. Take command of yourself and grow into a man. Pay attention to me. Be a strong man. Grow up! Hear me, boy, I know what I am telling you. I am your father. You are my son. What else should matter when we have all that matters to us and you and I are but one and I own what power there is? I give it. You take it.”
If Papa was anything beyond powerful, the young holy-man told me, he was debonair. He was eloquent and immaculate. He was sexy. This was a tailored, steadfast, ferocious, obsessive man. The people who ought to know such things said marvelous things about him.
He is power. Papa.
But all these were insiders.
Those outside the privileged precincts said other things about him. Not Papa. Pariah! To them Papa was a phony and a brutal pawn. He would kill a cow to get its milk. He would swallow a bull to kiss its ring. 
The boy heard these things. 
The boy heard it it said, consequences be dammed, the SA, that is the Strategic Alliance over which his Papa presided, has three unequivocal goals at its demand. Entrenchment. Expansion. Domination. Each time the boy approached Papa about these things, Papa’s response was always resounding and always the same. 
“Bull crap from pinheads!”
Papa began to be concerned that his boy was growing too soft, so he chided him. “Show me a lamb living with a lion. Show me a baby in bed with a bear. Show me a bird in love with a fish. I’ll show you folly. Don’t adhere to such things. And don’t chase rainbows. Stand up. Grab my baton. Wield it. Wield it proudly. Conquer. Life is a conquest. For fools, life is a test.”
Baba and Papa were of the same blood, the young holy-man reminded me, but not near the same mind or heart or spirit or soul, for the boy had seen lambs living with lions and had heard of babies sleeping with bears, and in that, Lee had told him, is much wisdom, and in that too, Lee had told him, folly reigns. “Baton twirling doth not all men make.” That’s what the young holy-man said. “Life is peculiar.”
And living? Well! Ah! 
That’s why I tell a tale that is not a tale.
Stretched on the edge of respect, strained by the secret of the Blue Stone, struck by the slip of a hammer, it is no surprise that the love between this father and this son cracked like a whipped egg, for it is true, as it is said, one little stone gathering snow rolling down a mountain, grows, grows, grows! 
That’s what the young holy-man told me. 
Now, if what my lover said is correct, it is also true that many a man and many a woman become the very thing they run from and never come to know it.
It is true that Lee did warn Papa ever since the boy was wee-wee not to raise the child the way he raised him, because one lives and learns and he had learned well. “You can’t buy a child love,” Lee told him. “You can’t mail it in. You can’t bequeath it. You can’t send it through a surrogate. You must deliver it in person or else it will sour and make the child sick. Every new generation is presented with a challenge that is new. Dealing with that challenge requires forethought, insight, and awareness. You cannot effectively deal with the new challenge simply by overwriting the previous generation’s mistakes, or your father’s mistakes, or your forefather’s mistakes, real or perceived. You must deal with what is, as it is. You have the toy you bought, not the one you dreamed as a boy or drew for a ploy, unless it was given you or you stole it or created it of pure joy. When you suck a woman’s nipple, you’re drinking milk that is not yours. Don’t forget this.” 
This strain between Lee and Papa was snapped by a security flash: SAPK2 Intelligence is compromised. 
Lee, knowing Papa would grab any distraction to dismiss this kind of discussion, preempted him. “Beware of clowns teeth skinned at your back,” Lee said. “Be warned. Consummate liars always demand absolute truth from those on whom they never intend to depend. Remember, son, even the king has a neck and for its care will arm his own guard. All eyes have a limit. Beware. Be warned. Put your head on and care for your son. As I don’t own you, so too, you don’t own him. Do not chain him to the past, free him into the future. Note this well.”
Now the boy, with a grandfather as is and a Papa as is, was the kind of boy who sees what he sees and hears what he hears and knows what he knows, and being the third child in this powerful family, was not one to bend or turn easily and was coy.
So, what about the boy’s mother?
The young holy-man told me she taught the boy courage and gratitude and to be cheerful and kind and to seek comfort in joy and to remember to breathe and to do good things well and to value his beliefs. It’s the sort of thing mothers teach their boys.
“Have faith. Belief comes with knowing yourself. Test yourself so that you truly believe. Untested belief bends at the slightest wind. Stretch yourself to believe. Shun high-mindedness. Men with cocked noses often crack their ankles tripping over small stones. Though, I must admit, some men fall well. Scars take to them kindly. The same is not true of our women, my boy. A scarred woman is marred. A scarred man has proven himself. Notches give him authority.”
“Why is that?” the boy asked.
“Precedent, sweetheart. Precedent. This precedent is set. Winners keep the spoils then write their stories into history. I have it on sound authority that when all is said and when all is done the crucial question that will be posed to everyone is quite simple: what’s your story? For an answer, no history book will be referenced.” 
“What about The Great Book?” the boy asked.
“The Great Book is The Great Book. It is a record, not a history. There is a great big difference, you know. She who sees all needs no reference.”
“No one has that many eyes,” the boy said.
“Perhaps you have a point. Maybe you do.”
Like any good mother, her desire was for her child to grow up bright and bold, and to be full of good humor and wit, and to be generous and courteous and courageous. For, being such, how could anyone not have the most beautiful story? After all, what is the code and concept of life, of living, of humanity, if it is not to find one’s calling and to have that calling be greater than one’s self; if it is not to pursue that calling and to complete it with joyous self respect? Well? Isn’t that a story worth telling through the ages, the kind of story that inspires growth and progress?
As the boy grew, keen eyes began to notice tender shoots of self-awareness and boldness in him. They noted how smart he was; that is, as smart as most boys are before the craftiness of life robs them of their genius to mould them into common men.
This boy loved his mother dearly. 
Though he called her Mama, he was not a mama’s boy. She called him Baba, for so his Nana named him in the womb so that he would enter life well and prosper through the Great Maze, or at least, become himself in this Western Iconic Region over which his Papa presided and in which there was no opportunity unavailable to him.
This boy seemed to have everything.
In one part of this great region, lived one side of his family. In another part, lived that other side of his family, the vast majority of which were of immeasurable means. 
However, a family is still a family. 
Some members of a family have good rapport. Some do not. Some visit each other frequently. Some do not. Rumors mix with facts swish and swash back and forth, such that some members of a family, when they look themselves up in their mirrors, they see what many will never be able to see, and some members of a family, when they look at another member, they see what is impossible for that other member to behold. 
That’s how it is in families. 
Family is family. 
As easily as they comfort they kill each other. 
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
“Surprise, surprise!” my lover remarked, as if to announce there will be no surprise when it turns out that somebody kills somebody in this family.
“Surprise! Surprise.” I replied. 
Indeed, there will be births and deaths in this family. There will be killings and great comfort in this family. There will be the inevitable gnashing of teeth, and we will see heaven, and they will see hell. That is what the young holy-man was saying, as he played his tune, before he asked me his question, a little question that became huge, but while all that is intriguing, that’s not this story. This story is true.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
We like our numbers, don’t we?
We have places to go and things to do.
We have 1000 places to go before you die. 
We have 100 things to do before you die.
We have 50 things to do before leaving college.
We have 40 sexual positions that are a must try.
We have 300 holy kisses to seal a certain deal.
“These are not bad numbers,” my lover said. “Can you imagine the individual and communal benefits of accomplishing these? You know which set is my favorite. Don’t you?”
“Guess the odds of getting them all done?”
“Huge.”
“Teensy-weensy.”
Baba actually enjoyed traveling with his Mama to exotic places, intriguing places, amazing places, especially places with trails and wild rapids and rocks and high surfs and all kinds of races involving engines. 
Fast, noisy and tranquil places were top picks. 
Matters of State often kept his Papa behind.
However, Papa made ample provisions for Baba’s safety and made sure a wealth of enriching experiences were available to him. He had great hopes in the boy, not that he hadn’t done much of the same for his two other children. It is that he saw in Baba the best promise for his legacy. Better than Sasha’s, because she is a girl! Much better than Godfrey’s, because he was a clown! And every smart man knows to store wisely for his future. 
Baba’s fight, his spirit, his tenacity, evoked much of Papa’s boyhood verve and vitality. Besides, their resemblance, even as father and son, was uncanny. Glance at their boy-pictures, devoid of time stamps, you couldn’t tell this one from that one.  
But they were not alike.
This is a fact that did not sit right. 
Papa, the conqueror, Baba, the tender cut; put them in a sandbox, hell would churn up. But Papa was never one to put all his eggs in one basket.
Of sheer necessity, Baba had a revolving cadre of bodyguards. Each, at his turn, when introduced to Baba, experienced the same unexpected greeting.
A punch to the crotch!
Feet, perfectly balanced, hands steady, he had a core of superb form and perfect timing. 
Whump!
“Oof-ooo-eeee!” 
The surprised lock-kneed bodyguard that got his crotch clocked would swallow his squeal, while Baba laughed to say, “I don’t need a bodyguard. You need a balls-guard.” 
Had Baba not been who he was, they would have choked the living daylights out of the little devil, but none dared lift a finger and none passed the word along. Each wanted to see if the next guard would get the same treatment and how that guard would behave. Each victim always managed to squeeze a smile from his lips, as he grabbed his shame and gripped his anger. They all wondered what would happen if the next bodyguard turned out to be a woman.
Why Baba behaved this way, they didn’t know. However, each bodyguard quickly realized how it came to be that Baba managed to pack such a clever punch. 
He was trained.
Worse than having to be greeted this way, they had to endure Baba’s acid test: being given the slip during what always seemed the worse possible moment to lose sight of the son of any President. 
To boot, Baba was as cute as he was clever.
And he was very curious.
Once, while in Verona, fair city of Romeo and Juliet, the one in which Godfrey plucked grapes from Teresa’s plump nipples, drank wine from her navels, and painted her bottoms in lickable chocolate, the very city in which the intelligence breach was reported, Baba gave his new bodyguard the inevitable slip. 
Baba eased himself out of the chateau and scurried to a place he had spotted whilst they were touring and where he presumed no one would be lurking, there to hide and count the hours it would take for his new bodyguard to find him.
His new bodyguard’s name was Yossi.
The best record to that date for finding Baba after these tricky slips was 3-hours and 23-minutes, held by Rupert Tejan, deceased. It was an assisted achievement, thanks to the petulant poodle’s intrusion, i.e., Victoria’s prissy puppy, Prince Poopoo. Average time to date for finding Baba after he gave the slip: 4-hours and 45-minutes.
Mean: 4-hours, 16-min. 
Longest duration: 8-hours, 19-min, a distinction still held by Juri Pastoon, deceased, on account of this very failing.
When Baba arrived at his chosen hideout in the fair city of Verona, lo and behold, he found a stumpy sun-baked old man stooped in seclusion right there. 
This old man had a bagged bottle in his hand.
“How did you end up here?” Baba asked him.
The old man grinned.
The old man thought over the question.
Then the old man said, “You win a little so you chase a lot. You lose. You lose a lot. You lose so much you chase much more. The more you chase, the more you lose. You chase your loss until, much too soon, you’re chasing the one called one too many. That one grabs you and brings you here. It happens very quickly.”
“Sounds pretty tricky, Mister.”
“Problem is, this time around,” the old man said, sipping and grinning, his stringless guitar beside him, “the trick is not only on me.”
Just then Baba felt a breathy voice aback of his neck. This was from the other old man Baba had not seen until then. This other old man standing aback of him asked, “What you brought with you, boy? What you got?”
“Why do you want to know?” Baba asked. 
“Why? You want to know why?”
This old man pointed to his right.
Baba looked.
“Nothing is there, Mister.” Baba said.
“This boy is smart,” the old man said to the other. “You got that answer right, boy. Nothing. There ought to be something there, but nothing is there. Nothing.”
“What ought to be there?” Baba asked.
“My ladder.”
“Then where is it?”
“In a pile over there.” The old man pointed.
“Why is  it in a pile over there?” Baba asked.
“Trouble is, not that it is there. Trouble is, I should be up there, but I am here, because my ladder is in a pile over there.”
“Then put it back together and start climbing.”
“That’s the trouble,” the old man said. “Every day, all day long, I build my ladder. Every night, I rest. You see, I am old now and I need my rest. Every morning I awake I find my ladder in a pile on the ground somewhere. Today, it’s that pile over there.”
“Why?”
“That’s what I want to know.”
The old man with the bottle chimed in.
“Small people with no problems want hard for people with small problems to have big problems,” he said. “That way they don’t feel so small. That’s why. Like you said, it’s pretty tricky. The problem is, the trick’s not only on him.” 
That old man sipped and grinned again.
“Why don’t you try getting up there some other way then?” Baba inquired.
“Tigers,” the old man said.
“Tigers?” Baba asked.
“Ravenous tigers,” the old man said.
“Well, try something different,” Baba said.
“Like what?” the old man asked.
“How would I know? You’re the one trying to get up there. Not me. I’m fine down here.”
The other old man sipping his bottle grinned.
“Like I said,” he said, “tricky little problem. Only problem is; the problem’s not only with him and the problem’s not only with me.”
“You know what,” Baba interrupted, “I  don’t understand why so many people make so many problems. Is it just for fun?”
The old man laughed.
“My problems are over. No more problems for me,” the one with the bottle at his lips and the stringless guitar at his side said. “I’ve got my spot. No more chasing tails. This is a good spot.”
“What is it good for?” Baba asked.
“A hole,” the old man said.
“Two holes,” the other old man added.
“Three . . .”
“Baba!” The new bodyguard shouted, having in that very moment spotted Baba. “Baba, this is not a game.”
“But you don’t get to say,” Baba said.
Yossi had found Baba in under 20 minutes.
“Baba, we’re not playing games,” Yossi said. 
“Carabunga!” Baba said. “You are fast! I shall call you the quick one.”
“This is serious, Baba. You could get lost.”
“No need to worry about that,” the old man with the ladder said. “This boy is smart.”
“I’d worry,” the old man with the bottle said. “This boy is lost. Monkey knows jungle. This is city. The boy has got to be lost.”
“Follow the three-monkey trail,” the old man of the ladder said. “That’s how monkeys find their way. They follow the three-monkey trail.”
“The only problem is,” the old man of the bottle said, “There is three-monkey and there is three monkey and there is tree monkey, and they all got trails, and one trail ends where the Big Cat lives. Ravenous. Eager. Hungry. Waiting. Big Cat.” 
Baba laughed. “What are you saying?”
The old men chuckled.
“You got to watch out for the Big Cat.”
The old man with the stringless guitar set aside his bottle, picked up his guitar and played it.
There was no way Yossi was going to lose Baba. Not if his life depended on it! And it did. Yossi had sought this assignment. He made an unbreakable commitment. The only problem was, unbeknownst to him and everyone else, Baba’s punch to Yossi’s balls, back when, had set in motion a silent clot and it was heading the wrong way. 
Yossi learned rather quickly that putting a leash on Baba was not the way to deal with him. This was the lesson previous bodyguards had not bothered to learn. Plus, Baba was not a boy to retreat or surrender. Though this is a great strength to the wise, it is the grave folly of fools.
Yossi knew this. 
Yossi also realized that Baba was teachable. 
Yossi had come to keep the boy safe, not to prevent him from being a boy, or from exploring his environment, or from experiencing life, and so Yossi learned to accommodate the boy while he was a boy and to know when he was not a boy. 
“Sing a song for me,” Baba said to Yossi.
“I’m not your pipiwink. I am your guard.”
“Not for long if you don’t sing for me.”
They sang a well known sing-a-long with an infinite loop: There’s a hole in the bucket. 
“You know something,” Baba said.
“What, my little lulla-boy?”
“You really can’t sing. You shouldn’t try.”
“What if I try losing you?”
“You’ll get lost first.”
Mama kissed Baba on their arrival.
Like Yossi, Mama accommodated the boy. 
Mama almost lost him when he was a wee pea inside her. She did know she had a wee pea inside her. That day she was quite upset and not paying attention. She slipped across the ice and fell hard. After that fall, she learned not only that he was inside her but that she almost lost him. “But my Baba stayed,” she always said. “He didn’t leave me. I figure it must be for a good reason. Some babies stay, because they want to stay. Some babies stay, because they have to stay; they don’t know how to go away. My baby stayed, I believe, for a good reason.”
From the get go Baba was a feisty fellow.
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
“Every good journey has a good purpose,” the young holy-man told me. “The destination is known. The good traveler has a map for the journey. The good traveler chooses a route, selects a means of transport, and makes provision for the duration of that journey. A journey without purpose is like a ship left to the shifting winds. The best part of every journey, even a journey left to the shifting winds, is the discovery. It is to ride the riddle, to capture the revelation, to learn to breathe more sweetly. Breathe deeply,” the young holy-man emphasized. “Keep tossing the sands from your shoes and take in the view as you breathe. If you are enjoying the experience, you are probably on the right trail, so keep trekking. However, if you decide instead to take a ride, pray the host you’ve chosen don’t fall and toss you aside, and if you don’t know how to pray, hire an angel every day.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
While Baba was sitting on the backside of Fountainhead, where the spring runs red and the doves are fed and the pond is placid and clean, he overheard quite unexpectedly that there is a place beyond the nethermost regions of The Great Maze. Somewhere there, wonders never cease. 
A place where wonders never cease?
This idea ignited him. 
He stretched his mind, marveling at the possibility of such a place: a place where wonders never cease!
Holy Carabunga. Wow! 
If there is not such a place, there ought to be such a place. A place where wonders never cease! Just think of it: somewhere out there exists a place of wonder after wonder after wonder after wonder. It’s a place where wonders never cease! 
Can this be true? 
I like it. I like it. I really, really like it. 
I must try to find it.
In The Great Maze, where the boy lived, though he did not really live in the maze, for that’s just how it is there, there are mountainous walls. 
Many mountainous walls. 
And these are spectacular. 
One unassailable wall, the young holy-man told me, is comprised of humungous tumbling waters. In the fullness of daylight this wall is like mirrored glass, and its sound, by day, he likened to seven Niagaras thundering down the sheers of an Everest. At night, this wall is as pristine as a moonlit pond. And during the frigid seasons no glacier known to woman or beast could rival its immaculate beauty. 
This is an amazing wall.
It is spectacular.
Then there is the verdant wall. 
This wall the holy-man likened to an impregnable forest thickened with huge trees and high canopies in and around which many kinds of birds thrive and beneath which are many kinds of beasts. The magic of this forested wall stretches for eons deep beyond the shadows of its blinding darkness. This wall breathes, as would mighty sleeping giants in the land of little people. Wherever the sun lights this wall, it is green, every hue of green, with magnificent flowers clumped and scattered in between. This verdant wall feeds its wide diversity of species sufficiently. These species alone know the secrets of this wall, and they tell no one, though all the peoples of the Great Maze inhale its wild aromas and, therefore, can sleep.
It is an awesome wall.
And it is spectacular.
There is, too, the rock wall. 
This rock wall, piled nigh to the sky with giant boulders, which nature sculptured throughout the annals of time into jagged cliffs, deep caves, eye-popping crevasses, and colorful curvaceous hills, consists of several kinds of stones and precious metals and hard rocks. Its vegetation is rare. In the broadness of day, one part of this wall the holy-man likened to a wall of fire. Seen from just the right angle at just the right hour, another part of this rock wall is as a golden face with sturdy eyes and a gentle smile. Under starlight, this wall sparkles, but it rumbles whenever the night is cold and spits whenever the day is quite hot. It spits like an ornery child. It spits bloody red, crimson and yellow. It spits and it coughs, coughing up black magnificent hills, and sometimes it roars. 
This is a gigantic wall.
It is spectacular.
Then there is the woven wall. 
The woven wall is as majestic as the great pyramids, the young holy-man told me. Built with talents from time immemorial, talents equal to the skills of those contracted to construct the remarkable architectures he saw in India and China and Africa and Arabia and the Yucatan Peninsula. The climbs of this wall rivals the majesty of the great ruins of Machu Picchu. The young holy-man’s face shone, as he spoke of this wall. Many gather there, he explained, to give thanks, for, it is to this purpose this wall was constructed.
It is an incredible wall.
Indeed, it is spectacular.
Many mighty walls rise to the sky throughout the Great Maze.
Some are ancient. Some are new. 
Some are revered. 
Some are dedicated to a peculiar god and some to the unknowable god. Some are dedicated to the terrible god, and others to a patient god, and others still to a sleeping god whose foretelling of a day of vengeance is said to be long, but not far away, for this god needs much rest. Some are dedicated to gods of health and to gods of wealth and to gods that watch over old women and babies. Sacrifices are plenty to these gods. So the young holy-man told me. There are demigods too. Children of some gods are soldiers of war. They are fearsome. Children of some gods are angels of peace. They are poor. While one god reigns here and another god reigns there, God, the only true God, ruminates. Indeed, while little gods reign, the Almighty ruminates. 
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
Some walls are not easily seen, he said, and some walls are never touched, but the floating blue wall, the most stupendous of all walls, is as visible as the day is present, and it is far in every way some kind of spectacular. The floating blue wall is the wall of walls. It is poetry stilled, written anew each and every instant at each and every blink of each and every hour. It is a cozy wall. And it is huge. It hugs the Great Maze. 
Some say it is a silent wall. 
Some say it is not silent at all, but that its dwellers have clogged ears. Nevertheless, it is an altogether awesome wall. 
So the young holy-man told me.
Curiously though, considering all things, if not simply ironic, it is indeed quite tragic that the boy, Baba, though so precious and so sweet and so not a mama’s boy, should be born in a space so claustrophobic, a place so full of fantastic spaces and awesome walls, a place so grand and majestic, a place so full of beauty, and not in the place where wonders never cease. 
It truly seemed tragic. 
One day, while passing by the woven wall on his way to Fountainhead, Baba noticed a crowd of boys and girls scampering toward the Scarlet Plaza. He skated over to see what was happening there and saw that the cartwoman had arrived, as usual, oversized, having padded and puffed up every thing on and about her that could be padded or puffed. Her hair, as usual, was fake and firm and bowed and curled and roped down all the way pass the crack of her padded rump, which, as usual, she had architected so voluptuously, you’d think a cartoon had come alive poised to turn an eager mule into a sexy sphinx. 
The cartwoman set her overflowing shopping cart to the side and riding high atop her red heels she stepped up onto the catwalk, her strides perfectly measured, perfectly picked and placed, and when, as usual, the gathered boys and girls began to giggle and to mock, she paused with poise, and in her usual mannish growl that was croakier than the frog that swallowed a fat owl, she spat her rhyme with not a note spoiled. 
“What’s all the fuss? Why all the fight? Whether it be day or it be night, you’re gonna die. We are all gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. Whether you run or whether you hide, you’ll poop what you eat then eat what you poop. You’re gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die.” 
At the end of this rhythmic prophetic round, she sashayed.
Then she repeated her prophecy. 
Then she sashayed.
Interlacing prophecy and sashay, as she went, she strode the catwalk all the way to the far side then swung around with a grand swoosh, and primly, interlacing prophecy and sashay, wended her way back to where she began, and stepped down, and took her cart. With neither a bobble nor a smile she strolled steadily and rhythmically through the gauntlet of derision, confidently exuding her catatonic voluptuousness, underscoring her rhyme in the rumpus. 
“What’s all the fuss? Why all the fight? Whether it be day or it be night, you’re gonna die. We are all gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. Whether you run or whether you hide, you’ll poop what you eat then eat what you poop. You’re gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die.”
The gathered boys and girls had great fun mocking and chanting, for they had forgotten in this while that in the dead of coming nights some of them, asleep, will wet their beds, while others, sleepless, will stoop peeking at the dark, counting the gallops of the reaper that travels with a scythe; the reaper that carries a sack on his back and the measurement of every living neck in his sack.
Oh neuroses-neuroses! 
Oh psychoses-psychoses! 
Oh phobias! 
Fear, being so brutal, when the cold wind hits what does it flutter? Tell me, what does it flutter?
That is the young holy-man’s story.
But that’s not what Mrs. Trummell told her son, Hovarth, when he dashed in to her, breathless and worried after the encounter. “Mother, am I going to die? Am I going to die? Am I going to die?” Hovarth inquired.
“Hovarth! Breathe.” She grabbed him by his shoulders and shoved him into her chair. “Breathe, Horvarth. Breathe. Are you really that afraid of dying, Hovarth?”
He didn’t have to think the question over. 
“Yes,” he said. “Yes. Yes.”
“Then fix your fear, Hovarth. Fix that! Once you fix fear, Hovarth, you will never have a reason to worry over anything again. Fear is a pesky little tricky thing. Fix fear here and it’ll be fixed everywhere.”
“How do I fix it, Mother?”
“Face it, Hovarth. Face it. Face your fear then, well, oh, what a story you will have to tell! Face it, Hovarth. Face your fear.”
And yes, what a story his turned out to be!
You’ll agree.
It was quite a different story for the frisky little spider, for what the Black Widow told the cute little frisky thing when he whisked over to her web, very much like Hovarth ran into his house, having the same question and concern, was quite different from what Hovarth’s mother told him. 
“Is it true Ms BW?” the spider inquired. “Am I going to die?”
Ms BW laughed at the question. 
She laughed uproariously. 
She turned to the spunky young spider, batting her beautiful eyelashes. “You are just too funny,” she said. “And so cute! Come, sweetie. Come. Lie with me. Enter my chamber and let me see.”  
Oh, what a tasty fill he turned out to be! 
However, this sordid question did not enter Baba’s mind. He skated off to Fountainhead, passing Lovers Cave, where so often passions, lit, fling sparks into the stars, which pitch in search for that timely wish, lacking which, they float emberless into a distant dark. 
He sped pass Great Stone, unaware that one day this stone will stand in memory of his glory; it will stand as a place of inspiration, a space for wonderment, a place of awe. 
Athleticism and daring in full flair, Baba sped down the Whistling Winds through the swirling curves of Finger Print Labyrinth.
Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh. 
He skated pass Willows Peak, Moulin Rouge, Dralion’s Amazing Juggler, and Café Dumond, and when he arrived at Fountainhead he took up his skateboard and went and sat where the spring runs red and the doves are fed. 
Quietly, he sat facing the pond hoping the strange voices would come through the pipes again. He hoped they would divulge their strange secrets, but the pipes were quiet when he arrived. 
So he waited.
Time crawled through the whistling wind.
The pipes banged and binged.
Still, no voices. 
He watched sunlight playing ripples, like the strings of Pushkin’s harp. It splashed sparkles into his face, reminding him of childhood days in his Nana’s glass room, through which the sun, hobnobbing with fluttering trees, would toss jigsaw puzzles across the floor. It reminded him, too, of how he used to grab at the fluttering patterns but could not catch them. He could see them on the floor. He could see them on his palm. He could grab them, but when he opened his hand there was nothing there. 
Absolutely nothing.
This used to puzzle him when he was a child.
You see, Nana began bringing him into this glass room, fearing for his safety in her many other rooms, for, anywhere there was a wall or some semblance of a wall, Baba was able to find some way to climb over it, or crawl under it, or creep around it, or go through it, creating panic in the household. 
It didn’t help any that one time Baba found Nana’s pearl and stuffed it up his nose. It got stuck there. Another time, at least once so far as is known, he swallowed Nana’s broach whole. They slapped his back and the broach flew out. 
It was not safe to leave Baba alone when he was a wee child. In her uncluttered glass room, though, Nana could paint her masterpieces while observing how Baba’s eyes glowed marveling at the jigsaw shadows dancing across the mahogany floor. When the season changed, he marveled at falling snowflakes, as if he were in the globe looking out at the snow. The seasons’ many vibrant changes were such, you’d think time, the master artist, was painting that wide yonder to keep Baba marveling and to save him from further trouble. So it was that Baba was able to marvel at many things. 
There, the jigsaw! 
There, the snowflakes! 
There, the brush stokes of autumn’s collage!
Baba could see them and touch them, but he could not grasp them, therefore, they caused him no more trouble.
He bobbled and bounced around in awe.
Indeed, ever since Baba was a wee thing, he had a fascination for lights, a fixation on walls, and a liking for festive hues, yet no one knew how huge a role these would play in what would become of him. 
Baba’s curiosity was huge.
In fact, Baba was the first to discover his Gra’Pa Lee’s secret secure gate. Other than Gra’Pa Lee, he was the only person able to decode it. 
“Hm!” Gra’Pa Lee remarked through a wry smile when he witnessed this ingenuity. “We are the immigrants to the technologies we devise. You are the natives. It is a grand time to be the native. It’s a grand time. Hm!”
But Gra’Pa Lee was not really surprised. 
Aback of Fountainhead with broad uncluttered landscapes and rippling waters in clear view, playful sparkles distracted Baba from the pipes’ continued silence. Something in the wind caused him to reflect upon some of the songs Nana used to sing for him in the Glass room, songs like Hero, One Day I’ll Fly Away, Aint No Mountain High Enough, and other such songs, and a song which always seemed to bring the surrounding trees into an extended frenzy, that Nana-ripping rendition of This Is My Life. For so it was with all good songs, the young holy-man told me; they swirl like joyful waves throughout the entire universe, throughout every realm. 
Well, Baba had waited long enough. 
Just as he was about to retrieve his skateboard and return home through the secret way, so that Yossi would not feel compelled to seek and find him, he heard chatter. He got closer and heard, as clear as church bells, a voice coming through the pipes. 
His heart raced.
He heard two voices.
Now three voices! 
These were agitated voices.
They were plotting destruction.
They planned to destroy the crisscross walls 
Baba had never heard of crisscross walls. 
Indeed, the Great Maze is made none the easier to navigate by the existence of so many crisscross walls, the young holy-man told me. Crisscross walls, all of which are manmade, slow everything down, he said. Some crisscross walls are quite impressive, but some are plain. Some shut people out. Some shut people in. Some are idolized and some hide graves. Crisscross walls are like libraries of the thoughts and passions of their architects.
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
These are not walls made of brick and mortar or of hay and mud or of wood. They are provocative walls. 
Occasionally, they lure. 
Often, they obscure. 
Though Baba knew nothing of crisscross walls, Yaya knew a lot about them. She knew it as the S619 matrix. Yaya lived a swirling long way from Baba, so he had never heard of her. How very strange it is, isn’t it, that some people have the good fortune of brains and beauty, while others have the bad fortunes of lousy timing, the young holy-man said.
Strange indeed! 
Well. Yaya had both.
And then she got the best.
Born to missionary parents, she loved the waters and was a fine swimmer and was quite unaware of her captivating beauty. 
After their first day out to the new mission field, her parents promptly abandoned the mission to become doctors.
They became doctors and returned to serve the very people they had abandoned. For this, an act of selflessness, they were appreciated and loved and honored, though the service they provided was not done for honor or appreciation, but for the love of people and on account of these people’s searing needs.
By and by, these people began to prosper.
Yaya grew from a sweet child into a beauty.
Word of the doctor’s accomplishments spread until it reached the brass of the 312 Mission Board. The Board invited the good doctors to their annual convention to surprise them with a high honor. 
This was usually a widely covered event.
It was a rousing convention.
The 312 Mission Foundation was immensely proud of its superiority on a number of fronts: its number of new contributing billionaires, the exponential expansion of its footprint, the numbers baptized, the number of souls won, and so on, and so forth.
They were ultra impressive. 
With great fanfare and to grand applause, the right honorable Dr. Wing, President of the Board announced the award.
The doctors’ jaws dropped. 
They stepped up to the podium, arm in arm.
Dr. Wing, eminently aware of the high value of the guests he was about to honor and of the wide range of his audience, and being always ready to align himself with elite accomplishments, asked the good doctors to reveal the numbers they had saved. He was referring, of course, to the numbers brought into the fold. He was also, of course, winking to his audience at the potential expansion of their influence. This, he expected to be another shining jewel in his crown, another crowning moment for the foundation.
“An uncounted number,” Yaya’s father said, engaging his wife’s eyes, for being overwhelmed by the surprise he lost the presence of mind to field the nuance in Dr. Wing’s question.
“Give us an estimate,” Dr. Wing probe, “a nice round about number. A small estimate!”
Yaya’s mother realized what was happening.
In that great quiet, she leaned toward the microphone and said, “We don’t keep such tallies. We save lives. We love the people we serve. We do not proselytize. We learn from them. They learn from us. We are blessed with their love and count our blessings so manifold it is a number too wide and too large to endure ordinary counts. We only want for them the best they want for themselves.” 
The anticipatory applause popped.
Perhaps they did not understand what she just said, but if the Almighty spoke into any ear in that resounding hollow, no one could have missed a word of it.
That’s what the young holy-man said.
While pompous prigs and pious pricks prey upon smoked masses, glorying in themselves, stabbing many; while some wounded, not wanting to be left behind, bend; while some, stooped, dazed and confused, abandon all cognizance of truth for gain; not all of the wounded give in. 
While some men sow seeds of mistrust and doubt and unhappiness and gloom and hate; and some scare the living daylights from their own kinfolk, from grandmothers and grandfathers, from their own children, just to have their way; while some have believed in their lies for so long, they are irrevocably deceived; while some eat their young unaware they too are scheduled to be eaten; while some use every wit to build walls to plaque them; there are others that build bridges; there are others that lead the ready and willing out of gloom.
That’s what the young-holy man told me.
Yaya was quite acquainted with the crossing guards at crisscrossing walls, but this was the first Baba was hearing about these walls, so he knew nothing of the crossing guards. Lots of questions arose in his mind. He kept his ears against the pipes hoping these voices, even in the midst of their agitation, would provide some answers. 
Where are these walls? 
What do they look like? 
What are they made of? 
Why will they destroy them? 
What about other walls, the magnificent walls, the spectacular walls: will they be destroyed as well? 
The pipes gave no answer.
It was abundantly clear that the crisscross walls would come crashing down, not by the use of bulldozers and cranes, but with stealth ants and cockroaches and squirrels and fused monkeys. That’s what Baba overheard. The main voice was quite confident that justice would come and that time was on their side. “We will find the blue stones. We must find the blue stones. Find the blue stones,” the voice commanded.
Baba gasped. 
There are blue stones!
He knew it! 
So there must be crisscross walls too.
Baba grabbed his skateboard.
He took off with great speed along his secret route to his Gra’Pa Lee’s gate. Along that route, several things came back to him.
He remembered Papa’s presidential emergency broadcast. “Under the Global Free Space Act,” he  said to the assembly, “we have the right to build walls where we deem fit and to extend those walls throughout our sphere. We will never relinquish this right for any reason, at any price, to any one. It is the responsibility of our citizenship to protect as well as to defend all of our rights.”
The Chief of the Overlords responded in kind, declaring in his broadcast, “Under the Global Free Space Act we own the right and the responsibility to keep space free. We must and will vigorously defend our Global Free Space against all intrusions, against all claims, against all violations, against any division. We cannot and we will not allow reapportionment of Global Free Space, no matter the guise, no matter the deception. Space is the birthright of every blood-born. It must, therefore, be maintained as free and available to everyone and never be allowed to be co-opted by the privileged, the bully, and the strong.”
Time and again, before this, Baba had questioned Papa about walls, saying he didn’t see any real value in having walls. Time and again, Papa offered sound but mundane answers to his son. He gave answers, such as, security, privacy, claim of ownership, and decorative facades, but  being frustrated by the ludicrousness of these questions, he began to brush aside Baba’s inquiries as boyish. Then one day Papa told him bluntly, “A wall is a simple but elegant tool in the armory of governance and power. It allows us to divide and conquer. It is an advertisement, a clear statement of exclusivity. It is both an elegant and practical means of raising the value of any concept or notion. You need, son, to understand such things. You need to learn the levers of power, the intricacies of dominance and the art of stout leadership, ergo, the wall. Learn quickly or you will fall.”
Baba was not dissuaded from his view that walls were obstructions and distractions. After all, walls did not prevent Aunt Shirley’s house from being invaded by vicious ants; walls prevented her from seeing them coming. What good was that? Walls did not help the Wongs hold claim on the property they occupied; they got bulldozed and pushed aside. Walls did not keep Godfrey from finding Annie’s G-spot or stop them from experimenting with position number five so many times in one week they ran out of chocolate and whip cream, and it did not prevent Baba from finding out.
“That was number five of number five,” Godfrey whispered, winking to Baba when Godfrey noticed him watching through the cracked door, as Annie was shuffling into the bathroom to wash her cup. “Put flexibility at the top of your training schedule,” he whispered to Baba without the slightest embarrassment. “Flexibility is essential.” 
“You should put mufflers at the top of your list,” Baba whispered back. “Sounded like a gruel tennis match. Did she win or did you lose?”
“You can hear us all the way over there?” Godfrey asked with a wicked smile.
“Screws are bouncing out of the wall-mounts.”
Godfrey grinned.
Baba was convinced that walls provided a false sense of security, not insurance. 
Skating gloriously toward the mansion, he did not hear the boom or feel the earth shiver, for in the opening second of his Super Malto maneuver the front edge of a giant percussive wave boosted his lift. He skated through the air, twisted and twirled, flipped and unfurled, landing balanced, with flair on the back edge of the unseen percussive ripple. 
Woo-hoo! 
He felt an awesome adrenaline rush.
Carubunga!
He had no idea something was just blown up.
He passed the weathercock. It was stuck.
Knowing the secret of the green gate, he went in that way. He set aside his skates and spirited through the mansion to tap Gra’Pa Lee’s mind. He needed answers to the mounting mysteries. He had no intention, however, of divulging, even to Gra’Pa Lee, whom he trusted, where his notions were coming from. He presumed the truth of Fountainhead was not known and its secret was his and his alone. No matter the language, dialect or tongue spoken, the young holy-man told me, walls are the tabloids of behind and beyond. Walls chop spaces into pieces. They create mystery and intrigue and some people live to get behind them and some people live to get beyond them. This is the simple nature of a wall’s relationship with each person, but no one told the fish in the bowl.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Baba was heading toward Gra’Pa Lee’s lab by way of Nana’s ornate art gallery when he ran into Gra’Pa Lee. He noticed Gra’Pa Lee’s unusual demeanor but did not think much of it, because of all that was on his mind. 
The two greeted each other.
They soon settled awkwardly into each other’s company as Baba maneuvered the conversation toward his first question. “Gra’Pa, how do you know that deep through the forested walls there are animals that have never been seen, if they’ve never been seen?”
“How do you know there are stars, billions of stars, beyond the stars you see, if you have never seen them?” Gra’Pa tossed back at him.
It took a moment of reflection. “I don’t know, Gra’Pa,” Baba said.
“When you know the answer to that your question will disappear,” Gra’Pa Lee said.
He was uncharacteristically abrupt.
So Baba was disappointed. 
“Thanks, Gra’Pa.” Baba said. 
Head bowed, hands stuck in his pockets, Baba sauntered back through Nana’s gallery in which two oil paintings: The Valley and Flight Of Monkeys, were prominently hung. These two paintings were different in style and rendition from the others in that room. They were hung on either side of Nana’s four-foot antique mirror. Baba had often seen the shadow on the floor. He always thought the shadow was cast by The Valley and was drawn to that shadow, sauntering along, so he was not paying attention to where he was stepping. He accidentally bumped into the bronze sculpture, Alpha Omega, and tripped over it. The Alpha Omega was a gift from Prince Priérra to Baba’s late uncle, Albert, the war hero. The Prince presented it to him before the war. Trying to steady himself, as he tripped, Baba accidentally knocked the antique mirror off the wall. The sound of its smash echoed his fall.
He looked up expecting Nana. 
He had heard the hurried footsteps through the hallway into the gallery, as he was working his way up from the shards and thought it was her, but it was Gra’Pa standing over him.
“Nasty little bruise,” Gra’Pa said.
Gra’Pa Lee left him there to fetch a balm to tend Baba’s bruise. Then he returned.
“Ouch.”
“This is nothing. You can handle way more.”
“Seven years of bad luck! Sorry, Gra’Pa.”
“Nonsense! What’s the sorry?”
“Nana will be upset. Don’t you know, Gra’Pa? A broken mirror brings seven years of bad luck.”
“Bunkum!”
“But it is true, Gra’Pa. It is true.”
“It can’t possibly be true. Do you know anyone whose life is all bad luck?”
“Yes. Mrs. Nancy. I heard Nana herself saying Mrs. Nancy is nothing but pure bad luck.”
“Well! There you have it then.” Gra’Pa said. “If Mrs. Nancy were to break one of her mirrors today, how could seven more years be added to a life already full of bad luck? If her life is already full of bad luck there would be no space left to add more bad luck. Bad luck is bad luck. No space left. No more bad luck can be jam-packed in. So there then: proof positive that a broken mirror cannot add seven years of bad luck. Let’s put it back together.”
“This, Gra’Pa?”
“Yes. Your Nana’s mirror.”
“We can’t. It’s impossible.” Baba said, wrestling quietly with Gra’Pa Lee’s flipped back reasoning. “It’s smashed. Disintegrated. It’s nothing but shards.”
“Then that much more the fun! It’s a big jigsaw puzzle. What is the highest number of jigsaw pieces you’ve ever put together?”
“2,400!”
“See? Practically genius! This is hardly near that number, I wouldn’t think. Get the glue. I’ll get gloves and tweezers. Let’s see how fast we can get the mirror together and back up. With your genius, we’ll probably set a record.”
“Gra’Pa, we’re probably the only ones to ever want to put a smashed mirror back together. That’s the record right there.”
“Good then! Let’s own that record.”
Gra’Pa Lee and Baba gloved up and went at it. 
Nana had not yet made an appearance. 
She didn’t even stir. 
Baba thought this quite strange.
“Where’s Nana, Gra’Pa?”
“Asleep.”
“Oh. I know this is one of her favorite mirrors. She’ll be very upset.”
“Not at all. Don’t put worry into your head. It takes such an ingenious effort piecing this mirror back, I’d say she would be proud. It’ll practically be a piece of art when we are done with it.”
“Gra’Pa!”
“Yes, Baba.”
“Is there a place where wonders never cease?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Everywhere.”
Baba laughed. 
“Gra’Pa! Everyone thinks you’re the smartest  one of the clan . . .”
“Not smarter than you, Baba.”
“So you have to know wonders are not everywhere. There are no wonders in Crap Town. Everybody knows that.”
“Ah! Strike one on me. But they are here.” He touched Baba’s heart. “And they are here.” He touched Baba’s head. “They are spread here and there. They are inside and outside. Ah! And there is a place too, where every eye that is opened sees wonders of wonders, a place from which, with a hop, skip, or jump, with a snap of your finger, with a twist of your earlobe, with a kiss of your thumb, you can reach any wonder and many wonders of wonders. Now that place for sure is where wonders never cease.”
“Now we’re talking. Can I get there, Gra’Pa?”
“Of course you can.”
“How?”
“Can you fly a jet?”
“No.”
“Can you sail a ship?”
“No. But I can ride a bike and I can skate real well. I got skills.”
“How did you acquire your amazing skills?”
“I learned them from Yossi and I practiced.”
“Ah! That’s it. You just said it. That’s exactly how you’ll get to that extraordinary place. You learn. Then you practice.”
“Can you teach me how, Gra’Pa?”
“Of course, Baba. I’ve already begun.”
“Gra’Pa.”
“Yes, Baba.”
“You are messing with me. There is no such place. Sasha said people who chase fantasies end up flying off the edge of a cliff.”
“Perhaps Sasha is right. You might even find yourself paddling wind streams chasing fantasies. But what problem is that if you have guts and the glutes?”
“Gra’Pa, I don’t have a clue what you mean.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Maybe Sasha doesn’t know what she is talking about. Caca said…”
“Who is Caca?”
“Godfrey, Gra’Pa. I call him Caca.”
“Why do you call him Caca?”
“He’s a councey-head. He is a caca. He said only two places exist where wonders never cease.”
“What are those?”
“A woman’s mouth and a virgin’s breasts.”
“Hmm. I see. Perhaps he is right.”
“Gra’Pa, how can everybody be right when they are all saying different things? Everybody can’t be right. Has anyone ever told you you’re a great big puzzle?”
“Ah! But a puzzle is a puzzle only to those that don’t have its solution. Wouldn’t you agree? Can you solve a big puzzle?” 
“I think so. Gra’Pa, do you really think a person could find the place where wonders never cease?”
“Anyone can get to anywhere, reach any place, achieve any dream, and accomplish anything, if they’ve got what you’ve got.”
“What’s that?”
“If you don’t know what you’ve got, how do you expect me to know?”
“Gra’Pa!”
They kept piecing the mirror back together.
Baba realized Nana still hadn’t made a stir.
“Gra’Pa, why does Papa deny the existence of blue stones.”
“Maybe he doesn’t believe they exist.”
“He knows they exist. I saw them with my own eyes.”
“Sometimes our eyes play tricks, you know.”
“I know what I saw. I touched them too.”
“I believe you.”
“Why does Papa refuse to believe?”
“Every human has that right.”
“Gra’Pa, tell me the truth. Is there a place where wonders never cease?”
“Of course, there is.”
“Where is it?”
“Ah! You have to find it for yourself. I can’t see with your eyes or hear with your ears or feel with your heart, my boy. Even if I tell you where it is you still have to go and find it for yourself.”
“Have you seen this place?”
“I touched it. It exists. You can find it.”
“Tell me one of your stories.”
“Which one?”
Baba loved the way Gra’Pa Lee told stories. His favorite Gra’Pa Lee stories were The Wolf In The Winter Cold, Excalibur And The Stone, Daniel In The Lion’s Den, and Crabs In A Bowl.
“Tell me a new one,” Baba said.
“When the time came, a Wonderful Mother gathered her offsprings. She distributed to each in accordance with their talents, abilities, and desires, heaps from the abundance of her precious stones and sparkling gems. Then she said to them, I must go to prepare a place. So she went. In her absence, many of the gathered began squabbling. They fought and stole from each other. They argued about who had the best knowledge and techniques for dealing with sparkling gems and precious stones. Some of the gathered separated themselves. Some of these invested the precious stones and sparkling gems. When these investments matured, some of the others killed these and took the loot. Some that had separated themselves left on journey to find their Wonderful Mother, for they reasoned that she was preparing a place for them and it only seemed reasonable that they should find her and support her. In time, each of these found their Wonderful Mother. She greeted each, saying, welcome to my glory and to your joy. So full of grace, this Wonderful Mother returned to those that had remained behind. When she saw what she saw, she said, I lay plentifully, yet the foxes are not satisfied. They eat my eggs and yet they ravage my goslings too. So she built new nests and laid more eggs. When it became their time, she returned again. Again, she distributed from the heaps of her wealth precious stones and sparkling gems to those newly gathered, according to their talents and abilities and desires. Then she said to them, I go to prepare a place. Then she went.”
“Uh-oh!” Baba interjected.
“Why the uh-oh?” Gra’Pa said.
“I know exactly what happened next.”
“What happened next?”
“She returned only to find that what happened before happened again exactly.”
“Yes. That’s exactly what happened.”
“Fools never learn, Nana says. What is the name of this story?” 
“Fools Full Of Talent,” he said.
By and by, they reassembled the mirror, excepting for one piece, which they searched everywhere for, but could not find. “Don’t worry about that piece,” Gra’Pa told Baba. “I’ll find it in due time. It’s about time you run along.”
Gra’Pa placed the jigsaw mirror, missing that one curious piece, back on the wall from which it fell, but Baba laughed seeing it back on the wall.
“But don’t you see?” Baba said. “It is no use anymore. It’s all crooked, Gra’Pa. We’ve put it together all crooked. Everything is bouncing around in it. Just wiggle your head. Look, you’ll see. Nothing is straight. Everything is bouncing.”
“That’s its beauty. If it is not a marvelous work of art, at least it’s a wonderful lesson.”
“What lesson, Gra’Pa? All it is, is a cracked-up mirror.”
“The eye sees only what the mirror shows, not what the mirror reveals. That’s one lesson.”
“Huh?”
“You’re getting tired and it’s getting late. Run along. Use the tunnel.”
 Baba skated through the tunnel, passing the mural of his late uncle. Heading up to the observatory, he passed one of his father’s secret rooms. With all his father’s talk about walls, he wondered how many times his father knew he was right in that secret room with him, hidden, while critical matters of State were being conducted. How many times? Three times? Seven times? Once? None? Did anyone even know that there is a spot no security camera and motion detection captures, i.e., Baba’s private hiding spot.
He stopped by there.
His saw Papa and his newest wench in there.
Baba slipped out of his private spot and headed up to the observatory. The question Gra’Pa Lee had raised was still on his mind: how does anyone know there are billions of stars? Did anyone ever count them? 
He looked into the sky.
Carabunga!
The raw heavens always amazed him.
He began to wonder how many other peopled planets are out amongst the galaxies. What other life forms are out there? Then he began to wonder if right in that moment there was another boy, just like him, looking right back in his direction wondering the same thing. Carabunga! What if he can actually see me and I can’t see him? Carabunga. Carabunga. Somewhere out there, there is a place where wonders never cease. There’s got to be!
There’s just got to be!
And if not . . . wow . . . Carabunga! 
A stunning spark lit up his lens just then. 
It was as if a star ballooned. 
What was that? Did Gra’Pa see it too?
He waited to see what would happen next.
Nothing spectacular happened.
He waited some more, thinking of some things he had watched and heard: of galaxies colliding into galaxies, of black holes, of beautiful constellations, like the Swan and Virgo.
Heading back to his quarters, he walked into his father, who was in the toilet having a poop.
“Baba!”
“Papa,” he said, “I still don’t understand why we have so many walls.”
“So you don’t come barging through when I am having a shit.”
Baba didn’t leave. He knew he was pissing off Papa, but he was intent on a face off. “You don’t need walls, Papa. You need a flush. You need clean water. You need fresh air. Not walls. Walls keep in the stink then you have to spray it away.”
In Baba’s mind the issue about walls was an open and shut case. Walls obstruct good views. When it comes to control and security, he was convinced walls were of no use. Walls didn’t keep Sally from her boyfriends. Walls didn’t keep her experimentations from his eyes. Walls didn’t keep cockroaches from kitchens. Walls didn’t keep rats from cheese. Walls didn’t keep Hovarth’s grandpa from the dreaded sneeze.
“Why do we need so many walls, Papa?”
“Stop asking stupid questions. Grow up!”
At that, Baba raised the stakes a notch higher.
“So which woman is sweeter, Papa?”Baba asked directly, “The brown one today? The black one last week? The yellow one before that? Or Mama?”
Papa, in a swoosh off the toilet bowl, slapped Baba off his feet, dropping him to his buttocks. Baba bounced right up and posed another question. 
“Papa, you are the man,” he said, holding his bruised cheek. “Is this what men do when they can’t answer a boy’s question? Or is this what men do to make a boy not see what he sees? I see. I hear. I know. You can’t stop me. Is this why you need so many walls, Papa, so people won’t see or hear or know what to do?”
“Get out!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
“It’s a rough hour,” Gra’Pa announced. “Nana is dead! The love of my life is gone.”
 
A bitter bite
Clenched
Blackened blood
Mirth thickened in the flesh
Nature swallows itself.
Ash into ash
Stars bled of light
Something to nothing;
Nothing reclaims itself
In bites.
 
Lives! Some are carved and sculpted. Few are made. Many are moulded. Even the brightest star goes dark, content. Life stretches only so far then pops back into itself, somewhere. Somehow! That’s life!
Wild imaginings turned Hovarth into a scared little kiddy-cat. He was frequently found backed against some wall or curled up under his bed. He was vexingly afraid of the scythed horseman, whose eyes could not be seen and whose horse can leap and bound covering any width at any height. The scythed horseman rides a dark horse, he was told. The scythed horseman gallops breathy through the changing winds, he was told.
Hovarth did not want to be grabbed by the neck from behind; he wanted to see the scythed horseman coming. He wanted every chance to run and hide, so he spent much of his alone time hiding, looking, listening for the horseman’s inescapable sound, that heavy breathy sound.
Hovarth was a nervous wreck.
During one school outing to Belmont’s Roller Coaster Rides, Hovarth hid from the rides, because as he perceived it, up along the roller coaster’s swirl, strapped to its seat, with such able leaps, there was no crowd for a stampede to confuse the horseman’s stallion, if he were to come just then. So Hovarth was not about to ride the Cyclone, or Typhoon, or Dragon Coaster, or Double Shot, no matter what name his classmates called him.
Kiddy cat. Kiddy cat. Kiddy cat.
His mother heard about this. 
At the next Roller Coaster outing his uncle Ben turned up unannounced. Uncle Ben grabbed Hovarth by the scruff and dumped him on Cyclone. Hovarth screamed and balled and cried as the ride swiveled and churned before dumping him back out onto the ground. He could barely stand when he came down, but there was Uncle Ben right ready to receive him. A strong man with massive legs, Uncle Ben grabbed him by the scruff again, and dragged him off, and dumped him onto Typhoon.
Hovarth farted all the way.
Down from that ride, Uncle Ben grabbed him up again and dumped him onto Dragon Coaster.
When Hovarth came down, Uncle Ben was there. He grabbed Hovarth up and dumped him onto Double Shot. 
When Hovarth came down from there, Uncle Ben met him again. And again. And again. He grabbed him, dragged him, and dumped him on ride after ride after ride.
Hovarth stunk.
When the park was closed, Hovarth, now a shrivel, his soul in shreds, his mother wrapped him in a blanket, took him home, tucked him into bed, and tossed him a comforter, and switched off the lights, and locked the door, and left him, as if for dead. When she unlocked the door the next morning, Hovarth was not in bed. His bed was unkempt. His bathroom was a mess. His closets were empty. But Hovarth! He had long since fled.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Baba learned a lot about families, as relatives, many coming from afar, gathered to prepare for Nana’s funeral.
It was a state funeral.
He learned about the squabbles, the quirks, the queens, the queers, the vixens, the players, the bitches, the bears. 
Blood, thicker than water, over moors or across plains; people are the same everywhere. That was clear. It was evident too that while some are loaded, most have nothing to spare, and those swiftest to stir trouble are quickest to cast blame. 
However, not all families are full of intrigue, as some are wont to believe. Death is not always a mystery. Sometimes it is a relief. 
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
Speaking of which this is what was found on the mystery tablet.
Death is not the mystery; it’s the getting there that’s the trouble! It’s the writhing, wrenching, bristling twists and turns. The gauntlets. The earthquakes and storms. The seething. The conniving. The cheating. The stealing, whoring, mongering, pushing, shoving, hogging, screaming, ripping, tearing, leashing, lashing, whipping, and endless banging of the head against walls. It’s the wiggling in the noose. It’s the blithering. It’s the scratching and clawing, like crabs in a bucket. It’s the crotch constantly caught in thongs. It’s the swinging, snipping, sniping, snooping, blind blistering brow-beating: the endless abuse. It’s the ecstasy and the glory too: fucking, fishing, fetching, stretching, reaching, touching, rising, soaring, sailing, sweet cherry picking, canoodling, giving and getting, soaping and showering, toweling, back-rubbing, bum-patting, hand-holding, feasts, frolic, boating across the rapids. It’s the constant making and remaking of self; shuffling; spooning; wrestling in bed kissing, being kissed up into sweeter spaces and to newer heights! 
That’s the mystery. Life!
Death is the announcer. “Time!”
Though you might think so, time is not at the end.
And that too is what the young holy-man was telling me as he wove every note of his tune into the simplicity of his question, a strange question, a huge question, a question seeking the truth. 
During this gathering, many talked about Uncle Albert, the war hero. He died in battle before Baba was born. His mural plastered the tunnel. His statue stood elegantly in the Heroes Garden.
Some of what Baba was overhearing at the gathering got him to thinking, especially because Uncle Albert’s widow, Aunt Gloria, was as distant and as mysterious as she always was ever since Baba knew her. Many of the family members he knew before the gathering took time to appear a little different for this funeral. 
Not Aunt Gloria.
Aunt Gloria called Uncle Albert her Abel and was often heard remarking, “Rock trumps scissors; blood can’t trump envy.” When Baba asked her what she meant, she said, “It’s for me to say and for you to find out, but don’t probe me.” 
Baba was the kind that wants to find out.
When Aunt Gloria visited Nana’s bedroom, he overheard her muttering as if she believed Nana could still hear her, “Now, for sure, you know the whole truth. I know you know the whole truth.” 
Baba did not let Aunt Gloria know he heard her nor that he watched how she stepped through Nana’s bedroom. When Aunt Gloria noticed the two paintings on the wall towards the foot of Nana’s bed, the painting of the girl in baby blue with her palms opened releasing the bird and the other more abstract but equally captivating painting of an unusual scene, Aunt Gloria carefully perused the latter painting. 
She looked at it wide angled. 
She studied it close up.
As her eyes came upon the titles of the paintings, her left fingers rose to her parted lips and her right hand steadied her breathless bosom. It was as if something about this painting reached her soul, touched a tender spot, and her eyes opened.
She caterwauled.
She slumped to the carpet in her flood of tears.
Only then did Baba step in to comfort her, but as he reached out to touch her, he realized she did not know he was standing over her, so he thought it best to leave her. 
He left the room.
Sometimes, we see the pond only to discover it is an ocean. Sometimes we see the mountain, later to learn it is merely a seed.
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
Now, this was a grand funeral.
Nana was a remarkable woman.
She was an inspiration. 
She was an unforgettable woman. 
They sang I’ll Fly Away and Step By Step, songs that reach far and wide penetrating every realm.
Then the priest stepped to the podium.
He opened the book.
He looked across the wide audience.
He spoke.
“At times like these we are confronted with the perennial questions. Who am I? Where did I come from? Why am I here? Where am I headed? How best do I comport myself through the caverns of this life? Indeed, what is the concept and code of life, of living, of humanity? Is it to find and fulfill a higher calling, something bigger than the self? Is it to test character and will through the travails of a twisting journey? Why am I here? Is it to consume: to partake of the blessings of the Great Provider, to feast on life’s bounty? Is it to conquer, to control, to dominate, to prosper, to own? Is it to build towards some better place, to bridge the gaps, to mend the fissures, to raise the stakes, to climb the ladders, to steer the lost? Is it to protect and defend, to make ready for some fearsome battle: perhaps, good facing evil; perhaps, vengeance against the devil; perhaps, the weak ensnared by burdens and the bullies trapped by the strong; perhaps, the climactic clash between the fear of change and the fear of sameness, between progress and tradition, between fossil and foal? Why am I here? Is it to mark time? Is it to pass a baton? Is it to lift someone up? Is it to shine my light? Why am I here? This is not a new question. It is a question as old as history and as ubiquitous as the wind. Why are we here? Is it to fix or to fight, to soar or to suffer? At times like these a bright light shines upon the answer and eyes open. We begin to see. In the glare of a brilliant life set so silent before us, I pray your eyes be opened wide. Look into the pause with me. I pray you see.”
There came a sniffling quiet.
Baba watched the priest kneel.
He watched the priest rise from his knees.
He watched the priest leave the podium.
The master of the funeral invited notable family and friends, in accordance with the funeral plan, to share experiences and memories. “I see a shepherd guiding sheep across the windswept desert into the lush greens,” he said. “Now come. Tell us what you see.”
One by one they came.
They cried. 
They laughed. 
They shared.
Baba heard about Nana in ways he had not known to see her while they were together. Here was Nana: inspirer, artiste par excellence, paragon of many virtues. Here was Nana: the girl, the woman, the mother, the provocateur, the name-maker. Here was Nana: the philanthropist, the humanitarian, the game-changer. Here was Nana: the glue that held the fabric together, the knot at the end of a stitch, the wow of the garment. And all this while she was just Nana to him: she is sweet; she is funny; she makes good cake. 
“It is the pebble in the clam that makes the pearl. It is the strain of the eyes that makes them blue. It is the difference in the pot that makes the stew. Open our eyes. Wipe the scales away. Help us see,” the funeral director said.
Gra’Pa stepped up to speak.
The hall was a hush. 
Oh, what a hush!
Gra’Pa spoke, but his voice did not tremble.
“If I say, this is the woman I love, because she is dead you might pity me. 
“This is the woman I love. 
“If I say, the woman who loves me no longer sleeps in my bed, you might be inclined to comfort me or you might be suspicious of my sheets.
“The woman who loves me no longer sleeps in my bed. She is dead. 
“I mourn, but she is not gone. 
“I mourn, because she passed on to me a torch I cannot keep as steady in this storm. I fear the light might go out. 
“The woman I love loves me and yet I mourn. 
“Her love is not confined. 
“Her love is alive. 
“I feel her more now than ever before, this woman, the woman I love. Now, she is in the air I breathe. She is in the dust around my feeble feet. Of late, I have grown more particular about my steps. She feeds my fruits and my flowers. She feeds our trees. This, the woman I love, she still loves me. Her love is not confined. 
“Though I can still touch her now, not I alone; you can touch her too. So why do I mourn when she touches so many? Why do I mourn when I did not lose the woman I love but gained a witness in the heavens, an advocate for my cause, a beloved traveler always at my side, a readied welcome at every gate? Why do I mourn? Why do I mourn when the love I have you now share as intimately as I ever did? I have a better question.
“Why do you mourn the woman I love?”
Gra’Pa Lee looked across the audience as if he expected to hear an answer. He heard sniffles. When he stepped away from the podium someone said, “I see the suckling fawn,” but no one knew who spoke. Baba just remembered it.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
An arranged tour of Nana and Gra’Pa Lee’s section of the family complex was set for the third day after the funeral. Select guests and family members were invited.
Gra’Pa Lee did not attend.
During the tour, Godfrey was on the other end of the complex wrapped around Brittany in one of the perimeter guest rooms. Brittany was a distant relative: a cousin of a cousin. Godfrey was whispering sweet nothings in Brittany’s ear, as he slid his palm between her legs. “I’ll be good to you if you’re good to me,” he said.
She was very good to him.
Two days and nights straight!
Even though many in the family knew Nana was an acclaimed artist, few took time to get engaged with her paintings. They had not visited the galleries and museums featuring her well-known pieces. They had not read any articles or reviews. They had not attended any of her lectures or heard her interviews so they were taken aback during the tour. These guests were presently in the ornate gallery, which contained two of Nana’s four autumnal paintings. These two were hung on either side of the pieced together mirror, which still had a chip missing.
No one with seeing eyes could miss the brilliance and loveliness of these two paintings, even at a casual glance. These two paintings had a hypnotic or spiritual quality. 
Baba was in the room during the tour.
Yossi was there too.
So was Uncle Bob, Aunt Gloria’s brother, who demonstrated a surprisingly in depth knowledge and appreciation for the pieces. He widened the eyes of the gathering by pointing out many unique features of Nana’s paintings, which were not obvious to the untrained eye and might escape even the most careful scrutiny, which when revealed, brought new depths of meaning and understanding to the pieces. What one saw depended on the angle of view. It was such that no two persons could see exactly the same image at the same time.
It was intriguing.
Uncle Bob did not recognize the cracked mirror as such. Like the gathered, he presumed it to be Nana’s foray into avante-gardism. Not only was it an atypical piece, it did not seem to shine any light on Nana’s larger and readily recognizable body of work. This whole notion, along with Uncle Bob’s explanation, caused Baba to snicker. Yossi pinched him, so Baba knew not to make the gathering any the wiser. Even the tour guide admitted he had not seen or heard of the piece and that he thought it a mysterious addition to Nana’s collection.
Suddenly, Uncle Bob got some insight.
“Ah!” He proclaimed. “I see the message. Each of Nana’s paintings includes a hidden message, or a map, usually a maze. The piece of itself may be a commentary or an essay on some matter of importance. The appeal is usually intended as much to the five senses as it does to what she called the sixth and seventh senses, but there is always a hidden message. That is part of the uniqueness of her body of work: urging the viewer to seek and find the hidden truth. I see the message. Look at the reflections. See how they seem to multiply?”
Everyone looked closer. 
Even Baba looked. 
“The mirror picks an instant of an image,” Uncle Bob continued, “however, when you look at the mirror, if you are unaware of what the mirror picked, you would not know whether you are looking at several instances of the same image or at several images all at once. See how the images move? The woman is brilliant.”
“What is the hidden message?” A guest asked.
“Can’t you see it?” Uncle Bob answered. “Look. Look at it again. I don’t see a title, though. I wonder what she called the piece.”
“Cracked Mirror,” Baba shouted.
Yossi pinched Baba’s backside.
“Cracked Mirror,” Uncle Bob repeated. “That makes sense. She had no need to emboss its title or annotate it. Cracked Mirror. Clever.”
The more emotional of the two autumnal paintings, The Valley, which was inspired by Psalm 23, had a curiously distinctive anagram, AK, at the bottom right edge of the painting. 
AK?  
Those were not Nana’s initials. 
This drew Baba’s attention when Uncle Bob mentioned how uniquely Nana signed some of her paintings.
The Valley’s distinctive contours provoked a lot of discussion. So too, the broad shadow dusting the entire valley, a shadow cast by some object or presence situated out of view off the northwestern edge of the canvas. The questions were rife.
What is it and what does it mean?
Does it represent darkness or death? 
Does it represent a rescue or an invasion?
Is it the Great Coming, an army, or an alien?
The gathering coalesced around the idea that the valley was stooped, embedded, or surrounded by a vibrant storm. Then the tour guide eased himself through to take over from Uncle Bob. “That is the Nethermost Region, swirling,” the tour guide said, pointing to the feature of the painting that had stirred a lot of discussion.
This perked Baba’s ears.
The tour guide referred to Dante and Joyce and Lewis to support his disclosure. Baba had not yet heard all of those names.
“The Blue Wall hugs the entire valley,” the tour guide went on to explain. Then he pointed to the far eastern edge of the canvass, which appeared translucent and unaffected by the presence of the valley itself. “You can tell that this translucence or transparency cannot be seen if you are in the valley. Notice too that it is not shadowed by the great shadow, nor affected by the swirling storm. These are all visible from this vantage, but impossible to see from within the valley.”
“Fascinating,” Uncle Bob interjected.
Common to both autumnal paintings is what Uncle Bob referred to as her alphabet soup. The texture of these paintings were accomplished with letters, as if each brush stroke was a string of letters. There were instances where the absence of brush strokes formed letters. The more one looked at the painting, the more there was to find.
In a flash, at a glance, Baba spotted a sprawl of what seemed like random blue dots. His ability to see them depended on how he glanced at the painting. At each glance the sprawl of blue spots had a different randomness. This fascinated him.
The Valley was situated left, when facing the Cracked Mirror. Flight Of Monkeys, the other autumnal painting, was situated right, when facing the Cracked Mirror. Flight Of Monkeys was an even more engrossing and thought-provoking piece. In it monkeys are trapped on a ladder. At the top of the ladder hungry tigers are waiting for the monkeys. At the bottom of the ladder hungry tigers are waiting for the monkeys. 
When the gathered turned toward the Flight Of Monkeys, Baba’s mind drifted, because this painting was alive with memories of his Nana. He remembered their times in the Glass Room and the question Nana posed to him when she saw him staring at the painting then. “Baba, what would you do if you were one of those monkeys?” She had asked.
“I am not a monkey, Nana,” he had said.
“That’s so. That’s quite so. You are not a monkey. What would you do if you happened to be on that ladder with those monkeys?”
At that, Baba considered different ways he might escape the monkey’s conundrum. None of his solutions seemed to work. To each option he presented, Nana said, “Oh Dear!” Then she lifted her hand above her shoulder, as if she were a pallbearer, and with sing-song steps she danced mournfully around in the Glass Room moaning the chorus:
Bah-bah! Eaten by the tigers!
Bah-bah! Eaten by the tigers.
Bah-bah! Eaten by the tigers.
Oh, what should Baba do?
Please let my Baba through.
Each time Nana did this, Baba laughed.
Here in the ornate gallery it came to his mind that he never did find a solution to the monkeys’ conundrum. His focus returned to the gathering. He was anxious to hear if anyone would pose the very question Nana had posed to him.
No one did.
“Does anyone see the five elements?” 
“Five elements?” Uncle Bob tossed back to the tour guide. “Did you mean four elements? There are four elements: water, earth, fire and wind. I see those.” 
“I thought the four elements are sea, earth, sky and wind,” Brittany’s mom said.
“There is a fifth,” the tour guide said.
“Which is?”
“Ether, sometimes referred to as Void, or Space, or Quintessence, or Celestial material, or the heavens. These two paintings are composed of five elements,” the tour guide emphasized. “See the square within the square in each of them?” He pointed this out. “See?” 
Baba took note.
As he did, he noticed the blue dots again. In one of his flashes of recognition the blue dots did not appear random. He saw a specific pattern. Just as quickly as he saw that unique pattern it escaped him and he was unable to repeat that angle of glance. The gathering was still engrossed by the square within the square.
“Fascinating,” Uncle Bob remarked. “Clever and fascinating. I wonder what she was trying to tell us.”
“Sometimes an artist is attempting to convey a particular message to her audience,” the tour guide said. “Sometimes an artist just wants the audience to explore and discover. An artist may be giving the viewer an opportunity to make real what is true in the viewer’s soul rather than to reveal what is in the artist’s mind. A great piece of art is as much the work of the viewer as it is of the artist.”
“Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. What an artist!”
“Where is Brittany?” Brittany’s mom whispered to her dad when she realized their daughter’s absence. “I haven’t seen her since she was eating chocolate and drinking from that fancy cup.”
“She is probably exploring another part of this vast compound. It is huge,” her dad said.
Indeed, it was.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Everyone grieves differently.
And there are stages.
So the young holy-man told me. 
It is folly to think the pain of grief will slide into oblivion by ignoring it, or that strength is proven by rebuffing it, or that not crying in its face means a lack of feeling or callousness. 
Everyone grieves differently.
And there are stages.  
Death leaves a pain none can heal. 
Love leaves a memory none can steal.
Grief passes through many stages. It manifests itself in many a varied way and there are many kinds of loss and grief. 
Life is full of these. 
So the young holy-man told me.
On the night before all guests left the family complex, Nana’s younger sister - Papa’s aunty Agnes - stepped into the gazebo beside the starlit pond while some were on the balcony and some were in the garden wandering around. She threw out her arms like Nana would’ve done, like a star. Then she began to sing Nana’s favorite song.
I Am What I Am.
Nana used to sing this song like no other person Baba had seen or heard singing it. She used to dance around like a matador and with subtleties of an impeccable Latin dancer sing her heart out.
But aunty Agnes was drunk.
Still, everyone joined in her song and dance.
It was to Baba as if he were looking at the cracked mirror and seeing a hundred images of Nana dancing around the pond, and on the balcony, and in the gardens, all singing the same song with drunk aunty Agnes.
I Am What I Am!
When they came to the end of that song they all sang other favorites. It was beautiful.
The next day they were all gone.
Day by day, time passed slowly.
Baba grew. 
Gra’Pa Lee grieved.
Aunty Gloria wished desperately that the truth about the death of her heroic husband, Uncle Albert, would be revealed. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
It is impossible, the young holy-man explained, for any dweller in the Great Maze to detect at any glance that this is a roundabout maze, for it is extraordinarily huge and it is amazing. 
Many are unaware they live in a maze.
Some regions of this great maze consist more of one kind of natural wall than another, and some regions are cordoned by three walls, and some by four, and some by five, but none by more than eight walls, and in several regions of the maze the people are unaware of the possibility of other kinds of walls, or of other regions, or of the existence of other patterns within those other regions, that is, except by speculation, or rumor, or simply to ridicule. 
In some regions of the great maze the people are quite hospitable. In some, they are hostile. 
In some regions, life is easy. In others, it is a never-ending struggle. 
In some regions, the various kinds of people living there are adventurous, while in other regions its dwellers are quite content to make the most of what they have where they are at. 
Some regions overlap unawares.
Some regions crisscross unawares.
Some regions dissolve into each other.
Many kinds of people, regardless of their region of origin, consider the notion of a far flung place in which wonders never cease and where things are perfect by all known measures to be a ludicrous notion. Such concepts and that kind of thinking are not only laughable, they reflect the emptiness of the idle, the longings of the discontented and a lack in the dull and not so smart. Indeed, such an obsession is the realm of the crazies.
So, many still say. 
Until this certain boy with the backpack, the young holy-man explained, there was no reliable record of a person journeying through the great maze from end to end and returning with indisputable evidence of its existence, yet alone the existence of a nethermost region and a far flung place where wonders never cease. In fact, the only agreed upon proofs of the extent of the great maze are the ancient inscriptions on regional great walls and mathematical speculations. These inscriptions consist of ancient symbols, intimating that a particular wall is one of many of its kind, but none suggest the existence of nethermost regions. Even though each wall’s inscription includes four unique symbols, the meanings of which are contested, scholars and the wise agree they do not suggest the existence of the ascribed nethermost region. 
However, to some people who are apt to believe in the notion there is a second proof: the lost ones. And to some people there is a third proof: the disappeared. 
Many have reported encounters with the lost ones, who claim not only to have come from some unknown parts of the maze, they behave quite differently from the people in the section of the maze in which they are encountered.
Ergo, the crazies! 
Many of these lost ones, depending on the region in which they find themselves lost, are locked away, or killed, or ostracized, condemned forever as mad, or freaks, or demons from the wild. 
Some, however, adapt quickly to the habits of the region in which they are lost and keep the knowledge of who they really are secret.  
Some people are willing to accept that the lost ones are actually the disappeared of other regions, known and unknown. 
However, most people insist that this kind of thinking is the crutch grieving families cling to when they have no proof of the whereabouts of their loved ones. They have no clue whether their loved ones were kidnapped, killed, died in a futile search for the other regions, ran away, or are simply in hiding.
Ergo, the crutch!
Baba heard many kinds of stories about all these things. Some speak of a legend when speaking of the Nethermost Region. That legend is Wing Nut. He cheats Death. He rides the waves like the wind and grabs souls heading for hell. He saves each of these stolen souls and turns them into surfers who ride the wildest waves with him. They cheat death. Every great surfer knows Wing Nut, the legend. He is the one that cheats Death!
Baba learned, too, that the waters of inhabited regions are potable and that some of it is sweet. The waters of barren regions, however, are bitter, and some of it is poisonous. He wondered why this was so. Why were some waters bitter while others were sweet? How could it be that some waters were the source of life while others were deadly. It seemed to him that the water should be very much the same throughout the Great Maze and if some of it is different then something is being done to it in those places.
Ergo, the virtue of his quest.
Each person Baba trusted to ask about these things told him pretty much the same thing. “That’s just the way it is, Baba. That’s just the way it is. Here, things are blue. There, things are grey.” 
But that’s not what Gra’Pa Lee told him. 
Gra’Pa Lee said, “All waters in any land, sweet or bitter, quiet or boisterous, if not stagnant, flow a certain way; the natural way. Learn why waters rise and why they fall. Note how waters flow. These alone will teach you many things about why things are the way they are and where to go. Remember this too, or prove me wrong: stone cannot cut water, even if it appears so; water cuts stone. This is not a religion and it is not a song; it is so. There is a reason it is so.”
Gra’Pa Lee said this during the time of his grief, so Baba did not want to press him any further. 
Baba, before he became known as the boy with the backpack, had heard it being whispered by a toothless old woman that there is a huge unfettered space, a grand field beyond that of any measure, in which there are no walls that cannot be scaled or crossed. It has a unique name. In that place, ah, way beyond the nethermost regions, there is freedom and victory and glory and tranquility and joy and opportunity and transparency. It is a place where love is as love should be. There is justice there. True justice. When wise men find it they see. When wise women find it they dance.
Baba also overheard a traveling stranger admitting to the existence of such a place. He likened some parts of this unique place to the Garden of Gods. He likened other parts of it to the City of Olympia where great athletes compete. He likened other parts of it to a Rumian Space, where scholars meet to mingle with their ideas, a place where artists flesh out their dreams. This, he said, is what every space was meant to be before one portion of it became a maze, though it is an amazing maze, and another part of it became the void, though it is a mysterious void. There are many other parts, as well. Yes, there is a special place, way beyond the nethermost regions, that has a name, a beautiful name, a name I love saying, he said. 
It is the place called Ah!
Baba understood the arguments against this. If there were such a place everyone would flock to it. So he imposed himself upon the traveling stranger with this argument. The traveling stranger answered him. “Well, if everyone you know were to find such a place and flock to it, how long would it take before it is no longer such a magnificent place, a place you would be proud to call by its earned name, Ah? How long will it take that flock to turn it into a very ordinary place, a place that could only be called, Oh That?” 
Baba had also heard it reasoned that even if there is such a place then it has to be a space reachable only in death, and that too, only if it pleases the gatekeeper to let the dead through. 
So he put this too to the stranger.
The stranger answered him again. 
“Was the person that told you this already dead, and should I presume the dead speaks, for how else could that person know the habits and practices of the gatekeeper of the dead and be able to tell you about it? I perceive you are a smart fellow, but rather be wise. Fools run to the wise and yet they remain fools.”
Baba kept these things to himself.
He had witnessed a lot of ridicule. 
He heard how disparagingly people spoke of the missing ones – the disappeared – referring to them, not by their beloved names, but by names, like Ah-shucks and Ah-well! 
One day, after Baba’s seventeenth birthday, Baba arrived home to find Gra’Pa Lee gone. Papa, with all the levers of state, was unable to locate Gra’Pa or dredge definitive evidence of what took him. Gra’Pa simply vanished. One moment he was there. He was gone in the next. 
Like Enoch!
This was very painful for many.
It was almost unbearable for Baba.
Baba happened to see the traveling stranger again in the midst of a crowd by Scarlett Plaza. He flagged him down and said, “Pardon me, sir. Please do not consider me a nuisance. Can you answer me one more question?”
“You may,” the stranger said.
“Why are we here?”
“Do you mean standing here?”
“No. I mean why are we here? Why are we here at all, you and I and everyone else?”
“You are asking the wrong question, son.”
“Then what is the right question?” Baba asked.
“Why are you here?” The stranger said.
Not wanting to impose himself further, Baba said, “Thank you, sir. Fare well on your journey.”
“May I ask you a question?” The stranger said.
“Of course.”
“What is a wonder?”
Baba’s eyes fell to his feet thinking over the question. When he lifted his eyes the stranger was gone. The crowd was thick and the city was vast. So he asked himself the question: what in the name of heavens is a wonder?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Because his name was Lee and he disappeared, even though he was known to be wise and the wealth of his knowledge was revered, many who despised the rule of his son still referred to him disparagingly, as Ah-Lee. Some ridiculed his disappearance as a political ploy. Some mocked, saying, “Ah Shit! A black hole swallowed the stiff.”
These things were hard for the family to bear.
Before Baba found the telling backpack, which might best be called a smart pack, Baba was in the rapids beneath the wall of tumbling waters, which, as you know, in the sun’s brightest blaze is like a mirror stretched wide and high. 
Baba had just tested his youthful strength against the rapids’ thunderous forces and was resting on a rock in the river with no thought whatsoever of the place called Ah or what his friends might call him if he went missing like his Gra’Pa. But a strange question flashed through his mind as the boisterous waters soothed him: how long would Gra’Pa have lived had he not vanished? Just as quickly a second question flashed by: what if Gra’Pa is not dead, as Papa believes? What if Gra’Pa is alive? In that blink he spotted against the waters a reflection of Gra’Pa Lee, which startled him. 
Baba looked away.
Then he looked again. 
There it still was: a splitting image of his Gra’Pa. No doubt about it this time, he swiveled across the rock he was on and looked shoreward and saw standing on the river’s bank a man of joyful size and similar shape to his Gra’Pa Lee.
“Gra’Pa,” Baba shouted. “Gra’Pa!”
“It’s wonderful to see you this way, my boy.” 
Baba plunged from the rock into the rapids and swam toward the bank, glimpsing frequently at the shore. In between his many swift strokes, he could see Gra’Pa Lee standing on the bank awaiting his rival. As he drew closer to the bank, hurtling through the rough of the rapids, he detected that Gra’Pa Lee seemed much younger than when he disappeared. Baba looked again and again between his swift strokes. Just as Baba began to doubt and to question whether the man was indeed his Gra’Pa, a huge white swirl took him and trashed him down the river. It was a scary toss, but Baba kept on working the rapids to his advantage to get to the shore and as he did so he heard the voice from the shore encouraging him. “You can make it, my boy. You can make it. Challenge yourself and you’ll make it. I know you can make it. I’ll be waiting. I hear the rumble.”
There was no mistaking it. 
That was Gra’Pa Lee’s voice. 
Baba knew well its timbre and rhythms. The two had spent a lot of time together since Nana had died. If a grandson, Baba was as much an apprentice in Gra’Pa Lee’s lab. As Gra’Pa Lee studied the space-time fabric and as Baba improved his understanding of General Relativity and Quantum Mechanics while assisting Gra’Pa Lee with many equations and simulations, they got to know each other better and better. There was no way Baba could have mistaken a strange voice for his Gra’Pa Lee’s voice. 
No way.
That was Gra’Pa Lee’s voice!
Baba was sure of it.
When Baba reached the shore and climbed out of the rapids no one was on the riverbank. There was a backpack, though, which Baba recognized.
He called out. “Gra’Pa! Gra’Pa! Gra’Pa!”
There was no answer and no one in sight. 
He saw a deer dashing through the woods. 
He saw hummingbirds.
He saw a bee on a flower.
Baba picked up the backpack. 
He opened it. 
What he saw in the backpack so excited him, he sprinted past Gra’Pa Lee’s abandoned castle, which rose up from the monsoon waters, like a mirage, and he ran past the stream of petal, and reached his quarters. 
Papa was home. 
Breathlessly, Baba showed his father what he found. “Papa,” Baba said, “Gra’Pa is back. Here is his backpack. He left it on the riverbank. He used to call it his smart pack.”
“Nonsense! Return that backpack at once. Your grandpa is dead. Do not mock me.”
“Papa. You must believe me. I saw Gra’Pa. This is his backpack. I know it.”
“Baba, you must stop this. Your grandpa is dead. It is the tragic news you must accept. You are a lad, not a boy. Grow up! You have attracted more than enough ridicule to my regime by your nonsense. I have told you, time and time again, there is no place called Ah. Your grandpa is not there. He is dead. If your grandpa were alive he would not be caught dead piddling around with a contraption like that. If you knew your grandpa, as well as you think you do, you’d know that he would be appalled that you’d think he’d walk about with such a boyish contraption. Grow up, Baba. Someone placed that backpack wherever you found it to mock you. Return it before you are accused of stealing it and you bring more ridicule to my name and this family.”
“Papa, you don’t understand.”
“Baba, it is you that don’t understand. I want you to respect your station in life. I want you to respect my position. I want you to return that backpack at once. Do not let me forget you are my son.”
Eyes cast down, Baba turned and left.
He did not immediately return the backpack.
First, he searched his grandpa’s abandoned castle. His grandpa was not there. He opened the backpack again. Indeed, it was as his grandpa had said, a smart pack. He took out its contents. They included the four central elements of the symbols found on the great walls, Gra’Pa Lee’s three primary equations and four items. Baba believed his Gra’Pa was on the verge of a major discovery when he disappeared, but why would he have left without telling him? This puzzled Baba. Why would he abandon everything? Who shut down the simulator? Who locked the vault? Who else had access to the SC? 
It couldn’t have been Papa, he thought. 
No way.
As Baba considered each item in the backpack and thought over what he knew, he was totally convinced it was Gra’Pa Lee on the riverbank. 
He recalled what Gra’Pa Lee said. 
Then he vowed he would find his grandpa no matter what, no matter how long it takes. Whatever new proof convinced Papa that Gra’Pa was dead; whatever reason Papa conjured to decide disclosing evidence of  Gra’Pa’s demise would put the Alliance at mortal risk; this that Baba had was indisputable proof that Gra’Pa Lee could be found. So Baba intended to find him. He told no one of his intention. For sure now, if Baba was wrong, he may as well count himself amongst the dead and he knew it.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
The Overlords gathered in seclusion.
The Chief of the Overlords, proud of their ability to keep the Strategic Alliance in check said to the gathering, “We sent in a few mice. The scalawags scrambled off their floors and climbed upon their desktops, like school girls!”
The Overlords cheered.
“Now they are spending trillions on mousetraps. And who are building these mousetraps? We are! Under their brand! They are financing their own demise.”
The Overlords laughed.
“Need I say more? They are well fortified fools, who fancy themselves the smartest heads on the block. Now it’s father against son, mother against daughter, brother against sister, cousins against friends. They will not trust their own shadows. They will fall in love with their own cries and cuddle tears for their pillows? For, indeed, these are the smartest heads on the block.”
The Overlords cheered.
“While the rest of them look down their noses from their desktops we have our eyes up their skirts. I rather prefer our view. Don’t you? Today, we will be releasing a few cockroaches. Let’s stand back and watch. It’s going to be a comedy hour.”
The Overlords cheered.
“Let’s not be too ready with our applause or too hasty in our praise. They still have the means and the might. We will chip away at their might and nibble away at their means, but we cannot rest. They are driven by their folly. Let’s be ready for the fools. Let’s fuse the monkeys.
“Aye, aye, my fellow citizens, we will prevail. They will eat their own hearts out, for we shall give them every opportunity.”
The assembly roared their applause.
You see, under Papa’s regime the Strategic Alliance had expanded its footprint by twenty percent, which included much of the arable lands of the central regions and some of the fertile lands of the south, but other agreements had been held in check for three years by the work of these Overlords. It was clear they had obtained high value intelligence and had narrowed the gap by gaining access to much of the same technology available to the alliance. However, Papa had a few trump cards left. He was aware, though, that declaring outright war and winning that war was far from guaranteeing a win of the hearts and minds of those people. He wanted to bury the overlords as much as he wanted to win their people. If he failed to have the people on the side of the alliance the cost of annexation would skyrocket and the reverberations of descent could ripple back through the SA’s strongholds and crack the Alliance. 
The Overlords had done the very calculation.
Cracking the alliance was precisely the Overlords’ plan. They had found the SA’s Achilles Heel and they were a people of patience. They believed time was on their side. 
“We’ve come far. Fear not. The once indomitable SA has become as predictable as the tick of time while time has been very kind to us. Stand back. Let’s watch their next move. While we watch we will not rest. We own the fight. Let’s prepare for their flight.”
The Overlords cheered.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
In a region, separate and apart, a swirling far way from the SA and the Overlords, Yaya disappeared. She was last scene by a young lad from the mission jumping into her favorite lake.
Yaya was like a fish ever since she was a wee bit. No one believed she could have drowned in that lake and if she did her body was nowhere to be found. 
Teams searched everywhere.
The grief was unimaginable.
Her mother could not bear it.
Missionaries fasted. 
Mothers prayed.
Villagers castigated themselves for it.
Appeal after appeal went nowhere.
But Yaya was not dead. 
She had been taken deep into the Great Maze to a place she did not know and would never have heard about. 
She was being kept.
On the very night Hovarth slipped from under the boards where he was hiding like a cockroach, hiding from his fear, soon after he had squeezed through the secluded gates in search of food thinking this would be a place the scythed horseman would not come, a sleek black car appeared out of nowhere. It appeared as with the stealth of a demon.
It braked right next to where he was crouched. 
He scampered back into the bushes, stumbling, somersaulting, and barely steadied himself in time to see a man and woman escort the young beauty out of the back seat of the sleek car.
It was Yaya.
He did not know Yaya.
Yaya’s escorts did not stop to consider that a cockroach might be lurking in the bushes. They took her into the lit building aback of the secluded compound and into a well-guarded room, which was immaculately decorated and had a sweet aroma with lit candles well-placed, and they left her there. 
The wealthy young prince, barely twenty-two, came in a different way. He entered the candlelit room, took Yaya, tossed her onto the broad bed and fucked her. When he was done she asked him bluntly, “Why did you do that?”
He looked at her as if she was crazy.
He got dressed and left.
The guards locked the door.
Before the night was through the hung prince returned and fucked her again.
There was no other food to be had so Hovarth ate sleepy rose petals and berries. Then he slipped back through the gates and crawled back under his boards where he hid in darkness for two more days. 
Yaya was taken to a new place.
And set in solitude there. 
She had no idea where she was. Whoever her handlers were, she could tell they were ordered to take excellent care of her, but she refused to eat.
On the third day, the young prince returned.
The table was set for a feast and Yaya was brought to it. She noticed it was a table set for two. She sat where she was told but she knew she wouldn’t eat. Then the prince came in. She did not know he was a prince. She only knew he was young and strong, but she was not afraid of him, only because she was not afraid of anyone. He sat at the table. She did not look at him or speak. He said nothing either. The servants brought food. The prince ate. She refused. The servants took those wares away then served dessert. He ate. She touched nothing. When he was done eating he wiped his mouth and the servants took all wares away. He stepped from his chair, went over to Yaya and kissed her between her cheek and lips. She did not respond so he left her there. As he reached the door she pushed back her chair and stood up, so he turned to look at her. 
She spoke. 
“Why?” She asked.
He looked at her long from that distance then said, “I like you,” and left. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Baba informed Yossi he was slipping away to explore Gra’Pa Lee’s quarters. 
He didn’t tell him why. 
He went the secret way.
When he came to the hallway to Nana’s Ornate Gallery he noticed that her two paintings, The Valley and Flight Of Monkeys, were replaced by replicas of Jewels Of The Night. 
That’s odd! 
The curator must have taken them to the National Gallery, he began thinking, and as he was thinking so he noticed the cracked mirror. It had its missing chip. The missing chip was not only found, it was glued in place!
Baba dashed back to Yossi.
“Yossi, did you find the missing chip?”
“The cracked mirror?” Yossi questioned.
“Yes.”
“No. Why?”
“It’s in place.”
“That’s odd. No one is allowed over there. It’s been quarantined ever since . . .”
“Well, The Valley and Flight Of Monkeys have been replaced as well. It must be that someone is allowed in.”
“No one goes there. Only you.”
“Then we have a ghost or a comical thief.”
“I’ll investigate. Should I tell your father?”
“He’ll ask you how you know.”
“I’ll investigate.”
Baba returned as secretly as he left.
He opened Gra’Pa Lee’s Laboratory.
He stood there.
There was a new buzz at the house where Yaya was. Yaya knew instinctively that the prince was on his way back. The servants treated her delicately, as they prepared her for his arrival. She did not interfere with their preparation, she merely observed them and took note of what they were doing.
The bedroom was immaculately prepared with royal aromas, perfect lighting and well-placed candles. She was taken there and set upon the bed to wait. Her assigned aides and servants left. So she waited.
She could tell that the prince had arrived, though, as yet, no one had informed her he was the prince and she inquired nothing of anyone.
She stepped from the bed and went to the door and waited there presuming the prince would enter.
Indeed, the door opened.
When the prince entered, he was taken aback by her presence at the door, seeing the way she stood, gorgeously clothed, breathtakingly beautiful, full of an enchanting aroma, and fearless.
He closed the door behind him.
Click.
She slapped him.
His eyes went burning wide.
“Leave now,” she said. “Don’t come back here or touch me until you answer me why in a way that I am fully satisfied.”
He stood in semi-shock.
She shoved him aside. She opened the door. She shoved him out through the door. She slammed the door shut. She switched off the romantic lights. She outed the candles. She returned to the door and stood there again.
She waited.
After a while, she sensed that the prince had departed, though, as yet, she had no idea who the youth was. She could tell he was a young man of incredible means and power, handsome enough to get whatever he wanted without the need to demand it. However, it really did not matter to her who he was, she was not in the market.
She opened the door.
Gracefully, she eased herself into the servants quarters and said, “I am hungry.” Then she went into the dining room and sat at the dining table and waited.
The servants served her with haste.
They served her well.
She observed how each servant served her and was drawn to the particular demeanor of one of the older servants. This servant was much warmer to her when Yaya was first fetched, after a blinding journey, into the first house. Now this servant seemed markedly different, more staccato, more deliberate with her movements and much colder.
When Yaya was done eating, she roamed the mansion and noted who was observing her and who was giving deference to her, but she said nothing to anyone. When she found that older servant alone she approached her.
“Why are you here?” Yaya asked the servant.
The servant gave her a nasty stare. There was venom in that woman’s eyes. Yaya could not tell whether this stare was roiled with anger, hate, scorn, pity or helplessness, so she did not detach her eyes from the servant woman’s eyes. When the woman blinked, Yaya asked another question.
“Where are you from?”
The servant answered, “Where the children are left barren and hungry and slowly losing hope, while you eat in ease.”
“Then why do you feed me and not them?”
“How dare you? I’d rather serve them you in bits than lift a spoon to your lips.”
“Yet you feed me.”
“Have you a sharper knife to plunge into my soul? Who are you?”
Yaya noticed through the kitchen window a pristine patch of water out through the woods and took a deep breath at the sight of it. She could not tell whether it was an inlet, a pond, a lake, or a stream. She looked about for the way to it and went there. All the way there she noted who were observing her, who were letting her be and who were paying deference to her.
When she got there she breathed, as if she were in a garden of fresh flowers. She picked a leaf and tossed it into the waters and watched the leaf. She stooped by the water’s edge, dipped her index finger into it, then stirred it. She watched those ripples for a while then went back into the house. 
By this time the prince had arrived at his mansion. He had already been informed that Yaya had eaten. He called for one of his aides and said, “Get me Wamegadonow. Fetch him to the top of Mount Katamahaika. Toss him headlong into the deepest crevasse.”
“Fetch me Wamegadonow,” the aide shouted to the guards then inquired, “What did he do wrong Your Highness?”
“He brought me the beauty. He never mentioned the bitch.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Baba was still in Gra’Pa Lee’s laboratory, so acutely absorbed in equations and simulations, he did not know how late it was, except for Yossi’s incessant pinging, to which Baba kept instinctively responding the affirmative: all’s well; go screw yourself.
“Boom. Something from nothing. Boom!”
That’s what kept ringing in Baba’s ear.
Gra’Pa Lee’s exclamation!
“Boom. Something from nothing. Boom!”
Gra’Pa Lee used to exclaim in that way at every discovery, no matter how infinitesimal an awakening that discovery might, in hindsight, seem to a casual observer. 
“Boom. Something from nothing. Boom! Isn’t that the ultimate wonder?” Gra’Pa Lee would posit. “In the beginning! Right there is your essential mystery and right there is your answer. Guess what? Right there my quest began.” 
In the beginning!
This phrase, too, kept ringing in Baba’s ear.
In the beginning! 
The day Gra’Pa Lee disappeared the last words Baba heard from his Gra’Pa, that was before his Gra’Pa left for the SC as Baba was retiring to the observatory, was, “Boom. Something from nothing. Boom. That’s the key, my boy. That’s the key. Open your eyes there and your whole world is suddenly different. That’s how it was in the beginning, so it will be at that end.”
Gra’Pa had discussed his view of origination on numerous occasions. Regardless of the boxed-in view, he used to tell Baba, you arrive at the same beginning every time. On the one hand, our Great Books say, In the beginning, God! In the beginning, God created. In the beginning, nothing then boom something. On the other hand our tested science says, Nothing. Dot. Bang. Something. Any which way you look at it, out of nothing came something. Even if you presume something was there first, whether that be God, an atom, a force, an event, whatever, you’re left with the question: where did that first thing come from? 
Boom. 
Something from nothing!
As Gra’Pa explored this beginning mystery, he unearthed other wonder-gems. It seemed evident to him that the next sweetest part of this mystery is what happened the very instant after the beginning. This query led him to the broader quest: why is gravity such a conveniently weak force? Had gravity not been such a conveniently marvelous force something would’ve collapsed back into a nothing. 
Nothing. 
Explosion. 
Poof! 
Back to nothing. 
We would not be around to ask these amazing questions, but here we are. We are something. We have something. Magnifico. Magnificat! “Magnificarante! A brain! A mind! Voila! Questions! That’s why I love this quest.”
Gravity is not the only essential mystery item of origination in Gra’Pa Lee’s view. Four mystery items tickled his quest. 
Gravity. 
Water. 
Time. 
And darkness. 
He called these the four mysteries of the first instant of origination. “These are my sparkling gems,” he used to say. “That’s if you have the light to shine in the darkness. These are the clues to the great universe I explore.”
This stuff excited Gra’Pa Lee.
The only excitement in Hovarth’s life was to get through the darkness to forage for food.
And there was intrigue in the royal house.
Yaya snuck out of her royal bed.
Knowing exactly what to do, she put together an essential pack, dressed accordingly, no shoes, and slid out of the house. 
The old servant-woman noticed her heading toward the backwaters, so she stealthily hurried out to observe Yaya.
The old servant-woman gasped when she saw Yaya jump into the pristine waters and did not come back up for air.
The old servant-woman, confounded by what she saw and frustrated that a young beauty would dispense with her life as easily as a snap, slipped back into her room and never revealed what she saw. The next day, the prince learned that the young beauty had disappeared. 
“She could not have vanished into thin air,” the prince retorted. “Find her and keep her safe. She is as wily as she is fair. Find her. I have an answer for her.” 
The search was wide, deep, and prolonged.
The old-servant woman said nothing. 
Yossi pinged Baba again.
It’s not my turn to blow you, Baba responded. I’m coming. 
Baba locked down the lab and went.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Yaya came to an underwater cave and went through it. She came up on the other side, which was Lake Katamahaika, a pristine lake that was lined with awesome trees. 
There she embanked to rest.
She set her pack down there and went up into one of those strange trees to see what was around. As long as there is water to be found, Yaya believed, she could find a way to freedom. This new place she had come to was stranger than where she was, which was already much stranger than the mission from which she was kidnapped. She could not imagine what region of what world she was in and nothing she could see gave her any better knowledge.
These waters were pristine.
These trees were different.
This air was fresh and clean.
While she was up in the tree she heard a rustle through the woods. These were three children and a youth coming through. They found her pack. They investigated it. They ravaged the food and ran with the rest of her pack back through the woods. Before she could figure out where they were gone a whole gang of kids rolled out to the lake’s edge beneath the tree where she was. They did not know she was up in the tree. They tried to figure out what kind of fish had tossed the pack up onto land.
After a long while, realizing there was no more to be had, they left. Yaya came down from the tree and worked her way through the woods to see where they came from.
She saw.
She understood better what the old servant had said to her, so she picked a leaf from a tree there and returned to the lake. 
She had decided to go back to the house.
It was a tiring journey back to the house.
She slipped into the house and got dressed.
Now she was very hungry. 
On her way to find food she walked into the old servant, who gasped, full of fear. “I am not a ghost,” Yaya said, tossing the leaf she brought before the servant. “I bleed like you bleed. The children ate what I should’ve eaten and now I am hungry.” The old servant, drained of blood, still frozen, mouth wide open, her hands steadying her breasts, stood there as if Yaya was indeed a ghost. “Don’t just stand there,” Yaya said then went to the dining room and waited.
The old servant served her.
Yaya ate.
“Who are you? A goddess?” the emboldened servant whispered heavily.
“I am a girl,” Yaya said.
“A mermaid girl?”
“A missing girl. I have a mother and father who are mourning for me, like every mother and father whose child is kidnapped or cannot be found. I am sure mine are moving heaven and earth to find me, so tell me where I am.”
“I do not know. You tell me. No one has ever gone into the waters and returned alive. What are you?”
“Ignorance holds far more graves than all the pristine waters there are. Fix me packs for the children. They need medicine. They need food.”
“I know exactly what they need,” the woman said, obviously lighter now, “I don’t know what you are or how you are able to do this, but I will not ask questions. I’ll fix whatever you need as long as the children would be fed.”
So the woman did.
Soon, the house was a buzz with news that the beauty was found. The prince learned that she was not lost, but had wandered as she is inclined and was back.
Yaya demanded her privacy and was given it.
Unaware that her kidnapper, Wamegadonow, was cast headlong into the crevasse, she sent a message to the prince. “Tell him I say, if he has found the right answer I am ready to receive him. If he has not, he must not come near me and I shall remain unsatisfied and disappointed until he finds the right answer for me.”
The prince received the message and came forthwith. Yaya met him at the bedroom door. She was immaculately prepared, as before. When he opened the bedroom door she asked him the same question. 
“Why?”
“Because I want you,” the prince said.
Yaya slapped him again.
She shoved him out in the very manner she had before. 
His face burned.
“She is a bitch. What does she want? Poetry?”
“Worthy women are not like ordinary women,” the prince’s advisor told him, “and no beauty is readily pleased. You ordered a beauty from afar and you have got one.”
“She stings. Is she a beauty or is she a bee?”
“Did you not drink her honey?”
“All of it. It’s so sweet it drugged me.”
“Then only you can please her and only she can please you. You must find her the right answer to consummate the deal. That’s the woman of your dreams and already you have dissatisfied her, but you are young and she is young. Time is at your sides. Find some way to please her or you will suffer long and your mind will grow tired.”
While the prince was at his mansion searching his soul for the right answer, Yaya, coordinating with the old servant, took the journey back to Lake Katamahaika. She placed the new packs by the lake and went up into the tree. 
Again, the children came and took what they found back into the village. Not knowing how the packs were reaching the bank of the lake, they reasoned that a fish from the gods must be coughing it up on to shore. Then someone said it more authoritatively. “It is a fish from the gods. It is a mermaid. Our prayers are being answered. Place morning flowers at the bank to show our gratitude to the gods.”
So they did.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Papa realized that Baba had not abandoned his inquiry into Gra’Pa Lee’s disappearance. This so vexed him, he decided to dispatch Baba to The Academy a year early. Secretly, Papa made the necessary arrangements then without warning tossed Baba into The Academy. The bulging trooper with shining armor, who got the assignment, parted his armor on seeing the boy dropped into his lap and unaware that this was the President’s son, asked, “What have we got here? Boy, what’s your name?”
“Baba.”
The impressive young elite troops laughed.
“We’ve got a sheep,” the trooper said. “He will crawl into this night a lamb and rise up tomorrow a raging wolf. Prepare the oils, boys. Tonight is gonna be a good night. For me!”
It was a rough and tumble beginning.
The trooper was no slouch.
Baba was no pushover.
It was very evident why this wing of the SA’s military was so revered, so feared, so dominant. It was not only its wealth and will, as was well documented; they owned a brilliant, well-trained, young elite force. In quick time Baba took to his role, embracing what he was being called to do, how he was being regarded and what was expected of him. The brass was directed to make of him amongst the finest of leaders. Having, in his mind, nothing to lose and all the fun to have, Baba took to his role with a gusto that would’ve turned any military father giddily proud. 
There was, of course, The Hilltop.
There hanged the coveted ring.
In due time, the Field Commander called Baba in to show him a picture of The Hilltop. “Look at her. Your daddy and I share the record for that hill. Just look at her. The Hill! She’s all battered, bruised, harried, and pocked now, but I still get the tingle every time I think of her. Oh, just look at her! The prissy little shit-heads who have her these days are nowhere near worthy of the claim. Prats!”
Prissy Little Shit-Heads?
Baba was quite impressed with those prissy little shit-heads. They were his competition. 
They were not slouches.
True, they do keep the bushes busy.
The Field Commander and Papa were once buddies, Baba was about to learn. In due time, Baba would hear a lot about the good old days of his father’s reign, before Papa became Commander In Chief, President, and General Lord Over All.
“That sneaky little bastard,” the Field Commander said of Baba’s Papa, talking of how the two buddies first conquered The Hilltop. “I took it from the air and kept him in my confidence. That sneaky little bastard, your dad, stabbed me in the balls - Etu Brute - and grabbed the hill. He owned it lock, stock and barrel for the record. Sneaky bastard.”
“You didn’t see that coming?” Baba asked.
“I didn’t see him coming; sneaky bastard! My best friend. Your Papa is the sneakiest ever bastard of all sneaky bastards. That’s my best friend for you. The worst a man can do is underestimate the master of stealth and mimicry; your daddy.”
“What hill is worthy of such bloody claim?”
“You ask that because she is not standing right between your eyes. Your heart will flip when she is right there, right within your reach, right at your grasp. Right then, as your heart is fluttering and your balls are quivering, you will say, she’s mine. I must have her. She is mine. But! That is the biggest butt ever: if you have the balls to claim her would you have the balls to keep her?” The commander laughed. “That’s the truest measure of a god: having balls for the long haul.”
“Why is that?”
“He who holds the ring stands in the fire.”
“Hmm? And the prize for being in the fire?”
“King Of The Hill! Only you will see the ring. Only you will touch the ring. Only you will kiss the ring. When you kiss the ring you will not be satisfied. This then is the truest test of your metal. Can you keep the ring? She is a beauty. You are not king until you fuck her. If she fucks you the ring is not yours; she will swallow you and shit you out. You will forever wish you’d never climbed her. She is a fucker, that hill. Fuck her and you are King. Get fucked and you are shit.” 
“Boys will be boys,” Baba said.
“You get the picture.”
“I so do. Just keep your kleenex handy.”
And so it was, as the young holy-man told it.
So too it came to me, vivid, vibrant, vital and real, as if in a vision, while I was being cuddled by the roots of a huge tree in the jungle where I was lost.
It meant a lot to me that Baba learned as he led and led as he learned.
He took The Hill.
He kept The Hill.
He took The Hill with reckless abandon.
He kept The Hill with brutal certainty.
Now he owns the records of The Hill.
They call it Baba’s Hill, but Baba took it and kept it to underscore a singular point: the reckless futility of claiming it. No one there ever gets this point, because they live for The Hill. The Hill is their dream. The Hill’s ring is the star for their crown. It is the very reason for their existence. The whores in the bushes come there just to settle their fears and soothe their consciences.
When a recruit stood before Baba in awe and asked him about The Hill, he said, “You can climb her if she lets you. You might claim her, but she will never be yours. She belongs to no one. She is available to all. To an ant she is a mighty mountain. To a giant she is a mound. I have just told you the smartest thing you’ve ever heard.”
When Baba’s fellow elites inquired of his winning secrets he laughed and said, “I’m foolish enough to give you two of them and more than smart enough never to reveal the third.”
“Two is a good start,” one of the elites said, “We’ll take two.”
“Vested interest and history,” he said.
“What are we to make of that?”
“You are the elite,” Baba said, “figure them out.”
At that, one of the elites clowning around said, “Here, we thought it was all the outcome of clear vision, outstanding strategy, pinpoint planning, superior technological know-how, excellent execution, assiduous problem solving, guts, wit, your general genius, and pure madness.”
The young men laughed at the gentle jostle.
“That’s just the basics, dear fellows,” Baba said. “That’s just the basics. All the secrets in the world will win you no lasting victory if you don’t have the very basic knowledge and the skill to use it. Are you not amongst the academy’s elite? What’s the use of victory if it is just for the claim, dear fellows? Boys ride the fillies for the claim. Men do it to show their balls without any shame. But why do you do it? Why are you the elite? Is it just to keep the bushes busy or to glorify the sweet madness?”   
However, in private, to his best buddy, Baba said this, “It’s really simple, buddy. One: I have nothing to lose and they are too damned desperate to gain, which gives me a natural advantage. Why squander that advantage? Two: History, my dear fellow. I study my history. You should study your history, my dear friend. Study your history. Three. Now you don’t really think I’ll tell even you, my best buddy, the third secret, do you?”
“Why not?”
“What’s the use of a secret if it is shared?”
“But we’re best buddies. We are here to cover each other’s back. I am here for you. You are here for me.”
“I know.  So did Samson. He had Delilah.”
They chuckled.
“We know each other naked and yet you cannot trust me,” his buddy said.
“I believe in you. You are my best buddy. I love you dearly. I don’t doubt you’d hump a whore to save my life. I would protect you too. But trust is a word I am still trying to understand.”
“What else is there to understand?”
“Maybe nothing; I don’t know.”
Baba had raked in so many honors as suited his purpose by the time he graduated, his Papa received him with great pride. 
The celebrations were stupendous.
“You left a right thick carnage at the bottom of The Hill,” Papa said to Baba in private, slapping his back. “That’s my boy! King of the Hill. Pride Of Titans. Chip off the old block. What was it like to kiss the ring?”
“I don’t have words for it, Papa.”
“Ha-ha-ha. That’s my boy. You felt it. Here! Ha-ha-ha-ha. I know that feeling. Right in here! That’s my boy!”
“Boy!”
“Fruit of my looms. Blood of my loins. Bone of my bones.” He slapped Baba’s back and tussled his hair. “Who can stop genius? It is in our blood.  They should make a new song for us, my boy!”
“Your boy!”
Even Papa did not realize how insulting that would be if Baba were willing to give it the grade of an insult, but Baba graded it gross disrespect. Baba remembered what his Gra’Pa Lee had said way back when. “You see, Baba, a boy who knows he is a boy and is not trying to be a man has enormous power and advantage over the boy that thinks himself a man, but is no more than a child so oversized, he is terribly out of balance.”
Baba was no one’s boy!
He was his Papa’s son, but not his boy!
Baba did not trust his Papa and he did not consider himself worthy enough to be called a man until and unless his Gra’Pa Lee was well and truly accounted for! Nevertheless, he was no one’s boy.
So the young holy-man said.
“I’ve named you Head of Project Blue,” Papa said, slapping Baba’s back again, such that his wine spilled.
“Project Blue?” 
“I know how much you like the color. I have the brief in your chambers. You’ll have the best at your command. MCs. SAREs. Take whoever you need. We fused the monkeys. It’s all yours.”
“Thank you, Papa,” Baba said, camouflaging his sarcasm, for this was no surprise to him, as he made it seem.
“Victory is at the heart of our strategy to return the twelve dynasties to their former majesty and establish the Strategic Alliance for the glory of all its peoples. My son, victory is what we need. Victory is what we want. Victory is what we must have. That is why the Strategic Alliance has entrusted this call to you.”
“Thank you, Papa.”
This brings us to Baba’s third secret, the young holy-man told me. Essentiality. This is the secret Baba did not reveal, but was detected only by the recruit he had advised, and only after all was said and done. Brilliant success at The Academy was an essential. It is like the bright star in the sky that hides the distant star carrying the motherlode. For, except one knows to read its wobble, except one understands the significance of the changes in the light’s wavelengths, the distant star remains free to do what it wants.
So it was that in the glare of his success no one knew that he with the aid of Yossi, the only other man beside Gra’Pa in whom he rested any vestige of trust, was able to locate Nana’s missing paintings, The Valley and Flight Of Monkeys, which Papa had secured. For Papa had ascertained, as did Baba, that in Nana’s works were coded the secrets of the blue stones and the way to the blue stones. However, these jigsaw maps had a false key, a fact Baba was certain Papa would have no way of knowing. Baba alone had that code. This is why Baba acquiesced at being tossed into The Academy. It gave him ideal access and perfect cover to figure out why Papa was denying knowledge of the blue stones, why the paintings were so brilliantly peculiar, and why his Gra’Pa Lee pointed the backpack his way, but Baba did not yet know that there were more than one false key and more than one false clue. 
Papa had destroyed Baba’s ability to trust whilst Baba was but barely a boy. Baba all along intended to find the full reason why he was so ruthlessly denied. His Papa’s denial denied him the integrity of his very being. It placed in question who he truly was. He was more than just an offspring, more than just a son, and not a baton twirler, and not just the bold or brilliant one. He wanted to be sure he is who he believed himself to be.
Now that Baba had, in t-lights, the full coordinates of the Great Maze, he was ready to turn to the hard stuff: entering the maze without detection to execute his plan to perfection. That is, to locate his Gra’Pa and find the Blue Stones. So he repeated what he said, “Thank you, Papa,” then added, “Cheers! To the monkeys!” These latter words are engraved on Papa’s political psyche: Cheers! To the monkeys!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
After that second slap, which marked his face handily, the handsome prince slapped his driver and his shoeshiner. Then he wrote a poem and sent it to the beauty.
Yaya sent it back to him with a gentle rejection.
“My heart is warmed by the sweet melodies of your gesture,” she wrote, “but you have answered incorrectly. For that, I am sad.”
The prince ordered gold-leaf paper and gold ink. He searched his heart for all of the reasons he wanted her, for all the many reasons he had to have her, for any and every reason she and only she was the beauty picked for his royalty. 
It took him a while to pen that poem.
He sent it to her, lest he went and was slapped. 
She penned her response and sent it. 
“Most touching. Most revealing. Bad answer.”
He sent his advisor to inquire, “How many answers must I give you before you are satisfied?”
She responded in kind. “Tell his majesty, sir, there cannot be more than one right answer to my question. Tell him this and tell it to him precisely. Say I said, if you are worthy of me as you believe you are, if you deserve me, you will answer my question honestly and I will be yours forever. I have never been with another. Should I grow old and wasted because of your failing? Shall I remain dissatisfied forever at your fault or will you find the answer required for both you and I to be fully satisfied? Tell him it so. Tell him that precisely.”
When the prince received this message he ordered that all of the men who together with Wamegadonow brought the beauty to him be imprisoned and he said to them, “Each time, heretofore, she rejects me, one of you will be thrown headlong into the crevasse for wronging me.”
So they went.
One by one!
Meanwhile, Yaya took command of the house.
She called the old servant-woman and seeing how she was starving herself, she said, “They eat well and are fully satisfied and the children are not fed. You starve yourself until you are not well and the children are not fed. What kind of place is this? What kind of mind is this? Are you all gone mad?”
“I must give of myself to God so that God might overlook our wrongs and keep the children fed or they will starve to death,” the old servant-woman said.
“What God do you serve that must be appeased with suffering to do what is just and right?”
The old servant-woman trembled at this. 
The old servant-woman stamped her feet on the ground, such that the entire kitchen shook, and she shouted at Yaya, “Do not fight with God.”
Yaya looked the old servant-woman in the eye and said, “Strengthen yourself to be used by God to keep the children fed or both you and the children will be dead then who will serve your God?”
The prince, at all her rejections, grew in his want and fell ever more deeply in love with the beauty, so he secluded himself. He scoured the ancients for the right answer. He penned poem after poem and searched his soul again and again. The more he searched, the more he wanted her. The more he wanted her, the more he penned. 
The depth of his desire was unparalleled, such that the sight of every other woman was as sand tossed into his eyes.
Meanwhile, Yaya went back and forth through the waters, secretly fetching necessity-packs to the place full of hunger. There, the legend of the kind mermaid grew, for no one was willing to enter the waters, believing that only fish can enter it and live. 
Yaya was never able to ferret out any sound reasoning for this belief, so the waters remained pristine and no one of the royal house, but the old servant-woman, knew that Yaya was as good as a fish in it.
The one boy that saw the mermaid, said to the hungry people, “The mermaid climbs up into the tree,” but no one believed him, because he was a special kid, he saw things, and mermaids don’t climb trees!
The hungry people kept their distance, fearing if they appeared to assault the shore in search of the mermaid, they’d upset the gods and forever cut off the welcomed aid, so they came by the shore only when they believed necessity-packs would be there and they sent only the cleanest amongst them to collect it.
By and by, those waters became sacred.
One day, a woman secretly took her triplets to a far section of the shore, at the young girls’ insistence, for these girls were innocent. She left them there to watch for a while, because her girls wanted to see what a real mermaid looked like, even it was from afar.
Yaya came.
When the girls saw her in the distance, Yaya, overheard their excitement, so she swam to them.
When the mother returned, she believed what the triplets told her, but she told them to keep it a secret or they will never have the chance to see the mermaid again.
The girls obeyed their mother.
And she brought them again.
Yaya befriended the girls.
She lured them into the waters and the girls survived. Their mother did not believe this, so she brought them again. This time, she hid behind the trees to see if this was true. 
She saw. 
It was true.
Yaya knew the mother was hiding behind the trees and pleaded with her to show herself, telling her the gods will not be wronged but very pleased.
So it was that Yaya was secretly able to train the triplets to swim and dive, back and forth, to the royal house during that period when Baba was at The Academy deciphering a way through the maze.
When the people of the hungry place got news from the old servant-woman and so learned of the gifted girls, the legend of the mermaid grew and the girls were revered. These girls, the triplets, became known as the Three Virgins Of Katamahaika.
Their stories are now legends.
Yaya discovered that the men who kidnapped her and brought her to the prince were all dead, punished for wronging the prince and now no one, not even the prince, knew from whence she had come, but Yaya did not know that her kidnappers were all killed because she had denied the prince access to her. She just knew they died for their wrongs.
Yaya told the old servant-woman her people cannot forever depend on the royal house for leftovers to be fed. “They must learn to feed themselves,” she said.
“They have no access to food. If God will not feed them, who will?” the servant-woman asked.
“Who feeds the prince?” Yaya asked.
“The prince has authority. He takes what is not his.”
“Then tell your people to get authority.”
“God is their authority,” she said.
“Then I pray God help them.”
Those were the last words the servant-woman heard from Yaya, the Mermaid Of Katamahaika, so the old servant-woman sent a message telling her people so. Though those were the last words she had from Yaya, the old servant-woman cherished a more private, open and honest moment with the girl, so those are the words she kept in her heart.
 When the prince emerged from seclusion with his book of poems, he learned that the beauty was gone again.
“How far could she have gone? Find her.”
His courtiers could not find her.
The prince dispatched his army to find her.
“I have denied myself,” he said, “I bleed.”
The longer his army searched, the more he bled and the louder he read out his poems into the night, while flagellating himself. He bled upon the leaves of his trees. He bled upon stones. He bled upon the rolling waters until his heart began to bleed. He read out his poems again and again. These poems, the young holy-man told me, are the very poems in The Great Book Of Love, which are now the scriptures of these royals, for the prince did whack his advisors bloodless and hang all his servants before killing himself when he learned that no one had brought the beauty any berry or any chocolate, and those, his advisor dared to tell him in his grief, are what every beauty needs. 
‘Twas a gruesome parting.  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
It was a nice day to be on foot.
Along the way, Baba came upon an old woman wobbling beneath her load. He offered to assist her and she accepted. “Thank you,” the old woman said. “You don’t have to help me you know. I usually manage.” 
“If I had to I wouldn’t want to,” Baba said, “and I would not have offered, you know. I want to.”
“I’m glad you want to,” she said.
“Not only do I want to it is a pleasure to do this for you, ma’am.”
The woman smiled.
So they went along.
“I see you’re not an ordinary young man.” 
“I see you are not an ordinary woman.”
The woman chuckled before correcting him.
“Not just a woman, dear young man, an old woman, a very old woman. I have come a long way. A mighty long way! And now I am old. You’ve only just begun, my dear youth. This is not an ordinary journey you are undertaking. Do you understand that? It is treacherous and winding. It can be lonely and it is very long. You can get stuck.”
“But is it a good journey?” Baba inquired.
“It is a worthy journey. It is a precious journey. It’s packed with pleasant surprise, but it is not every young man’s journey.”
“I bet you have great stories you can tell me,” Baba said.
“Whooh! Do I have stories!”
When the old woman reached home, she invited Baba in and Baba accepted. “Unwind,” she said. “Let me bake you my best cake for your journey. You have a ways to go and it would please me to have you travel with my thanks and my blessing.”
“Bless me please,” Baba said. “I’ve enjoyed sharing this time with you. If my journey was long this far, I have not noticed, so bless me as much as it pleases you.”
“You are a sweet young man,” she said, “I wonder who taught you to speak like this.” She pinched his cheek. “Talk like this will get you far.”
While she baked him her best cake, she gave him a cool drink and he accepted it. 
Their time together was pleasant.
When the cake was done she packed it in a traveling pouch and gave it to him and bade him well. “May my favorite angels travel with you, my young friend,” she said. “I have found it best to rest near quiet waters. Rest often. I learned a great lot from those who are heard the least. For whatever it is worth, smile whenever a baby smiles with you and take deep breaths where the air is fresh and clean. Treat yourself well,” she said. “Look carefully where you lay your head. The bed of forgiveness is baggy.”
Baba thanked her with a gentle kiss.
Then he left.
Traveling through the new city, he came upon a young woman pushing a stroller with her baby. The young woman struck up a conversation with him. “Your backpack is different,” she noted. “You must not be from around here.” She pointed to the patch, which she presumed was the backpack’s brand. “The only place I ever saw that mark is on the Black Dragon beside the Burban Wall. Are you from Burban originally?”
“No. That’s where I am headed,” Baba said.
“On foot?”
Baba laughed. “Good God, no.”
“You seem the type; you have the physique.”
They came to the steps of the Rubola, which were jam-packed with people-watchers. There, the young woman asked Baba to keep an eye on her baby while she runs up to pay her bill. Baba agreed, so she kept a smiling eye on him, as she ran up to pay that bill. The baby was cooing and smiling so Baba stooped down to tickle the baby. The baby held onto Baba’s finger, still cooing and smiling. “Welcome to our world,” Baba said to the baby, “you’re in for a hell of a ride.” The baby cooed loudly, as if in a burst of laughter or as if in anticipation of this hell of a ride. The baby was still kicking and cooing when the young mother returned. 
Baba eased his finger from the baby’s grip. 
The young woman thanked him. 
“Is this your first child?” Baba asked.
“My second. My first landed, said hello, took one look around then said bye-bye. I think this one plans on staying. He is a happy child. Look at him. He seems to have taken a strong liking to you.”
“I have that way with babies,” Baba said.
“You do?”
“They don’t notice me; they just see a big toy face and a funny nose and I allow them to see what they see. They find what they wish for. That’s why they like me.”
She laughed. 
“That’s so cool. What’s your name?”
“Baba.”
“Baba, I am Juliet. This little cutie is Babaloo. Can you take a picture of us?”
“Sure.”
She took out her camera and gave it to Baba.
She posed with Babaloo in the middle of the pyramid stairs. “Keep the Rubola in the frame,” she said. So Baba did. “Can I take one of you?” She asked.
“Sure,” Baba said.
So she did.
They took many cute and funny pictures.
Then they wished each other well.
Along the way, Baba saw a Café Dumond and stopped there for a cup of tea. “Pretty strange,” he said to the barista serving him. “Everywhere I go I see look-a-likes doing similar things, it’s uncanny. It’s the strangest thing.”
“People are strange everywhere,” the barista responded, moodily.
Overhearing this, the customer behind Baba winked to the barista, saying, “Beep-beep. Alien. Alien.” Then said aloud, “A double espresso,” but the mirror behind the barista was betraying the customer.
Baba pretended to be unaware.
When Baba reached the edge of the city a man begged him for change, claiming to be hungry. “I will not give you my change,” Baba said to him. “Take this. Use whatever talent you have and invest it or sell this, if you wish, or bargain it away then use the profits to get more. Then you can keep the change. If you keep the change you must pass this on to whoever asks you for change. If you do, you will no longer be hungry. If you don’t, this will be my loss and it will never be your gain. If you misuse it, you are abusing my kindness to you and you would’ve squandered someone else’s opportunity. Here. Keep it if we have a bargain. If we don’t then don’t take it from me, go your way. I have no change for you.” 
The man looked at Baba quizzically. “You are weird, do you know that?” He said this to Baba, stepping farther backwards, blocking Baba’s gift. “Really, really, really weird.”
Baba traveled a good distance that day.
At nightfall, he stopped at Abbott Cove and stayed in a room beside the quiet waters. He was awakened the next morning by a barking dog. 
It seemed a good day to continue his journey. 
He went around the mountain and came to Burban Wall. There it was: the Black Dragon, and beside it, like he expected, the symbol of the Fused Monkeys, which pointed to the crossing - a secret path through the mighty wall, or so he expected it to be. 
That section of the wall was heavily guarded.
He surveyed the area.
No one could see the crossing.
You just had to know it was there.
He saw a palsied man and went to him and shared some of his cake with the man, so the palsied man took him through.
This was the first crossing. 
As easy as that, Baba got through the Burban wall and found the other side of it to be extraordinarily spectacular. 
It took his breath away.
This was an exciting place. 
A new dimension!
It was a conquered and recreated space. 
Wild patches of glorious landscapes scattered with thundering buffaloes and elks, longhorns and mustangs, dreamers and dandelions, took to this frontier like the sweeping edge of a storm. He crossed the Alpines and met other travelers: adventurers, explorers, and dudes who shared his journey across these prairies. Together they hugged the deep crevices of the golden canyon. They rode broad lakes and winding rivers. He saw massive men plunging into each other for a sport and heard cheers ringing out of crowded hollows. Thrills of a thousand victories hovered everywhere around. Then he came upon the Trail of Tears. This slowed him. 
His heartbeat changed.
He pondered the change as he took other trails across the conquered patchwork and through the grand cities, which were brilliantly lit and laid, cities brighter than the fires over the green hills. This was a cacophonous world, full of sprawling resorts and sparkling pools carved alongside white sandy beaches.
He met its famous gambler, the handsome young poker player with the shaded twinkle and winnings par the winnings of the echelons of any great sport. 
A silky smooth singer rising up the new charts flirted with him, but it was the actress with that unmistakable voice and those eyes and lips and the oh-holy-father-of-God-help-me hips that took him to her room. 
In the wee hours of that shadowy morning, a youth he hardly recognized bumped into him and said, “Watch where you’re going,” and was gone in a blink.
The day got hotter.
Baba wanted to be beside the quiet waters. 
He saw a Café Dumond and went there.
He ordered tea. He watched. He listened.
Then he continued his journey.
It was a wearying journey through these pines and over these mountains. 
He watched the eagle. 
He touched snowcaps.
The earth moved frenetically beneath the still blue sky. He felt as if he was being carried. Then he noticed that other grand wall sliding toward him, running east to west, as he was traveling north. This season of excitement was far more than enough, he thought to himself. He needed rest, so he checked into this Abbott Cove and took a room beside the quiet waters. 
He settled into it.
The televisions in the shared spaces were no finer a retreat here than anywhere else he had been or known. Ideologues, crude politicians, polished crooks and invective anchors played poker with harried lives. These all were in your face, brutal, snobbish, and proud. They bargained the dignity and welfare of kindred fellows for applause. 
Fools.
That’s what they seemed to him. 
A ratty mix of fools.
A poet performing in the Cove streamed his poetry out in this fashion. “They trade our lives for sport, kicking dust into the eyes of hope, ripping flesh with canine relish, spilling blood for cheers, while we, headless, lean and sway, tossing our chips in, preferring the life of zombies. The winner is declared and the world is lost to some other god. Hip-hip-hooray. Hip-hip-hooray.” Then the poet sat at the piano, so Baba drifted toward the lounge, just beyond where the old man with the sign, Professor Of Love, sat.
There, he saw a drunk, who was way past sipping time. He saw, Dick, a wily man, take up this rambling drunk, as if to help him along.
“What is life?” the drunk slurred. “What is life? What’s love? Answer me. Tell me. What’s all the fuss? Hey! What you doing to me? Don’t screw me; answer me. What is love? Nothing is making any sense anymore. Answer me. What’s this life? Don’t screw me. Tell me.”
“It’s all about the money. It’s only about the money, my friend,” Dick said, just as Baba realized that this Dick was not a bouncer, but a thief, and he was not helping the drunk, he was robbing him.  
Dick realized Baba was onto him.
Dick, stealthily, revealed his gun and winked at Baba and said with calm assurance, “He’s gonna be okay if you’re gonna be okay. If you’re not gonna be okay, he is click-click, you are bye-bye, and the whole world comes tumbling down. We’re all gonna be gonnas! Capitchame?” 
Dick smiled and in that blink was gone.
The drunk was out, slumped to the floor.
The singer in the lounge, meanwhile, was singing the song made popular by Frank Sinatra, a song that has long since taken the waves out into the eons and sent ever more deeply through the eons by the tickle of the enlivening voices of Aretha, Bubble, and the like. 
That’s Life!  
Back in his room above the quiet waters, Baba thought for a good while about the day then took out his gifted tablet and wrote on it. When this tablet was found and decoded, this is what was written there:
 
Burrowed. 
Foxes in holes 
rambling recriminations 
gibberish and pablum 
	blitz corralled turkeys and chickens 
	to feast 
feathering breasts,
padding nests. 
 
Gorged, 
rambling recriminations 
gibberish and repetitious pablum 
reinforced and replicated, 
broadening their holes; 
	they surface, puffed. 
Wingless chickens. 
	Bloody turkeys 
	fatted for wolves. 
Stench spread unstained 
beneath cocked noses, borrowed, not burrowed.
 
Baba fell asleep with the tablet in his lap.
The next morning he was awakened by the barking dog. He had a terrible headache. Something had rested heavily on his mind, he thought. Something rested wrong. He reasoned to himself, it must be that Dick. I believed the dick and didn’t lift a finger to assist a helpless man.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen 
 
Taking Sword Stone Path, Baba arrived at Bull’s Butt and saw what he was looking for: San Pedro’s Ass. The twinkles in his eyes betrayed the memory: a story his Nana had told him, the story of San Pedro’s Ass.
This was how she told it.
The queen commanded San Pedro and his ass to take her through the gates, but when they came to the gates the queen was a head too tall to pass through the gate sitting on San Pedro’s Ass.
“This gate is much too short,” she said, “and I must go through it to get where I’m going.”
“You are too tall sitting on my ass,” San Pedro said. “I suggest, your majesty, you step down and walk through the gates then you can ride my ass to where you are going.”
“I will not have my crown disturbed and my shoes in a mess. Devise a quick solution, for if I do not arrive on time I’ll lay you late like the rest.”
“Will you then carry the bag, your majesty?”
“Give me the bag, I’ll carry it,” the queen said. “Time is much too short and I must go through these gates with my crown undisturbed and my shoes without dirt or you and your ass, as I said, will be cut down like the rest.”
“Then it will be done,” San Pedro said. 
San Pedro passed the queen the bag.
She took it. 
“Hold it well, your majesty,” San Pedro said. Then he pulled out his sword, lopped off her head and set it in the bag with her crown undisturbed and her shoes not in a mess. 
So it was that exactly as she commanded and just as she wished the queen was delivered in time on San Pedro’s Ass through the gates that were too short for a queen with a head. So it was too that San Pedro’s Ass became the smartest ass to have ever fetched the queen and her head through those gates and live to tell the rest.
Just at that moment, back in the Iconic Region, Yossi’s mind was hurtling through hoops, wondering what to do, for that night, having rerun a simulation that had bothered him, it became clear that Baba had left on his journey with a bad clue amongst his lot. No one could get through the maze with that clue. Baba will be trapped. God! He will die in the maze. Yossi, at a loss, tossed himself about, having no way to get through to Baba and let him know of the bad clue or give him the good clue.
Unawares, Baba saw one of the Little People, a girl with huge eyes, a happy flounce, and a ballerina flair. She wobbled and swung, as if she were a kid full of joy. Baba returned her smile and went over to her. The two played not far from where a thunderous slab of stone sat across a wall of rocks under the noses of a parade of military guards. They played in that flowering field, tossing themselves about, as if they were in fields of gold. The girl rolled to a rest on the broad golden patch of grass beneath Bicardi Stone. There, Baba shared his cake with her.
She ate it as if it had been a while since her last meal then hugged Baba around his neck as would any pleased child unaware of her strength. 
As she was rolling around with him there, Baba felt a sudden drop, as if his world was dragged from under him, for he did not know the grass would give way there. He was sent hurtling, sliding and bumping, as would a bobsled on a treacherous olympic track that ended abruptly at the top of a mountain. Something gave way; it sent him through the white cold, like a bullet. He landed on pure snow. He caught his breath there then sat up. 
“Wow! Carabunga!”
He got up out of the dusty snow.
When he saw where he was he didn’t wait. 
He took out his gifted tablet and wrote. 
When the tablet was found and decoded, this is what was written there:
 
White gardens. 
Cold. Invigorating. 
Fresh sniffling breezes. 
Flakes, like floating feathers, sample powdered trees. 
Thick crops of snow wrestle naked limbs, their sweet sweat sliding down their muscularity, slip-sliding deep into their joyous wickedness.
 So Black Ice blooms. 
Grasses weep, 
nourishing spring’s seeds, 
blessing summer’s bounty. 
Here the sun rises golden upon resplendent beauties in white gardens. And it is cold.
 
He secured the tablet.
Then he continued on his journey.
Five million geese flew above him. He saw the tundra with many foxes and wolves prowling. The white wolf was there. He watched the hunter and the hunted. He watched, unaware of what Yossi had found. 
Not only did Baba have a bad clue, now the Guardians Of The Great Maze had detected an intrusion and word was sent throughout to all the maze hunters: There is an intruder in the maze! 
When Yossi decoded that this warning was sent throughout, it seemed he abandoned all normal reason. He felt he had to go into the maze. He had not prepared for the journey. He had been with Baba all the way preparing him. Journeying through the maze is a harrowing and dangerous trek for the hardiest of souls and bravest of hearts, best left to the young and impetuous and those with goals that drive their souls, but he felt he had no other choice. If Baba were to have a chance then he had to go in, find him, and redirect him.
The trouble was, Yossi had no idea how or where Baba entered the maze. Between them the deal was, Baba would not share his secrets or any detail of his decisions and choices. The two were to exchange knowledge and learning only, since Baba would be at a high risk of detection while in the maze if his secrets were known.
This Great Maze, when simulated, is shown to be located throughout coordinates defined by every quantized increment, in t-lights, from 1 to 21.
It is a round about maze. 
It is an overlapping maze. 
The Great Maze encompasses all dimensions.
Yossi and Baba learned a lot more about The Great Maze and yet it was clear there was a lot more that was hidden and unknown. 
It is a learn-as-you-go maze on some routes. 
One-strike and you’re out, on other routes!
There are many unblocked accesses into the maze and countless routes within. Once in, most routes are dead-ends and many are deadly. 
Some dead-ends are also vanishing points. 
There are a good many routes that will keep a journeyman in endless circles. 
There are only three routes that will get a journeyman through the maze and only two routes opened to let that journeyman out, but no one is let out merely by getting through and no one gets through merely by getting in. 
All exits are also vanishing points. 
There, it is either pleasure or poof! 
Getting into the maze is hard, but exponentially easier than getting through and nigh impossible to get out even when you are genius enough to calculate a route.
As soon as Yossi entered the maze, his intrusion was detected. He expected this but he didn’t know that altogether there were three intrusions at that very juncture. 
Never before had there been three simultaneous intrusions at a juncture.
Although there are as many entries into the maze as might be simulated or calculated and many intrusions are regularly attempted, the Guardians Of The Great Maze have no record of three successful simultaneous intrusions. This was the most serious breach. All the maze hunters were called out and put on alert for the kill.
Though Yossi knew he would be in danger and  knew he would be detected, he was counting on his skill.
Call it a premonition, or whatever it was, Baba felt that something was egregiously wrong, but sensed no personal danger. He saw a million golden goslings surrounded by foxes with huge appetites and remembered the story Gra’Pa Lee told him. He observed the decimating winds. By then he was hungry and had begun to search for a good place to eat. 
As he went along, he could see, as it were, across the plateaus an ebb and flow of feast and famine. Right in that moment, it was as though the universe had experienced an extraordinary wave throughout its fabric. 
The Guardian instruments detected it as well.
Every Situation Room became a beehive of frenetic activity. The Strategic Alliance was in session. The Overlords were in session. The Guardians Of The Great Maze were in session. The Religious Council was in session. However, they were not all in session for exactly the same reason. This, the young holy-man told me, was like the storm that began with the flap of a butterfly’s wing, a storm just about to gather speed at its corners long after the butterfly had flown to safety and is doing what is pleasing: sipping nectar then laying eggs.
The Strategic Alliance activated its Situation Room, because Papa discovered that Baba was missing and Yossi was gone. Papa had already sorted out that Baba did not enter his chambers or review Project Blue’s Briefs before he disappeared. Project Blue’s security was not breached and it did not seem that the project was compromised. Nevertheless, Papa ordered a top team to review all security intelligence. 
As to Baba’s untraceable disappearance, Papa considered several possibilities and isolated two for the military brass to act on. This was not only a national crisis; this was his son. “He could not have disappeared without a trace.” That’s what Papa told the brass, but he said this merely to camouflage a deep worry. He knew this had happened before. Then, he covered it up. Gra’Pa Lee had disappeared without a trace and Papa created a trace in an attempt to keep the Alliance on their strategic course and to confound the Overlords. Now he was forced to ascertain whether the evidence acquired later, which gave credence to his suspicions and support to his preemptions were as reliable and as water-tight as he once believed.
Possibility #1: Baba was kidnapped.
Suspect #1: Yossi.
Target #1: The Overlords.
Papa stood ready to pull the lever on Project Red and Project Blue. The hunt was on for Yossi. Papa ordered his secret military to the task. 
Papa’s secret military knew of the maze, but they were a far way from figuring out all that Baba and Yossi had figured out about the maze. They knew too of Yossi’s superior intelligence, but there was a great deal of dispute as to whether Yossi would, one, betray the Alliance and, two, use Baba as a bargaining chip. They had no reason to believe Baba would have any knowledge of or relationship with the maze. Nevertheless, they had to assume the worse. 
The worse, in their minds, was Yossi. 
An open question remained: should Yossi be brought in dead or alive? Alive was preferable, but if Yossi was indeed a betrayer, bringing him in alive would be impossible. After all, Yossi was a presidential bodyguard of the highest caliber. They trained him. They knew exactly what he was capable of: capturing him would be a job itself enough.
Possibility #2: Envy/Retaliation/Jealousy.
Suspect #1: Academy Elites.
Target #1: Titans, Spartans and Eagles. 
If this turned out to be true, this would reveal a horrifying corruption of the brotherhood of the elites. Papa put in place a team of high level Commanders to lead an investigation of The Academy.
Unaware of these things Baba pressed on.
He came to Cafe Dumond.
He ordered tea, deciding to eat later.
He sat, looked, and listened, as he sipped.
He reflected on the squabbling monkeys in Nana’s painting. Baba did not tell the three Titans about Nana’s painting when he presented them the conundrum of the squabbling monkeys on the ladder. Around one rotting ladder the berries are plentiful and the monkeys are fat. Around the other rotting ladder some distance away on the same face of the mountain, the berries are sparse and the monkeys are slim. Both ladders dangle along the mountain’s harsh sheer. At the top of the mountain, above the rotting ladders, a thousand hungry tigers await. In the valley, beneath the rotting ladders, a thousand hungry tigers await. “If you are a monkey on either ladder,” Baba asked the three Titans, “how would you escape?”
“Escape? You’re fucked.”Kuzci said.
“What would you do, Costa?” Baba asked.
“Rediscover God.”
“How will that help?” Kuzci asked Costa.
“You pray God send a few busloads of grassed-up freebasing junkies on a safari at the top of the mountain. Once the tigers are high on that lot, you fly-tail off the ladder and never visit a mountain side again.”
“What if God refuses?” Kuzci asked.
“Then you’ve got heaven to hope for after the hell beneath.”
“Saj, what about you; what would you do?”
“Pinch myself and wake up; I’m no monkey.” 
At Cafe Dumond, still sipping tea and smiling at this memory, Baba overheard the excitement of a group that had just come in having travelled the route of the whispering swirl. They were exchanging their travel stories with others that had come in by way of the colloidal rings. 
“Carabunga,” Baba mouthed. “Carabunga.”
So excited he was, he set aside his teacup, picked up his backpack and left to continue his journey without noticing the arrival of Guardian detectives armed with Mnuds.
It was while on this leg of his journey that Baba realized why he was so troubled. It was the crossings! Based on extensive calculations and simulations back at The Academy, he selected the progressive route through the maze. This way, he had reasoned, he could learn as he went and since he was sure his presence in the maze would not be detected, this would give him time to sort things out, for he knew from experience that in any endeavor of this magnitude unexpected problems are bound to crop up and it would be foolhardy not not anticipate them and be prepared for them. 
So far, though, he was going at a good clip.
Time had not been an issue. 
There were other sound reasons for choosing this route - The Progressive Route. His plan, of course, was two fold: to find Gra’Pa Lee and to locate the Blue Stones. That done, he could return home with what he knew would be a hitherto incomparable revelation to the nation and all people. However, fame was not his aim. It was the integrity of his very being that drove him to this quest.
Now that he had passed through the crossings and experienced the true nature of them, or at least the ones he had crossed this far, it began to register with him that while he could go through the crossing he could not reverse directions through them. These were all one-way crossings, so far. He was screwed! That’s what he was thinking. God, am I screwed? This reality did not show up in any of his simulations. 
He was truly screwed.
He realized, as well, that if he attempted to work out a return path while in the maze, he most likely will be detected, because the Guardian’s  Mnuds are exceptional at this. They will pluck him out like that! 
Yep! Definitely. I am screwed.
He took a long breath.
His only hope was: finding Gra’Pa Lee.
Alive! 
Gra’Pa Lee has to know the way back. 
Baba did not understand why the simulations did not reveal these one-way routes and as yet he did not know he was carrying a bad clue amongst his lot. It could well be the clue to the coming crossing. Or it could be to the very next one. Unless, Yossi found him before the bad crossing, both of them would be trapped like flies in an expanding tarantula’s web. Besides, Yossi had no idea which route Baba took or via which entry point. 
Exhausted, Baba returned early to Abbott Cove and rested. He remembered that Gra’Pa Lee used to say to him, “Why worry about yesterday when it is gone and you have today in your hand?” When Baba awoke, it was the falling hour of sunlight. He took a soothing shower then switched on his favorite song.
Across the quiet waters from the cove, through the trees, in a tall building behind them, a young woman could clearly see Baba. She was enjoying A Vision Of Love sung by Mariah Carey as he was dancing naked in his room. It seemed to her he was dancing to her tune, so gorgeous he was, moving between the flecks, but he was dancing to another tune, his favorite, Step By Step, sung by Whitney Houston.
He had coded his journey’s route through the maze in this song, so he would not have to carry a map of his trail and so that the Guardians Of The Great Maze would not detect that he was on the journey through it, if, perchance, they discovered he was there.
The young woman watching him was flushed.
“Well, there’s a bridge and there’s a river that I still must cross. As I’m going on my journey, oh, I might be lost. And there’s a road I have to follow, a place I have to go, but no one told me just how to get there, but when I get there I’ll know,” he sang along, as he danced. “Cause I am taking it, step by step, bit by bit, stone by stone, yeah, brick by brick. Step by step, day by day, mile by mile; go your own way.” 
The young woman watching was so enamored with Baba, when the songs were done, she decided she must find a way to meet this beautiful man who dances to her tune.
But Baba was not dancing to her tune.
He was dancing to his own.
In the lounge, drinks were served and a crowd had settled to hear the evening’s singer. 
Baba got there just in time. 
The mood was cheery.
The curtain lifted.
The singer stepped out to sing. 
As the first bars were being played, Baba realized she was about to sing I Am What I Am, so popular the way Shirley Bassey sings it and so enigmatic the way Nana used to sing it, so Baba stepped up to the stage, joining the singer, and with that sweet smile on his face, stretched out his hand to the singer and said, “May I?” and the singer gracefully allowed him, so he sang, “I am what I am,” and the crowd cheered. “I am my own special creation. So come, take a look. Give me the hook or the ovation.”
The audience went wild at his sound. 
“It’s my world that I want to have a little pride in; my world, but its not a place I have to hide in. Life’s not worth a damn ‘till you can say, hey world, I am what I am.” 
The singer joined him.
Their duet stirred the audience up out of their seats, so that now everyone was swaying and singing along, “There is one life and there is no return and no deposit. One life, so it’s time to open your closet. Your life is a sham ‘till you can say, hey world, I am what I am.”
The group that had journeyed the whispering swirl along with those that visited the colloidal rings were in the audience.
The voyeur that had watched Baba was there.
The man who was robbed by Dick, he was there too.
Guardian detectives were also there.
The audience settled as Baba left the stage and the singer threw a scarf jacket over her gorgeous outfit, and with the mike in one hand, she stepped down, as the bars for the new tune began, and with her other hand she held the face of that man. Then she began to sing. “Funny how a lonely day can make a person say, what good is my life? Funny how a breaking heart can make me start to say, what good is my life? Funny how I often seem to think I’ll never find a dream in my life, ‘till I look around and see this great world is part of me and my life. This is my life.”
As she sang, tears rolled down his cheeks.
“Sometimes when I feel afraid, I think of what a mess I’ve made of my life, crying over my mistakes, forgetting all the breaks I’ve had in my life. I was put on earth to be; a part of this great world is me and my life. Guess I have to adjust the score and count the things I’m grateful for in my life. This is my life and I don’t give a damn for lost emotions.” 
The man rose to his feet.
He sang, as she sang, “Let me live. Let me live. This is my life!” It was such that the entire room was on its feet, singing, “Let me live. Let me live. This is my life. This is my life. This is my life.”
The singer turned. 
The curtain came down.
That man’s name, the man Dick robbed, is Schwabb. The young woman who saw it all, her name is Catherine. Catherine Heilgard. She was also there. Ms Murphy was there. Bordeau was there. Sammy was there. As the Detectives, still basking in the warmth of the evening’s songs were leaving, one of them remarked, “Isn’t it amazing what a song can do for you?”
“You mean to you?” her partner corrected.
“For you, to you, whatever; it’s just amazing.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
The dogs barked.
Baba awoke.
The beautiful day progressed and he came to where he expected to see the sign of the Grey Goose. He was sure he was at the right place, but the sign wasn’t there. The ancient marks weren’t there. The wall was a magnificent wall and the military guards were vigilant. He saw the four horsemen. He saw the crown cloud. He checked his coordinates.
This had to be the place.
A black one-legged man on crutches with music in his ear was doing amazing things with that one leg and his crutches, but no one was paying him any mind.
Baba approached the man.
“What you’re doing is so amazing,” Baba said.
When the man smiled, Baba saw the Grey Goose sign. Yes. He was at right place. Now he could see the signs and symbols too.
“What’s in your pouch?” the man asked.
“Cake. It’s quite tasty. I wouldn’t mind sharing a piece with you,” Baba said.
“Why not?” the one-legged black man remarked. “I’ll take a bite; see what it’s like. My mama makes the best cake ever.”
So Baba said to him, “If your mama’s cake beats this cake, she’s got my attention.”
They ate.
The man laughed.
He laughed louder.
He was enjoying Baba’s cake.
“This cake is good cake alright,” the one-legged man chomped as he laughed. “You’ve got my mama’s cake.” As soon as he said that a bush as natural as the immediate surroundings appeared around them, blocking their view from the guards, and he said, “This is as far as I can take you.” And he was gone.
Baba saw the entrance.
He went to it and stepped inside.
It was pitch black there and he could not turn back. He kept moving forward, but he could see nothing and hear nothing. This was the thickest kind of black. A pinpoint light appeared so he walked toward it and came to what seemed the edge of a cliff, for as he stepped there the place lit up, and a narrow line of clouds stretched from that edge, like a bridge across a bottomless chasm, and he couldn’t turn back; there was a wall behind him. When he stepped onto the cloud everything went black again, but for the pinpoint light in the distance ahead. He stepped along the cloud, as if it were a bridge, except now, he could not see this bridge-cloud; he just had to know it was still there and that he was stepping correctly on it, for there was nothing to hold onto. He kept going toward the pinpoint light. When he got there, the pinpoint bloomed into a brilliance as bright as the rising sun then it lifted high above everything.
He had crossed.
He took a deep breath.
There was a great desert there.
He blazed a trail across the desert.
Baba was as a pin in an ocean of sand.
There was no one anywhere. 
Nothing but the illumined sand and the sound of the wind and his breath accompanied him.
He kept going. 
When he saw a huge tree he went toward it.
He arrived.
“Carabunga!”
It was as it must have been in the beginning.
It seemed the kind of place one might think of as the birthplace of life or of the living or of beings of incredible intelligence, the young holy-man told me. 
Our language has no better description for it.
There was a highway there, not a trafficking highway, but a trafficked highway. Here it was called the Highway To Heaven. All around were columns of light and trees of light and geysers of light and blasts of light. 
Carabunga! Carabunga! Carabunga!
It was incredible.
It was awesome.
On the either side of the highway there were every known faith that was not a false faith or a decoy, but these here were not as myriad as those distributed in all their semblances and nuances throughout the universe. These were all as one, and yet they were nine accounting for all. The language to relate this is formed, but it does not correspond completely to our language. Here, one might think of it as the fruit of the spirit, not different kinds of fruits, but one fruit of one spirit. Yet, they are nine. 
They are called Love.
They are called Joy.
They are called Peace.
They are called Long-suffering.
They are called Gentleness.
They are called Goodness.
They are called Faith.
They are called Meekness.
They are called Temperance.
Their true meaning is awesome.
There, in that presence, their meanings and standards and principles are not diluted or abridged. They are not bruised or rotted. They are not corrupted, for there, they are incorruptible. They are reconstituted parts of a whole, together in the whole, and out of them, throughout this paradise of totality, on every mountain and in every valley, along every highway, they rise as would fruiting fountains of light beaming throughout the universe, beaming from roots grounded in their spirit, for they are not nine; they are one. And yet they are not one; they are nine.
Baba knew no other way to explain this.
This is what was found in his tablet. 
 
Harvests of sufficiency!
Highways of glory!
 
The discourse in this presence is not love,
is not joy, is not peace, is not long-suffering,
is not gentleness, is not goodness, is not faith,
is not meekness, is not temperance;
these all bloom, rich, juicy, and filling.
 
The discourse in this presence is forgiveness:
	how to beam it through the blocks;
	how to light the loss;
	how to let all know the price is paid;
	how to have it given and taken freely;
	how to ease the hurt;
	how to stop the disease;
for this, here as known, does it all.
 
Forgiveness.
 
This, these know, is the miracle: Forgiveness.
This, these know, is the medicine: Forgiveness. 
 
Can forgiveness reach all?
That is the discourse in this presence. 
Forgiveness.
 
Swoosh!
As if out of the wind, a jolly young camper speeding along the highway spun around Baba and said, “I know you.”
“You have me at a distinct disadvantage,” Baba said.
“I knew you’d say that,” the jolly one said.
“So what say you?” Baba asked.
“Happy journey.”
Swoosh! 
The jolly speedster was gone.
Baba shook his head.
That’s a crazy dude!
What’s he doing here?
Baba shook his head again.
Baba visited the space called The Totality Of Being and the space called The Lightness Of Being and the one called Satisfaction. He took a ride through the Birth Chamber. He saw the Crown Of Glory. He rode the Chariots Of Fire, unaware that elsewhere, Yossi was being tracked and hunted.
Yossi was using all his wits, all his capabilities at subterfuge and stealth and his energies to dodge and smart off the Guardian hunters. Yossi was a ready target because he had not been able to prepare before entering the maze; he had to find Baba. He had to save Baba before the bad crossing.
Baba, unawares, saw the palms and swam the Waters Of The Castries. He leapt from Mount Flair to the Gilead Mountain. He saw the pageantry on Mount Sinai, whose brilliance at the presence reached Seir and Paran. He went to the Place Of The Altars and inhaled the Incense Of Cypress. He sampled olives from the Gardens Of Maria. He was invited to the Feast of Faraday and sat at the table of the third prophet. The food was like none other. He took the Trail Of Gratitude and saw flowers of every shape and shade and moons of every color. 
The Shower Of Grace was beyond spectacular, flooding vast arrays of deltas and fueling every stream and the great rivers that flow into the vast oceans. 
The oceans glittered. 
Baba heard the Holy Clowns. He laughed so much, he figured he could never again be awake and not have glittering eyes and a wide smile. 
He saw the Blessed Easter. He stood awestruck in the Theophanies Dome. Then he went to the Assembly of the Protectors and observed the Sending Of The Advocates. 
He worshipped in the Cathedral Of Praise.
He visited the Archive Of Ideals.
He toured the Museum Of Secrets.
He saw the Whirl-Wheels and when he beheld the Flaming Sword by the tree his body shook.
He was exhausted.
He left and went to Cafe Dumond where he ordered tea, sipped, listened and looked around in every effort to relax and just be.
“Hi. Baba is the name, right?”
“You have me covered,” Baba said, “And you are? Please don’t say Speedy Gonzalez,” for this was the same jolly fellow that ran into him earlier, who was zipping around and about him, like a spastic fly, only more huge and badly out of style.
“Aha! That’s a good one. Ah! You want to know my name, right, or do you really want to know who I am?”
“Let’s start with the name.”
“How about Leahcim?”
“About?”
“Would you prefer Archie, the Apprentice? Twinnie, the Side Show? What about plain old Angelito?”
“I’ll take plain old Angelito. Let me guess. You are not from around here, you are ah ...”
“Of course.”
“I didn’t say what I ...”
“I know what you are going to say. The answer is yes to both,” Angelito said.
“Okay. So what brung you here amongst us mere mortals?” Baba inquired.
“Probation.”
“Probation?”
“Yep. I am on probation,” Angelito confessed.
“What’s the offense?” Baba asked.
“Violating the natural law of unintended consequences, unwittingly.”
“You violated a natural law?” Baba asked.
“Mhm.”
“Unintentionally?” Baba said.
“Mhm.”
“You violated the law of unintended consequences unintentionally?” Baba pushed.
“Yep. Certainly did.”
“That’s got to be out-of-this-world funny.”
“Way funnier than you’ll ever imagine!”
“It’s funny alright.”
“No way near as funny as if you knew how I did it. But, uh! Don’t ask,” Angelito said.
“Why not?”
“Let’s not spoil your journey; that’ll be funny.”
“To whom?”
“Me.”
Then, just like that, Angelito was gone.
Then, just like that, Angelito was back.
“I think I’d prefer it if your name was Speedy Gonzalez,” Baba said.
“Then that it is to you. My name is Angelito Speedy Gonzalez. Call me that if you wish. I’ll still call you Baba.”
“You were telling me about your punishment for violating a natural law,” Baba said.
“I didn’t say punishment. I said probation.”
“Is that not a punishment?”
Angelito laughed his belly full. “I expect you to know better. Since my arrival that’s the kind of talk I hear everywhere: rewards and punishment. You think I was cast down, don’t you?”
“Correct my thinking. Please.”
“I am here for extra-curricula learning; I’ll say it that way. Your language is limited.”
“And today’s lesson: how not to interfere with natural laws?”
“Now that’s funny.”
“But am I right, am I not?”
“No. I am here to learn about love.”
“Love? I don’t see the connection?”
“Is there supposed to be a connection?”
“Are you sure you are not being punished?”
“Funny-funny. I’m going to like your company.  I can see you have an ecclesiastical sense of humor. I like it. I hope you’ll like mine too. I’m here to learn love, e-mortal style.”
“E-mortal?”
“E as in earth-kind.”
“Oh! Well, how can I help you?”
“I was waiting for you to ask.”
“Well, love, e-style, as far as I can tell ...”
“Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”
Swoosh. 
He was gone.
I think I’ll be dizzy if he hangs around for too long, Baba said to himself. I hope he isn’t meant to be undercover; he’s blowing it big time. His wings must be new; got to be a young one! Way high on energy and too light on experience. 
Yossi was using the Triangular Route. He did not know about the Progressive Route. The Triangular Route, he derived from Nana’s square within a square, which highlights five elements, which are encoded in her art. Yossi and Baba had used it to simulate the coordinates of the Great Maze, and Yossi figured out it was also useful for finding a path through the maze. He and Baba did not discuss that aspect. Yossi also knew Baba well enough to know that Baba would realize he would decipher anything else that might be derived from the square within a square, so Yossi was guessing that Baba would’ve worked out that route and not use it, but rather left it as a decoy in the event that someone tried to track him. 
Then again, knowing that boy, Yossi began thinking, Baba would probably use reverse psychology and take exactly that route, predicting that anyone who knows him well enough would suspect he’d leave it as a decoy and not use it.
Regardless, Baba had a bad clue.
That bad clue would trap him.
No matter which route Baba used, he had to use the two overlapping crossings and the bad clue was to one of those. One has to use those two crossings on any calculable route through the maze and the Guardians of the maze knew exactly that too.
So far, the Guardians had recorded three simultaneous intrusions into the maze. However, they had no sure information on whether these three were attempting to get through or just get in. Yossi was the only one they had completely surrounded, but he was as slippery as a greased pig and they could tell that he was hellbent on a destination. “This geezer has definitely got a deadline,” the head hunter said. “This geezer is on a mission.”
There was a second way to alert Baba: entering Baba’s mind. Yossi realized that if he tried this and the Guardian hunters did not know Baba was in the maze, this would immediately expose Baba. It must be left as the method of last resort, Yossi reasoned, possibly only if the hunters have Yossi trapped before he gets through to Baba.
Yossi was also betting that Baba was not yet trapped, because, as he said to himself, “That boy would raise hell to let me know he is trapped. I know that boy inside out and yet I can’t catch up with him. He is a tough nut. I’ll bet the Guardians have no idea he is here.” Yossi could only think such things while under water. That is what the Guardian Hunters had not yet figured out, since their Mnuds do not detect under water thoughts. Yossi used water as a shield. Though he was surrounded, just as fast he was detected speeding through, he would disappear from the Guardian’s Mnuds. The Guardians assigned a crack team to figure out how the geezer was doing this.
The second intruder, they knew, had not gone past the first dimension. Somehow, that intruder was also evading further detection, but all his exits were now shrouded with hunters. The moment he or she pops up, it’s curtains.
The third intruder broke in and disappeared.
That had the Guardians tickling their brains.
How can this even be possible?
That’s what they kept discussing.
It is impossible!
If an intruder fell through the crack; this would register. If an intruder was lost; this would register. If an intruder evaporated; this would register. If an intruder vanished; this would register. If an intruder dies; this would register.
It’s impossible to secretly break into the maze. 
One could only get into the maze with the key and get through the maze using all the right combination of keys. Otherwise, one will be detected.
These were no ordinary keys and the keys were useless without their clues. 
These were no ordinary clues either. 
Not only that, one would have to figure out the layout of the entire maze, as well as, decode the cryptic jigsaw through it, before one even entered it to test or confirm the maze and its jigsaw if one were to attempt to journey through without being detected. Even so, one would have to take the journey and never once, while doing so, think of the maze as a maze, for anything about the path through the maze that is registered in any brain in the maze is detected.
And this was not a static maze.
It was impossible to be an e-mortal and pass through the maze undetected. That was precisely the feat Baba was attempting to complete. He was there to get through the maze and back undeterred and undetected. So far, he was doing well. The only problem, and it was a big one, he had a bad clue! One slip and that’s it!
It’s not all about winning and losing, the young holy-man told me. It is about that battle within one’s self. It is about pushing yourself harder. It is about reaching higher and farther. It is about achieving your best self. That’s what life is about. If not, what else?
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty One
 
“I’m back.” Angelito announced.
“You! How old ...”
“Uh! Don’t ask. It will expose your slippery grasp of the concept of Supreme Agents. You were about to tell me about love, remember?”
“Love is not my forte,” Baba said.
“I know.”
“Then why do you come to me?”
“Catherine.”
“Catherine? Is this someone I know?”
“No. She knows you quite well.”
“Okay. I don’t know Catherine; she knows me. Yet you come to me about her, because you want to know about love, which is not my forte. Should I suppose there is going to be or there is not going to be a connection, or should I even ask?”
“You can ask, but it wouldn’t matter.”
“You are trying to fry my brain.”
“I don’t do fries. My current interest is love e-mortal style and Catherine seems of have one of the keys.”
“Good then. Go to her.”
“She doesn’t know me; she knows you.
“How does she know me?”
“Very well. Extremely well.”
“I mean, did she and I go to school together?”
“No. She has you fixed in her sites. She has you on her pillow. She has you at her window. She knows you from your head to your toe. She knows your every curve, angle, and muscle. She knows  all of your nakedness, and phewy, you are fine. You burn her up. And still she isn’t fried.”
“Is Catherine ah ...”
“Nope. If she were, she wouldn’t be the one to teach me about e-mortal love now, would she?”
“Then how does this Catherine see me?”
“With her eyes. Okay-okay. I couldn’t resist that one. She sees you through the trees while you shower and when you are dancing. She’s stepped it up a little. She uses binoculars now.”
“Whoe-whoe-whoe! She’s a peeping Tom? A peeping Tammy? Whatever! Are you telling me she watches me while ...”
“Yep. She sees you. She is in love with you.”
“How can she be in love with me when I don’t even know her?”
“Bingo! That’s what I want to find out.”
“You can’t love someone you don’t know.”
“Uh-uh! You already told me love is not your forte, so you wouldn’t know about that now, would you? Besides, you don’t know her. But she knows you pretty well, doesn’t she? And she is the one in love with you. Do you love her?”
“No!”
“Well, you are about to.”
“I am about to fall in love with a peeping tom that peeps at me while I am ...”
“Yep.” Angelito swirled in a super quick change, voila, to reveal his new self. Then asked, “What do you think?”
“Whoe-God-No! You can’t do that; you’re in public. You’ll be arrested. My God, they’ll arrest me.”
“Why?”
“Quick. Quick. We have laws,” Baba shouted. “You are horrible with laws. Nudity is against the law here and we are in a cafe. Put your clothes back on.”
“Why? They can’t see me.”
“They can’t see you?”
“No.”
“So now you have them thinking I am crazy. I am shouting at you and they can’t see you. What are you trying to do to me?”
“Stop panicking. They see you sipping tea. Feel that? Well? That’s you sipping your tea with glitter in your eyes and the broadest ever smile across your face, which is way more suspicious than if they could see me now.”
“They see me sipping tea, but I am here talking to you and you are standing naked in front of me in my body.”
“Bingo! We’re making progress.”
“I need something stiffer than tea. No! No! No! Don’t. Don’t do that, Angelito. Get it back down. Tell me again: why do you have my body?”
“To learn about love e-mortal style.”
“You are going to pretend to be me.”
“Not pretend. I am going to be you.”
“And what happens to me?”
“You are going to be yourself.”
“Hello. Hello. There is confusion in my head.”
“Uh! They showed me so many smart things about you; they must have missed a whole other side. They never miss anything. Not usually.”
“Who are they?”
“Never mind. You don’t want them to start losing faith in you now; I think that’s the way you would say it here. Listen. It’s simple. You’re going to be very busy. You will be very pleased with my little distractions. I’ll tell you what it is like to fall in love with her, e-mortal style. To her, I am you, so to her I will be you. In a short while, she’ll be at her window, binoculars at her eyes, breathing heavily, waiting to see you take your shirt off then your pants off then your ...”
“Okay, I get it.”
“How do I look?” Angelito asked.
“You look fine. Ah, you mean; I-I don’t really look like that, do I? I wish I looked like that. Those thighs. I wish I had those thighs.”
“But you do. These are yours.”
“I do? I definitely don’t have those abs. And that butt! That butt! Is that my butt?”
“Yep. It’s all yours. I am every bit you.”
“I don’t really have that body exactly, do I?”
“The way, she sees you, you definitely do. And don’t start short-changing yourself. You are a fine specimen of a young man, but you are Catherine’s Vitruvian Man. She measured you. She knows you have the perfect ratio. 1.6180339887498948482, uh, shall I continue?”
“If I look anything like that, don’t dress it up in the clothes you wear. I hate to break it to you, Angelito, but you are way out of style.”
“Would you prefer me looking like this?”
“Hm. Not bad. Not bad. Why did you wait ‘till now for us to be friends? It would’ve been way nicer if you had allowed me to see me looking like that way back when. I’d own all the catwalks. Now you even got me turned on.”
“Got to go. We’ll talk later.”
Swoosh.
Just like that, Angelito was gone.
Baba sipped his tea.
He noticed a curvaceous young woman heading in his direction. “Hi,” she said.
“Hi,” he replied.
“What is he like?” she asked.
“Who?”
“Your friend that just left.”
“Oh, him. He’s crazy,” Baba said.
“Mhm. And soooo crazy about me,” she said.
“He is?”
“He gave me his number,” she said.
“He did?”
“Yes,” she giggled, showing Baba Angelito’s card. “Imagine that. Me. So what is he really like?”
“Really crazy,” Baba said.
“My lucky day!” She said, pressing his number against her chest and curling her eyes. “I soooo absolutely love crazy. He says he wants to learn everything about love. Then he gave me his number.”
“Yep. That’s him. He does too.”
“I am going to teach him everything I know. It’s going to be so much fun, it’s going to be crazy. You must ask him how it turns out. I so want to know what he thinks. It’s going to be so crazy. And he’s so cute! Isn’t he cute? I soooo love him.”
“Didn’t you just meet him?”
“Yes. Isn’t that crazy? That’s what I so love about him. He is all new. I’ll tell you how it turns out too. Wish me luck. Tah-tah.”
“You are not Catherine by any chance.”
“Gosh, no! Catherine? That’s way too old-fashioned. If I had a name like Catherine I would drown myself. I am Bordeau. Bordeau Balbachita. And you?”
“Baba.”
“So cute. Tah-tah.”
“Good luck, Bordeau.
She blew him a kiss.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Two
 
Baba arrived at Abbott Cove later than usual, more exhausted than usual, and went straight to the Reception Desk. “Any available room by the Quiet Waters?” he inquired.
“Let me check, sir. How’s your stay?”
“Enjoyable.” 
“We have one. King size. A gorgeous evening view. Shall I make the transfer, sir?”
“Thank you.”
“Done. We’ll have it ready first thing in the morning. Problems with Room 927, sir?”
“Not at all. A change of view; that’s all. You did say the new room is by the Quiet Waters?”
“Right above it, sir. I’ll find you another if you find this unsuitable and that’ll be on me.”
“That’s more than kind. I’ll be fine.”
“Can I offer you something else, sir?”
“No, thank you.”
“Sir, there were several inquiries into you; did you know?”
“No. What inquiries?”
“Our guests will like you to sing again.”
“Oh! I’m no singer; I was just in the mood.”
“You should be in the mood more often, sir. I haven’t stopped singing that tune since you sang it. You were great.”
“Thanks. I’ll remember that.” 
The evening’s crowd was already squeezing through. Baba went directly to the lounge rather than to his room, passing along the way the Professor Of Love. 
Baba was escorted to a privileged seat. 
“Thank you,” he said. 
When the singer stepped up to the microphone she acknowledged Baba with a smile and a wave of her fingers. “Welcome, you all,” she said. “It’s so nice to see you. Tomorrow is going to be a historic day, so let’s send this one out with a real charge. Shall we?” They cheered loudly. “Yes. I brought you all a surprise tonight.” The music began and as the curtain parted and the billowy smoke lifted the audience screamed. Baba was caught up in the euphoria, as well. 
The song was Hero and this singer, a legend. 
This, all in all, was a thrilling evening of song.
When it was done Baba went straight to bed. 
He dropped himself into it - clothes, shoes, and all. The dog woke him up the next morning, but this time it kept barking. 
Whose dog is that? He wondered. 
It must drive guests crazy. 
He looked out of the window and saw a great gathering about the streets with guards everywhere. Turning back in he noticed a package in the slot through his door. It was the access to his new room; the room was ready. He packed, double-checked to be sure he had gathered all his things, and when he opened the door Angelito was right there. “They told me you were smart,” Angelito said through a broad if wicked smile. “They said you figure things out as you go.”
“Don’t everyone?”
“Nope. And you do it really well.” 
“Enjoy,” Baba said, referring to the room he was leaving then went to his new room. It was spacious and welcoming. Ah! I’m going to like this, he figured. As he approached that window to check out the view, there was a knock on the door. He thought it was Angelito so he went directly and opened it.
It wasn’t Angelito.
It was the old woman.
Eyes wide at the unexpected sight, he said, “Hi. What are you doing here?”
“Good morning,” she said.
“Pardon my poor manners,” he said, slightly embarrassed. “You can’t imagine how grateful I am to you. Do come in.”
“We must hurry,” she said. “I brought fresh cake.”
“I still have plenty,” he said.
“I know. This one handles heat better. Your pouch!” she said, wasting no time. Baba passed her the pouch, still trying to figure out the fuss. She gave him a new pouch with the new cake. “You’ll enjoy this better. It’s light and fresh.”
“What I had was tops,” Baba said.
“Then you’ll think this one’s heavenly,” she said, hurrying him out. Outside the hotel there were two horses. “That one’s for you,” she said.
“A horse?”
“Only way to get there on time,” she said.
Indeed, the roads were crowded.
Traffic was crazy.
Guards of all sorts were everywhere.
He and the old woman galloped across fields, cutting a direct path, as if the old woman knew precisely where to go. For an old woman she handled a horse like a warrior, still, Baba was right there with her.
“Where are we going?” Baba asked.
“We? I certainly hope you know where you are going and why; I will not be joining you. I must get you to the path of totality in time. What you don’t realize is, every other route to your destination is stalled or blocked and will be for the next four days. You do know there is going to be a full eclipse today, do you?”
“I do.”
“It’ll do you no good if you don’t get there then,” she said.
“I planned to watch it from the hotel roof.”
The old woman laughed. “What good would that do for you? Besides, no one will be watching the eclipse from that roof. They are probably discovering so about now.” 
She sped up. 
Baba sped after her.
The eclipse had begun.
She needed to get him into the umbra.
It was breakneck speed scaling everything: heights, streams, bushes, vehicles, as the black disc slid slowly over the golden glow. The adrenaline was great. But for the criticality of the moment, this gallop would be awesome. Still, Baba kept thinking: what a woman! How old is she? She can’t be that old! But she is old!
They crossed a river, climbed onto its bank, galloped, scaled a decorative line of bushes, and in about a quarter of a mile came to where the magnificent wall was guarded like no other place and packed with people eager for the disc to slide into its perfect slot. She stopped there and took his horse. “You are on your own now. That way.” She pointed. “You have my prayers and my blessing.”
Baba looked to where she pointed.
When he turned to thank her, she was already back on her horse, galloping away, the horse he rode in tow.
The eclipse was total.
The corona was awesome.
Then he saw it: the entrance.
This was Plain Arrow.
He could see all the signs and symbols.
While others glared at the eclipse, he went in.
No sooner than he entered, he felt a force that shoved him so far forward, had he not been dosed with as much adrenaline as he was dosed with, his neck would have cracked.
Wow!
He didn’t know it, but this was a massive CME. He wouldn’t have known this was going to occur. It wouldn’t have showed up in his calculations or simulations. This massive ejection sealed the crossing entrance. One second later, he would’ve been trapped, for he would not have been able to enter. The next opening of Plain Arrow wouldn’t have occurred in his timeframe.
There was a river on that side.
Baba maneuvered the rocks to get to it and found white rapids that would thrill any adventurist and scare the living daylights out of their mothers. 
Several kayaks were moored to the bank.
He took a kayak and took on the rapids.
Along the way, he came upon many other hardy souls daring the treacherous devil. He wondered where they were coming from, since none had come his way. They were whooping and hollering, having a great time, so he whooped and hollered right along. 
The rapids tested him.
That too was a welcomed thrill.
He exited where everyone else exited, beside a stretch of loud arenas jam-packed with youth to whom our world is wide and wild and free. 
He entered the first arena. 
These athletes were amazing. They whipped and flipped and curled through the air before landing, sliding and skidding with remarkable skill, racking up huge scores and delighting the appreciative crowd. 
Currently a seventeen year old was in the lead.
However, everyone seemed to be anticipating the entrance of the master; the artist of the air, they called him. He was twenty-six now, but how long could he hold onto his crown in the brace of the balletic assault of this new kid on the scene, the seventeen year old who seemed destined to claim every accolade of the field?  
The entire arena was like a giant heartbeat. 
The energy was palpable.
It was almost edible.
The master took the arena, like a storm, with a display of such exalted mastery, if a heart was stopped it would come alive again in the gasps, as he whipped everyone into ecstatic frenzies. It was hard to believe there were other arenas, all in a row, with other masters of other extreme sports, keeping their crowds just as entertained.
This is the life!
Baba could hardly absorb it all.
Of numerous advertisements in these arenas, Baba selected The Crimson Bowl to visit. It was Elimination day there. He also had Museum Of Losers, The Catching Of The Croc, The Curse Tablets, Babakota, Crabs In A Bucket, and Blot Blue, as must-check-outs on his list.
So he continued his journey
Beyond the fountain in the dim alley between  Turtle Creek and McKinney where the hip and the hopeful milled around, he overheard as he was traversing that path a willowy coin-spinner having a woeful verbal tussle with a grandfatherly man. “You lost it all in a square deal,” she said, stoutly. “Had you won, you would’ve taken my part and ran. So run along. Get!”
“Have a heart,” the vexed grandfather pled. “It’s my grandchildren’s inheritance. I promised it to them. Don’t take it away. Please. Have a heart.”
“You bet and you lost. Move on.”
“What kind of heart do you have?”
“Same as yours; yours just beats faster.”
“I’ll see you in hell!”
“Deal.” She said. “Shall I book you the room? What’s your preference? Grill with a breeze or pit with a view?”
So distraught by what he had done, this old man could hardly grab his breadth to respond in kind. He dropped. Just like that! Dead.
“We have a mess over here,” the coin-spinner called out, “Pooper-Scoopers, we have a mess!”
Two colorful road sweepers, pooper-scoopers, they called them, drove swiftly over in their giant hydraulic sweepers equipped with rakes. “What happened to this one?” a playful pooper-scooper inquired.
“Kicked the bucket in a rage,” the willowy coin-spinner said. “Broke his heart on a bet. It gets brittle at his age. They always seem to forget.”
They scooped the dead man up and left.
Then the willowy woman continued her fair.
“A deal for a meal. A deal for a meal. Heads or tails! Any takers?” She flicked the coin into the air. “Heads or tails. Heads or tails. I’ll make it sweeter. A great inheritance for a steal! Heads or tails. You call it; that seals the deal. Heads or tails. A great inheritance for a steal! What have you to exchange with me? Heads or tails. Heads or tails. Heads or tails. Heads I win. Tails you lose. That’s the deal. Heads? Or tails? You call it; that seals it. Heads I win. Tails you lose. That’s my deal for a meal.”
The willowy woman noticed Baba.
“You, young man, what’s your name? I’ve got a deal for you.”
“No, thank you,” Baba answered.
“It’s the best deal you’ll get. Heads? Or tails? I’ll make this deal really sweet. You get the bucket-kicker’s fabulous inheritance; it’s a steal. I’ll add a ride in my golden chariot if you give me three months with you any place you choose. It’s a great deal. It’s a steal. Heads I win. Tails you lose. You call it and that seals the deal. It’s a fair coin and a square deal. The bet is set.” She flicked the coin into the air. “What’s your call, young man, such a handsome youth, heads or tails?”
“No, thank you,” Baba said, walking away.
“You just refused the best deal you’ll get. Oops. And you just crossed the point of no return. But you are young and hardy. I hope you’re not a fool. Ha-ha! What am I saying? Everybody crossing is a fool. Invite me to your games. I don’t want to miss the beginning. I’ll offer you a deal. Full relief. First round’s on me.”
Baba shook his head and kept walking.
Then he heard her saying, “Heads or tails? Hear my deal. He is young. He looks strong. My bet: he’ll be a god. Your bet: he’ll be dead. Here’s the deal. God I win. Death you lose. An old man’s legacy, plus full relief. That’s the deal. Tell me what you got; I’ll take it and make it a deal. What will you give me? Heads or tails on the youth that left: god I win; death you lose. The deal is set.”
Baba turned to see if anyone would actually take the bet. When he turned to see her spin the fair coin, he noticed the huge sign and realized what the gambler had said. The sign was clear, but turned around. You wouldn’t see it traveling forward; you could only see it looking backward, having already passed it. That sign was huge and dazzling. POINT OF NO RETURN. That’s what it said. 
Baba gazed at it. 
He missed if anyone took the bet.
He went his way. 
Looking ahead he saw arched over the lane he was traveling the other sign. 
ONE WAY!
From that point he could see clear across the distance scattered metropolises. Stupendous, even at that distance! He kept on going. There was no other choice and the events he had selected were that way. He was not alone. Many others were headed that very way. Tourists!
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
Baba was now in the space of seven regions.
These seven regions were distinct and yet they overlapped and crisscrossed. Here, the bad rave and the good are called toothless and bloodless and spineless, and the best are the baddest of the baddest. Here, there were people that were making it and people that were not doing so well. Here, societies were stratified. While some lived in the stratosphere, others lived in the shits, and even though some people might prefer one society to the next, most would much rather be here than anywhere else and would often remark, “Really! Is there anywhere else?” 
Baba heard these things spoken by inter-regional travelers meeting, greeting and exchanging views along the way.
Architectural wonders loomed. 
Baba entered the city, his eyes wide open and eager to discover what might be in store. 
He could hear the buzz. 
He could feel the energy. 
Ice cream shops were plentiful.
The array of choices made it hard for him to choose. A sweet girl walking about asking why did the ant cross the river, why did the ant cross the river, why did the ant cross the river, recommended a unique choice of ice cream and it was good. Baba licked it, dripping, as he went along. When he turned the first street someone approached him.
“Hi, sir!” the stranger greeted, “You have a dollar to spare me?”
“Sorry,” Baba said.
“You got to have money. No one comes to the city without money. Spare me a dollar.”
“Sorry. I can’t spare you a dollar.”
“Why you goin’ lie? I know you got a dollar.”
“I don’t have a dollar to spare you.”
“What’s wrong with you? You think you better than me? Why you gotta be all so selfish? Help a man out here. Spare me a dollar.”
“Sir, I answered you already,” Baba said.
“You are a selfish liar,” the stranger retaliated, “Don’t want to spare a dude a dollar. Bad things gonna happen to you. God don’t like you. And you ugly! Screw you, muddafucker.”
Baba licked his ice cream and went on.
People seemed energetic and happy.
There were dancers on the streets.
The music was fun and exotic.
There were unicyclists and lovers in carriages.
Businesses were thriving. Stocks were rising.
Stocks seemed highest for major companies in the Babbling Industry. Spin Machine, PFL and EFMS had prominent billboards everywhere.
Baba observed. 
He listened as he went along, opting for the Museum Of Losers as his first stop. It high-lined Dinosaurs. They were the preeminent form of life for over 150 million years. They owned their world that long. In one very bad day and a stone thrown out of the sky; boom! It was all over. 
Losers! 
The Dodo was there.
That show was hilarious. 
Loser!
The Cave Lion was there.
The Bali Tiger was there.
The half zebra, half donkey was there.
Loser! Loser! Loser! 
It all seemed just a good kick at first, but in these regions, what Baba had not yet appreciated was that this was all serious business. Five catastrophic events, each extinguishing vast majorities of valuable life, were already on record. A sixth catastrophe was looming. Besides, celestial catastrophes aren’t required for lifeforms to be wiped out, because this was a place where the head keeps eating its tail and the tail keeps forgetting.    
These seven overlapping, crisscrossing regions, the young holy-man told me, are ruled by seven gods. In some places they are called Princes. In some places they are called Divine Demons. In some places they are called Lords. In some places they are called Judging Angels. In some places they are called Just Plain Wrong. They are more powerful than was Ceasar. They are far mightier than was Napoleon. They are as devious as was Hitler. They bow to no one. They judge swiftly and there is no appeal, but there is a day of reprieve. They are altogether unimpeachable. And they are fun. At least, that’s what’s said by some.
These seven regional super powers are, when badly pronounced, are Acedia, Avaritia, Gullia, Invidia, Ira, Luxuria, and Superbia, to list them alphabetically, because they are all superior and they jostle intensely for sole reign and all power. 
They are neither male nor female.
They are gods. 
They assume whatever form they please. 
So, the young holy-man told me.
As yet unaware, Baba went directly from the Museum Of Losers to the Catching Of The Croc. In the vicinity between those two arenas phenomenal magicians held grand shows. One made skyscrapers appear and disappear. Another squeezed raging storms into miniature bottles. Those that sliced and diced passersby did so with such balletic flair, you’d think it all a traveling circus. Baba went on by into the Catching Of The Croc Arena and walking through that corridor saw superb demonstrations of croc-catching. 
The arena was packed.
Baba booked his seat.
The music was loud.
In the center of the arena was a decorated pond every bit a swamp, if replicated, it seemed as real as in the wilds.
But Baba did not know this other part.
A gymnast hurtles in across the arena and lands on a beam that appears in the center of the crocodile pond to pick a seat number. She lands. The arena lights up. The big ball swirls. When the ball stops three seat numbers appear. The little gymnast picks a number to the tune of Fantastic.
This is how it always is.
The moment came again. 
The tune played.
The gymnast picked the seat next to Baba’s.
Baba also did not know that she always picks the number of a seat from the visitors’ section: those that have crossed.
Baba’s seat neighbor was escorted with great fanfare to the swamp and taken onto a rock that was there. They gave the lucky fellow a stick for the duel that was to occur, for after the duel all of the audience, except visitors, those that have just crossed, knew that next will be The Catching Of The Croc!
That’s exactly what they came for. 
The lad scheduled for the anticipated duel was already in his spot and the entire affair began playfully enough. The visitor who was selected jumped and slid from slippery rock to slippery rock to floating tree trunk, on and on, in flailing efforts to strike the lad to win the duel, for he who strikes the lad across his head wins the prize, which this day was a choice of a week’s stay at the palace or a night’s stay with ten virgins.
Soon, the lucky visitor cornered the lad.
Stick lifted!
Checkmate!
At that moment all of the audience, including Baba, saw what the lucky visitor could not see. Sneaking up behind this visitor were a stream of crocs. The lucky visitor was about to be their meal: the catching of the croc. The lucky visitor must have thought the gasps, oohs, yelps and shouts were all in anticipation of his victory.
For such was the breadth of his smile.
Boom!
One croc sprung up and grabbed him.
The crack of bones, the spray of blood, and the chomping of flesh, as the lucky visitor was whipped, ripped and swallowed, was loud and telling. The audience went wild with excitement. Baba, leaning forward, wondered if this too was real or just magic. All visitors were asking the same question. Is this real? Or is this magic?
Baba left there and went on.
Along the way he met skateboarders.
This excited him. He laid wait his visit to Babakota to follow the skateboarders and when they came to the skateboard rink he was eager to demonstrate his impressive array of skills. The boys obliged him. Yes! He was still all that. They were as impressed with him as he was of himself. The experience was so fulfilling he all but set aside the croc incident, or non-incident, whichever it happened to be. The boys told him about a game mall called Hide And Seek where you get to skate and shoot for points. It’s a really a big deal in these parts, they said. 
He promised them he’ll check it out.
Then he travelled on.
He continued to be impressed by the general athleticism, drive and enthusiasm of the many people he encountered. He remembered his Gra’Pa Lee’s comment on drive and effort. “When you push yourself beyond the limits what it gives you back is confidence, which you can then bring back into everyday life.”
As Baba travelled on, he overheard a father and son in an intense, even desperate, conversation. “No, son,” this father implored. “No! They don’t really care who you are or what you are; they care only about which team you belong. Once you join the team, once you represent, once you prove you are dependable, then you can show off what I’ve been teaching you since you were a child. Join them. Then it becomes important. Don’t be naive. You are not a boy. You are twenty-two. Life is a little more complicated now.”
“It’s not complicated, Paps. You are asking me to become a hypocrite. They emphasize the very values you taught me. They preach them day and night. It’s all over their advertisement.”
“Yes, son, to attract you.”
“Then why are you saying it’s not important to them?”
“Own those values and join the other team; see if they give two hoots about you. They won’t. You are dead then. Worse than invisible. Dead! That’s what I am trying to explain, son. It’s all about you being on their team. That’s it. Full stop. That’s the whole bucket. Get on their team then you can claim these values all you want and preach them to thy kingdom come. You are a star. Join the other team and stand out for these very values, you’ll be the hypocrite. They will hire the EFMS to make sure everybody believes you are false, that you are corrupting cherished values. They will paint you the blackest black you never knew existed. They make truth of lies and turn their lie into many truths. It’s all about joining the right team: their team. Join their team, son, or you are dead. Keep your values and join their team then you’ll make it, son.”
“Paps, I can’t cheat my own values and stay whole in myself. If I have to join them, it’s not a choice. If I have to shove aside my values, even if for a time, I am killing myself; I would be the hypocrite, regardless. I’m not joining that team. I’d rather be dead.”
“Then you are dead, son.”
“Paps, I am not dead. If I were I’d know.”
“Are you sure you’d know you’re dead?”
“Paps!”
“The second you refuse to join their team, you’re dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. Twenty-two years of my life spent teaching you gone down the drain. What about me? You are disrespecting me. You are being ungrateful. You are thinking only of yourself. What about me? You don’t value me? Where are your values on that? What about all I sacrificed for you? Was it all just so you can turn and bite me like a snake? What about family? What would you be without me? Where would you be now?”
Baba wanted to hear more but he had to head through the woods to get to Babakota. It was awesome there. Awesome was one of the more prevalent words in the seven regions. Awesome. Awesome. Awesome. From there Baba went to see The Curse Tablets. Then it was nearing time the boys had said he should be at Hide And Seek so he traveled from Babakota to there.
An accented woman claiming to have lived in all the regions lamented a certain prevailing reality. “In this region, they don’t like the round-bellies, “ she said, “for they are the scum of the earth. In that region, they don’t like the flat-butts, for they are the scum of the earth. In the other region, they don’t like the flapped-ears, for they are the scum of the earth. In another region, they don’t like the long-nosed, for they are the scum of the earth. In the next region, they don’t like the double-chinned, for they are the scum of the earth.  Their neighbors don’t like the six-fingered, for they are the scum of the earth. And their neighbors don’t like the flat-footed, for they are the scum of the earth. That would be troublesome enough, but where there is smoke there is fire, they all say, and they see smoke coming from the scum of the earth. All of the judgers can show you, by various lines of clear deductions and direct quotation, where it is unambiguously stated in the Great Books that the Almighty Of Almighty despise the scum of the earth. The scum of the earth is cursed, condemned, set for the judgment.” 
The woman to whom she was speaking asked, “Wouldn’t it be easier for these scums of the earth to move to the regions where they would not be considered the scum of the earth?” 
“The Almighty Of Almighty is everywhere. You can’t escape. You can’t fool the Almighty Of Almighty,” she said.
Baba was learning a lot as he went along.
Everywhere around was awesome.
He wandered around the outskirts of the city in search of Hide And Seek. 
There it was!
He spotted the sign up ahead.
“Can I help you, sir?” Someone he had just passed on the sidewalk stepped up to ask him.
“No,” Baba said gratefully. “But thanks.”
“Would you like a map?”
“No. Thanks. I can see where I’m going.”
“Cameras?”
“No. Thanks. No pictures today.” Baba smiled.
“No pictures? You have to have pictures.”
“I’ll live with the memories,” Baba said.
“What about me?”
“You are fine,” Baba said, being a little silly.
“Your place or mine?” the stranger inquired.
“Oh, no. No. But thanks. I’m fine.”
“Real fine. Fine all over from where I am.”
“That’s nice,” Baba said, continuing on.
“Nice?” the stranger said. “I’ll make it nicer.”
“It’s nice enough and I’m fine.”
“I say. Triple fine. I’ll massage your feet. You don’t know feel-good until you have a good foot massage. I am the best. I’ll massage you for free. All that, mm-mm, for free. It’s my day for charity.”
“Really. Thanks. Your offers are flattering but I don’t need anything; just checking out the views. It’s all awesome.”
“Check this out. Awesome, huh?”
“How can I make myself any clearer? No!”
“Don’t be like that. Give me a piece o-that and you get all of me for free. I promise you. I promise, I promise, I promise, you’ll have no regrets. One taste of me and you wouldn’t care if you see another daylight. Give me a try. Let’s do this: try me for three minutes. Three minutes! Look. I have my hands up. Feet apart. Check me. I am clean. Come on, man, give me a try. I am clean. God, you’re fine. You are so fine. I’m giving you all this for free. Take me.”
“No.”
“I showered this morning. I’ll even shower again for you with you.”
“It’s not about you.”
“Then who? Nobody, but nobody, is as good as me. Try me once, you’ll see; you wouldn’t want me to ever leave.”
“Actually, I do. Could you please let me be?”
“What’s wrong with you? You’re not all that. You might be fine but you’re not all that! You think you’re all that? See if you don’t end up playing with yourself. When you get tired of playing with yourself I’ll be right here waiting. You’ll be back. You’ll come running and I’ll be waiting. I’ll have a price then.”
Baba soldiered on.
The sign was glittering.
HIDE AND SEEK.
Long lines wound to the entrances. 
Baba joined the H&S CONTESTANT line. 
The game there is awesome, the boys had told him. They told him to join that line. The lad ahead of him was reading a book. This lad had all the signs of a visitor and seemed to be reading the book to pass the time. The artwork on the page that was opened attracted Baba’s attention so he peeked and read what the lad was reading. 
This is what was written on that opened page:
They are judgmental.
They are vicious.
To them meanness is par for their sport.
They attack those that are not in the fold, driving fear into their hearts, warning them of hell, warning them of what will happen in the years of the apocalypse, badgering them to serve their God. 
Their God is Beelzebub, the god of gluttony.
Their God is Lucifer, the god of pride.
Their God is Mammon, the god of greed.
Their God is Asmodeus, the god of lust.
Their God is Leviathan, the god of envy
Their God is Satan, the god wrath.
Their God is Belphegor, the god of laziness.
Their Gods are seven gods and yet they are but one, all claiming numbers among the dead, for to them that is the prize, that is the joy, that is the glory: the number of dead.
They do not count dead, the way we count the dead, for there are many walking, working and playing that are dead. There are many that have long passed-on that are not dead to them. They score in accordance with the number dead. They rule in accordance with the number dead. They celebrate in accordance with the number dead. The living are recruits in their everlasting game. So the question we must answer ourselves is this: am I ready to play?
The lad turned the page and looked at Baba.
Baba smiled to hide his embarrassment.
“Interesting book,” the lad said. “You should read it. Do you know that the gods play good cop bad cop too?”
“They do?” Baba posed.
“Yes,” the boy said. “Their cops are skilled.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“How so?”
“Say you are gluttonous, wouldn’t you think you’d be attacked for your gluttony and the poverty of your gluttony by one of the other six gods and not the God of Gluttony?
“I’d say so. Those other gods would make mince meat of them.”
“You’d be way wrong. The gluttonous are attacked mostly by their own god, Beelzeebub. He is the God of Gluttony.”
“Why?”
“Dependency.”
“How can it serve him to be killing out his own clan?”
“First of all, Beelzebub is not a he or a she. A god is a god. Second of all, they are not his clan; they are his servants. They exist to worship. They prove faithfulness by destroying the servants of the other gods. If they are not fit enough to do that; they are no good to god, so he must dissipate them. It’s all in the game.”
“So what’s in it for these servants, the gluttonous? How do they fit in the whole plan. Fitness and gluttony don’t seem compatible to me.”
“Invisibility.”
“Invisibility?”
“Yes. Invisibility is the highest. Invisible soldiers are the best warriors. They can attack the visible armies of other gods more successfully. The more of the others they destroy, the greater the score for their god. It is a rising number. The most Superior God is the one with the highest number. No matter which god you serve, they all want you to be fit. They don’t want the other gods to add your death to their number, so they’d rather destroy you if you are not fit. The highest honor is invisibility. Then it gets really interesting, because you also have the feared Assassins.”
“I see. So how does this good-cop-bad-cop thing work?”
“So you are gluttonous, right? Let’s just say.”
“Okay. I’ll hang onto that for a second, but I am uncomfortable being gluttonous.”
“The bad cop will attack you for being too gluttonous and for consuming too much, and for being too selfish and for not sharing and for being too obese and for turning into a useless slob. See what I mean?”
“I am with that.”
“The bad cop will wrestle you until you’re sick to your stomach. He’s got you scrambling, because you really don’t want to upset Beelzebub, so you are desperate to find out what to do. He’s got you completely confused; you are hanging on and begging, because this cop is whipping you, whipping you, whipping you.”
“Okay, I am in a bloody mess now. I am sick to my stomach. I am throwing up. Now what?”
“That’s when the good cop comes in.”
“What good is he?”
“He is in for the rescue.”
“I’m hanging by a bloody thread here.”
“I know. So the good cop picks you up and praises you.”
“For what?”
“For being so gluttonous.”
“On what grounds?”
“Abundance.”
“Abundance?”
“The God of Gluttony blesses those that are so wise they know to store up in time of plenty so that they are well prepared for times of need. The God of Gluttony gives to him that has more even much more. Now how do you feel?”
“Great. I’m pumped. I want to be gluttonous.”
“See what I mean?”
“No.”
“No?”
“I’m confused. I started out being gluttonous.”
“That’s it. That’s exactly it. Confusion.”
“Total confusion.”
“Precisely what the cops want. Confusion. Confusion creates dependency. Good-cop bad-cop! It’s the ying and the yang. You’re dangled on a string like a yoyo. You’ve got to please the good cop and you’ve got to please the bad cop. Either one could put you out. Keeps you on your toes, doesn’t it? Sharpens your want. Heightens your desire to please your chosen god. You’re never sure exactly how you’re hanging in that balance. Faithfulness is measured in units of dependency. None of these gods will elevate an independent servant to invisibility. They don’t want their warriors running amok. God rewards unwavering desire and obedience. It’s a great game and a good book. You should check it out. Plus, there are the fearless, feared, relentless Assassins. See? This is what they look like.”
“Bullshit!” Someone in the next line who had been eavesdropping remarked. “It’s total bullshit.”
“Tickets for two?” the attendant asked.
“One for me,” the disappointed lad with the book said then took his ticket and left, giving the eavesdropper an evil eye. “It’s the shit you’ll have to eat with my vomit. Drag your head out of my ass,” he said.
Baba stepped up to the ticket counter.
“What brings you here? The fun and games?” the friendly attendant inquired.
“A moment out to play,” Baba responded.
“Knock yourself out,” she said.
He took the ticket and returned her smile.
This turned out to be another fantastic arena.
Games are organized in this fashion.
Contestants assemble in the the locker lounge where giant screens and scoreboards display highlights and scores. In the preparation room of the locker lounge, you get only the scores. In the finishing room, you get scores, highlights in 3D, as well as, commentator and crowd reactions to the contest.
Contestants select the level of course they want and are given the appropriate map. Contestants are not allowed to see the course. The audience sees. The audience has the privilege of live action. Contestants plan out a strategy. The scoreboard reveals who is leading and by how much as each contestant takes on the course.
Baba quickly absorbed how it all worked.
They provide each contestant with choice of skateboard and choice of weapon along with the map of the chosen course. At each turn, the contestant is led through a smoky door out into the arena. A contestant is scored on maneuvers and kills. Escapees run and hide through out the course. Contestants seek them out to kill them. The least points is a standstill kill. The next highest is a kill on the move. The third highest kill is a kill during a maneuver. The highest score is a bullseye kill during a maneuver.
So far, no one had achieved a bullseye kill during a 720 maneuver.
This was a great game for Baba, since he was not only a skilled skateboarder, but also a soldier and a sharpshooter. 
He was eager to show his sneak attack.
Some great scores were coming in though.
“You chose bow and arrow,” Baba remarked to the contestant, who was about precede him. “Nice. This place is awesome. My gun feels so real.”
“My bow and arrow are real.”
The bow and arrow contestant scored well.
Baba was announced.
Escorts took him through the tunnel.
“Your backpack,” security said, stepping up to take it from him.
“It’s going with me,” Baba said.
“It’ll slow you down,” security advised him.
“No problem. It’s going with me.”
The curtains lifted.
Smoke blew.
Music throbbed.
Baba was off.
His first maneuver got the crowd wild; it was accompanied with a kill. Escapees were running helter-skelter and Baba was picking each of them off nicely. The audience loved it. Baba expected the course to be more difficult than it turned out to be. He wasn’t seeing his score; the crowd was, but he could tell by audience reaction that he was doing well. Escapees were being pounded. Records were tumbling. He had that adrenaline rush like he had had down the rapids. He accepted the audience’s loud ovation, as he was flashed the score, but the penultimate kill was still on his mind. It was the one kill that his positioning allowed him to get a good glimpse of. Baba could have sworn the man’s head was shattered by his bullet as he shot him and made the swizzle-kick turn. The adrenaline rush was awesome, so he thought to himself, it must be the rush that’s making me think it seemed so real.
He was still being congratulated as he was escorted to the finishing room during which time another contestant was riding another course in the arena. 
Baba reached the finishing room. 
His highlights were dramatic. 
Several of his kills were being replayed in slow motion, showing every possible blood-splattering angle. In the midst of all the excitement, Baba kept wondering if he was seeing what he was seeing.
“Was I killing people?” He asked.
“Very bad people,” came the answer.
“I mean were those real people? Did I shoot real bullets?”
“What do you mean by real? You just killed 40 and broke the record. You surpassed the magical 2400 mark. What do you mean real? Unless you have a clone you are bound to be the winner. Hang tight. You did it. It’s real alright. I know the other five contestants. It would take a miracle for any of  them to even come close to your score.”
Each statement this person made in response to Baba’s question drove Baba deeper into shock. In disbelief, he took off in a flash, running the way he came, back in the direction of the person that had propositioned him. Practically out of breath, Baba slowed to a walk, mumbling as he went. “What the hell is wrong with these people?”
“It’s hell, baby. It’s hell,” the one that propositioned, overhearing him, said. “While you were off playing with yourself I made 2,000 buckeroos. My price just went up. I’m now available for three. Full relief. Your place or mine? Don’t be a cunt now. I am the best. You should have had all of me for free. Okay. Be like that. Run. See how far you get. My price just went up. Now it’s four. Poor little thing; he’ll be running in circles, like the rest. He should’ve been born a hamster. Run. Run. Run. You can run but can you hide? The matrix knows, baby. S619. S626. S999. The matrix knows. Run.”
Baba wandered for a bit to catch his breath.
Then he traveled on.
He thought he’d better ask more questions and not assume so much. Yes, he was observant. Yes, he had his ears open, but so often, as the woman had said, things are one way in one region and the same thing in another region means something completely different.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Four
 
Baba went to Crabs In A Bucket, which was advertised as the best place to eat and where chefs of every kind prepare private meals and specialty dishes. It’s billboard, included a picture of a bucket full of crabs, along with a question: Why can’t the crabs climb out of the bucket, even with claws and so many legs?
Baba surveyed the many chefs demonstrating wares and skill. It was not an easy decision. This was an entire mall of chefs full of decorated dining suites. Huge decorated glass cases with buckets of live crabs were constant reminders that you were at the Crabs In A Bucket. Baba selected a picturesque spot and took out his tablet and wrote in it. Then he went about to choose again. 
A family seated not far from where Baba had settled to think, while others were choosing their chefs and ordering their happy meals, seemed to be enjoying a wonderful multi-course serving.
“Mommy. Mommy. Mommy.” 
The little girl pestered her mother.
“What?” the mother responded. “Why do you have to hit me each time you call my name?”
“I just want to ask you a question, mommy?”
“What’s it this time?”
“Why can’t the crabs climb out of the bucket?”
“They all want be first out,” she said.
“Oh! Is that why they are scrambling onto each other and climbing over each other?”
“Yes. Don’t hit me. Don’t hit me. It hurts.”
“What brings you hear, my friend?” the chef asked Baba.
“A good meal,” Baba answered.
“I’ll make you the best,” the chef said.
“Let’s have it.”
The chef created an awesome plate and as Baba was enjoying the succulent presentation he was almost startled by the bells and whistles. It was as if someone had just won a jackpot. Cheers erupted throughout the mall.
“Mommy. Mommy. Mommy.”
“Girl! What?”
“What’s all the commotion about?”
“A crab got out of the bucket!”
“Oh! Is she the winner?”
“If you call being the prime on the prized dinner plate a winner, then yes!”
“Oh.”
Baba continued eating, taking in his surroundings, observing the wide diversity of people, and admiring the sweet extravagance of the section he had selected.
He noticed a few strong men from a table not so far away getting up and approaching him. As they got nearer, the pretty-boy of the bunch spoke. “We’ve found him. This is the guy.” Pretty Boy pointed to Baba then tapped his shoulder.
“Who? Me?” Baba asked.
“Yes. What’s your name?”
“Baba.”
“It’s him. Baba.” Pretty Boy called out to the executively styled men left at at the table, who now vacated their meals and approached.
“How can I help you?” Baba inquired, feeling enclosed by the heavy presence and the steady advance.
“You’re the skater, the sharp shooter! I told you,” Pretty Boy added, turning to his companions. “He’s not only good. He’s got the look. He’s got the size. You’re it, man. You got it going on. You’re the man for the job. Just lose the backpack; it does nothing for you.”
“I’m definitely not your man and the backpack stays,” Baba emphasized.
“You’ll be more than my man when you hear the deal. And the backpack will go. It’s crowding you, it’s hogging your show.”
“What’s the deal?”
Pretty Boy showed him the huge number and set the contract in front of him. “Just put your mark there and you’re in. You’re on the team. Top pay.”
“No deal.” Baba said.
The Boss-Man stepped in. “I’m doubling that. The Corny Island Mansion is yours. A yacht. A country house for your family. We are all in. All for you! You’re tops. We want you. Just sign.”
Baba stood up straightening his backpack.
“No deal.”
 A swarm of new men and women came in, it seemed from every corner of the mall and they seemed dressed for a duel.
“He’s ours,” the New Boss Man, younger and slicker, announced. “Tear that up.” The New Boss Man slapped a new slicker contract in front of Baba, as his huge Strong Man set his two huge spread of fingers on Baba’s shoulders and pushed him gently, if strong could ever be gentle, back into his seat. “Whatever he offered is peanuts. This is a lifetime contract,” the New Boss Man continued. “I’m buying everything he offered and giving that to you. You will be our superstar. You are our headliner from here on out. Pick your favorite resort island; it’s yours. Tell me what else you want. It’s yours. Virgins. Pretty-boys. Yours.”
Baba realized he needed to find a swift way out. “I need to get my agent,” he declared standing up. Then, as troubling as an echo can sometimes be, he heard what he had just said being rumbled across the room. He’s got an agent! He’s got an agent! He’s got an agent. Oh, he’s got an agent? 
Both Boss Men shoved their phones to Baba.
“Call your agent.”
Baba was already doing unimaginably quick calculations trying to figure a quicker way out, but in that split second before he could conceive a new plan, he heard a most unanticipated voice. 
“I am his agent.”
Huh?
Baba looked through the dividing mass of proposers only to behold the wily coin-spinner waving papers, practically flashing all of her feminine wiles, as she swiftly approached.
“You are my agent?” Baba posed in shock.
She placed the signed papers in front of him.
“I fired your previous agent,” she said. “He is no good to you now. He is dead. He signed there then kaput!”
Baba, so totally rushed, could hardly hide his shock, as he looked and saw what in that quick flash seemed like a contract transferring agency to the coin-spinner; indeed, signed by Yossi!
“Yossi!” Baba exclaimed.
“Yes, Yossi.” The coin-spinner confirmed.
“Yossi is dead?” Baba quizzed.
“Dead. Dead. Dead. Your new agent is me!”
Baba did not ask another question.
Adrenaline took over.
Baba practically flew through the propositioning enclosure and out of the mall, not at all looking back to see how all his suitors and new agent were responding. Out in the street, he flagged a taxi, jumped into it and pointed to a highway that was already getting crowded, because he reasoned, a crowded highway would slow all pursuers if indeed they were pursuing him. 
He did not look back.
He was sweating profusely. 
A thousand questions were trying to sweep through Baba’s mind, all of which he fiercely and skillfully shoved aside, as he had trained himself to do so as to shunt aside any revealing thoughts.
Yossi dead? 
What would Yossi be doing here?
Yossi can’t be dead! 
He is better than Bond, better than Bourne!
Dead? Agent? Dead? Yossi?
These did not immediately compute. 
It’s a trick. It can’t be true! 
She must be a trickster. 
Don’t think of it.
It took Baba a good while before he settled his breathing and addressed the driver, for the polite taxi driver did not bother him. Then Baba resumed thinking only of what he was observing as they travelled the highway. “This is a pretty wide highway and still it is jam-packed,” Baba said.
“Always is,” the driver informed him.
“What’s up ahead?”
“The Crimson Bowl.”
“That’s exactly where I am headed.”
“It is the only place you can go down this road,” the driver said.
“All these people are going to The Crimson Bowl?” Baba asked, revealing his surprise.
“Yep. Every last one.”
“Wow! The Crimson Bowl must be huge.”
“It’s huge.”
The driver turned on his music. 
“Do you like music?” he inquired.
“It’s perfect,” Baba said.
“I was hoping you’d think so,” the driver said. 
Baba noticed above a fantastic arial procession.
“What goes on at the Crimson Bowl?”
“The flying of the souls.”
“Did you say the frying of the souls?”
“I said the flying of the souls. Souls will be fried as well. He decides which souls will be planked to fly or fry.”
“Who?”
“Potca.”
“Who is Potca?”
“The Prince Of The Ceremonies, the most feared one, the one with the eyes, the counter of the dead. He comes in ticking like a clock. His sound echoes. You hear the rumble. Then he calls the names.”
“Whose names?”
“The one he will free and those he will fry.”
“Is this some kind of demonstration?” Baba asked.
“A very powerful demonstration,” the driver said.
“Cool.”
“It’s going to be hot. Very hot.” The driver said.
Baba observed the arial procession, as they went along, with the driver’s music in the background. “Isn’t it strange,” Baba said, “how your music seems to be in rhythm with this extraordinary arial procession?”
“I’m glad you said so,” the driver said. “It’s intended to be.”
“So how does this all work?” Baba asked.
“It’s very simple,” the driver said. “My passenger always gets the front center seat. You are the lucky one.”
“Is it expensive?”
“Your lucky day. It’s free. We’ll get to it in a zip. You’ll be seated while the commoners pack in. This day of judgment is always the special day of relief: a day of reprieve.”
“I saw that on the advertisement,” Baba said.
“It’s the most special day of each season.”
“Explain it to me.”
“Sure. The Counter Of The Dead is announced.”
“Who is he?”
“Potca.”
“That’s right. You told me.” Baba said.
“The Day Of Judgement is declared. He comes in like the ticking of a clock. His echo is heard and the rumble goes out. He looks into the eyes of each of the judged then announces the names; the one he will set free and the ones that will be dropped from the plank. It takes ten seconds to see which souls will fly and which souls will fry.”
“Wow.”
“After the cheers, he will announce The Day Of Relief. That’s today. He will be presented with a name for consideration, a name that was not from those that were already judged.”
“Where does that name come from?”
“It depends. Many names go in. Some submit their own names hoping for special dispensation. Some get submitted outside the judgment cycle either for reward or out of revenge.”
That puzzled Baba.
“How can it be one of either?”
“Once that person is planked, he or she has ten seconds during the drop into the Crimson Bowl to decide if he or she wants to be saved or test the fire. If he or she reaches the fire in ten, everyone will see whether that soul will fly or fry. If he or she raised his or her hand before the count reaches zero, the saving soldiers will swoop down and fly that person out before he or she touches the testing fire. Then that person will be remanded to the one who seeks revenge or has the reward.”
“Do people actually like this?” Baba asked.
“They love it. It’s a lot of fun.”
“Wow.”
“A lot of sweat too.”
“I’d say.”
“People shit themselves.”
“Ooo!” 
The Crimson Bowl was huge. 
Baba got a VIP seat and still he had to fight back vertigo. Thousands upon thousands of steep rows of seating surrounding the hot bowl seemed so precarious Baba could not imagine how anyone could endure sitting at the very top. He had the best seat and already he wanted to throw up.
The Crimson Bowl was like the boiling belly of a volcano, though there was no comparison to all the volcanoes Baba had seen. This was way wilder and it hadn’t yet been fired up, but Baba didn’t know this. 
At a special place not far from where he sat a person appeared, dressed as if he or she, Baba could not tell which, was a superhero. He or she made the astute announcement. “Citizens of the Principalities, I present to you The Prince Of The Ceremony Ahggh!” 
There was a hush. 
Everyone stood. 
Oh, vertigo of vertigoes!
He came in like the ticking of a clock, and his sound echoed across the arena, and the rumble was heard. Only then did Baba see the judged assembled like a truck load of frights.
Potca thundered over to them and looked into each eye, one by one, steering into each as if he could see through to their very core. 
Some trembled. 
Some sweated profusely. 
Like a flash, Potca appeared front and center.
“Vitinelli!” He called like the sound of thunder.
“Sir! Your Majesty, Sir!”
“Have you heard of Wing Nut?”
“Yes, Sir. Wing Nut cheats you, Sir.”
“I want you to go out there and find him. I want you to kill him. I want you to fry his balls and bring the pair back to me hot on an iron stick. I want to eat them.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Go. You are free.”
Baba had never seen a man leave his friends so quickly. Baba expected a cheer or something, but the hush remained.
Potca thundered again. 
“diMenna. Theosadakis. Cohen. Carrelholla. Liskey. Bruno. Burke. Today is your judgment day. Release the fire.”
As the grill fired up, the arched plank took those seven Potca named into the center of the bubbling bowl of lava that was swirling with souls screaming in the crimson churn.
Then Potca thundered again.
“Citizens of the Principalities behold!”
In a split second the plank vanished. 
The judged fell.
The count to ten began. 10. 9. 8. 7. 6.
The entire arena was counting. 
5. 4. 3. 2. 1.
The seven judged slammed into the lava. 
Souls popped out. 
One flew. 
Six fried. 
The arena cheered.
Potca’s voice thundered again.
“This is the Day Of Relief. Send me the Agent”
Baba saw the coin-spinner arriving. Regaled.
She went directly to Potca.
Potca looked at the name-tablet she presented.
Potca smiled before he spoke this time.
“Pissed off all the wrong people, didn’t he?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Are you the agent?”
“Your Majesty, I am his agent.”
“How lucky of him to win the beautiful agent.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“Bring him to me.”
Out of nowhere, giant men, giant women, small men, small women, rough men, tough men, rough women, tough women, appeared and surrounded Baba. They grabbed him before he could look up and in less than three seconds flew him out to the risen plank where Potca also appeared.
Potca thundered again.
“Citizens of the Principalities, Judges, Princes and Princesses, my heart is full of gold today. This one comes prepared with a pack on his back.” Laughter roared throughout the arena. “Boy! Are these wings to lift you or burdens to bury you?” Baba did not respond. His heart was beating fast. “Fastest heartbeat I’ve ever heard,” Potca said. “Not my style of language. Do you care to interpret the beats?” Baba said nothing. “Boy!” At hearing Potca calling him boy like that, Baba’s heart slowed swiftly to a crawl. Standing there and full of defiance, Baba looked directly into The Eyes. ”Impudent!” Potca shouted. “Fry him! Lift your hand if you would be saved, Boy!”
Potca vanished from the plank.
The plank vanished. 
The count down began. 10. 9. 8. 7. 
Remembering what the old woman had said, Baba stretched up to grab his pouch for the cake. 6. 5. The saving soldiers and the entire arena perceived him to be raising his hand to plead. 4. 3. Baba was not raising his hand to plea. He plucked cake from his pouch and took it. 
2.1. 
Poof! 
Baba vanished just as the saving soldiers were about to grab him. While he exited he could hear the gasp throughout the arena. He could hear the saving soldiers, panic stricken, inquiring what happened; where did he go; no soul fried; no soul flew, what happened?
Potca knew.
Baba went on. 
Along the way outside of this dimension which has been written, spoken and sung about in many realms throughout eons, Baba came upon a little girl.
Baba offered his help.
The little girl told him she was lost and didn’t know where her home was. 
“Will you take me home?” she asked.
“Well,” Baba said, trying to console her. “I’ll try, but I don’t know where you live.”
“So you can’t take me home either?” she cried.
“We’ll try. Tell me about your home.”
“I don’t know where it is. Will you take me?”
“Okay.” Baba said, more to console her than anything else. “Let’s start looking for your home.”
The girl perked up.
They began their journey.
“Tell me a story,” the little girl said.
“Okay. You know Little Red Riding Hood?”
“Everybody knows Little Red Riding Hood.”
“Do you know the three little piggies?”
“Everybody knows the three little piggies.”
“Do you know Jack and the Beam Stalk?”
“Everybody knows Jack and the Beam Stalk.”
“Wow,” Baba remarked. “You know them all. Do you know the story of the Wonderful Mother?”
“No. I don’t know that story.”
“Then I’ll tell you that one. When the time came a Wonderful Mother gathered her offspring. She distributed to each in accordance with their talents, abilities, and desires, heaps from the abundance of her precious stones and sparkling gems. Then she said to them, I must go to prepare a place. So she went.”
“I don’t like that story?”
“Why? You haven’t heard the best part.”
“I don’t need to hear more I can already tell that her children will squabble and fight and be killed by foxes or wolves or lions or bears or tigers or each other and when she returns everything will be a mess and all that she worked hard for will be wasted then she will try again and the same thing will happen all over again. Isn’t that how it goes?”
“Kinda-sorta.”
“It always does. I thought you’d have a good story for me. You look like you’d have a good story, but you don’t have a good story. You must get a good story. Besides, the one you told me can’t be about a Wonderful Mother.”
“Why not?”
“Sounds like the story of stupid greedy fools.”
“Sorta-kinda.”
“Not sorta-kinda; it is. I am hungry.”
“Would you like a piece of cake?”
“May I?” She took it and said, “Thanks.” She ate it and said, “I like your cake. You don’t have stories, but you give good cake. There! That’s where I live.”
“Great. Oh, I’ve got a good story for you.”
“What’s the story?” The little girl asked.
“There once were three monkeys: Mizaru, Kikazaru, and Iwazaru.”
“Yes, I know. I know.” The little girl said. ”See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil. The story is not about three monkeys; it’s about four monkeys. Don’t you even know there is a fourth monkey? His name is Shizaru.”
“I do. Do no evil. You know all the stories.”
“No, I don’t. I know all the stories you’re telling me. You need to work on your story. That’s the story you should tell me. I don’t know your story.”
Her mother came running up. “Thank you. Thank you,” the mother said. “We’ve been looking everywhere. We can’t get her to stop running off like that. She is always looking for stories then don’t know how to find her way back home. How can I thank you?”
“I don’t deserve the thanks,” Baba said, “All  thanks go to the most beautiful baker I know. I’ll tell her when I see her. Oh! There she is.”
The old woman came up to the group, wearing a broad smile. “Hi,” she greeted everyone. “This young man needs to learn how to accept a compliment. He is way too modest for his kind.” She held Baba’s face in her warm hands. “It’s so beautiful to be beside you again. It’s so beautiful to be with you.” Then she turned to the mother and girl. “Wished we could stay longer, but he needs to take me to the Cafe.”
“Thanks,” the mother said, “Thank you both.”
“Get a better story,” the little girl said. “Then you can tell me your story and  I’ll tell you one.”
“Now I really do have something to look forward to,” Baba said. “Chau.”
They all waved.
On the way to Cafe Dumond, the old woman told Baba the story of the Hope Diamond, a blue diamond, a story of sparkling love. When he reached the cafe, he asked her what he could get her and she said, “Oh, no. No. I don’t need anything. I just wanted to have the joy of your company and I needed to give you this.” She took his hand, opened it, and placed what she brought in it then closed his hand and said, “It might come in handy. Don’t hesitate.”
“Thank you,” he said.
He opened his hand; she had put a plug in it.
She winked at him. 
Then she left.
Baba ordered his tea and he sat and he sipped and he absorbed his surroundings, for he was as happy as he was relieved to be in a familiar space.
Bordeau Balbachita spotted him.
Large smile. 
Large everything. 
She shuffled over to join him. 
“How did it go?” Baba inquired.
“Ooooh!” she said, her shoulder pulled to her ears. “That Angelito, he’s so crazy. He’s sweet, but way too quick. Way, way, way too quick. I gave him a list. I told him if he is going to learn anything he has to learn it right.”
“A list? What’s on the list?”
“How to do it right.”
Baba was not sure he should press the question further, but he needn’t have worried. She obliged.
“I like crazy, but bam-blam-bam, uh-uh, too wild! By the time I arrived and he arrived, he was naked, I was naked. He was in. I was wiggling and screaming. His eyes was wide. He was out. I was out of breath, wondering what just happened. I didn’t get time to settle my mind to think; he was asking how was it. Sweet and all, I had to fight for breath to tell him, but not so quick, not so quick, way too quick! You got to slow down. It’s good and all, but, twenty seconds? That’s so not right. You got to experience what’s going on. And he said, I experienced it, didn’t you? And I said, if I was having a child I would want it out that quick, but this, this what we doing here, you got to slow down, real slow, you got to learn to catch your breath. Take time.”
“And what did he say?” Baba inquired.
“He said, but I really liked it. Then I asked him, even though I was just being sarcastic, is this your first time? And he said, yes. My mouth dropped wide open, because right there I felt like the luckiest woman in the world. And I said, really? And he nodded. And I said again, really, really? And he nodded again. It was like I had hit the jackpot. So I said, sit right there. Don’t move a thing. I’m going to make you a list. We’re going to learn this right. We are going to do this again.”
“So did you do it again or make him the list?”
“It was a live demonstration. You have to kiss me, I told him. I had to teach him that too.”
“Did he get it?”
“It was fun. I told him he had to touch me here and touch me there. I told him he had to make me want him.”
“Did he understand?”
“I doubt it. I just touched him to explain. He was in. I was wiggling and screaming. He was out, grinning like a school boy that just got his first bike. I had to scramble for breath to say, Angelito, Angelito, Angelito, that’s the part that you gotta slow down. You gotta go slow. Real slow.”
“What did he say?”
“He said, how slow? So I told him this is going to take a while. A year or so. So I wrote him a new list. During the first month, I said to him, we’ll explore. I’ll be in charge. You just do what I tell you. We’ll start tomorrow. Then I wrote: Month 1, Angelito Explores Bordeau; Bordeau Stays In-Charge. I listed our activities, month by month, for our entire first year, making sure I covered each and every aspect of good love-making and I gave him the list.”
“What did he say?”
“He said, girl, you are crazy. And I said, I know, we are the perfect pair.”
“What did he say?”
“He said he had stayed way longer than he intended and had to hurry on, so I kissed him and he left. I’ve been waiting on his call all day. Do you think I should call him?”
“No.” Baba said. “I think the next move ought to be his.”
“I know, but waiting is driving me so crazy. Why hasn’t he called yet?”
“As you said,” Baba told her, “you need to take it real slow. Slow it down. Real slow. He might be working on his list.”
“Uh! It’s driving me crazy. If you see him, tell him I asked about him. Tell him to call.”
“If I see him,” Baba said. “I’ve got to go now.”
“Ta-tah!”
“Chau.”
“Oh, you’re so cuuuuute.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Five
 
Baba had a lot to digest. 
He arrived later than usual at Abbott Cove Lounge where clientele were already arriving for Songs In The Night. He was escorted to his privileged seat. The curtains lifted and the singer appeared. He gave her that quizzical look, so she announced the special request directed from the Front Desk for him to sing a special folk song: There Is A Hole In The Bucket. Baba found himself on the stage, as much of politeness as embarrassment, as the audience raved at his presence there. 
She placed a mike in his hand. 
They sang.
This song, There Is A Hole In A Bucket, is a song with an infinite loop, what is sometimes called a deadlock song, which many of an older generation may remember being sung so famously by Harry Belafonte and Odetta.
As the song so beautifully renders it, to fetch the water you need a bucket, but there is a hole in the bucket. To fix the hole in the bucket, you need a straw. To cut the straw, you need an axe, but the axe is dull. To sharpen the axe, you need a stone, but the stone is dry. To wet the stone, you need water. To fetch the water you need that bucket, but there’s a hole in the bucket.
At the end of the song an old man applauded, “Bravo, Bravo, Bravo,” above everyone else. Baba accepted the applause then went directly to the reception desk. He manufactured a smile. “Who requested that song?” Baba inquired.
“Your friend, Yossi,” the receptionist said.
“Yossi?”
“Yes. He insisted you sing it for Grandpa.”
“Where is he?”
“There,” the receptionist said.
“That’s Yossi?”
“No. That’s Grandpa”
“Where is Yossi?”
“He left in a hurry.”
Before Baba could move, this Grandpa came clapping. “Bravo. Bravo. I have fond memories of Harry Belafonte and Odetta singing that song back in the day when we had to fight for everything. It was fight or flight. Those were the days. Every bucket had a hole and that still didn’t deter us. We found a way. We always found a way back in the day. That was the spirit. Then we discovered we had to do much better than find a way. What do you do after you find a way? What happens next? A wise man once told me, the problem with fight or flight is the ‘or’ in it. Like the song said; you got to know when to hold; you got to know when to fold. It is no longer fight or flight. It is fight and flight. We knew how to fight. We had to learn how to take flight. We had to know when to take flight. Run. Don’t run away. Run until you can fly. Sometimes you have to run away,” the old man snickered. “We did it. Do you know how the ants crossed the river? They climbed on each other’s backs. They made an agreement. It takes courage and strength to do that. That’s what we did; we gave our backs. And we loved it, because we knew what we were after. We had to cross the river.” The old man held Baba’s face in the cup of his warm hands. “You have a beautiful spirit. I can see you have fight. Don’t forget flight. Fly. Fly.”
Baba smiled and said, “I will remember that, sir.”
“Did you see that blip?” A guard asked.
“I heard it.” The next guard said.
Immediately a call came in from Command And Control Center to the two guards. “Did you get that?”
“A blip,” the guard said.
“Abbott Cove,” the Guardian Commander confirmed then immediately issued a bulletin: Dispatch to Abbott Cove.
“Could be a system fault; it was just a blip.”
“Checking that too,” the Commander said. 
“Probably another dumb ass with a shield. We got two, but three got in the loop,” the other guard said.
“But why isn’t this one moving?” the first guard questioned.
“Dumb ass.”
“Or he’s been passing through. Sir, did we get a read out?” the first guard asked the Commander.
“Yes. At Witch Rock. Got it completely blanketed now,” the Commander informed.
“The lounge crowd is pouring out of Abbott.”
“Line the trail,” the Commander said then he issued another bulletin: Dispatch a dispersion. Abbott Cove outflow. Then he said to the first guard, “The dead one is still on my mind.”
“What’s up?”
“Dead. And too sudden. Gave us the wildest ride ever then boom! Just like that. Lights out. Anyone who breaks in like he did, slips into the Command Center and back out without as much as a beep then lures us out for as wild a ride as he gave us, he wants attention. And he’s got mine.”
“But he’s dead.”
“Not in my head.”
“Maybe, he was a decoy.”
“That’s high on my list. This blip is important. Boom. Appeared. Wham! Out. Like that! Doesn’t compute.”
“Sounds like you were enjoying the chase.”
“Never had another one like him.”
“What was his main read?”
“We’ve got a full payload we’re deciphering. Flight of the fused monkeys is top ten right now. That’s my assignment.”
“Flight of the fused monkeys! What is it?”
“My bet it’s a clue or a code.”
“A crossing key clue?”
“Most probably. Not nailed down. Damn! He was too darn good to give up like that. He got to the fifth element then kaput. Doesn’t compute.”
“How could he have crossed into the fifth element? The CME sealed Plain Arrow. That was a big one.”
“Not Plain Arrow. He rode the rapids.”
“That doesn’t make sense. If he’s smart enough to slip into CC, he should know he’ll never get through the fifth element or get back out without crossing Plain Arrow.”
“That’s the thing! He didn’t go pass the POINT OF NO RETURN after crossing. He crapped out before that. The pooper-scoopers got him.”
“He didn’t go pass or he didn’t get pass.”
“We’re not sure.”
“What did the pooper-scoopers find?”
“A floating blood clot. Heart attack.”
“There you go then! That’ll kaput you.”
“That was my conclusion before we discovered that he had to have known his condition was beyond precarious when he took on the rapids and that didn’t stop him.” 
“Weird. Maybe he had a plan to achieve god status before the clot reached target. You said he was good.”
“You know what’s weirder? We still got reads after he blew out.”
“Wow! After? What did it say?”
“Love you Babs!”
“Latency.”
“No. Can’t be latency. We checked, checked, triple checked, quadruple checked every which way. The read was way outside the latency window. He was aware he was gone when he said love you Babs.” 
“Then we got to find Babs.”
“You betcha! That blip is probably Babs.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Six
 
There are virtues, the young holy-man told me.  Humility. Kindness. Patience. Diligence. Charity. Temperance. Chastity. 
There are other virtues too, he said. 
But how does one measure their value? 
Of what utility are these to a person, to a people, to friend, foe and family when the going is rough and the children are hungry? Why do we need them? Are they a common good, a present good, a future good, of equal utility to all who possess them or exercise them: family, friend, and foe? Is one virtue of value in the absence of other virtues? Do they exist in ratios, or degrees, or purely in the whole?
Are they artifacts of space and time or prejudices, artistries of the mind? Are they goals? Are they requirements? What are their values? Are they merely counters to vices, neutralizers, pacifiers, or are they intended, each, as remedies for vices: humility remedying pride, kindness remedying envy, patience remedying wrath, diligence remedying laziness, charity remedying greed, temperance remedying gluttony, chastity remedying lust? Or are they a litmus test? Are they instruments of war? Are they natural or supernatural? Are they imbued or devised? What are their intrinsic and extrinsic values? How does one measure them?
Think on these, the young holy-man told me: whatever things are true, whatever things are honest, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there be any virtue and if there be any praise, think on them. 
So I did, while I was in La Place, whilst I was re-envisaging the story he told me and while I was listening again to the tune he played for me, imagining how much and the depth of which Baba must have been learning through his journey, while being sure of his goal and yet so uncertain of his end. 
And what a journey!
Can anything be more lovely than the celestial heavens, outfitted, as is, in its glittering abundance of planets and stars, of rocks and gases, of matter and anti-matter, of whirling forces ever expanding beyond the stretch of exhausted imagination? 
And to see it all!
And to experience it all! 
And to fathom it all!
Carabunga! 
Carabunga! 
Carabunga!
There on a bench in a green field Baba sat watching it all. And yet not only on that bench, his back was on the grass, his eyes were toward the heavens. The glittering colors of majesty on show for the gods and in play for the Almighty danced for him.
They dazzled him.
This, too, is ours.
So the holy-man told me.
He was not only on the bench, and not only on his back, he could float here and there, and touch this and that. Beauty revealed its essence. There was joy unspeakable and full of glory. There was ever-comforting presence. The sweetness of terrestrial lilies could not compare with the freshness of celestial purity. 
And yet not one thing was silent or still.
There was music everywhere.
Here, there was terrestrial music. There, celestial music entertained. In between, they mixed. The works of greats were on display along with those of geniuses, not greats and geniuses as we count greats and geniuses, yet, many of their works dazzled there too, for these all spoke the language of gods. They told the story. Cezanne, Monet, Gauguin, Botticelli, Picasso, Morris, Rodin, Van Gogh, Michelangelo, Da Vinci, and many others whose names are not yet known, who tell the story brilliantly, were telling it again. Nat King Cole was singing. In the great concert Mahalia was there. Robson was there. Sachmo was so happy. Sammy was still tapping his feet. Fred loved the air. There were so many there. Frankie was there; that’s what they called him. Brahms. Bach. Otis. Rodgers. Hammerstein. Luther. Many kings of various genres and queens of all kinds, alongside many hardy troopers whose names we do not yet know: all those blessed with the everlasting melodies; they were there singing the story. Baba heard them in their fullest joys. They sang at the great concert. Many with beautiful minds, many with beautiful hearts, many with beautifulness of every sort shown throughout space and time dazzled the entire atmosphere with their presence. Poets. Philosophers. Griots. Slammers. Writers. All those who spent their blood, their tears, their sweat, to refract that one glitter of the great diamond that was revealed to them, were there again dazzling all with their pitch of that diamond. While many of all these were indeed there, as Baba saw them, revealed in full glory, some were only there on a visit. Yes. On a visit! This, Baba did not understand as yet. They were only there on a visit! Always welcomed, always willing to come again, they come only on a visit! They come because they want to tell the story. They come, because they love telling the story. They come, because the story is so important. They come, because the story, all of it, is ours.
So, the young holy-man told me.
Live, if you will, on these, he said. 
Whatever things are true, whatever things are honest, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there be any virtue and if there be any praise, dwell on them. To be sure, live with them!
The young holy-man’s eyes sparkled as he played this tune. The clarity of his voice moved me. His charity enriched me.
There could be no accounting for time in that celestial space, while Baba was there absorbing, learning, realizing, being, becoming, for there is no like accounting of time there. But it came a time when all that was there drifted. It was as if he were in a dream and that dream was being slowly lifted, drifting slowly away, so that he was on the lush grass, on his back, then on the bench looking out to the sparkling brilliance of the heavens.
To realize that all of it, yes, all of it, is ours.
His. Mine. Yours.
Carabunga!
Baba knew it would soon come time to set out to the other crossing. This was the place he had deciphered to be the twin crossing. If he deciphered it correctly he must soon be ready before the opportunity window closes.
He took out his tablet and wrote.
When he was done, he left.
He came to the place called La Rocca.
A raggedy old sickly looking man was there, bereft, looking hungry. When the old man begged, Baba offered him cake. They ate and Baba’s eyes opened. He saw the expected signs and symbols and an unguarded entrance. Then it came to Baba that he recognized the raggedy old man, because he knew his story. 
“Lazarus?” Baba said, quizzically.
“Hurry,” the old man said.
Just then, Baba saw a clan of mighty horsemen galloping toward him. He ran and entered. He fell into a hole and at the speed of light. Its utter darkness took him. When he crossed he found himself in the center of a tumultuous storm. 
“Holy Carabunga!” he shouted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Seven
 
Just about as Baba was stumbling into the swirl of storms the Guardian Commander was having a few Aha Moments.
The Commander had already assembled his guard leaders for an emergency session where he revealed, ”We have the imprint of the dead one. We believe his name is Yossi.” The Commander then laid out some crucial findings from their study of the imprint. “It’s doggone remarkable,” he said. “We don’t know how Yossi accomplished this, but he had imbedded in his psyche a full map of the maze, an entire simulation of it built in layers. Obviously, he had been studying it for a long time. It was deeply imbedded. He was trying to erase it, but time was obviously not on his side. Here is what we know. He deciphered the Elemental Route, but he called it the Triangular Route. Claudius and his crack team are piecing the fragments to make some sense of how he figured out that route and why he referred to it as the Triangular Route. This raises two immediate questions. One: if Yossi was able to accomplish that remarkable feat, why wouldn’t he have known he would be spotted on entry without a shield? Two: since he knew the route, why didn’t he zip right through? Right now we are taking the position that he knew he would be spotted without a shield, that he did not have one, and, nevertheless took the risk, because he needed to break through on an emergency. That emergency, we believe, is Babs. But who is Babs? Everything points to Babs being a boy with a backpack. We’ve got a red alert out to find this Babs.”
“But, sir, Babs is a needle in a haystack, especially if, as we suspect, he has the shield. We don’t know how old he is - eight, nine, twelve, four, five? We don’t know what kind of backpack he has. Have you seen the boys of late?”
“We realize the challenge,” the Commander said, holding on to a surprise reveal he was just handed. “Slap me if he is four or five, or even eight. It appears Yossi was the boy’s guardian, or something of the sort. He had a deep attachment to the boy, but the readout has no match of the boy in our database, which is no surprise, if indeed this Babs came from outside the maze. We have nothing to corroborate this Babs. Evidently, the boy was also the cause of Yossi’s demise. A kick! Or a whack! Why the boy kicked or whacked Yossi in the balls, we don’t know.”
“Maybe Yossi has a thing for boys and Babs was not into daddies,” one guard remarked to some laughter.  
“The kick initiated the clot,” the Commander said. “The clot worked its way up to Yossi’s heart. Kabum! How long it took to travel, we have not deciphered from the imprint. That would give us some measure of the boy’s age. Claudius and his brainiacs are still putting all the fragments together. If there is something there, they are going to find it. We know the kick is important, because Yossi thought about that kick a whole lot; that section of the imprint is so sharp, it practically glows.”
“Why would he be so desperate to get to the boy?” one of the guards asked.
“To deliver this message: Flight Of The Fused Monkeys.”
“Why?”
“Right this minute, that’s our question of questions! Why? And that’s why we pay all of you the big bucks and that’s why I called this emergency session: to figure out why. It is profoundly evident there is more to Flight Of The Fused Monkeys than readily meets the eye. We already know it is a clue to one of the crossing keys: the twin crossings, which Yossi refers to as The Swirl. But the swirl is not on the Elemental Route, so the question becomes: what would they be doing with a key that has nothing to do with the Elemental Route?”
“Because the boy is not using the Elemental Route,” one of the guards offered.
“Aha, then why did Yossi use a different route from the boy? Unless, of course, the very obvious: he doesn’t know what route the boy is using. If this is true then a) how could he not have known the boy’s route when he is so deeply attached to the boy and he is obviously not your run-of-the-mail brainiac and b) if he did know, why didn’t he use the same route?”
“If his deep attachment is related to ultimate revenge,” one of the boys offered, “considering the boy whacked his balls, he wouldn’t necessarily use the same route, if he suspect the boy knows he is after him. Or maybe he was steering the boy into trouble, which explains pushing him into the twin-crossing. Maybe the boy found a way of escape into the maze and Yossi was trying to lure him back and we are misreading the imprint.”
“Distinct possibilities,” the Commander said, “I doubt a whack in the balls would elevate hatred to this remarkable flight and chase into the Great Maze. However, there are more to Flight Of The Fused Monkeys than a crossing key clue. Fused Monkeys is The Swirl. That we know. And Flight Of The Fused Monkeys is the path of The Swirl. That we also know. However, there are more monkeys in this show than you can swing a stick at. We’ve been trying to connect those other dots without success. So far, all we’ve deciphered about these other monkeys is, looking at them one way, they are wise monkeys, looking at them another way, they are foolish monkeys. We don’t know their connection to the maze. We need you to pool your minds together and see if you can spot something we can’t see. Right now we are so lost amongst the leaves, we are not seeing the trees.”
“Sir, it occurs to me that if the boy has a shield and he knows the route, he would be zipping right on through. Compared to the time of the three break-ins, he is not zipping through, so why isn’t he zipping through? Or is he gone and we’re just searching for his trail?”
The Commander smiled. “I definitely want to know why he hasn’t zipped through, too. I do know now the Babs we’ve got hasn’t gone through. We know that Babs is in the swirl and I have already sent in COGs, Eagles and Roaches. If that is our Babs, and I think he is, he might be on a mission there. Maybe he doesn’t know the full route and is doing exactly what the maze is intended to prevent an intruder from doing: figure it out as you go, but what kind of boy can do that?”
“Even with the shield,” one of the guards explained. “that’s nigh impossible for even a genius. Exhibit number one: the first fool to break through. He had the shield and couldn’t get past the first post, and he was no dummy. Well. Maybe he was. It could be he didn’t know what he was carrying is a shield.”
“Unless the boy is getting help,” another guard cut in to say.
“Where from?”
“That would be another mystery.”
“This boy is obviously a higher caliber than the fool with the shield, since he’s been evading us  this long, so much so, he is all the way through to The Swirl, further, if our calculations are wrong.”
“Not further. We know he is in there.”
“Okay. Then why would he have broken into the maze in the first place, knowing we would spot him and that he would end up playing hide-and-seek with us?”
“Bingo!” the Commander said, “I knew something was tickling my temple. I just couldn’t quite put my finger on it. He doesn’t believe we would catch him. You just told me we’ve got a fourth intruder in the maze. This boy wouldn’t have broken through. That explains so much to me now. He didn’t break through. Oh, my-my-my! Who knows how long he has been in the maze!” The commander stopped and issued a new order for immediate dispatch. Immediate Dispatch! We have a fourth intruder. A fourth is in the maze. Dispatch Dispersion. Triple check Freeman Lecture Halls and Michu Kalui University. Track down every fan and student absent or missing. Send in the Roaches. “Wow!” the Commander remarked, “Is this the coming of the Apocalypse in the far regions or what? Which brings me to another issue. We have had no trace of the shield being at any crossing. If the boy has a shield, why are all traces of that shield escaping detection? Now that’s a whopper.”
“Except! Maybe he has a shield we don’t know about.”
“Don’t you say that. That’s bigger than a whopper. That’s a huge walloper. We’re talking real shake-up now,” the Commander said. “A shield we don’t know of!”
“Or he has the ability to keep his brain clean, so he boldly walks right under our noses without us getting a sniff. That’ll explain the blip.”
“How do you keep your brain empty of the most complex maze in the universe and decipher a way through it leaving no trace and no imprints? That is impossible for the people of the far regions and that’s where these break-ins came from.”
“Evidently, sir, not impossible for all of them! We are checking for imprints of the maze. We are checking for imprints of the crossings and all references to anything about the maze. He may have been trained to not think of the maze like that. He might well have adapted himself to think in equivalent stories, like the ancients who didn’t have the language for concepts that were new and unfathomable, so they thought in stories. Metaphors. He could be thinking in stories that represent the maze and never have to reference any actual maze code. This could be a boy with a brain full of metaphors.”
“Hay caramba! You are onto something.”
“He doesn’t need a shield. He is his shield.”
“Hay caramba!”
“So he doesn’t need to zip through; he just needs to time the opening and closing of the crossing entrances just right.”
“Wow!”
“Sir,” one of the other guards added, “that might explain the blip at Abbott Cove. Abbott Cove has cross-dimensional entrances.”
“Yes,” the Commander added, “but how would that help him get through; they all have uni-directional exits. You can only exit where you enter. Cross-directional entrances are convenient for us; I don’t see how this would help him get through. Even so, even if he got through, he’ll still have the biggest problem of all ahead of him.”
“What’s that?”
“The Azure Heights.”
“Why would that be a problem to him?”
“Let’s relate him back to Yossi. Yossi had no imprint of that exit. Even he wouldn’t have gotten out, unless Yossi had the Azure Heights shielded in stories. But it doesn’t make sense to imbed the maze then hide the exit in stories when you know the first part will trap you as soon as you step foot in. It doesn’t make sense.”
“What about the read registered after he was dead? You said it wasn’t latency.”
“It wasn’t. Claudius and his brainiacs are trying to figure that out. The only other known possibility is translation.”
“That’s exactly what it is, sir. It has to be.”
“If it was, then why did he need to break in? If he knew about translation and how to translate, he could have gone right through and through. Crossing the Azure Heights would be no problem to him.”
“Then he wouldn’t have been able to communicate with the boy, sir.”
“Of course, he could have.”
“I mean he could have, but the boy wouldn’t have recognized him then. He would already be translated.”
“Then why the wild goose chase? Just for fun.”
“Distraction, sir. Maybe he was hiding the boy from us. Actually, no. He wouldn’t need to do that under any of our scenarios. Then again, why would he have taken all the trouble to slip into Command And Control with such elegance, stealth and care then slip back out without us knowing?”
“There it is. You just opened my eyes,” the Commander said. “It is translation. He didn’t know about translation when he broke in. He discovered it right here. It all makes sense now. He needed access to the CAC to locate the boy, because he knew the boy. We don’t. In he comes; he locates the boy and when he came in he discovered translation. That’s it. Either he realized that if he made direct contact with the boy, he would expose him to us, or the boy had gone so far ahead, he had to do something even more desperate to catch up with him. He knew he would soon die, so translation was his only way out; he had to give it a try. If what I just said is anything near a possibility then that bastard Yossi - that bastard - that bastard - that bastard has gone al the way through and exited. He isn’t dead. He is already on the other side waiting for the boy. This is not about seeking revenge on the boy. I knew that man was damn good. He wouldn’t have just gone kaput, like that. Damn, I would’ve liked to catch him alive. He was too good. He was better than Bourne. Better than Bond. Better than Sherlock Holmes. There are only three motives powerful enough to make him attempt translation on the fly. Hm? Blind courage is one, but he was too old for that. That leaves us with love and revenge. Maybe both he and that boy are hell bent on some kind of revenge, which would mean, they were not originally planning to cross the Azure Heights. But why would the boy not have wanted to cross the Azure Heights when this boy must know this is the Valley? Yossi knew about the Valley Of The Shadow Of Death. He knew of the Law Of Unintended Consequences. He knew the whole question. So what was he after? What was he after? Ugh! Why me?”
“Sir, what about those other monkeys?”
“Yes, what about those monkeys? Let’s take a break then come back to those monkeys. We’ve got a lot of things to chew on and more than a few to digest. Plus, now we know we have a fourth intruder that hasn’t even given us a blip since break-in. Four! That’s a frightful number. I wonder what’s the sudden rush. What the hell is happening in the far regions? An Apocalypse or the Great Escape?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Eight
 
Born with a bang, she is still only a teen, this wonderful universe, an adolescent in the joys of her puberty. And she is mine. She is all mine. 
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
She is yours too.
She wants you.
She doesn’t need you.
She just wants you, but do you want her?
Who would care that she chooses to want?
We hardly know her yet we need her.
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
She sings. She dances. She plays. She throws tantrums. She is discovering herself and has invited us to discover her. 
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
Baba was getting to know her well. 
He found himself in the center of her adolescent tumult, her hormones gone wild, her mood unpredictable, her will strong, her grip slippery, her energy boundless, her mind undivided, her humor fearless and yet so very unsure of herself, because she is still discovering herself and wants to be discovered. She asked him repeatedly then: what will you do with me now? But she is too impatient to wait for an answer; she always says, “Engage my fantasy or be gone.”
She doesn’t have time to inquire into doubt.
She doesn’t care about belief or self.
She is just so, like it or not; you’re always welcome to leave her and go, lest she shoves you out.
With all that Baba was learning, and so fast, he was well acquainted with this teenager. She was a tumult when he arrived. She could lift him and toss him to the never-ending end, but he took her on. “It’s your game. I’m here,” he said. “Let’s play.” 
She grinned then she said, “Play.”
Tsunamis. Monsoons. Tornadoes. 
Thunderstorms. Earthquakes. Volcanoes.
Sandstorms. Windstorms. Plasma Storms.
She whips tail when she plays; it’s fun to her.
She is but a teenager, this marvelous universe, and Baba did not back down; he loved her. She had a great deal of fun; she loves him. He, too, was young. Oh! Inexperience hides so much folly.
That’s what the young holy-man told me.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Nine
 
Out through the bundled rows Baba saw Ms. Murphy’s dwindling cottage. The two first met at the first stop and again at the second stop, so Baba decided to check on her once more, now that he had stepped off the train on his third stop.
When they first met, Ms. Murphy had lost her job and would have been at her wits end, but for the fact she presumed the upbeat call with its familiar ring, though it was quite unfamiliar to her, meant only well. 
Bless her heart.
“Hi.” The call began cheerily. “This is Mary with the Reward Notification Department for Centrifical Reservations. Please be advised the entry form you or a family member filled out at one of our events last year was pulled and you have been selected to receive our vacation gift package, which does include round trip airfare to the city of your choice. I repeat: to the city of your choice. And that includes seven days stay at any of our five star resort hotels. Isn’t that wonderful? Well, that isn’t all. Our package includes a spa, a shopping spree worth five thousand dollars and a VIP seat to your selected entertainment at your chosen city’s premier entertainment center. Isn’t that wonderful? And that isn’t all. You have caught us at just the right time. Our marketing department is in a great giving mood. You’ll get cash in hand. Yes, that’s exactly what I said, cash in hand: three thousand dollars to spend any way you choose. Isn’t that wonderful? Just call us right back at the end of this call and you will be on your way to your fantasy vacation, on us. Again, I repeat, it’s all on us. Congratulations. We look forward to hearing from you.”
Ms. Murphy bit the wiggle.
She swallowed the hook.
She was scammed.
Her money gone.
It all but tore her apart.
When Baba met her at his second stop, she was torn to the gut again, this time, compliments of a Mystery Shopper scheme. 
Good Money. 
Flexible Hours. 
Great Deals.
Scammed!
And flushed.
The toilet could barely hold her up.
But Ms. Murphy was not the type to give up.
Bubbly. Bouncy. Resilient. Tough. Full of heart.
She pressed on.
Ms. Murphy was so happy to see Baba again, she almost knocked him over running to greet him with her massive hug, but Baba was balanced and strong. He was a soldier. He had a teenage lover. And Ms. Murphy was a trooper. “Come tell me what you think,” she said, taking him, rather, dragging him gaily to her new workbench. 
She handed him her newest creation.
“Wow! It’s beautiful!” Baba said.
“My first St. Angel Pin.” She said.
“That’s a good name for it,” Baba said.
Then she explained the magnificent scheme.
It turned out that all Ms. Murphy had to do was to send in this sample of her handiwork, which she had done so beautifully. If the SAP organization liked it, they will put it on the market with their other luxury products and she would enjoy sixty-five percent of the profits.
Well, isn’t that wonderful?
Ms. Murphy, effervescent in her glee, for this new scheme leveraged her talents, skills, techniques, tenacity, artistry, and so on. It was the perfect match. There was no guesswork with this project. SAP sold her the template and kit, which explained precisely how to make the St. Angel Pin. They explained precisely what other materials she would need and the best places to buy them. All Ms. Murphy needed to do was to follow the simple instructions then show-off her expert handiwork by sending it in.
In fact, Ms. Murphy was so excited at this unique opportunity and so committed to the project, she bought a garage full of supplies and was poised ready to roll out the St. Angel Pins, as soon as she received approval of her sample and the required ‘St. Angel Pin Certificate Of Authenticity’ license. And she showed it all to the friend from whom she borrowed the money to buy these supplies and to whom she had offered a share of her lucrative profits. “Wish me luck,” she said to Baba. “I am sending the sample today. Isn’t it beautiful?”
“It is,” Baba said, because it was.
“Yes, isn’t it?” Ms. Murphy added, “I’d say this is the perfect pin for a saint angel. It’s just the kind of thing I enjoy doing.”
“It certainly is,” Baba said. “It certainly is. Let me know how it all turns out.” 
With that, he hugged Ms. Murphy and left.
“I will,” she said as he was leaving.
Baba went into the mountains where there is stillness, where the monks seek tranquility, where the clutter and clamor of the mind dissipates and everything changes.
Then he went and answered the question and got what he came for. He placed it in his backpack then journeyed back to where the elk stands while her fawn suckles. There, he knew the train would come. This is the A-coming Train, for that is how it is known in secret places. 
It came. 
The door opened.
Baba entered it.
The two star-crossed lovers were there.
Meanwhile, in the lounge at Abbott Cove, the singer had again brought legendary guests to sing along during this session of Songs In The Night. They delighted everyone, singing, Strangers Like Me and When You Believe. 
It was a gorgeous evening there.
So the young holy-man told me and his music was sweet.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
The first time Baba had gone on the train, huge rain clouds swimming between Himalayan peaks had swirled over parched plains now no longer bathed in sun, where life of many forms clung to dwindled waterholes bemoaning the ravaged bounty. As those rains tumbled out upon that land, the train came and he entered and saw the seats with holes, so he went to that section; the two star-crossed lovers were already there, but then they were just about to introduce themselves.
The eyes of these two lovers-to-be crossed.
Their eyes crossed again. 
Then they began to flirt.
He looked and saw what she was reading.
She looked and saw what he was reading.
When the train came to that stop, he left the train, leaving twinkling eyes behind. When the train came to the next stop, she left, leaving much warmth where she sat. 
Cupid came in after and sat there.
At the next stop, Baba saw the sign he was looking for and went out and got what he came for. When he returned, he saw the elk standing there and the fawn suckling. The train should arrive right there, he expected, and it did arrive there. He hopped into it and sat in the seat with the hole. And he saw the star-crossed lovers, for they were already in their seats.
That lad opened his book.
She opened her book.
Lips sealed, that lad spoke to her through his book. She responded to him through her book. It was beautiful watching them step into romance in this manner. It was wonderful to feel how love changes the texture of the air. 
And Baba absorbed it all.
When the train came to that stop, the lad left the train, leaving his twinkling eyes behind. When the train came to the next stop, she left, leaving her warmth where she sat. 
Angels danced through the train.
At the next stop, Baba saw his sign and went and answered the question and got what he went for. When he returned, he saw the elk and her suckling fawn. He expected the train to arrive there and it did. He hopped on and the two star-crossed lovers were in their seats; the lad leaning on her; she leaning on him, so romantically, as if it were all a dream into which Tina Turner arrived singing Rolling On The River. Toot, toot, toot, toot, toot! And when the train came to that stop; the two star-crossed lovers left the train together. They left full of joy, leaving their overflow on the train, and when the door closed and the train hurtled along, the dream did not end; Clyde McPhatter came along and sang A Lover’s Question.
At the next stop, Baba saw his sign and went and answered the question and got what he came for and returned and saw the elk, her fawn suckling, and knew the train would arrive there, for this is how it is scheduled in The Swirl. The train arrived. Baba hopped into it and saw the star-crossed lovers so warmly wrapped in love, the train sparkled as it roared through the black tunnel.
Here, time was as it sometimes is everywhere.
Here, too, time did not count itself the same ways as everywhere else. Here, there was no equal slices in its measure; the only counting in it was the getting on and off the train. Whatever else happened within and without, in between, could not be measured with equal beats, yet rhythm was not lost.
Time can be strange that way.
In a dream. In the arms of a lover. In this place.
The Swirl.
This time, when Baba took his stop and saw the sign and stepped off there to go and get what he came for, he went first to see how Ms. Murphy was doing. “How is the business coming along?” He inquired when he met her.
“Minor set back,” Ms. Murphy said. “They rejected my sample. They suggested a few changes. It needs to be perfect, you know, in order to meet the requirements of a very demanding clientele. I made the changes they requested.” She showed him the new pin to him. “What do you think?”
“Perfect,” Baba said, having held it and looked at it, “but I thought the first one was perfect as well.”
“For the price these pins will command, they have to be just so,” Ms. Murphy said. “You know how picky such clientele can be. Well, since you also agree with me, off this goes. It’s perfect.”
Just about this time the Command And Control were learning that Baba may not be a boy. They received grainy replicas of a handsome youth, which they circulated. “Find him and bring him to me. I want him alive. Do not mess with his mind. I want him fresh,” the Commander ordered the COGs in The Swirl and all his other guards and hunters, lest, while they were searching in The Swirl, Baba had already gone out and was sneaking through somewhere else.
Indeed, Baba was still in The Swirl.
He was in its whipping tail.
However, now, not only the Guardians Of The Maze were after him, another order also went out to get him. “Find him. Kill him. Cut off his head. Feed his brain to the yard dogs.” These hunters circulated pictures of him, for these knew exactly what he looked like, while the COGs were unsure. “He is a condemned fugitive. Let everyone know. Put a price on his head. Kill him on sight. I want him deader than a doornail. Nothing of him must be left to twitch when he folds.”
Baba knew not he was being doubly hunted.
When he left Ms. Murphy he went around the mountains to where people do everything within their power to lengthen their lives, because death is not welcomed there; life is revered. These people talk of health and wealth. They talk of family and ownership. They seek power. They live to conquer. They dwell only on such things.
Baba answered the question and got what he went for. He placed it also in his backpack then journeyed back to where the fawn suckled and the elk stood, for there, he knew the train would come; that is, the A-coming Train, the only one.
It came.
The door opened.
Baba entered. 
The star-crossed lovers were there exchanging poetry and the embers of their love flittered as the train hurtled through the black tunnel.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty One
 
In some places when it rains it pours.
When Baba saw the sign at the stop and knew this was where he must exit, he did, but he went to Ms. Murphy first. He wanted to check on her again and she was glad to see him, but her news was not good. 
“They rejected it again!” she told him.
“Really?”
“More changes. New materials required.”
“And you have to buy the new materials?”
“Aha. New season. New style. Therefore, new materials. It’s the way the market works. In cycles. To make new pins I have to buy new materials.”
“Why don’t they send you the new materials?”
“They don’t make the product. They market the product. They sell the product. They sell millions of products. I have to make the product. I have to make it the way they want it so they could market it and sell it. I can’t make a product without its materials.”
“Why don’t you market what you make then sell it yourself? You’re doing all the work. You have the talent.”
“I don’t know their market. I don’t know their clientele. It’s their clientele that wants it. How am I going to afford all the overhead costs of doing things I am not good at? I don’t know how to market and sell things. I have never been trained”
“You can learn.”
“I guess. But how? When? It’s not my forte. Where am I going to get the money from? Where am I going to find the time? This is what I am good at: making saint angel pins.” 
“I know. Why do they keep rejecting them?”
“As I said, new style, new materials. Time doesn’t stand still, you know. It should work out for me this time. They said I was close to having it perfect. I made sure to turn it around in double quick time so it doesn’t get to them out of season. What do you think of it?”
Baba took it and checked it thoroughly.
“It’s perfect,” he said.
“Well, let me get it to them pronto.”
“Let me know what happens next,” Baba said.
“You’ll probably see me on TV.”
Baba left and went around the mountains to where the people embrace death, because death is inevitable. There is more in the hereafter than there is here. That’s these people’s belief. Here is the preparation place for there. People in this place understand this. They talk of happiness. They talk of kindness and humor. They talk of friendship. They dwell on such things.
Baba answered the question and got what he went for and placed it in his backpack and went to where the suckling fawn stood, for he expected the train to come again there. It did. He entered. The star-crossed lovers were there, brilliantly bedecked in each other’s gifts. 
The train hurtled onward.
That night, in Abbott Cove Lounge, where the people gathered for Songs In The Night, the singer had brought another legend to delight them and that legend moved them mightily with her song, Greatest Love Of All. It was a gorgeous night there. Even the Professor Of Love applauded. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Two
 
Huge tombs. Rolling sands. Wind swept hills.
That was the route Baba took to Ms. Murphy, but her cottage had dwindled to a squeeze and she was spent and dejected when he got there.
She had been rejected again.
“I didn’t get the Certificate of Authenticity,” she said. “They didn’t approve my work. They returned all my new samples.”
“Why?”
“Not up to standard. They recommend I take three of their courses.”
“Are you going to take the courses?”
“I’m spent,” she opined. “I owe my friends.”
“The SAP will probably offer you a loan now.”
“They did.”
“Please, Ms. Murphy.” Baba said. “Do not accept their offer. Move on to something else.”
“I can’t think right now. I need rest,” she said. “Can you close the door when you leave?”
“I’ll do that,” Baba said.
“Thank you.”
Baba went around the mountains to the place where they say, seek and you shall find, knock and the door will open. This is the place where questions are encouraged. This is the place where discoveries are made. This is the place where ‘why not’ and ‘what’s next’ are popular questions. This is the place where they say, the world we build tomorrow is based on the work we do today; the worlds we shall discover will be the new places to play. These are the things these people do not dwell on: consumption, conversation, flirtation; the very hallmarks of living most everywhere, these submit, but if that’s all that’s there, these say, you won’t be happy here, go over there where stars explode and stars expire and time is spent waiting for a fire. Go over there. We don’t sit around; we eat, we share, we love, but we do not retire.
Baba answered the question and got what he went for and placed it in his backpack and went to where the suckling fawn stood, for there he expected the train to come again. It did. 
He entered. 
The star crossed lovers were there wrapped in each other’s comfort. He smiled as the train hurtled onward.
Outside of the Swirl’s Tail the Commander of the Guardians Of The Great Maze had reassembled the leadership of his guards and hunters, who were sent out for a much needed break. 
He addressed them again.
“During the break,” The Commander said, “Claudius’ crack team took note of much of our previous discussion. I find a lot from their analyses rather enlightening. Let’s see whether our findings about these monkeys will enlighten you too. Before we discuss those other monkeys, I mentioned, let’s look at our Fused Monkeys again. We already know that ‘Fused Monkeys’ refers to The Swirl. We know as well that ‘Flight Of The Fused Monkeys’ refers, in part, to the path of The Swirl. It doesn’t get easier from there, my friends. These Fused Monkeys are about to confuse us some more. We’ve deciphered that ‘Fused Monkeys’ is also a reference to the arming, that is, the fusing of live monkeys which are then dispatched into enemy sphere.”
“Live monkeys are used as bombs?”
“Exactly. Detonation triggered remotely.”
“Good God. Are fused monkeys in the maze now?”
“Only if they are shielded.”
“But they don’t need to be shielded; monkeys will not be thinking of the maze, I don’t think, so we would not detect them in here.”
“True. But we would’ve registered their entry.”
“That’s a relief. I think, sir, you are saying we would have detected a shield trace. However, we still have the open question of whether there is another kind of shield that we don’t know about.”
“Quite. But what would be the target? How would you detonate a bomb inside the maze from outside the maze? There is no such technology available to e-people.”
“Sir, they could well be pawns of an intelligence within the maze.”
“Possibly,” The Commander declared. “But why the circuitous route? Why would an in-maze high intelligence resort to an out-of-maze low intelligence to perform an attack within the maze? It does not compute. However, we are not ignoring that possibility. Now you see why it is imperative Yossi’s Babsy is brought in alive and fully functional. There is more.” 
“I am beginning to get fascinated by the chutzpah of these low-lives.”
“Don’t get too enamored. As I said, there is more. This might explain these nuclear monkeys. Fused monkeys also refers to a form of biological weapon: soldiers to be precise.”
“Soldiers?”
“Well-trained, top-notch soldiers. What we deciphered suggests that one army has infiltrated a mighty army. If we are deciphering correctly, that army has turned the mighty army’s food supply into a biological weapon transport system such that every single member of the highly trained troops are now themselves weapons that can be detonated at will. Remotely.”
“Aieee! Mother Mamma!”
“Not only detonated at will, remotely; they cannot be defused once armed, even when dead. They can only be detonated. And they can be detonated not only remotely but also on-the-spot just by being close to or attempting entry into the initiator’s buffer space. Come near. Boom! No questions asked. Much like we can detect entries into the maze. Only there you get blown up.”
“An army has become its enemy’s weapon.”
“Precisely.”
“Should we still hang on to the belief that none of these fused monkeys are in the maze?”
“For the very reasons I suggested before,” the Commander said, “I doubt very much. But it raises an interesting question. What is this biological weapon made of, such that they are being carried by these soldiers without infecting them and currently beyond their detection? This brings us back to the first intruder, the fool who got himself dissipated without knowing he had a shield to protect him from dissipation. It may be that this is their source material and that he was on the hunt for more. It may be that they are dissolving it into weapons of mass destruction.”
“But he was nowhere near the material.”
“Aren’t we the lucky ones?”
“Why aren’t we able to make proper correlations?”
“Simply because what they call a thing and how they define a thing and what we call a thing and how we define a thing do not necessarily correlate or intersect. We may think two things are the same when they are not. We are translating without a reference, except by reference to what is common to all intelligence and our predictions of their developmental trajectory. There is something else of interest. We have deciphered that Yossi is convinced of the existence of the Blue Stone.”
“What is that?”
“We don’t know,” the Commander said. “We are trying to see if it a) correlates to the shield and/or b) correlates to the biological weapon. Maybe the Blue Stone is the source material, which in essence is what we call The Shield.”
“If they are using our shield as a biological weapon then they already have the shield.”
“Bingo.”
“They may not know it as a shield.”
“Ergo, my desire for you to find Babsy and for you to bring him in alive.”
“Any more word from the COGs, sir?”
“Nope, but they have a very tight net.”
“We don’t really know that, do we?”
“I have to find some reason to sleep at nights. And since I have my highest trust in our COGs, Roaches and Eagles, when they tell me they have a tight net; I rest with that. If I don’t sleep well, you won’t sleep well. If we don’t sleep well, we won’t function well. And kaboom! What we have deciphered so far does highlight some other intriguing possibilities. Flight Of The Fused Monkeys may also refer to the flight, as in running away, that is, the fleeing of these monkeys or soldiers. Maybe Babsy is a runaway, an escapee. It could also be that Flight Of The Monkeys is referring to an upcoming event and that our little Babsy is indeed on a military mission and the maze just happens to be the way to get to his destination. We just don’t know.”
“He knows.”
“Ergo, the reason we’re so in love with this ingenious little fellah, which might also mean he is nowhere as little of mind as one might want to think. It might also mean that boy is a code for something else, something probably hurtful, or he is an apprentice to some grand ambitious cause. That investigation continues.” 
“All this, sir, and you have yet to mention the other monkeys?”
“Yes. All this and I still have not told you about my favorite monkeys. Four of them. At least! As I said, not much about this situation is as it seems.”
“What kind of monkeys are these, sir?”
“We don’t know, but they have names.”
“I’m going to guess that these are very intelligent monkeys.”
“Not only intelligent,” the Commander explained, “wise enough to be wise when they need to be and wise enough to be fools when they choose to be. How about that?”
“When can we meet these smart morphs, sir?”
“I’m not sure we’d want to do that just yet. Here is an artist rendering of those monkeys. There is a reason I am showing you this. You’d expect these four monkeys to look like monkeys, but that’s not how Yossi’s brain represents them. That’s Mizaru. That’s Kikazaru. That’s Iwazaru. That’s Shizaru. As you can see, they are not images of monkeys, they are symbols. When we map them out, this is what we find.”
“Holy Shit!”
“Now who among you is ready to step up and decipher this and turn it into tradable intelligence? We have no clue what these symbols mean. Notice though, four combinations turned this way map to the symbols on the great walls, some of which mark entrances along the Elemental Route. Look at these. Don’t they suggest portals along The Swirl’s Tail? My guess is that if you can decipher any or all of this you will find that Yossi knew how to decode the maze’s exit; he would’ve had no need of translation if he wanted to zip through and if he was healthy enough to do so. The question then is: does our wee-little Babsy know this too?”
“My money is on he knows.”
“So where does this lead us? Why is he hanging around? What is his motive? Why use the routes? What route did he use and why? His best friend, turned my best friend, we know is dead and we are convinced is translated. Now what do you think? Do you think this little fellow knows we are onto him or will we be lucky that he is thinking he owns a new frontier and no one cares that he is using the maze as his personal playground under the misguided notion that we don’t know he exists?”
“I’ll bet he knows we’re onto him.”
“Hmm. So how does our fourth friend fit into our artful little picture? We have absolutely no idea. That’s all I’ve got so unless any of you can shed any further light, off you go. Fetch me either of them or both of them. Personally, I want to meet Babsy. Alive.”
“Sir?”
“My ears are tingling!”
“Sir, if COGs corner Babs in the tail and he slips their net and misses his portal, he will expire. That’s the end of him. Without our shield he won’t make it. You won’t get what you want and we won’t be able to debrief him.”
“I know that. Why do you think you are here?”
“You did say the COGs have him in a tight net.”
“I sent the COGs in to find out who or what we are dealing with. Once they have him triangulated, it is your job to go there and bring him in. There are ten portals in the tail, as you know. The train has ten pods. It makes ten rounds. We don’t know how many portals he will go through, which one he will come out of, or which pod he is in. As perfect a shield as he seems to have, if he is even an apprentice of my dear friend, Yossi, we won’t have a prayer of intercepting him without the COGs intelligence. Get my drift? I want him alive. I want him soon. And we have to keep in mind that our target may turn out not to be Babs, so the entire maze remains our search area. Off you go; find him and bring him in.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Be sure all our guards and hunters know exactly what their up against, so they don’t do anything we’ll all regret. Stay alert. Be prepared. My money is still on The Swirl. I predict the COGs will sort him out and he’ll get out of that tail with his head firmly in place and his heart in good shape. We are not dealing with a kid. This is a big fish. Go. Earn your pay!”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Three
 
This time Baba chose the emerald expanse on his way to Ms. Murphy. He passed through the diamond fields. He watched how these diamonds were mined and refined. He stopped along the way from there to keep an account of what was in his backpack, but he did not dwell on those things there. Heading along he saw a woman in tears and offered his help. “Where is justice?” the woman mourned. “The younger of my two sons killed the older. Shall I lose both of my sons for the sake of one? I am their mother. I have no other. Shall I give up one for the loss of the other? How high is the price of forgiveness? Can anyone afford it? Answer me. Can no one answer me? Can anyone deliver me?”
Baba touched her gently then went on.
He saw a flock of hovering eagles.
He stopped at a shop to buy Ms. Murphy a gift and noticed those eagles again. There, that shopkeeper was having a little fun at his clients’ expense. He asked each the same question: what is it that is deaf, dumb and blind and always tells the truth? Everyone there knew the answer. A mirror. At that answer he would lift his mirror to the person answering, who on seeing himself or herself in the mirror, laughed. One woman said to him, when he lifted the mirror to her, “Someday you’ll do that to a woman and she’ll fall dead before you of shock.”
Baba bought his gift and went on, traveling beneath the eagles all the way to Ms. Murphy. “It breaks my heart to know people are so cold,” she said. She felt sick, broken and tired.
“It doesn’t break theirs,” Baba said.
“How do they live with themselves?”
“They just do,” Baba said. “That’s their way. They are cannibals.”
“It’s sad. It’s so sad. I did the best I knew how. I was honest. I was diligent. I put my heart and soul into it and worked my butt off. It didn’t work our for me. I got sick. It’s so sad. They raped me.”
A dribbling stream aback of her dwindled home echoed her emotion. In her neighborhood, they sometimes say, a woman can talk until she is blue in the face, the rain will do as it pleases. Baba noticed the framed Shakespeare quote on Ms. Murphy’s mantle: There is special providence in the fall of a sparrow. - Hamlet, and in its reflection he saw the shadow of hovering eagles.
“Where are these roaches coming from?” Ms. Murphy bemoaned. She sprang from her bed, grabbed a broom, but before she could whack the roaches, they slipped through the crack and was gone. “Robbed. Sick. Roaches. What else?” Baba gave Ms. Murphy the gift he brought. “Thanks,” she said. “A ray of hope. There is sun behind the black clouds, I guess.”
“There is,” Baba said. “Here, there always is.”
It was about time to leave, so Baba left.
On his way back through the emerald expanse to the mountain, Baba spotted the two star-crossed lovers, hand in hand, heading in the direction of a garden. Warmed by their romance, he felt an Ah! Then he noticed their stop and thought to himself, that’s why they always leave the train here, but it was strange, he thought, because it was not yet time for the train to have arrived. 
Baba went on. 
He overheard Barbara issuing her famous woman to woman warning to that woman who was stealing her man. Baba could not stop himself from chuckling when he heard her say again, “You see those shoes on his feet? I bought them. You see those clothes on his back? Yes. Me. If you’ve ever been in love then you know how I feel,” Barbara crooned. “I ain’t going let you crawl in my house and break up my happy home. I love my man. From the snot in his nose to the hair on his back, he is mine! So get your nasty claws off my man. You see where I’m coming from?”
Well, that’s kinda sorta how Baba heard it.
Baba went around the mountain and came to where the people charm snakes out of baskets and carry them around their necks and to where they make them in gold and brass and silver and set them with hot eyes. There, he answered the question and got what he went for and placed it in his backpack and went to where the suckling fawn stood with its mother, for there he expected the train to come again, for this was to be his penultimate round in the A-coming Train. 
The train came. 
He entered.
But the star-crossed lovers were absent. There was an eerie feeling in their stead. The entire pod was empty. The door closed. The train hurtled onward. Baba sat in his usual seat awaiting his usual stop. He sensed that something was very different.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Four
 
If life is a lesson, thence to whom?
And to what purpose?
The A-coming Train, as usual, made that first stop. The door opened. No one entered. The door closed. The train hurtled onward then made the second stop, as was usual. The door opened. No one entered. The door closed. The train hurtled onward and Baba expected that his stop would be the next stop. The train did stop there and he saw the sign he expected, so he exited the train, and as usual went his way as the train went its way. 
Despite the discomfort, he stayed his course.
He saw eyes in the cracks of the rock.
Still, he kept going.
He went around the mountain to where the question is abandoned then to where it is pink then to where it is red and white and blue and black and green and yellow then to where it is multiplied then to where it crowds the great halls then to where it is splayed across wooden altars and burned then to where some dare answer it unawares. He got answers. Eager answers. Wieldy answers. Long, petty, whiny answers. He went to a guru. She gave him a book. A whole book. She called it The Answer, which different peoples have read and many have read differently. He went to where The Answer had stirred riots and saw lewd signs there. He sighed. There, they were not looking for answers; they are searching for asses to whip. His heart felt sore. He went to where the question is swallowed down bellies full of laughter and faces full of smiles. He went to a very fancy place where the people are not stupid. There they are not smart either. They love it exactly that way. He went to where the people are proud of doing what they do the hard way then to where the people can afford to pay to have things done their way. He went to the fields where cherry baskets are spread and chocolate is fed, for it was that season. There, he listened, but his heart remained heavy. He went and went and went, and was not spent when he went around the mountain to where a story is told. 
The woman that met him there was nice.
She told him the story.
It is the story of a girl who sculpts the sands by the sea. She sculpted the sands on the seashore. The sculptures were grand. A man came by and saw her building them, so he knocked them down. She picked up her bucket and scoop and went on. There she sculpted those sands. The sculptures were grand. The man came by again. He saw her building them, so he knocked them down. She picked up her bucket and scoop and went on. There, she sculpted those sands. The sculptures were grand. The man came by again. He saw her building them, so he knocked her down then knocked them down. She picked up herself and her bucket and her scoop and went on. There she sculpted those sands. The sculptures were grand. The man came by again. She smiled and the man was confused. She shook her head, but the man never saw her shaking her head, for he was swallowed up as soon as he was knocked down. She went on. She still sculpts the sands by the sea.
Baba thanked the woman for her story.
Grateful, but still heavy hearted, he traveled on, mulling over all that he had seen and heard. The story the woman shared reminded him of the Boy And The Bully, a story Gra’Pa Lee told him.
First, the bully just shoved the boy around.
Soon the bully took over the boys land and got himself a gun, but one gun was not good enough, because he did not know where the boy went and whether the boy had grown strong, so the bully got two guns. Two guns were not enough, for the noises in the night gave him crocks in his neck, so he got three guns. He saw leaches and bees and preying mantises and squirrels, and because he wasn’t sure what the boy now looked like, he got four guns. Those guns were not enough, he had to have more guns. The walls around the bully were thick and high and he boasted power and might and when armies of ants made tracks through his lawns he got bombs and was armed with a smile, but other ants came from behind, so he ordered more bombs. When he blew up his lawns and created a mess, it was the grubs, not the ants, that brought his house down to build for themselves a nice little nest. Then his walls came down. He saw in the distance gardens that were pruned and markets that were wide and a bank that was helpful. When he went there the boys that were tellers wore plenty of smiles. Now, because the bully was proud and mighty and strong, he demanded the highest attention and said to the boys. “Don’t smile so wide until you can afford it. Life is expensive. By the time you can afford that size smile, your health will be all wrong. Life is rough. It is tough and expensive. Don’t smile so wide until you can afford it.” 
While the bully was advising those boys he did not notice behind him the owner of the bank and the markets and the gardens, who stood patiently waiting for him to stop talking. When the bully was done the friendly banker introduced himself to the bully then the bully to the smiling tellers, for those boys, the tellers, were the bankers’ sons, and each thanked him for coming. 
Seeing that the banker was young and healthy and strong, the bully asked him how he was able to afford such a huge spread when life is so expensive and health can go so wrong. 
“Very easy,” the banker said. “Very easy. You see, I learned as a boy that some people will need guns and those guns will not be enough. They will need bombs and those bombs will not be enough. They will need to finance their needs, because security is not cheap to the strong who know they are weak. So I taught my sons how not to make life so expensive by wanting so much you cannot afford to own it. I showed them how life is abundant and full of fun, only if to stand back and to watch how fools spend it, and if you want to earn a great living, I told them, remember, the weak will always need protection, so they’ll find a way fund it. The hunter’s life is short and much more precarious than that of his prey. The hunter just doesn’t know it.” 
“I wish I had such a teacher,” the bully said.
“You did,” the banker said, “You taught it.” 
Baba climbed the tranquil mountain to the place where the monks meditate and to where they sit to listen for the whispers of the universe. Up there, he saw a soldier bedecked as one of high rank. This soldier had wide hands lifted. His posture reminded Baba of his Nana’s painting, the one in her bedroom, the one with the girl in blue, whose hands were opened high and from which the bird flew into the sky.
Baba listened to this highly ranked man.
Baba heard all that he was saying. 
“The Lord is my Shepherd. I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yes, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me, your rod and your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of mine enemies. You anoint my head with oil. My cup runs over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
Psalm 23.
Baba’s head was bowed and when he looked up again the soldier was not there, so he left, still heavy-hearted, and went back down the mountain.
This was Baba’s last round.
If Baba didn’t catch this train he would be trapped and there would be no means of escape. The only exit portal from The Swirl’s Tail is on the A-coming Train. 
Baba made steady progress across the golden fields and came to where the elk and fawn should be. They were not there. He looked around to see if he had lost his way. His coordinates were correct. He pressed toward where the train should be, even though the elk was not there. When he got close enough he saw the fawn crouched betwixt the grass flowers. He looked to see where the elk might be, wondering if the elk had moved on without her fawn, wondering if the fawn was lost or wounded. 
He approached the fawn.
The fawn was skittish at his approach, when it had never been skittish before. When the fawn sprang from the flowered grass and ran, Baba lifted his head to follow her run and saw what the problem was.
Oops! 
Assassins.
They were coming at great speed from several directions, as the train arrived. Baba made a dash for the train when he realized it had rolled in while he was distracted, but the door closed and the assassins had every bit but trapped him. 
Baba heard the call of the elk. 
He sprinted that way, following the fawn and the elk, not knowing where he was headed, but realizing if he just stood there he would be dead. 
He stumbled and fell down an embankment into a ravine, as he followed the elk and the fawn, but was nevertheless every bit a match in this deadly hide and seek and speed with the relentless assassins, for now that there was no escape from The Swirl’s Tail, the fight in him had come alive, and he determined to give the assassins every bit of hell for their pursuit. 
Still following the elk in this dramatic chase and flight, Baba recognized that he had come to the garden where he had seen the star-crossed lovers. He remembered seeing that stop. He fancied himself outwitting the assassins to reach the train there, if the train had not come and gone, since the route he took was not the route of the black tunnel; he had cut across, following the run of the elk. 
The assassins took the elk down. 
Then the fawn was downed. 
The train arrived. 
The door opened. 
Baba plunged through the door into that pod.
No one was in that pod. 
The train hurtled on. 
Then Baba heard a sound. 
The assassins had punctured the pod and like a lizard looses its wounded tail that pod was shed from the train and hurtled every which where down the black tunnel, for something was either leaking into it or out of it. 
Tossed, turned, nauseated, Baba took notice of the hole that was always in the seat where he sat, and he remembered the plug the old woman gave him. He grabbed the plug and shoved into the hole and sat in that seat, realizing that that was the emergency seat. It’s straps came down around him and when the pod came to the portal, the seat snapped and was ejected through the portal. 
As the portal closed behind him, Baba heard an explosion and felt the force of it as he came down on the other side of a river hidden in the glare of the tail’s light, landing near a rock.
He had exited The Swirl.
He was exhausted. 
He took a while to recover. He felt burdened and sore and was wondering if his troubles were of any tradable value whatsoever. Is it really worth it? Most of what he saw and felt and encountered here, wherever he went, was pain. Open pain. Hidden pain. So much pain! Pain like addled kernels in pretty shells. Pain: the same cup dipped; the same drink sipped; one by one by one - all pain. Looking through his backpack and taking account of what was there he realized that he had what he needed; he had gotten what he came for and was not trapped, but seeing the backpack in that way his Papa crossed his mind. He flew into a rage at the thought of his Papa, for it was his Papa’s doubt and denial, Baba began thinking, that put him on his trail. Baba grew into such a rage, the very thought of his Papa was palpable, so palpable he practically felt him in his presence, as if for real. He slapped his Papa. It was a bruising slap. His Papa forthwith slapped him back. He slapped his Papa again, sending him into the ground near the rocks then plunged upon him in full anger. The two wrestled bloodily into the dirt, neither giving in - rage for rage, rage for rage, rage for rage - pounding each other into exhausted pulps, tumbling through the dirt all the way to the edge of the river where Baba, firmly atop his bloodied Papa, shoved his Papa’s head into the river, and at that rivers rush, it coming so quickly to a breathless calm, Baba saw his own face reflected from the river and realized that his Papa was not there. It was he, himself, alone, and in such utter rage he had beaten upon himself that angrily and was bloodied at the edge of that river, his blood dripping into the waters. It was as if he had awoken from a living dream, but his bruises were no dreams; they were real. 
Baba grabbed his backpack and sat back against a rock to catch his breath and recoup. I can’t give in now! He thought to himself. I must find Gra’Pa. I have to find Gra’Pa. I can’t give in now! He remembered how Nana had consoled Ms. Nancy when Ms. Nancy was at her lowest. Nana had said to her, “Life always equips us with what we need for the journey.” So Baba said to himself, I found what I need. Then he got up. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Five
 
On the way to Cafe Dumond, swoosh, Angelito arrived like a ball of energy in front of Baba. “You split the scene for a while there,” Angelito greeted.
“Didn’t want to spoil your escapades.”
“Ooh!” Angelito remarked, “Not at all. You are good. You’re so good I am learning a lot about e-love fast. It has opened my eyes. You and Catherine turn out to be the perfect match.” 
“Me?” Baba posed.
“She loves your nipples.”
“My nipples?”
“The way she blows into your lower back, me-mama-meah!”
“My back?”
“So warm. Heavenly. When she licks it. Uh!”
“Do you know how weird you sound?”
“Isn’t it the darndest thing? I’ll whisper. If you could see her face in that moment, you know that moment, when her whole body senses you are about to spoil her spot. Yahoo-mama-labamba!”
“Spoil what spot?”
“Her entire body radiates. Her face transforms. She looks like a newborn angel. In that split second as you are about to score the first touch down, she evaporates, but not to worry, zam-bam, like that, she becomes pure vagina. Her whole body is a vagina. She is a raging bull of a vagina. She is a black beast. She is a lioness. She is hot suckling hungry ravenous la boca of a vagina. Like a hungry calf her slathering la boca of a vagina consumes your honey stick. It’s a total consumption.”
“My honey stick, Angelito?”
“Oh, she loves your honey stick! Baba, you know how to produce honey. Wee. You are awesome. You stir-up honey. You manufacture honey. You own the honey stick of honey sticks. She loves your honey stick. I love your honey stick!”
“Have you the slightest idea this is weird?”
“Slightest? There is no slight in this estuary. It’s a doggone t-light flight in and out through to the heavens. Uh! She screams. She loves your name. Baba! She knows how to scream your name. Baba! Babababababa-Baba!”
“She screams my name?”
“The entire ninth heaven knows your name now. Baba!”
 “Time out. Time out. I am sweating.”
“You sweat like a pig. I love it. You sweat. She sweats. It’s a hot sweaty everywhere.”
“Okay. Stop. Stop. You are confusing me.”
“That’s one of the many things I am learning about love: how confusing it is. And yet it is not. It is sweet. Especially, because I’m able to be somebody other than my Angelito self. When you are what your lover wants you to be, uh! When your lover believes you are that thing exactly as she believes it is, uh! It’s sweet. There is just something about believing you have exactly what you desire all to yourself, exactly what you want, totally. No reservations. No conditions. It’s yours. All yours. This is an amazing dimension of love. It’s, it’s, it’s, it’s, how can I put it in e-world language? It’s sweet.”
“Angelito!”
“Yes, Baba?”
“Look at me.”
“Yes, Baba.” 
“I am soaking wet. I am exhausted. I need a shower.”
“I know. But weren’t you heading to Cafe Dumond for your tea? You should go. I don’t want you to spoil my treat.”
“You are confusing me.”
“Love is confusing. I’ll leave you to yourself. Well that self. I have to prepare you for tonight. Tonight is a special night.”
“What’s happening tonight?”
“Love! Pure love.”
“Why did I ask?”
“I need to prepare our room for our surprise. I’m getting chocolate and cherries, whipped cream and berries. We’ve had oriental oils and african spices. I’ve got the coconut and the cinnamon. It’s going to be a nice night. I promise. Bye.”
Swoosh!
Swoosh-swoosh. 
Angelito was back that quickly.
“I thought you were in a hurry,” Baba said.
“No hurry, I just wanted to let you be.”
“Why the change of mind?”
“I need to mention another of the many things I learned about love,” Angelito explained. “There is much more to e-love than just romance and copulation. e-Love has several other dimensions. I am not about to let go of the copulating part for now by any means. No-no! I need to explore your sexual dimension a lot more. That’s tonight. Who-ah! Ha-ha-ha! However, I did discover other deep dimensions of love. Quite deep! Really deep.”
“And you are telling me this because?”
“Something I saw.”
“What did you see, Angelito?”
Angelito took a joyous breath then said, “A man giving up his life for the jewel of his existence.”
“When you’re in love you’re in love.”
“He gave up his e-life. That’s something.”
As Angelito was about to leave again, Baba remembered Bordeau. “What about Bordeau?”
“You want to be with Bordeau too?”
“Not me, Angelito. You! Last I saw her she was anxious. She had not heard from you. Have you been in touch?”
“No. She wants Angelito. I prefer being Baba. Besides, she has lists and they are way too long. I want to discover love. She wants to play with lists. So I decided to teach her the lesson she thinks she can teach.”
“What’s that, Angelito?”
“How to go slow. Very slow.”
“She is not going to like that.”
“Isn’t fair play sweet?”
Swoosh.
Baba went on to Cafe Dumond.
He ordered his usual tea. 
He sat by a window and sipped, absorbing the pleasant scenery. He needed the familiarity. He wanted to shed himself of the Swirl’s Tail.
Bordeau spotted him.
She ran over to him.
“Hey, Cutsie, where have you been? Have you seen my friend, Angelito?”
“When last did you see him?” Baba tossed.
“Ever since I gave him that list the bastard hasn’t call me. He’s so crazy. I call him, but his answering machine is full. It says, hello, please leave a message at the beep; I’m busy taking it slow. Beep. This machine cannot accept any more messages, because the message box is full. I can’t even leave a message with a machine and I really miss him. What could be keeping him so busy?”
“Didn’t he say he is busy taking it slow?”
“Yes, but he is just being silly. He is crazy.”
“I told you he is.”
“I like crazy. Have you seen him?”
“I did, in fact.”
“You did? Where?”
“On the street.”
“Which street? He is never home.”
“McKinney.”
“This McKinney.”
“Yes.”
“I walk this street all day long and never laid eyes on him. You are so lucky. Did you tell him I want to see him? Badly?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say? What did he say?”
“He is enjoying slow.”
“How can he enjoy slow without me?”
“That’s something you’ll have to ask him.”
“I miss him so much. Day and night, I replay our memories. I get out of breath thinking, but he is so fast. Too fast.”
“There you are then. If you see him you’ll lose the memories.”
“Who says so? That memory was too quick. I want more. Way more. But slow. Very slow.”
“Now-now, we can’t all hog all the memories to ourselves?”
“Why not? What do you mean?”
“It’s nice to spend time with a memory. I enjoy my desserts then I let myself wait for the next meal.”
“You are cute and all, but I don’t understand you when you talk. But he’s so crazy. He and I are two of a kind. I understand him. He understands me.”
“I know,” Baba said. “Can I buy you a cookie? I’d love to.”
“Do you think it will make me look fat?”
“No.”
“Alright then. You’re so cute. Hi. He is so cute.”
Baba bought cookies, shared them with her, then left for Abbott Cove. He was exhausted. He wanted to relax but fell asleep and awoke in time for dinner. Though he had rested, it all now still seemed too much, but he kept saying to himself, I can’t stop now, I must keep going. I’ve come this far, I must go on.
After dinner, Baba got ready for the final evening of Songs In The Night. This was to be his last night at the hotel. He was being watched and he kept thinking of those eyes in the cracks of the rock in the Swirl’s Tail. He had slipped the Assassins but was now realizing that Assassins know how to pass through, so now he was wondering if they would pursue him beyond the Swirl’s Tail if PotCa’s rule extended this far.
Everything in the hotel seemed normal.
He could see the guards and the hunters.
They did nothing differently so that he would not be alerted that they were aware of him and that they knew he had been passing through. Meanwhile, at Command And Control, Claudius’ crack team was processing all information coming in while making stealthy preparations for that special rendezvous with Baba scheduled for when hotel guests had settled in and all was quiet. They preferred every thing to remain as normal as possible in the meanwhile, because they did not want to spook him. They believed there was no possible way for him to escape now, but they feared giving him any chance to do anything they could not anticipate. They had his room, 1035, covered. They had a copy of his pass key. They knew this was the final night of his stay. 
He was completely surrounded.
The moment came.
The stage lights were perfect.
The curtains lifted and the singer came out to tremendous applause. This night was special. She had assembled the singers she had on before, including the legends that had swooned the crowd, and she was slowly building up the excitement as the evening progressed so as to provide her audience with one sweet surprise after another. 
She waved her fingers at Baba, who was seated in his VIP seat, then she began the evening with the first legend’s duet: Count On Me. It was just the song Baba needed. Next, they sang Bridge Over Troubled Waters, which imbued Baba with the right energy. The crowd went wild when the singer lured Baba onto the stage and danced with him to the strains of one of his favorites, sung by the legend, I Look To You. The other singers sang, and after another rousing duet, he got the surprise that sent him wild. The boys, who were not at any of the previous sessions of Songs In The Night, rocked the evening to a close with Never Say Never!
It was a blessed evening of Songs In The Night. 
Slowly, the crowds dissipated. 
Guests settled into their various rooms. 
Guards and hunters were set and ready, the vast lot of them no more than twinkling eyes in the hidden black of the night. This net was tight. You’d think the Guardians Of The Great Maze were preparing to grab something radio active. They needed to operate this way, because they were working the old way, which was really not anywhere near old in e-world terms, but because Baba was not mapped in the maze, so they were forced to relay information back and forth and around while ensuring everyone was at alert and that all their detectors were in sync.
The Commander was on pins and needles.
The special CAC room he picked for Baba’s debriefing was set with such things e-world investigators had not even dreamed up. All of a sudden, Claudius’s voice was heard by all the guards and hunters and everyone in the CAC, as he declared, “God, how dumb can we get?”
“What?” the Commander raised, palpitating at the thought that anything would now thwart their plans to capture Baba in tact. “What? What?”
“We have Yossi’s imprint,” Claudius said.
“Yes. I know that.”
Claudius issued the order before he explained. “Dump the imprint into the main DB!” he said, then he explained. “We have been trying all this while to map Baba to the maze. The only other person that would have any match to Yossi’s imprint is Baba.”
“That’s right,” the Commander agreed. 
“And probably the fourth intruder too,” Claudius added.”
“I see. Now with Yossi’s imprint we can track them live. None of this operating in the dark. Speed up the imprint dump,” the Commander ordered. “Let’s see what we have here. How often will we keep missing the forest for the trees? Why didn’t anyone figure this out sooner?” The Commander spouted his disappointment amidst his excitement at the revelation. “No one! No one! No one realized this sooner. New training will be coming up for all of you when this is done. We must intensify training. Someone should’ve caught this sooner.”
The Commander was pacing the CAC.
The guards and hunters were holding the net.
The brainiacs were rushing through the dump.  
The bar now closed, register tabulated, bartenders were heading home. 
“See you all tomorrow.”
Imprint dumped, Claudius was right.
Baba was almost a direct match to Yossi. Now the CAC could see him live - no more of relaying messages back and forth and around. There is nothing Baba could do that wouldn’t be known and seen by the Guardians without one of their shields, for a brain shield could not help him now. They were in his brain. It was as if they had a copy of his brain unknowingly to him. And he was live in the main DB. The brainiac that first got the view, as he was about to switch it through to the CACs, shouted in his surprise. “There are two exacts in the hotel”
“Two exacts in the hotel?”
“Yes, two of them. Identical! The same!”
“How can there be two exacts?”
“I don’t know, sir. It’s not an echo. They are in two different rooms. One is fucking and the other one is masturbating.”
“What? Twins?”
“No, sir. Identical. Exacts.”
“Clones?”
“No, sir. Identical. Exact. No variance. None.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Not if you’re seeing what I am seeing, sir.”
The images came through live to the CAC.
“Hold all horses,” the Commander ordered his hunters and guards. “We’ve got exacts. One is fucking. The other is masturbating. No way, no how you can have exacts from the e-world. Broadcast all images.”
The guards and hunters got the view.
No one was operating in the dark now.
With all of their usual tools and equipment now up and running they were all as they would be at their utmost and most effective capabilities, but since they had not anticipated netting exacts, they were underprepared to grab both, and since they did not know how these exacts were linked they had no idea what would be the result of not grabbing both at exactly the same time. 
The Commander and Claudius commiserated.
A guard got the second pass key. Now they had access to both 1035 and 927. In quick order they rearranged then the Commander issued the order, “Okay. Let’s get it done, fellows. Advance.”
 The plan was, that is, before they knew of the exacts, to advance steadily, stealthily, blanket the room from all sides, including top and bottom, then spring their trap, so the guards had secured all adjacent spaces. Their preference was to nab him with a gentle knock on the door. They were prepared to barge from all corners and bag him, if need be. These guards and hunters, competent and efficient, were now set to nab both Babas, except with regard to the second Baba the rooms adjacent to 927 were not secured.
“Good God!” The Commander declared. “Assassins! What in hell!”
A shiver went through the entire guardian field at that announcement and for the fact that at that very moment Catherine’s orgasmic blast through to the ninth heavens soared through an evanescent thrill. However, not only did the guards and hunters realize Baba had either attracted or invited Assassins - the most feared killers of the fifth dimension - into the Guardian’s henhouse, which for their invasion was not only highly unusual, it was tantamount to a declaration of war, because these Assassins had barged in without approval. Besides, if Baba is killed in this onslaught, the Guardians Of The Great Maze would be back to square one. The Commander had no choice but to issue a most regretful order. “Turn upon the Assassins. We are at war.” 
The Battle Royal of the black night had begun.
Right there, in the horn of Catherine’s joy, Angelito became aware: Assassins are here! He had no doubt what they were after. Angelito could see. 
Baba was in the shower. 
The hunters caught the Assassins unexpected, for these hunters threw their gauntlet down, having been trained for moments like these. Shock and awe was their strategy in order to overwhelm these intruders, but PotCa’s Assassins, as they are trained, never back down. With all the Guardians trust of overwhelming force the fight was not yet even. Assassins quickly regained the advantage. Worse, seven Assassins had slipped through the guardian’s gauntlet, heading straight for Baba’s room. Baba was still in the shower. Angelito did not hesitate, even knowing his charge not to interfere, for he was here in the maze precisely because of the mess he had created from outside the maze while he was traversing that space where natural laws applied and for which act, unwittingly, he had thrown so much in these parts out of whack. But Angelito interfered. He felt it to be his responsibility, for he had learned so much and he knew Assassins would not be expecting two Babas and he could not allow Baba to be exhausted by this most unexpected battle, so he threw a protective bubble around Baba’s space so that Baba would be totally unaware. Then he waited, as if he were the Baba the Assassins wanted. 
The first Assassin broke through.
This fight was enjoined.
This, though, was not about to be merely a Battle Royal, this was about to be a battle between principalities and powers. Angelito Baba was pumped and ready. Now it was seven assassins against one Baba and that still was barely but equal.
“Wow.” A brainiac called the attention of Claudius and the Commander, who were both monitoring the battle from the CAC. “Assassins got through to Baba,” the brainiac said.
The eyes of the Commander and Claudius went wide in shock until they saw the fight and realized this was far more than they had bargained for; this was a fight of fights. While one Baba was completely at rest, like a baby, the other Baba had enjoined the fight. Seven against one was equal.
Six against one!
Five against one!
Catherine was at a loss as to why Baba fled.
Bordeau was at a loss: no Angelito yet!
Four against one!
Three against one!
“No-no-no-no-no!” Angelito Baba declared to the three fleeing Assassins. “We are going to finish this.” He pursued them into the black night and took them down.
“Sir! Sir! Sir!” A brainiac called into the CAC.
The Commander looked. His eyes popped.
“My-my-my! Claudius!”
Claudius looked to see what the Commander was seeing. “How did she do that?” They spotted the fourth intruder. 
There she was, already passed through. That’s  how they could see her now, as the Commander scratched his head. “What’s happening? How did she do that? How could she appear like something out of nothing?”
“And now her eyes are opened,” Claudius noted.
“She just noticed the JDCL,” the brainiac said.
“That’s bold,” Claudius said. “She is climbing it. She is crossing over. How in heavens did she come through?”
“Through the waters,” the brainiac said.
“That’s it!” another brainiac declared. “That’s the shield, sir. That’s why we did not have her. She knows nothing of the maze. She took the water trail and it fetched her there.”
“But how is it possible for someone from the e-world to know they can follow the water trail all the way through?”
“Sir, she has no reference of the maze. None. She wasn’t trying to get through the maze, sir.  Curiosity happened her through. When she got through her eyes opened.”
“All the way from the new e-world?”
“I know, sir,” the brainiac said. “It’s phenomenal, sir. Sir, we’ll soon lose track of her. We’ll have to do a trace.”
The fight was over.
The battles were over.
Baba was still sleeping.
The Commander was exhausted.
Claudius was still thinking.
“Sir,” a brainiac said, “we just lost an exact.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Six
 
The dog barked.
Baba awoke feeling rested. This was to be his big day, so he prepared himself unaware that the Guardians Of The Great Maze could observe his every move. 
However, the net was removed. 
The Guardians, having won their battle, spent the wee hours gathering up the great mess, so the city could continue apace undaunted. There was much carnage to be secretly dealt with and the Commander had come to a crucial decision. He got Claudius to agree. “Let Baba be,” he ordered. “Watch him. See where he leads us.” He reasoned that there was more to gain by observing rather than by capturing him, for they were presently at a loss as to how the other exact vanished, where he might be, and what his plan was next. Besides, they saw his awesome capability and figured that these three newly observed e-people were something phenomenally different. “Let’s get a thorough lesson out of this,” the Commander said, knowing that as a result of these new revelations he intended to order a new curriculum of training for his entire command. He intended as well to leverage everything he could from this, PotCa’s inordinate aggression. “The Prince,” he said, “must deliver a full restitution to The Guardians Of The Great Maze.”
In the wee hours of that morning, before the dog barked, the Commander dispatched to PotCa the remains of his assassins. Simultaneously, he remanded to the Chief Council his full and unreserved objection to this revolting intrusion. He demanded a total accounting of all matters leading to this untoward event. 
Baba spent some time beside the Quiet Waters.
Abbott Cove, meanwhile, got about its usual business as the Professor Of Love prepared his stand, the bartenders prepared their liqueurs, and the city ticked onward unaware that a fierce battle had ensued while they were retired.  
Catherine had not yet seen the sweet note Angelito Baba left her; she would sleep through the morning and was now the newest subject of interest to the Guardians Of The Great Maze.  
Bordeau had not gotten out of bed as yet; she had cried through the night and would be weepy most all day long.
But Angelito was still in the neighborhood.
Swoosh!
Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh.
Unexpected company rushing down from the high heavens arrived at Angelito. “We came,” they said, addressing him in unison.
“Why?” Angelito asked.
“We heard the sweet screams. Ba-ba!”
“But why did you come?”
“To learn about e-love. We want to practice. Ba-ba!”
“Oh! See that old man sitting by that stand?”
“Yes.” They said.
“He is the Professor Of Love.” Angelito said.
“We know.”
“He is the man you need.”
“Wow! Old men scream like that too?”
“If you are lucky.”
Swoosh.
Angelito left. 
His four mates lingered for a meeting with the Professor Of Love, every wit eager to make him scream, for presently the Professor Of Love was delightfully engaged with a most intriguing client, Darren, who came to him with a most intriguing question. “Professor, can a man be deeply in love with two persons at the same time? I believe I am.” 
Baba closed out his Abbott Cove account and headed briskly to the crossing, wondering along the way whether he had had a dream or was experiencing an overactive imagination or just feeling fatigued by his grueling Assassin encounter. Images of being in bed listening to a girl he had seen time and again singing, Halo, had been flashing through his mind since he awoke. And he had an odd sense that Angelito had passed through his room while the girl was singing this song. Must be Angelito fatigue, he snickered to himself. Still, he found it hard to shake off an ever stronger sense that Assassins were in the area, but were now gone, for he had the feeling of a huge weight lifted from his shoulders. He wasn’t sure what to make of it all. 
He passed by a little girl who was badgering her mother to lift her to see over a fence that was over ten feet tall. “I can’t do it any more,” the mother insisted. “You’ve grown too heavy and this fence is way too tall.”
Baba smiled at the encounter.
“I’ll let her stand on my shoulder,” Baba said.
“There’s no need,” the mother said, “She does this at every fence she sees and has the same reaction when she looks over. Thank you, though, but there really is no need.”
“Please,” the girl said. “Please.”
“I really don’t mind,” Baba said.
The mother acquiesced.
Baba lifted the girl onto his shoulder. She stood there and looked over. When she saw what she saw, she gasped, like she always does, and with mouth wide open she set her hand to her jaw and winking her eyes, exclaimed, “Ahhhh!”
“I told you,” the mother said. “She always does that and refuses to say what she sees.”
“Why don’t you say?” Baba asked her.
The girl said, “Because no one believes me.”
When Baba smiled, the girl whispered directly into his ear and his eyes went wide as his mouth went wide and they hugged each other. The girl was happy. 
“I’m surprised she actually told you,” the mother said.
“She knew I wouldn’t doubt her,” Baba said.
Then Baba went on.
The girl skipped alongside her mother.
There is a rolling river called The River Of Life where the crossing should be. Baba found it and travelled it up past Smoky Virgin and came to where the river narrows into a clever winding through village grasses. Baba stopped there and stooped between the grasses on the bank beside the river. There he saw a young mother nursing her baby boy. He approached her. She welcomed him and they chatted. Baba smiled with the baby boy who was demonstrably excited at the attention. “He is fine,” the mother joked, “I am the one who is hungry,” so Baba shared his cake with her, and when Baba saw the opening, the mother wished him well on his journey. 
He thanked her and went on.
But this crossing was very different.
There were no guards and no horsemen.
There was a place to enter The Code. 
Baba stepped to it and took a deep breath.
Back at Abbott Cove, Angelito’s four mates were still flitting about ever more eager for their first e-love experience, but The Professor Of Love was still engaged with Darren, who seemed stuck, mouth ajar, blinkers fixed, still pondering the question The Professor Of Love had posed. The Professor Of Love had said to Darren in response to his intriguing question, “Love is strong. Love is deep. Men kill for love. Which of the two you love are you most ready to kill?”
“Ready to kill?” Darren asked.
“Yes,” the Professor Of Love repeated. “Which one?”
Darren was still pondering the question.
Meanwhile, at Command And Control, Claudius and the Commander were observing Baba. “Warm heart. Fierce spirit.” Claudius commented. “There is a simple reason for being who we are and what we become, no matter who we are; one little thing that becomes the driving force for every action. Just one little thing! It will be fascinating to find that one thing that is Baba; the kernel of his story. What is his one little thing?” 
“He is on a mission. That’s for sure.”
“Or a quest.”
“Sir,” one of the researching brainiac’s began to reveal, “Baba’s father is President of the Strategic Alliance of the Western Iconic Region.”
“Aha! There you go! Dig deeper through that plot, you’ll probably find he is on a military mission, but why here? This Baba has got military in him. I am sure,” the Commander said.
“He was scheduled to lead a mission called The Blue Project, sir, but he never took it up. He calls his father Papa!”
“How sweet. Why didn’t he take it up?”
“We’re still searching, sir. His grandfather, his Papa’s dad, went mysteriously missing. He calls his grandfather, Gra’Pa.”
“Baba. Papa. Gra’Pa. Are they into poetry?”
“Well, his grandmother was a renowned artist and philosopher, it seems. She died before Gra’Pa mysteriously disappeared. He called her Nana.”
“He has a thing for aahs,” the Commander said, “doesn’t he? Oh, my dear, could he be heading to The Place called Ah! My God! I think you’ll find he is heading to The Place called Ah! But why? Is that the little thing you are looking for Claudius? Ah?”
“Not necessarily, but I suspect the little thing I am looking for will squarely answer your question: why?”
“Sir,” the brainiac continued, “It seems Yossi assessed Baba and Papa to be very much opposite sides of the same coin.”
“I say dig there; that’s where you’ll find my little thing. Yes. Dig there,” Claudius said.
Baba had not yet entered The Code, for he was reviewing all that he had gathered into his smart pack cross-referencing those with the symbols that were there. He had to be correct, for he wasn’t sure exactly what would happen if he were not on his first try. Just then he began to feel as if he was being watched by a thousand eyes. “My! My!” the Commander remarked, even as Baba was becoming aware that out through the grand field of golden grasses surrounding him were indeed a thousand eyes of tigers rising stealthily up and out for the dash to eat him. “My! My! Will he be eaten by the tigers? My! My! My! What a way to lose him now!”
Baba entered the code.
The way opened.
He could hardly speak, for the warmth of cheers coming at the edge of his blood rush and at seeing who all lined the crossing cheering him on. His eyes went as wide as that little girl’s, the one he had lifted to his shoulder. Had he been little too, his jaws would have dropped right then, but they didn’t, not until he had completely crossed over, for there they were. 
The Blue Stones!
They opened his eyes.
Now he understood, but not yet everything, for these were not blue stones, they were only blue in a certain light, and Baba spoke it out in his delight, “There are blue stones.” 
He had never felt this light. 
So the young holy-man told me.
And Claudius said, “There’s the little thing!”
The young holy-man said to me, as best as I can relay it, there, beyond the ravenous tigers, which Baba could see, was an open field. There, the tigers did not go. It was like onto but not the Rumian field. It was a grand playground, as it were, a place full of simple joys, a place not complicated by fears or corrupted by worry and anxieties of any form known in the maze or around the e-worlds abutting the maze.
Across that field is an entrance. 
The Entrance! 
It is an Archway, as best as I can picture it from what the young holy-man told me, for as he had said only the language of the soul understands it. The language of the tongue is too primitive to grasp it. Metaphors, allegories, parables do their best to illustrate it. 
Baba understood more, yet still, only a small sum of it.
Back at Abbott Cove, Darren was about ready to answer the Professor Of Love and even so, hesitantly. 
“Neither,” he said.
“Then what makes you think you are in love?”
“Equally. Deeply. I want both of them.”
“That isn’t love,” The Professor Of Love said.
“But I’ll die without them,” Darren confessed.
“Ah! There’s a flicker,” The Professor Of Love said. “Let’s explore there.”
So they began. 
By then Baba had reached The Entrance and his eyes being opened by the phenomena of the Blue Stones he saw the JDCL. And he saw the bridge over troubled waters. And when he saw the fused monkeys he realized there is so much more for him to understand but he couldn’t restrain himself from mouthing loudly at the sight, “That’s The Flight Of The Fused Monkeys.” 
And that’s the way he chose.
So the young holy-man said to me, picture a giant gap, not a valley, a great big gulf. You can see most everything, for your eyes are open. You see a bridge. You see stairs. You see ladders. You know you can cross there. You can see what’s over there too, or that’s what you think, because that is what you see. All you need to do is choose the crossing.
Which will you choose?
Then the young holy-man said again to me, picture a giant gap, not a valley, a great big gulf. You can see most everything, for your eyes are open. You see no bridge. You see no stairs. You see no ladders. But you know you can cross right there. You know this is your crossing and it is up to you to make the first step, as if it were a step in midair. Would you step? When you make the first step, only then you see the second step. When you make the second step, only then you see the third step. You know that this is your crossing. Would you continue?
Would you continue to the fourth step?
The fifth step?
The sixth step?
The seventh step?
The eighth step?
Would you continue to the ninth step?
Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty Seven
 
There is nothing half so sweet in life as to be loved, being in love. Love matters. Love matters in every way to everyone. 
Bordeau needed a lot of make-up to hide her pain. She had that much. And she chose a very sexy dress to wear. And she changed the way she wore her hair. Then she hit her stride. 
She locked up and left.
Having established that love is not a want, that want is a desire, sometimes even a laudable, even a legitimate desire, The Professor Of Love put another question to Darren. “Did you come to me for validation?” Even Darren didn’t expect to hear himself laugh out so loud, but it was an uncomfortable laugh. “You did come to me for validation. You came to get what I cannot give. I am the professor. You are the lover. Aren’t you?”
“Are you saying what I’m feeling is false?”
“I said no such thing. You alone know your feeling. How can a real feeling be false? Your question, young man, I’d suggest to you, ought to be: are you in love? Are you?”
“What is love?”
“Ah. The real question!” 
Angelito’s four mates flitting about in wait for The Professor Of Love saw the toss and flow of Bordeau as she stepped through in grand strides. “Do you know how to scream Baba?” They asked.
She giggled.
Then she said, “You’re so cute. I can teach you how to scream Balbachita!” She blew kisses then added, “But you’ll need a wardrobe makeover. Robes are way out of style. Like centuries. Trust me, you little cuties, it spoils the figure.” She tossed her femininity this way then that way then blew them a few more kisses. “Tata! The name is Balbachita. Say it loud and say it proud. Balbachita.”
Because of what Baba now knew, because of what he experienced, because of what he brought, because of what he believed, because of his will and his grit, because of his stamina and strength, because of his quest, when Baba saw the Azure Heights standing like a mighty everest, he set upon to scale it, for it was his Gra’Pa that taught him to think beyond possibilities and probabilities and to imagine the grand, and to him, if there is a place where wonders never cease, he had imagined it for so long and so well, he just about could touch it.
Baba got his courage from his Mama.
He got his determination from his Papa.
He got his wisdom from his Nana.
He got love and wonder from Gra’Pa.
He kept climbing, joyfully, sometimes playfully, ecstatically, charging ever upward, up through many stages, through the several heavens, up through the crowning glories, and came to The Place Called Ah! 
It is beyond spectacular. 
No word in the language of any mortal tongue is yet made to pronounce it. Indeed, as the poet Rumi said, and as his grandpa often reminded him, “Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-doing, there is a field. I’ll meet you there. When the soul lies down in that grass, the world is too full to talk about.” 
When Baba came to Ah, he said, “Ah!” 
Indeed, it is beyond spectacular.
It is a transformation, the young holy-man told me, a transformation so thorough, so transparent, so complete, well, Ah! Ah is the only measure in human language that spells its nature, pronounces its unbounded joys and expresses the sweetness of its infinite exhilaration.
Ah!
In Ah, space and time have no relevance.
In Ah, all forces are superseded.
Here it is not about rewards.
Revenge has no meaning.
Those that crave punishment stop at the gods. 
It’s no wonder babies at first understand this!
And that’s why some dash back quickly.
Baba understood more, yet still, not near all.
Beyond the sea of diamonds, Gra’Pa Lee met Baba. The greeting was beyond spectacular. At this greeting Baba beheld where he had come from: the Great Maze and all the worlds beside in every realm and in every dimension. Immediately, he understood why there is called the valley. At will, he could touch or sense or smell anything of any moment. He saw too what is called the shadow of death. Oh! Baba was so excited at seeing what he saw, he shouted, “Gra’Pa! Gra’Pa! Gra’Pa! Look!” as if he was revealing something incredibly new to his grandpa. “Gra’Pa, why doesn’t anyone go and tell them? Gra’Pa, I’ve got to go and tell them. They don’t know. They just don’t know. I’ll be back, Gra’Pa. I’ll be right back. Why didn’t anyone tell them? They cannot just know this. It’s too incredible. I’ve got to tell them.”
Gra’Pa Lee smiled watching Baba dash off like that. Gra’Pa Lee understood that Baba had grasped a lot but not yet near all. He knew Baba will be back far faster than expected.
In a jiffy!
In a flash!
Baba in his excitement had spotted the parallel path back through and wanted so desperately to get news back to his Papa and Mama he sprinted along the shores of the sea of diamond waters, back through the cathedral of stalactites and stalagmites and back into the maze, too fast to make himself aware that just beyond the sea of diamond waters there was also a young woman, Yaya, who was also as excited on reaching Ah, and was desperate to dash back to tell her people what they didn’t know, and had returned in a jiffy.
In a flash!
Like Baba, she too, now knowing that down in the valley was the place of space and time connected and out of the valley was not of space and time corroborated, had not yet fully appreciated her understanding.
Like Baba, Yaya took the urgency to dash back down and declare to whomever she knows, “We can see you. We can see you. We can see you. You’re spitting at the wind. Stop. It’s easier than you think. You can do better than you’re doing. You don’t have to cause yourselves such troubles. Stop. You’re going around in circles. You’re stirring up dust and gravel. Look in the eyes of your neighbor. Look. Look again. You’ll see. We can see you.”
Like Yaya, Baba took the urgency to flash back  there to declare to whomever he knows, “We can hear you. We can hear you. We know everything. It’s all transparent. We are not fooled. You are creating your own miseries. You are mocking your selves. You are stealing from your own pantry. You are eating your own flesh. Death is not an escape; it is a reroute. You are traveling in circles. Even the animals are teaching you this: you’re not listening; you are copying; you are feeding on your own regurgitations; you are killing yourself repeatedly. Look through the eyes of your neighbor. It doesn’t have to be the struggle you think. We can see you. We can hear you. We can feel you. I’ve come back to tell you, you just need to live. There’s no need to pretend. Love! Love yourself. Love your neighbor as yourself. Love is!”
When Yaya reached all those that used to know her they did not recognize her. After trying all she could, being back in space and time, she concluded that people see only what they choose to see and believe only what they choose to believe, therefore, they get lost, fooled by their own concocted realities. Because Yaya loved her people much and understood the manner of their thinking and saw how much they suffered at her disappearing, she devised to etch a note across a boulder in the rock wall in her region of the maze in measures her people of norm understood. She etched this: If all you do is what you’ve done, all you’ll get is what you’ve got. Do something different. Beneath it she etched her name in everlasting symbols. Yaya!
Then she returned to Ah!
It all happened in a flash.
In a jiffy.
Likewise, when Baba reached his region, his people were preparing for more war, despite the previous carnage. Only on reaching back into his region did Baba appreciate that for them, not him, a whole lot of time had passed since he had gone missing.
A jiffy is a long time in the valley.
In the valley, some mistook him for a traitor and some mistook him for a spy and many tried to capture him, time after time, as he was trying his smartest to tell them what he saw and to tell them that he and his grandpa can see it all, missing nothing, for it’s all quite transparent.
We can see a sparrow fall.
Count the hairs you are missing.
Hear the trembles in your call.
Some, hearing him, said he was a nut, and some said he was a con, and some said he was a demon, and some said he was a god, and some said he was a liar, and some said he was naive, and some spat in his teeth, for in the valley they are quite comfortable with what they believe. The only way he could relay anything of any worth or matter was in metaphors, because there is not the language nor the understanding in the valley to grasp a glimpse of it all. 
Even so, it isn’t necessary.
Baba, now knowing more fully how hurt his Mama and Papa were at his disappearance, for Papa had lost a father and a son, and Mama had lost the one she believed would never leave her, and Papa had set upon a war in defense of all that he believed and in honor of his father and his son and had become a most feared leader and had established throughout the Alliance an iron-fisted rule demanding unwavering allegiance, and through this was now most highly revered, and seeing his father sore to the heart, Baba, despite the wonder, the joys, the ecstasy, the grandeur of all the glories he had seen, felt deeply his Mama’s hurt and the sufferings, the senseless sufferings, that prevailed throughout, and felt a sadness cutting so deep, it was as the draining of his blood. 
Baba discovered the notices Papa had dispersed throughout the regions of the Overlords when he was found gone. Have you seen my boy? His name is Baba. He is the boy with the backpack. I miss him. Return him if you find him. I’ll pay you whatever you desire. If you are a father, who lost a son, then you do understand me. If you are a son who lost a father, don’t underestimate me. Return my son and have my reward or you will have to repay me.
Baba read all that the haters had scribbled across Papa’s signs. On some were scribbled Ah-Lee-Baba, because both Baba and Gra’Pa were missing and Gra’Pa’s name was Lee and Baba was said to have stolen a backpack because he was a thief seeking relief from the chief bully who isn’t even smart.
Baba realized what jealousy and envy had done in his brother, Godfrey, and that when chocolate ran out, how Godfrey turned his rage upon the women who came to him for love and trusted in his power for security, and how Mama’s pain had swallowed up his sister, Sasha, such that even she was now a shell of who she was, and how all of the strength, all the guts and gusto each had, were now consumed having been diverted to keep up appearances, to projecting that brave front.
With all of Papa’s stretch of power and many secured rings of protection, that spot in Papa’s chambers, which Baba knew since he was a boy as a hole in power’s mighty armor, was still so. Baba spent some time there reminiscing, such that one might have found it easy to think that he had not actually experienced The Place Called Ah!.
He went and found The Blue Project his Papa had commissioned him to lead. His jaws dropped, realizing why his father had denied the existence of the Blue Stones and did not want him to acknowledge knowing of it. He realized as well the breadth of faith and trust his father had in him, for his father had made his own calculations of time and responsibility and was then sending him in confidence and with great confidence to find and make claim of the Blue Stones. Baba’s heart grew heavy at not having given more credence to his father’s great knowledge, and at seeing why his Papa did not admit to knowing that Gra’Pa had not disappeared but left. Papa saw everything through the eyes of power and security. Gra’Pa saw life through the eyes of love and wonder. Searching through Papa’s privacy Baba discovered why Aunt Gloria believed that her beloved Albert did not die as a war hero, but was murdered. He was murdered.
Baba’s heart remained heavy.
Disappointed that his family could not recognize him, for he had thought before leaving on his quest that he would’ve gone, retrieved his grandpa, returned, and all would’ve been well, he went to the awesome monument his father had erected in his honor for his father had declared to the people a most noble story about Baba - the Great Soldier, the Young Leader, the Fierce Defender - who had given of himself to guarantee the victories of the Strategic Alliance and the reconstitution of the Twelve Dynasties. Every year people from everywhere gathered at this monument to pay tribute at his great sacrifice. So he went there. 
There, he knelt contrite.
And felt a hand upon his shoulder.
And saw a long stretch of security encircled about. When he turned to see whose hand had held him, without thinking he said, “Mama!”
“That’s what he used to call me,” she said touching the monument. “You must be proud of him to kneel this way. You have his eyes. Have you a heart like his, greatness is in store for you.” She smiled. “He was quite a boy, you know. A stubborn boy. But a noble boy. Loving. Kind. Bold. At times, I feel guilty, though.”
“Why?”
“I have three children. Sometimes I think the first two were practice. I do look at them at times and feel guilty. But what’s done is done. Not even God can change that.”
“But you can.”
She laughed. “Sir, if that were possible I would’ve done so a very long time now.”
“But it is possible. You can.”
“By what magic, dear man, can I change the past?”
“Not magic. Forgiveness.”
“I’ll have to figure how that works.”
“Forgive yourself. Forgive him. I promise you, it will change everything.”
“My dear fellow, you are telling me I can do a thing that even God cannot do. I have power but not that power.”
“You do have that power,” Baba said.
“By whose mind have you earned such strange wisdom.”
“The mind of the one I came to honor. Your son. I came here seeking his forgiveness and already things are beginning to change.”
“I say,” she said, with a broad smile. “I see you have his heart too. I would love to hear your story and tell you his story, but I must go for the press of time and see whether what you told me is wise or pure folly.” And as she was leaving, she repeated what she had said. “You do so have his eyes.”
And he mouthed her name gently. “Mama.”
Only then, since being back in space and time, did Baba begin to notice all those that were smiling at his return. Only then did he realize who they were and what they were about. His first realization came when the cartwoman winked at him, for though now she seemed old, she was still doing her gig. She was still singing the same song. “What’s all the fuss? Why all the fight? Whether it be day or it be night, you’re gonna die. We are all gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. Whether you run or whether you hide, you’ll poop what you eat then eat what you poop. You’re gonna die. You, you, you and you; you’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die.” Only then did Baba understand why she chose that way to relay what she saw.
She wanted them to see each other’s eyes.
She wanted them to hear each other’s hearts.
While wolves, that is, to speak metaphorically, had since lost the need to wrap themselves in sheep’s clothing and foxes had no need to hide their cunning from chickens and geese had learned how to flop around and shout, “Oh, God! Oh God! Oh God!” a little girl was joyously singing How I Got Over, like Mahalia, and Joshua.
She winked at Baba when he came around.
When Baba saw how these wonder-folk were doing what they were all doing for the sake of love, he said, “Ah!” then went into the mansion Nana loved. The mansion had become as much a monument as a museum and a tomb by then. Baba reshuffled the shards of the mirror Gra’Pa and he had reassembled and gave it a title, which he etched beneath the reshuffled shards, ‘Look Again!’ Baba realized this would spook many, but hoped a few would get it.
Then he went to Hovarth. 
His visit almost did the poor man in. The region was so ravaged by then, the only way Hovarth could get grub was to crawl into his mother’s old house in the dead of night and steal grub. And the only way his mother could see and feed her only son was to keep putting out food, allow him to steal it, and pretend she didn’t know he was doing it. 
However, as far as Hovarth was concerned, he was way ahead in the game, because, as anyone can tell, so far, the scythed horseman, the headless rider, the black jack with the gray sack, had not yet found him, while many of his former friends who had heard the cartwoman were dead, dead, dead! 
And the cartwoman was still singing.
“What’s all the fuss? Why all the fight? Whether it be day or it be night, you’re gonna die. We are all gonna die. You, you, you and you, you’re gonna die. Whether you run or whether you hide, you’ll poop what you eat then eat what you poop. You’re gonna die. You, you, you and you; you’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die.” 
When the shivering Hovarth caught his breath at the sight of Baba, Baba said, “Sorry, man, I didn’t mean to scare you. You got a bite to eat? I am hungry.” 
Hovarth shared his grub. 
The two ate in the dark then Baba asked Hovarth, “Why are we eating?” 
Hovarth asked Baba if he was crazy and said, “You already forget you were hungry?” 
“No. I can’t forget, but why are we eating?”
 “Huh? If you’re going to go all crazy on me, just go away. Leave me to myself. We eat because we’re hungry,” Horvarth said. 
And Baba said, “We always get hungry and we always eat and we always get hungry again and we always eat again. All night, every night, we keep searching for food, because we’re always getting hungry and not to stay hungry we got to always eat, so we crawl around looking for food. So, I am asking you: why are we so hungry?” 
At that Hovarth said, “That’s just what I mean. You gone crazy on me. Leave me. Go. Find your own space to go crazy. If I give you my food, that much quicker I go hungry and you go crazy. Go away.”
So Baba left.
Baba went to Hovarth’s mother, who was not sleeping comfortably. Knowing she would think it a dream, Baba went into her bed and hugged her. When she awoke the next morning she believed her son had stopped by whilst she was asleep and took the time to hug her. She was so full of joy at that belief, the sun was new, the streets were new, the people were new. Everywhere she went was new. Joy so filled her, she cleaned her house and filled it with food and placed signs inside and out, saying, Hovarth, I love you. You are always welcome home. Come anytime you want, Hovarth. I love you. I love you. I love you. Food is always available. Take whatever you want. Come anytime you want. Leave any time you choose. Forgive me. I love you.
Baba went to the house of the old woman who was hospitable to him and had given him the special cake, but she was not there, so Baba left and went to visit the thief, Dick, that had stolen from the drunk, Schwabb, at Abbott Cove. As soon as Dick saw Baba, Dick fell dead. “Oops!” Baba said. “Didn’t mean to do that. Have fun with the coin-spinner. You’ll love her bargains. Her pooper-scoopers are well fed.”
There was a woman sitting at a bar. Life was unfair to her. Exhausted, downcast, she was trying whatever she could to cheer herself up. 
Baba went to her.
“Hi,” Baba said, being quite friendly.
“Hi,” the woman responded in kind.
“Have you heard of The Valley?” Baba asked.
“Which valley?” the woman inquired.
“The gorgeous valley,” Baba said. “It has all these islands in it: gorgeous islands. You can drink coconut water. The islands are full of wonder. People explore there. They discover. They create. They enjoy. They inspire. They grow. They share. They relax. They absolutely adore this place. There are wonderful rivers and all kinds of palm trees. The banana trees are nice. The sun is nice. The breeze is nice. The beaches are, uh, so nice. Nice, romantic spots are everywhere. Marvelous people. Great pets. Safaris. So much to marvel about is there we haven’t enough time to list them all. Great islands. Magnificent islands.”
“Where did you say I can find this place?”
“You are in it.”
“I am?”
“Yes, you are.”
“I am on this gorgeous island, you say?”
“That’s what I’m saying. And it is your island.”
“My island?”
“All yours. You own it.”
“Really? Does my island have beautiful men?”
“Beautiful men. Gorgeous men. Strong men. Buff men. Men as hard as rocks. Men as gentle as puppies. Wonderful, friendly, loving, shock your eyes out men with speed bump abs and powerful honey sticks just waiting.”
“And these men are on my island?”
“On your island.”
“Yeah, right!”
“I’m telling you.”
“Do these young men like women?”
“There are young men who love women. And there are young men who like women. And there are young men who want only friendship with women. And there are old men there too; can’t slip a dime in the piggybank, but they are watching you. They see you.”
“I don’t like that part.”
“I know. That’s the tricky little part, but it’s their island too.”
“Their island too?”
“Yes. It is their island too.”
“My island is their island?”
“Yes. It’s your island and they own it too.” 
“I really don’t like that part.”
“I know. That’s the tricky little part. And when the moon is full and shiny, wolves howl and owls hoot and drunk men sing and huge cockroaches crawl from under the floorboards.”
“I don’t like that part.”
“I know. That’s a tricky little part. And most everyone are digging holes across the island.”
“Digging holes?”
“Yes.”
“On my island?”
“Yes. On your island! They are digging holes and filling holes. They dig more holes to fill other holes. You are digging holes and filling holes too.”
“Why?”
“Because they are digging and filling holes.”
“On my island?”
“On your island.”
“Why don’t I just stop digging up my island?”
“You don’t want them to think you are not digging holes to fill those other holes while they are trying to fill the holes that were dug before, when you dug up some of those very holes and now you are trying to stop filling these holes.”
“Why do I care?”
“That’s a tricky little part. I don’t know why.”
“But I can stop if I decide I want to, can’t I?”
“Absolutely. You can stop anytime you want to. It is totally up to you.”
“Because this is my island?”
“It is totally your island.”
“So why don’t I tell those other people to get off my island?”
“You do, but they don’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because it is their island too.”
“I really don’t like that part.”
“I know. It’s the tricky little part.”
“Why do we all have the same island? Aren’t there other islands?”
“There are many other islands.”
“Why don’t they go to those other islands?”
“They want to be on this island and are wondering why you don’t pick up and go to one of those other islands.”
“Oh! Can I take my pick of any one of those islands?”
“Of course, you can. There are many people on all of those other islands too.”
“Who owns those islands?”
“You do.”
“I do?”
“They do too.”
“I don’t like that part.”
“I know. That’s the tricky little part, but you can do whatever you want on any island. You can explore. You can discover. You can research. You can be a most marvelous person and have a great time with the most marvelous people. There are fabulous creatures there. There are all sorts of creations. There is beauty and there is balance. All kinds of experiences are available on the island. There is so much to enjoy there is not enough time. Well, there is enough, but sometimes you’ll think it is not enough. There is enough of nutrients for you, but sometimes some will think there is not enough, because they are afraid they will be left without if you have enough. Regardless, that creates the beginnings of opportunities. Wonderful people with great ideas are on those islands. It is way beyond what everyone imagines.”
“Can’t I just sit back and enjoy my margarita if I want to and not be bothered with all that stuff?”
“Of course, you can. It is your island. You can do whatever you want. Someone might stick a finger in your margarita and stir it around.”
“Why?”
“Sometime back you stuck your finger in that person’s margarita.”
“Why did I do that?”
“I don’t know. You probably thought it was funny and that person did not.”
“Why don’t we all just stop sticking our fingers in each other’s margaritas?”
“I don’t know. That’s a tricky little part. Maybe some people just enjoy sticking their fingers in other people’s margaritas and want all those other people to take it as fun. Maybe vengeance is fun. Maybe now they think it’s fun and you don’t anymore. Maybe they don’t want to be the first to stop; they might end up being the only one not sticking a finger in other people’s margaritas and some people don’t like looking like the nut. But I don’t really know.”
“Why don’t they just pick up and go to some corner far away from all the margarita-sticking fingers?”
“I don’t know. Where would you go?”
“You are not from around here, are you?”
“Why should that matter?”
“If I were you, I’d stop telling folks you live on the island they own.”
“But I own it too.”
“You’re cute and all, but if I were you I’d stop drinking what you are drinking, it’s turning you into a fool, and I don’t mess with fools.”
Baba smiled then left her to the pleasure of her margarita, and knowing those spaces that overlap and those spaces that dissolve into each other and those spaces which are common unknowingly to many, now that he had discovered the meaning of the symbols etched on the great walls, he devised to etch his own, which to some would seem alien encryptions, but would inspire others to explore.
On one spot he etched: Full-belly cat stir water just to watch fish dart around in bowl. 
On another spot he etched: You’re not alone. 
On yet another he etched: Without love you are nothing. Love is. 
Then he went to the wall of tumbling waters and left there what could only be seen when sunlight gives way to moonlight. And he set his backpack there and went and got a blue stone and took it to Papa’s chambers and laid it on the spot where he had encountered the one his father had first denied was ever there, but Baba set it such that Papa would see that the stone is only blue in some lights. Then Baba waited in that private spot for his father to see the stone. When Papa saw it, he held his breath, and then said, “Baba? Baba! Baba, I know you are here.”
But Baba did not reveal himself.
For his Papa did see him many times before and did not recognize him, so Baba left, for he heard his Gra’Pa calling. “Come, Baba. You need to return. There is a lot you don’t understand yet.”
And so Baba went.
In a flash!
In a jiffy!
And said to Gra’Pa, “Gra’Pa, they don’t want to know. They just believe what they want to believe.”
“Ah!” Gra’Pa said. “And so do you. You have much to see yet. I do confess I had not loved both of my sons as well. I have since learned a lot.”
Just then Angelito swooshed in.
And the singer was there too.
However, just as the old-woman was appearing, Baba spotted Yossi and ran to him and said, “You do realize how ecstatic I am that you love me?”
“Ah!” Yossi said. “Loving you is easy; you love me, so what’s with all this kissy-kissy-kissy-kissy? At least you now know you and I’ll be pretty busy. But it’s going to be fun.” 
In the wrap of their hug, Baba began noticing what, here, metaphorically, is called The Light. However, to say you’re seeing The Light is like saying you’re seeing a twinkle in the eye when you are watching a fusion of noonday suns, and not even that! Infinity coalesced. 
Glory Of Glories.
So, the young holy-man told me. 
And in the swirl of his tune, abruptly then, he plucked the flute from his lips and spoke the very question I have posed to you. 
It is a simple question. 
It is a strange question. 
But now that question is huge.
And then he continued his tune.
“Nana?” Baba remarked, being wondrously surprised at the sight while he was hugging Yossi in that haze of celestial magnificence, “Nana! Nana, was that you?”
“Ah!” 
Now that the young holy-man’s story has come alive, vivid and vital, puzzling and poignant and strong, I ought to tell you this: if you think this just a tale, you’ll never know the truth, since monkeys don’t fly, flies don’t speak, love is not poetry, and metaphors stink. And by now you really should know: the rumble I hear carries your name, so if you are not love this will be wasted in heaps of the same. Nevertheless, it is that time again. The light is dimmed. The curtain raised. The music is playing. Cheers. My lover is ready, so eagerly waiting, so, until the next tale I’m ready to tell, if you can hear then hear me well. 
Love!
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