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THE SONG OF THE ORACLE KING
 
It was in the last century of the Age of Virgo that a shadow had grown deep within the Atlantean underworld. The seed of this darkness was sown within the hate of a single mortal, and as it grew it overtook him and he was forever lost to the light of the world.
 
As his years passed and his shadow grew he conquered the many dark lords of the underworld and crowned himself king of the Atlantean dark realm. It was through him that the Red race slaked their addictions. It was by him that gangs and politicians were procured and swayed. And it was under him that corporations were felled and assimilated.
 
Time passed and rumors spread, “What is this darkness that has gained so much power in the Atlantean Empire?” It was not until the year thirteen of Andromeda that the darkness that had hid itself for so many decades beneath the cityscape of Atlantis appeared.
 
The people of the Red began to speak of the gods in the heavens. They spoke of the Great Quakes and of the final inundation that was foreseen to come by their sages and priests. The words of the Oracle King Artemis echoed in their hearts and minds:
 
Like the winter and the rain, darkness will fall upon the Mother. The Great Evil will bring death to the Atlantean Kai and war will fall upon the five races. The gods will stir and a flood will swallow all that is known.
 
Do not lose hope for in the aftermath, in an unlikely place, a child born to none will awake. This will be the beginning. This will be the Age of the Lion.

THE END OF THE KAI

CHARACTERS
 
The Children of the Law of One
 
Oracle King Artemis – The Oracle King of Atlantis who ruled in the Age of Libra, the Golden Age, and who built the Royal Towers of Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus.
Oracle Queen Andromeda – The last Oracle Queen of Atlantis who ruled before the end of the Age of Virgo. She served the High Kai Council as the High Kai Priestess of the Order of Light. She was bound platonically to Skaton-ka, the Kai Elder King.
Skaton-ka – The last Kai Elder King of the Order of the Kai Guardian guild who was bound to Oracle Queen Andromeda. He served the High Kai Council as the High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Light.
Arkan – The last High Kai Guardian of the Clan Order of Drakul; he was bound to Neva Yun Ra, and was one of the sixteen members of the High Kai Council.
Neva Yun Ra – The last High Kai Priestess of the Clan Order of Drakul; she was bound to Arkan, and was one of the sixteen members of the High Kai Council.
Kron – The last High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Taurus; he was bound to Kalia Ra, and was one of the sixteen members of the High Kai Council.
Kalia Ra – The last High Kai Priestess of the Order of Taurus; she was bound to Kron, and was one of the sixteen members of the High Kai Council.
Volan – One of the forty-nine Kai-Minor guardians; and an apprentice of Skaton-ka.
Bator-Uran – The last Kai-Minor guardian.
Kolia Ra – The youngest of the Kai-Minor priestesses.
 
The Children of Belial
 
Maniok – The being referred to by the Oracle King Artemis as the Great Evil of the Age of Virgo.
White Face – High Chancellor to Maniok.
The Baneful Five – The five Kai-Minor priestesses of the Clan Order of Cancer who betrayed the Oracle Queen Andromeda in her last hour.

Of Geography
 
It has been so long since we have had to recall that time. The Mother was so much different then. Her oceans and lands were colder and icier. There were the great glaciers to the north and south. There were more of the mountainous Fathers revealing themselves–we are foolish, we do not want to confuse you. All this talk about Mother and Father will drive you mad. You see, in this world–this material world–all things are divided into light and dark; masculine and feminine; active and passive.
But what comes before duality? Preceding two there is only one, and before one there is nothing. This nothingness prevails before all things come into being. It is the void. But there is something. And from this something all things are born. The infinite creates the finite. The shapeless takes form.
Static motion is born from this source. It moves and separation occurs. It is still and separation combines. The emptiness is Mother. The fullness is Father. They harmoniously oppose each other like night and day. Mother is the land. Father is the sky. Mother is the sea. Father is the mountain.
But getting back–yes, yes, yes. In that time of old your planet was referred to as Mother. Now in this age, this Aquarian age, you call her Earth. Oh yes, your sacred Earth. How her face has changed. In that time of old there were the great island continents of Atlantis–once the pride of the Atlantic Ocean. There, you see, that was how the Atlantic Ocean and the Atlas Mountains received their names, from Atlantis of course. We find it amusing that the island continents of Atlantis–actually if we were to go back further Atlantis was a single island continent, but that is for another night’s discussion. Yes, getting back, we find it ironic that the once supreme Atlantean civilization is nothing now. A fantastic cosmic joke, really. Nothing remains but your myths, and of the islands themselves there is nothing except for a tiny series of islands that you call the Azores. There are no monuments to be found that bear the Atlantean name. Thus is the way of this very impermanent world; all things must pass into dust and be forgotten.
Your curiosity brings the memory of Atlantis back, and rightfully so, for it is high time that you learn of your ancient heritage. You have grown for so many thousands of years not knowing your true beginnings. You have an entire celestial family that you are totally unaware of; and like all families they have many romantic and hellish stories to share.
Oh yes, getting back, please forgive our ramblings. It is just that it has been some time since we have been asked to recall these memories, and we are getting excited as we remember them.
Yes, in the Ocean of Mu–we apologize again; we mean the Ocean of the Pacific; very confusing is it to juggle geographic names between then and now. In this ocean there were yet another great series of islands and island continents named, in that age of old, Lemuria. A lovely place it was. In our opinion it was the original Eden, although many will argue against us on that biblical interpretation.
Well, to set the stage or the scene if you will, Atlantis, at that time, was composed of three island continents. The island continent furthest east, nearest your Straits of Gibraltar, was Og; the middle island was called Aryan; and the western island continent, in the area of your Sargasso Sea, was Poseidia.
Poseidia was home to Atlas, the capital of the Atlantean Empire. In that time a city of such colossal size was defined as a city-galaxy. In its youth Atlas was a bright light, a symbol for a legacy of hope that was passed down from the Etheric races of Lemuria. Sadly it corrupted to become the center of a morally decadent empire.
In its prime Atlas had approximately fifty-five million inhabitants. It was a marvel, a monument to all the knowledge and technology achieved by your species. Atlas was spectacular with all of its sky-towers, culture, activities, people, and vehicles buzzing about. It was truly a work that has yet to be achieved again on your planet.
Now you ask, “Why did it all end?” Why did Atlantis, in all its glory, disappear from the pages of history? Time creates mountains, dissolves oceans, and wipes away great monuments leaving only faint memories. Atlantis is such a memory, an undying myth. It was felt by some that it was not worth remembering that it was best left forgotten. Although, in some respects we would agree that some things are better forgotten, we must confess that one can never fully mature without a true understanding of one’s own story, of one’s former selves. We speak to you tonight to reawaken these memories. To take you back and reconnect you with a former self that had lived many thousands of years ago.
Well, you ask again, “What was it that brought an end to it all?” This is not an easy question to answer, but if we are to begin to tell the tale we will begin in the year thirteen of Andromeda. It was in this year that the Great Evil had revealed itself as the mortal named Maniok.

Chapter I
 
The golden rays of the setting sun retreated from a wealth of ash grey clouds. Saddened by this the evening sky ignored its inevitable death by listening to the songs of doves that flew gracefully over the city-galaxy of Atlas. There, below, upon high sea cliffs and long stretching plains stood the many sky-towers of Atlas pulsating a million dots of light. Illuminated streets crossed and weaved an infinite number of webs as uncountable vehicles moved and flew over the coastal terrains of the Atlantean capital.
A dove descended into Atlas, and she found too much for her eyes to bear and for her mind to comprehend. Things that sounded high-pitched shrieks flew past her. These things had two white lights for eyes and tails that bled in bright red, but they did not bleed for she soon realized that their tails were also lights. And far down below her there were rivers of lights. Scores of stars flowed within these rivers like ten thousand leaves flowing down a glistening stream. But they were not stars. They were those birds that were not birds that flew in lines and curves. Everything was moving. There were massive images–alive and moving–covering the sides of many sky-towers. And the noise. Sound was everywhere. It was loud and long or high-pitched and short. There was too much for the dove to see, hear, and feel. She could do no more than fly in a daze of fright.
 
Up there, in the dusty air, was a sign of white hope, and a homeless boy stepped back to notice this beauty in the sky.
 
The dove took a deep breath and glided between the sky-towers before flying over a great chasm. Now in the more industrial part of the city she looked down, saw the boy, and danced for him. The boy, remembering how someone he had recently lost enjoyed watching urban birds soar, smiled at the angel in the sky; and for a brief moment he too was free. The hunger, the pain, and the scars were no longer part of his reality.
In the distance dark clouds marched toward Atlas. Lightening flashed and thunder boomed. The boy held his breath. There was a second flash of light. He waited for the grumble of thunder but heard a sharp pop instead. Frightened, he stood still. He smelled it–the burn of death–and saw that the flying dove was no more.
 
On days of ill will the young boy with his tribe of friends sat in back-alley streets shooting birds with rusted guns. They competed for the most kills for the winner was awarded the drug or prostitute of his choice.
He was a child of the Ideo; the sector of Atlas reserved for those who had no place in the thriving, legitimate light of Atlantean society. He had nothing to contribute to their politics, finances, and wars. He had no legitimate name, no parents, and no citizen chip embedded into his skin. He was, in all senses of the word, a ghost within the Atlantean system.
When other children his age, beyond the borders of Ideo, were in schools learning and eating candy and crying over scoops of ice cream that fell from their cones he was living deep within the tunnels of Ideo’s sewers hungry, sick, and hiding from the S.K.’s.
Fornax-Serpen was what the S.K.’s were officially referred to on digital documents buried away within government and military mainframes. They were secretly approved, built, and deployed to patrol the Ideo sewer systems to prevent the flow of illegals–Ideo ghosts–into the citizen sectors of Atlas. But, the Fornax-Serpens did not patrol–they hunted. They were machines designed to seek and kill all things found within the dark, damp, sewer labyrinth of Ideo.
The boy had lost many from his tribe to the S.K.’s. His tribe was composed of trusted and skilled companions who knew how to survive and journey through the tunnels of the Ideo underworld. They were often utilized by one of the various competing Ideo-clans to smuggle potion-magics, weapons, sex-slaves, human and animal body parts and organs, and pirated technological goods–both software and hardware–into and out of the Ideo sector. The money they gained for their services was considerable within Ideo, but it never lasted them more than a few days for they always gambled and spent more than they could afford on women, alcohol, and drugs.
To this boy it had never meant a thing to take life. He had never contemplated the act. And why should he have? He was an unwanted child of Atlas; nothing of any moral significance was ever taught to or expected of him. He had only known abandonment, abuse, and the sweet hypnotic pleasures of the potion-magics he bought and used to pollute his veins. His tribe and he had always fed the flames of greed, lust, and wrath within the underworld of Atlas. But somehow, now, he had begun to understand the tragedy of death.
In the alley across the street from him lay the mangled dove. He stared at his wet, filthy shoes and crossed the street with little care for the vehicles that sped passed him.
Questions howled in his head: Why was she so stupid? So, so, stupid! I told her. Stupid bitch. I’m going to fuck those S.K.’s. I’m going to fuck them. Shit! What’s the fucking point? Why live in this? Why fucking deal with this when I can just put a gun to my head? Why the fuck did they have to shoot that stupid fucking bird? Why did I look up? Why did I have to see it? I should have just ignored that piece of shit. I hate this . . . I hate this!
The boy looked up to the dark sky and screamed, “I hate this fucking city!” A man walking toward him replied, “Then fucking leave!” The boy met the man’s eyes with a glare that furrowed his forehead and bent his brow. Adrenaline shot through his veins. His pores breathed anger. His muscles clenched. He wanted to reach into his tattered coat, pull out his short sword, and show the man the weapon that would end him. He wanted to see fear in the man’s eyes; see his face turn into a pathetic plea for mercy; see his hands tremble; his knees give way to gravity; his bladder release urine. He wanted to see the man cry and beg for mercy.
What would he do? Yes, he would toy with him first. Kick him in the face to make his nose bleed. Grab his arm and slice it open. No, he would pull out his gun and shoot him in the kneecaps and make him kneel. He would grab his hair, pull his head back, and shoot him in the mouth–no, the eye. No, he would stab him straight in the heart and listen to him cough and choke as he twisted the blade in his chest. He would kiss his lips when he coughed up blood and spit it in his face. Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him!
But nothing happened. The man continued walking and disappeared around a street corner. The boy simply stood balancing between the edge of the sidewalk and the street. Vehicles continued to pass blowing up wind that caressed the back of his neck. The wind; it called to him. It whispered into his ears. He relaxed. His shoulders dropped; he unclenched his fists; he bowed his head. He took in a short breath and felt the weight that pained his heart. He inhaled again and again, each breath longer and deeper than the one before. He covered his eyes with his dirty hands; and although there was no one to hold him, to comfort him, there was something. Perhaps it was the wind.
When he had regained composure he took several steps into the dark alley and stood over the dove; the dove was lying on the broken bricks and cobblestones that lined the alley street whimpering, staring into the boy’s eyes, begging for death.
“Shit, shit, shit,” he said seizing his hair with his hands. He looked at his surroundings searching for any object that would end the dove’s suffering. There was rotting waste along the walls of the alley and two rusted garbage dumps–a sad reminder that these streets were forgotten, no longer serviced by the sanitation department. Rats scurried into and out of crevices and thin streams flowed into the street. The smell was typical of an alley: the scent of urine, vomit, rotting food and waste.
A large muddy brick was the object the boy chose to end the dove, and as he picked it up a raindrop splashed upon his hand; the sky had begun to weep; and when the boy lifted the brick over his head lightening flashed and thunder boomed.
The dove looked up and saw the silhouette of her executioner. It was time, and she closed her eyes and accepted the end.
 
Blood flowed into the filth of the alley. The boy kneeled beside the crushed dove for a moment before leaning against the concrete wall of an abandoned building. He looked down at the beaten cobblestones of the alley street and lulled himself to sleep as the cold rains fell upon him.

Of Black Crows
 
One could not imagine an Atlas without its black crows. Quite ugly beasts if you were to ask our opinion. They look so unmerciful, and they always steal breadcrumbs from those poor pigeons that work so hard to scavenge. You name them the dirty rodents of a city sky, but we quite like pigeons. They move their little heads back and forth as they make each and every little step. Very adorable we must say.
The barbaric black crows of Atlas were incredibly grotesque due to their unusually large size. It was for that reason that they were deemed the guardians of Atlas. Most definitely it was some war-loving group of men that knighted these black crows as such–really, what feminine creature would deem them so? Only a man could see beauty in a crow.
Getting back, you really must stop us if we talk into tangents, we won’t take offense. Well, like the bats of old Kai monasteries, the black crows flew and protected the Kai palaces at night. Legend tells that the black crows of Atlas were the reincarnated beings of noble Kai warriors who promised their eternal strength to the Atlantean kings and queens. How horrible a thought to reincarnate into a black crow, quite mad really. What? Don’t be foolish. We shall have you know that it’s simply not done. The spirit of a crow reincarnates only into a crow.
Anyway, what we are trying to explain is that the crows were in greater number and better found near and around the historical sites that dotted the city-galaxy of Atlas. They were also in and around the gardens and forests that surrounded the Atlantean Royal Towers. It was also said that they possessed a darker quality. They were not only protectors, but also messengers of death.
It was bad luck to spot a black crow on one’s wedding day. Unfortunately, we must say that upon our wedding day our cousin, Ita, spotted a black crow. Within a year of our union our husband died. He was a wonderful man. He died of an unusual disease. He was the only man we had known romantically in that lifetime. But we would rather not talk of that or of him. There we are going off topic again. Our mind is so old.
So where were we? Oh yes, of black crows, I remember. Some said that they, the black crows, could be swayed for they only served a force that was strong. For thousands of years the Kai, long allied to the Atlantean Oracle Kings and Queens, were the greatest power and symbol of truth in the western regions of the Mother–we mean Earth–but in the years of Andromeda they were small in number, and it was rumored that some among them had fallen to the dark. It was said that a few disciples of the Kai Orders had lost their faith in the Oracle Queen’s ability to rule. As a result the citizens of Atlantis began to ask, “Who do the black crows serve?” Although it was unknown at the time, because of the distracting bickering between the members of the seven royal families, the black crows had found a new master. It was in the year thirteen of Andromeda that the power of the Oracle Queen came into question as senators and commoners sought a republic campaigned for by the one named Maniok . . . and deceiving was he.

Chapter II
 
The rains ceased and the young boy woke. He rubbed his eyes, curled his toes in soaked, dirty socks, and stretched out his arms. But, as his eyes focused, he saw a black crow standing near his feet picking at the spilled organs of the dead dove.
The crow paused and looked at the boy with a long strand of coiled intestine hanging from his mouth. He crooned and continued pecking.
“Get away from her!” the boy shouted; the crow feasted more. He tried to push the crow away with light kicks but the crow contested by biting at his rubber sole. Frustrated, the boy shot up to his feet to deliver a final kick, but the crow had already taken flight.
The crow, fully satisfied by his meal, ascended to meet the winds that blew foul air between the abandoned buildings of the Ideo sector. Soon he was soaring high above Atlas. Night had come and city lights both static and in motion were seen in all directions.
Although he despised the urban details of Atlas by day–its creeping decay–he loved how pleasant it could appear from high in the dark sky; the city sparkled hundreds of thousands of lights as streams of lights of all colors and shades outlined a vast shining web that stretched out to the mountainous horizon. The view was astounding, but as he looked in awe he began to despise the night for he knew that there was no real beauty in the lands below him during the light of day. The ocean was now near for instead of city stink the salty scent of the sea was filling his lungs. In the distance he could see the glorious columns of light beaming bold and strong into the night sky from the hollow of Mount Eve. There, within the heavily carved mountain that stood near high sea cliffs, was the Tower of Light encircled by the seven Atlantean Royal Towers.
The Tower of Light rose above the surrounding rock walls of Mount Eve and the seven towers. It was a white tower, an ivory tower, made of white marble stone. Hidden behind the Tower of Light, to the west, was the black Tower of Drakul. To the southeast of the dark tower was the Tower of Libra, and to the northeast stood the Tower of Taurus. Southeast of the white tower stood the Tower of Leo, and to the northeast the Tower of Cancer. The Tower of Virgo stood southwest of the Tower of Leo, and the Tower of Gemini stood northwest of the Tower of Cancer.
The towers served as the political residences of the seven Atlantean Royal Families; they each, except for the Clan Order of Drakul, held dominion over the various regions and colonies of the Empire. The Oracle King Artemis built the six zodiac towers–the white and dark towers had already been built in the ages before his time–as a monumental astrological calendar marking the coming ages. He had lived in the Age of Libra, the Golden Age: a time of balanced scales, elegance, beauty, and high art–the zenith of Atlantean peace and prosperity. It was said by him that a dark time would come in the last days of the Age of Virgo and that “a child born to none” would arise and give life to the Age of Leo; the Ages of Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus would then follow to cloak the Mother in shadow.
The crow did not rest until he reached the center of a massive, circular marble surface at the peak of the Tower of Light where stood a tall marble column with a wide base and a pointed crest he could not see. Landing in the shadow of the tall column he looked out and saw the white light of Mount Eve shooting up like a translucent wall all around the circular plane’s curved edge; the winds sang a low reverberating tone that caused his bones to quiver. He heard something faint and listened; a whisper within the winds tempted him to see what was below the edge. He walked toward the edge finding shadow mixing white light into grey. Long cool moments passed. The wall of light was then before him, and just when he was about to touch it with his beak a strong draft of wind ruffled his feathers and nearly lifted his body. The wind was soon gone and he felt the full weight of his body again. He bent forward, stretched his neck over the edge, and looked down into the blinding abyss. He lost his balance but quickly managed to step back and catch his breath. It was all too much: the light, and the song of death that now howled deep within the winds. No, it is more than I can bear; to the shadow will I return, and the crow hobbled back to the familiar comforts of the dark.
When sight returned to his eyes he looked out beyond the wall of light and saw the vast Atlantean urban expanse. There were red, blinking dots of light outlining a forest of sky-towers. There were other lights as well, but fear gripped him when lightening flashed. He looked to the west and heard the sky growl. There was something growing there, in the distance, buzzing about in that thin line where earth meets sky. He saw what he believed to be a family of gigantic crows. This is not possible, he thought. He soon realized that they were not crows but things made by the dwellers of the dark city. He called out. Guardian crows soon gathered upon the Tower of Light. Disapprovingly; chaotically; they all screeched at the approaching metallic menace.
He became nervous and flew to the Tower of Drakul landing on the head of one of the many dragon statues that decorated its black marble sides. He looked back to the Tower of Light and saw his fellow crows flying frantically above it. There was a flash of light; the crow cringed, and then there was the boom of thunder. The sound was deafening, as loud as a thousand falling trees that had been cut down at their bases. Then there was fire. In all directions explosions bludgeoned the scene. The crow had never seen such anarchy. He feared for his home: the towers. His frenzied mind could only believe that Mount Eve had awoken from its dormant sleep to heave molten rock and ash into the air.
An intense wave of heat threw the crow into an uncontrolled descent. But he fought gravity and glided back into flight trying desperately to escape the exploding inferno. He wanted to return to the Tower of Drakul, but as he searched for landmarks to set his bearings he discovered that the Tower of Gemini stood no more. He cried out in horror as the metallic beasts mockingly flew by firing beams of red light through all in their path.
Filled with rage he flew between bursting flames to reach and enter the Tower of Drakul through one of its stone-slit openings. He then glided down until an explosion devoured the tower’s peak unleashing a wave of fire and ash. The crow dived into the coil of an adjacent staircase, but stone fragments and clouds of dust chased after him and threw him hard against stone steps.
There was silence. There was darkness. The crow gathered himself and shook debris and dust from his body. The torches that lined the walls of the staircase were all extinguished. His eyes searched for light, but there was none. Blood trickled down his leg. He did not know where the blood was flowing from for his head ached and clouded his mind. He limped forward; a surge of pain rushed to his head. He realized that his leg was bruised and that his abdomen had been cut. Exhausted, he sat and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. A moment passed and with night eyes he slowly descended the stone staircase.
Broken stones littered his path. He stepped forward trying to avoid the obstructions. The explosions were increasing in frequency causing dust to spill repeatedly down the staircase. He had only descended five steps when he heard two men call out in the distance: “Hello? Is there anyone alive up there?” He cawed in reply. The men called out again hoping to hear a human cry, but they only heard the cries of the crow again. Disappointed they shook their heads and continued, lighting the unlit torches that lined the tunnel before them. The crow listened to the men speak and whisper as they walked away hearing the fear in their hearts shiver their words. Soon their voices faded into nothing.
Afraid and desperate the crow decided to fly down the well of stairs to the flickering torchlights below. He leapt, glided, and landed safely upon the stone floor directly beneath a burning torch. He had no recollection of the tunnel he found himself in. He did not know from where it came or to where it led. He chose the corridor of burning torches the men had disappeared into. Shuffling forward he listened uneasily to the now muffled explosions that released more trapped dust from the stone-lined ceiling.
The crow stopped when he heard the voices of a man and a woman. The man’s voice was angry. He looked up and saw a small vent where the wall of the tunnel met the ceiling. The voices were coming from that vent. He ascended into the air, entered the vent, and limped in search of the voices.
The male voice was growing angrier, which he did not like, but if he wanted to survive he had to go to where other living beings were located. He wobbled carefully within the dark, vent tunnel. The voices were coming from a faint shimmering light at the end of the tunnel. Ill at ease he thought: What is that light? What is its source? Could it be a flame that I must turn away from? No, it does not burn. It does not sound. What is it then? He reached the end of the tunnel and saw that he was standing behind the massive head of a glistening golden statue that was surrounded at its base by hundreds of lit candles.
The statue was of the Kai Goddess of the Moon; the goddess sat in a meditative position, legs crossed, hands held flat below her pelvis. The goddess was housed in a stone, high dome chamber lit by the torches that hung from the walls and by the hundreds of candles that surrounded her altar. The flames reflected off the shinning gold of the goddess, causing a fantastic glow. The crow could see that a few offerings of fruits and incense that were lined around the altar had fallen out of their place-holdings. The chamber shook again; more dust and small pieces of marble fell to the floor from the high domed ceiling. The crow called out and flew into the chamber.
Arkan shot his eyes at the black crow and thought: It is a dark omen, yes, to see the black guardian on such a day. His hair was wet from the beads of sweat that had gathered around his scalp. His dark robes, dirtied by dust, covered his body but revealed his boots, which ran up to the tops of his shins. He looked back to Neva Yun Ra after the crow had landed on the shoulder of the Kai goddess and cemented his grip around her thin arms. He clenched his jaw before he spoke, “You must come with me–we have to leave.”
Neva Yun Ra kept her eyes down. Her elegant robes of white, light green, and blue–moist from sweat–cleverly hid her pregnancy. She stuttered, “I can-n not go with you–I can-n not leave her–I can not–”
Arkan pulled her close, “I have sworn my life to you. I will not let you be murdered in this place. I will not let my child be killed here.”
“Our child!” Neva Yun Ra contested. The stone chamber echoed her words in a shrill that traveled up into the apex of the high domed ceiling; the black crow nearly flew in fright. She continued, “This child is ours, not yours. We can not leave the Oracle. We have sworn our lives to her. How can you abandon whom you have sworn to protect?”
Arkan’s hardened eyes bore into her; again she looked down. He tightened his hands around her arms, hurting her. He drew her close; his heart pulsed like a deep drum; the cold metal of his long sword bit into her waist. And as his heart thumped he began to shake: first his shoulders, then his arms, and then his chest and neck. It was a sign of his devotion to her. But his mind, his mind fought hard against his heart. Stoic men do not tremble and never do they fear for they embrace death and honor love only from a distance. Such was the religion of his mind.
It was nearly a year past when they had first lain together. He had not sought anything from her; he had only wanted to rest his wearied body. Before he fell to sleep she entrapped him with a passionate haste drawing her lips close to his; he began shaking as if cold air was frisking his skin. But there was no draft of wind. It was warm within her chamber; firelight danced upon stonewalls as wood burned and crackled.
He spoke: “My body behaves so when it is filled with emotion. It does not know what to do; it trembles when my heart seeks to speak.”
She looked at him as he spoke. His eyes were closed, his face, serene. She could see that he was falling deep into his inner self. She tried to warm him, but he explained, “I am not cold. The air is as warm as the heat I feel from your chest. My body shakes for it weeps for my heart. My mind is battling her, but soon my mind will give way and my heart shall speak, and warmth will fill me like an uborn child deep within his mother’s belly.”
Then his trembling stopped as if it never were. “This is the heart of Arkan that speaks to you.” Neva Yun Ra looked at him with intense eyes. “I remember the first time I saw you,” he took a deep breath and exhaled as memories filled him. “You frightened me . . . I was in disbelief of you . . . I could not look at you. You were so beautiful . . . so, so beautiful that I could not bear it. Never had I known such sadness as when I first lay my eyes on you. I cursed our shared faith.
“And now here we are, and I am happy for this is how it should be. My heart can not bear the silence of Kai loneliness.”
A large explosion shook the chamber of the Kai Goddess of the Moon launching the black crow into a panicked flight. “I have sworn my life to protect you and only you. We don’t have time for this–Yun!”
The trill echoes of the crow’s cries and his thrashing wings filled the chamber. Neva Yun Ra, frightened by the crow, hugged and buried her face within Arkan’s chest. Arkan pushed her away, looked into her eyes and said, “Forgive me.” He jumped and kicked, striking her right temple and knocking her unconscious. He caught her before she fell to the floor and carried her into the shadow of the moon goddess.
The black crow searched for a high ledge to rest upon, but there was none and as his tired wings weakened he slowly descended to the cold floor. He was, as before, alone. He listened to the sound of his approaching death; beating drums that shook stone, freeing more dust.

Chapter III
 
The grey, serene eyes of the Oracle Queen were hidden behind her closed eyelids. Her eyebrows were thick, her lips thin, and her unadorned, straight black hair touched the seat of her throne. Large silver-loop earrings lightly caressed her exposed shoulders. Her royal robes of white, peppermint green, and light purple flowed along the lines of her petit body. Her leather belt, engraved elegantly with depictions of angelic creatures, was adorned with a crystal buckle that had seven diamonds set into it–each representating one of the Seven Stars of Pleiadia; the buckle was a gift to her royal line from the Winged Creator. Her feet were bound in white boots of soft suede with light blue silk straps that were woven and tied tightly around her shins. She sat peacefully with her legs crossed on her throne. Her right hand rested in the palm of her left, and her left hand rested in the cloth nest below her childless belly.
She was wise, but far younger than her royal appearance would confess, and even younger still in the knowledge and experience needed to play in the dangerous games of politics and government. Her allies were few for she paid no heed to the delicate balances required between her and the royal families, the corporate nobles, the politicians, the bureaucrats, the military elite, and the Ideo-clans.
In the many decades before her reign the Ideo-clans had grown strong in corporate power and political influence over the sectors, regions, and colonies of the expanding Atlantean Empire. Of the competing Ideo-clans there was one that had gained the greatest of power, controlling the ways and means of politics, economy, finance, and military conquest. Ophiuchus was the name of this clan whose leader was known to all as the corporate noble, Maniok. Deep was Maniok’s hate for the reigning light of the eight Atlantean Royal Families and its Kai guardians and priestesses. It was rumored by some that he had once been a Kai guardian apprentice of the Order of Leo many decades, perhaps centuries, ago. But this was bizarre speculation for there was no credible record describing the origins of the one named Maniok. He was, in all senses of the word, a mystery.
In her few short years as Oracle Queen, Andromeda sought to accomplish good in the name of her empire. Her heart was innocent and pure, hopeful and faithful. She strived to end the long brutal expanse of her empire; she fought to protect the natural riches of her lands, and she spoke to end the suffering of those who could not speak in political rhymes: the slaves, the poor, the children, the crippled, and the many creatures of the land, sea, and sky. But, sadly, her righteousness had failed and deceived her, and she sat on her throne in thought of what could have been now that it was all soon to end.
Her throne, the centerpiece of a massive, circular, royal throne chamber, was a flat, short, white marble column elevated by ten concentric, white marble planes. It was cut several millenniums ago from Mount Kai; considered by the Wise to be the birthplace of the Red race.
The Atlantean Royal Throne chamber was unlike any other of its day. It was bathed in a glorious white light whose source could not be explained; it was neither lit by the sun, nor by flames, nor by electrical means. It was said, according to myth, to have been lit by a great magic of a time long forgotten. Of course, no modern Atlantean believed in magic. There was only the truth of science, technology, and medicine to adhere to and abide by.
The true age of the royal throne chamber remained unknown; the Gods of the Seven Stars built it upon the peak of Mount Eve in the beginning days of the Red race. Over time Mount Eve was cut down and shaped to form the Tower of Light, which stood surrounded by what now remained of the seven Atlantean Royal Towers. The royal throne chamber was not only a symbol of the ancient heritage of the Red race but also the sacred link between mortal man and the Winged Creator.
The earth moved and the Oracle Queen woke from her thoughts. She stared at the towering, thick-iron chamber gates. Sitting in meditative positions in a circle around her, on the plane below her, were the High Kai Priestesses all dressed according to the traditional colors of the royal Clan Orders they represented; and standing before them, on the plane below, were their respective High Kai Guardians who were also dressed in the same colors as the High Kai Priestesses to whom they were bound. They all stood in the sequential order of the towers: Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus. There should have been seven guardians and seven priestesses in all but only six pairs were present. The Oracle Queen knew that Neva Yun Ra and Arkan of the Drakul Clan Order had abandoned her to save the life of their forbidden child.
Further below, sitting upon the first seven of the ten concentric planes were all forty-nine of the Oracle Queen’s Kai-Minor priestesses. They were beautifully dressed in the colors of the towers they represented. The same number of Kai-Minor guardians stood in lines of seven by seven before the throne chamber gates; they were led by the Kai Elder King, Skaton-ka, who was dressed in black and grey robes that were held to his joints and waist by black leather straps. Black signified his age, superior knowledge, and skill–he was the only Kai guardian able to defeat a sword-wielding opponent with nothing more than the single whip of his unarmed hand. His shaved scalp revealed long snake like scars that wiggled when he laughed or frowned. His left wrist was adorned with a faded, yellow cotton bracelet whose long threads hung from a tight knot to his callused fingertips.
The bracelet was a gift from his mother on the day he was passed on to the Kai; he was seven years of age. His mother could not afford to feed him and his nine siblings after the death of his father. Out of desperation she decided to give him to the Kai guardians of the Girus Temple where he could be educated and fed. His time at the temple was filled with longing for the comforts of his mother’s warm embraces as he cleaned, worked, and served the Kai guardians like a slave. But, he persevered in his meditations until the day came when he was granted leave to go on his three hundred day retreat into the snow-capped Mountains of Arakara. It was there that he gained the Enlightenment and trained in the art of Kai sword under the guidance of the Sirians. That was so long ago, he thought.
 
And together they listened to the oncoming darkness beyond the chamber gates. Boom, boom, boom was the song of its approach.
 
Skaton-ka clasped his hand around the leather hilt of his double-edged long sword; the Sirian Creator had forged his sword in the volcanic fires of Maldek in the late years of the Age of Libra. It was an instrument that had the power to give and take life, and a symbol of the oppressive wars waged by the Lyrans against the Sirians. Skaton-ka was the Elder King of the Order of the Kai Guardian guild and forever bound to his Oracle Queen. He was devoted to his faith; he was a warrior-priest pure of heart, and he possessed a mind nearly devoid of any desire beyond the spiritual or ideal. Never had he loved and never would he wed for he was the holy patriarch of his guild.
He knew that his many decades on the Mother had finally come to its last hour. He had seen it in his dreams–an approaching darkness that would extinguish all that was known to him in a single night. He had trained his entire life to embrace and not fear death in the face of battle. As a Kai he was prepared to lay down his life for his Oracle Queen. He woke every morning believing that that day would be his last. He held no wants, desires, or attachments to his physical body. As a Kai warrior educated in the scriptures of reincarnation he knew that he had lived and died many hundreds, if not thousands of times. Even within a single lifetime he knew that he had died and been reborn time and time again; the Skaton-ka of age five was no longer, as was the Skaton-ka of age fifty-five. Death and rebirth were simply a part of the unending cycle that defined the material realm; all things must end, be forgotten, and be renewed. Thus were the laws of impermanence.
He stood proud and strong in the white light of the Oracle Queen’s throne chamber while gazing at the metallic designs that adorned the borders of the iron gates before him. He tried to commit to memory the every detail of the hand-hammered roses and vines that crept up the outer sides of the gates for he knew that they would soon be destroyed by the force that was now upon the white tower.
He had always sought to inquire about the artisan who had fashioned such a metallic wonder; he wanted to know when he had lived, and what was known of him. Every time he had passed through those gates he reminded himself to research into the life of the artist, but always did something of greater urgency occupy his actions and thoughts. And now he stood with no time left to quench his curiosity.
What will be remembered of me? he thought. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps my sword or a trinket of mine will be found in another age. It will be dug up from the earth that had swallowed it and placed upon an altar to be looked upon by an observer who will wonder as I wonder now about the life of this man who crafted those metallic roses. And in the place of fact there will only be imagination to answer these inquiries for nothing of my life will be remembered in a thousand years time. Only my possessions might outlive me and exist as a monument to my forgotten memory. Such is the way of things.
He went on thinking about his life. So many years had he lived and so many disciples had he taught. Never had he kissed a woman for he had long ago succeeded in disciplining his mind to overcome the desires of his heart. The defeat of his heart was of his own design, of his own making: a sacrifice, a testament of his allegiance to the Kai. He saw the world only through the strict and narrow lense of his faith. Indifferent was he to joy, grief, pleasure, and pain. Virtue was all that he knew and lived by. He was an efficient warrior, a loyal protector of the Kai.
The Oracle Queen gazed lovingly at the back of Skaton-ka. She knew what he was thinking. She loved him dearly like a grandfather and respected his morality and high integrity, but she did not endorse the means by which he had achieved them. She only saw imbalance in his spirit; a man ruled by a mind that gave no voice to his heart. To reject the heart as Skaton-ka did was an act of cruelty, an act of inhumanity. He had gained as a warrior, yes, but he had lost his ability to feel and truly understand what he was protecting. He was cold to the women that adored him and unable to understand the free-spirited ways of children. He was an admirable man, but a sadly tragic one for he had spent all his years in emotional solitude, unattached to all those around him. But, the Oracle Queen understood why he, High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Light, lived as he did. He was a warrior king: the embodiment of the Kai guardian guild’s ancient ways.
Strangely now that the end was so near, Skaton-ka found his mind confused and upset. He did not understand it. He did not know what was eating at his thoughts. It caused him to feel nauseous, as if he was sailing upon a stormy sea. This creeping feeling, yes, that is what it is, was alien to him, but yet he had known of it, felt it before in his youth. It was fear; fear of the end and for the wicked things that came.
In that moment the walls around his heart began to crumble. He bowed his head and held his face with his hands. He was trembling and sad. He wanted to let out and cry the long quieted ache of his heart, but a rush of warmth overcame him, giving him strength.
“It is all right, my warrior king, to feel as you do.”
“Yes, my Queen. Forgive me. I am failing you in our last hour.”
“No, you are not. It is right for you to feel as you do before you fall into the Light. It is right for you to feel the heart that you have repressed for so long. Long have I loved you, learned from you, and cried for you, my Elder King. Much from your life have you sacrificed for my royal line. Now it is time for you to feel. Feel and be strong. Cry and be strong. Love and be strong. You are loved by many, my king.”
“Yes, my Queen. I weep for the end of our Kai ways.”
“My Elder King, both you and I know that this is how it must be. We have seen it in our dreams, this dark night. And from this darkness will a seed of light be born to awaken the Age of the Lion.”
“No, my Queen! It is not right that we shall be ended!”
Skaton-ka lifted his head and fed his anger with the horrid knowledge that the entire history of his beloved Kai faith was to be wiped from the Mother. All his years of unattached focus, meditation, and prayer had now failed him. He would stand before the menace that sought to destroy all within the throne chamber and defeat it for he despised it.
Determined to fight and lead his Kai honorably he turned to face them and settled his sight upon Kron, High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Taurus, and the other High Kai Guardians who stood before their respective High Kai Priestesses. The vacancy between his High Kai Guardians reminded him of his young friend, Arkan.
He believed Arkan had chosen an unwise path, but understood why he had chosen as he did. It was the duty of the Kai to swear eternal allegiance to the Oracle Queen, but Arkan had lost faith in her ability to rule. The Atlantean Empire was not what it had been for so many thousands of years for in this dark time the Empire was held sway by the strong interests of Ideo controlled corporations that sought to maintain and further their global economic hold. Bureaucrats and politicians were easily bought and manipulated by the Ideo-clans who employed poli-ki-clans and speed tribes to do their dirty work. The Empire no longer belonged to the old ways of the Kai, but to the culture of corporate greed.
He knew that to Arkan’s eyes the Oracle Queen was too young to understand the need to compromise with political and corporate forces. Arkan had confessed to him his belief that she ruled by a high ideal that far distanced her from the realities and intricacies that defined the complex, modern age the Empire now found itself in.
Arkan belonged to the old and respected Kai line of Drakul. His royal ancestors were Kai kings and queens who had ruled the regions of Atlantis that now lay beneath the sea–the Second Great Quake of Ara swallowed two of the former five island continents of Atlantis. He was, unlike many of his ancestors, a radical force within the Kai. He had stirred and rebelled like an adolescent. He had always been proud and continually questioned, criticized, and even mocked the decisions of the Oracle Queen.
Skaton-ka, old and wise in the faith, was unable to quiet the young and high-spirited Arkan. He tried to teach Arkan to have faith in the Oracle Queen. He reminded him that the Kai Royal Highness was in constant communication with the Angels of the Seven Stars and that they guided her and through her the Empire. Arkan did not believe that the Pleiadians had the divine ability to guide her wisely. He felt that they had meddled in the affairs of humanity for far too long, and as a result he paid little heed to the code of the Kai; it was therefore of no surprise to Skaton-ka that Arkan had seeded his Kai priestess, Neva Yun Ra. Their unborn child would be the first to be mothered by a High Kai Priestess and fathered by a High Kai Guardian.
The existence of the child was known of and kept secret amongst the high circles of the Kai, but it was suspected and whispered amongst the Kai apprentices and servants within the hidden halls and passageways of the royal towers. Keeping their meetings secret from Arkan and Neva Yun Ra the High Kai Council met with the Oracle Queen, they debated over what was to be done with the forbidden child. Some argued to sacrifice the child while others believed that it was the one child referred to in the prophecy of Artemis. The Oracle Queen was unconvinced of what action to take and decided to meditate and take council with the Pleiadians from whom she learned that the child would ultimately fall to the dark. After much hesitation she finally decided to have the child destroyed upon its birth. News of this leaked to Arkan, which caused him to begin preparations to save the life of his unborn child. It was during this time, in the months after the conception of the child, that Maniok had crushed his political and corporate rivals to then fix his attacking eye upon the Oracle Queen and her Kai, causing some of those who knew of the forbidden child’s existence to see it only as an ill omen.
Never had Skaton-ka met the one named Maniok, but he had watched his power grow over a score of decades. All that was known of him was that he had emerged from Ideo and that he had aggressively led his clan into battle against those who opposed his desire to control all avenues of finance and trade within the underground. When he had gained dominion over the Ideo sector he expanded into the citizen sectors of Atlas by buying into an array of corporations, which he eventually merged into a single conglomerate known to all as the Maniok Corporation; and with this legitimate wealth he bought the support of politicians and corporate nobles to legitimize his growing economic and political power.
Skaton-ka continually advised the Oracle Queen of the dangers of Maniok’s growing and overwhelming influence, but there was little that she could do. The political power she had inherited was faded, weak, and mostly symbolic.
Maniok had revealed his dark intent on the fourth day of the year thirteen of the Oracle Queen’s reign. His pursuit for a republic had been false; his twisted heart had always sought to overthrow the Kai and rule Atlantean lands with an iron fist. In the years before Andromeda 13 he had gained ownership of the industries that developed military weapons and advanced CybOr-tecnologies and musca-technologies. And when finally high Atlantean generals and commanders sat firmly in the palm of his wicked hand he squeezed and ordered the deaths of all the top corporate executives and high government officials who paid no allegiance to him. All who opposed him now were the Oracle Queen and her Kai.
Skaton-ka faced his Kai-Minor guardians. He looked with pride at his young apprentice, Volan, who was standing in the front line, and noticed his camel bone necklace and silver earrings; gifts his mother had given to him on the day he was passed on to the Kai. He wished that there would have been more time to have taught Volan a better understanding of the philosophy behind Kai sword or to have shared another cup of rose tea with him. He is a fine Kai-Minor guardian, he thought. He then looked out and said aloud to his Kai-Minor, “This is our last hour as brothers and sisters in this world! You know what is asked of you. As Children of the Law of One we serve. As children of the Kai we protect. May your swords strike true!”
The walls of the throne chamber shivered. The small army of Kai-Minor guardians looked in disbelief as they saw cracks draw themselves down the chamber’s marble walls for the first time since the Second Great Quake of Ara. Then there was silence. All stood still. The violent drums of the explosions had ceased. In unison, all the Kai priestesses woke from their meditations and looked up at the massive iron gates.
“It is time!” Skaton-ka roared with an anger that melded into the fierce explosion that tore open the gates launching thick metal fragments to the other end of the royal chamber. All Kai-Minor guardians unsheathed their long swords and held them high above their heads. They stood firm before the shattered entrance as debris fell in all directions, but not upon them for they were protected by the telekinetic will of their priestesses. The white light of the throne chamber reflected off the sheen beauty of their swords. They called out their battle cries and charged into a cloud of fire and ash.
Rapid plasma-fire flowered into the throne chamber like an unending stream of fireworks. The Oracle Queen and all her Kai priestesses immediately protected themselves from the attack by jointly creating a half-sphere, Kai-Ra energy shield that revealed itself as a dark blue hue when the unending streams of plasma-fire were absorbed by it. And although the Kai-Minor guardians fought only with swords they were each individually protected by the Kai-Ra projected around them by their respective Kai-Minor priestesses. Their swords were strong, dense alloys sharp enough to cut with ease into the heavy metal of the attacking kragita-droids whose height was four times that of a man.
Only one kragita-droid could enter the royal throne chamber at a time through the vertical crater created by the blast. Their cyclopic eyes targeted groups of Kai guardians and fired upon them from the canons that formed the whole of their forearms. For every explosive shot and blast there were two to three Kai-Minor guardians thrown into the air, but after smashing into the floor and regaining their senses they found only minor cuts and bruises upon their skin; their Kai-Ra shields did not protect them from the solid objects that struck them within it. And when the guardians rose to reengage in the fight they quickly bowed in gratitude to their Kai-Minor priestesses for shielding them.
The kragita-droids began to fill the chamber. The stomping of their immense hooved feet repeatedly shattered and shook the ground causing groups of guardians to lose their balance and fall as Kai priestesses held strong to their meditations, deaf to the loud destruction all around them.
Volan had fallen, and when he looked up he saw a kragita-droid’s iron sole rise high above him. He grabbed his sword, scrambled to his knees, and rolled. There was a massive stomp. Safe, he sighed but found that the marble floor had splintered up cutting his arm. He cursed and then launched himself onto the droid’s foot. The kragita-droid looked down. He wound his arm and threw his long sword straight into its single eye. Blind, the kragita-droid kicked in all directions before flinging Volan off its foot.
Kai-Minor guardians soon assailed upon the sightless droid slicing and hacking at its feet. Its legs then buckled and it fell to its knees. The guardians then overtook the droid, but it fired its last shot at the high ceiling releasing a downpour of stone and dust upon the Oracle Queen and the Kai priestesses. Volan and the men of his guild stopped and looked helplessly at the falling trail of stones and dust, but suspired when they saw it all slide along the sides of the priestesses’ Kai-Ra shield.
Long swords were lost or broken as the Kai-Minor continued battling the kragita-droids, but were instantly replaced by short swords and other weapons hidden within their garments. Together the Kai-Minor took the kragita-droids down one by one in the manner revealed to them by Volan; they struck at the eye of the droids and cut them down.
As the number of kragita-droids began to dwindle a cyborg army armed with plasma assault-rifles and double-edged swords festered into the royal chamber. The cyborgs looked like men, robust in appearance, but hairless and with colorless flesh.
Skaton-ka ran at a cyborg that fired repeatedly at him; each shot rippled and illuminated his Kai-Ra in a light blue glow. The cyborg had only moments, desperately it dropped its rifle and grabbed its sword, but Skaton-ka lashed out and decapitated it.
He charged from one cyborg to the other within a battle scene filled with clanging swords, plasma-fire, and metallic limbs that bled oil upon crushed marble stone.
 
He moved like water flowing down a riverbed filled with jagged rocks.
 
Holding his long sword he ran and threw himself at the colosal kragita-droid before him, and stabbed his blade into its chest. Hanging from the sword’s hilt he pulled himself up, drew out his short sword, and stabbed it into the space above his head. Hanging now from his short sword he twisted his long sword within the droid’s chest before pulling it out and landing on the ground.
Fire belched from the kragita-droid’s lacerated chest. It swiped its cannon arms at the flames but could not extinguish them. The droid then bent forward and targeted Skaton-ka who had already unleashed his long sword from a tight wind that sliced clean through the droid’s shin. And like a mighty tree cut down at its base the droid fell; its last vision was of a Kai-Minor guardian raising his long sword over its eye.
Skaton-ka retrieved his short sword from the droid’s upper chest and slid it back into its sheath. Cyborgs approached him with swords ready in attack positions. Devoid of all thought he closed his eyes, breathed the heated air deep into his lungs, and relaxed his grip on the hilt of his long sword. He squinted and smiled before lashing his sword out in a vicious whirlwind assault that defaced the humanoid opponents all around him. In eerie unison the cyborgs dropped their swords and fell into a circle of death around the Kai Elder King. He looked beyond their twitching bodies and saw his Kai-Minor guardians fighting the unrelenting storm of cyborgs and kragita-droids.
The battle consumed all within the royal throne chamber except for its sacred center, where stood the High Kai Guardians, and where sat the priestesses all around their beloved Oracle Queen. It was an unsettling sight; the constant and familiar blue glow of the Kai-Ra that protected the meditating beauty of the priestesses while giant machines, cyborgs, and men battled within smoking fumes of grey and black.
Skaton-ka looked at the High Kai Guardians. He looked at his Oracle Queen upon her marble throne, found peace in her gaze, and stood transfixed upon her enigmatic beauty and youth.
Kron interrupted Skaton-ka’s thoughts and spoke to his mind, “Let us fight.” Skaton-ka dropped his exhausted arms and shoulders. His long sword dripped with oil as sweat soaked into his garments. Cyborgs advanced upon him. He was feeling the strain of his age; his mind could only stretch the years of his body so far. The cyborgs closed in. Kron called for an answer and Skaton-ka replied, “No, you must stand as one with the five beside you.”
He looked to the floor littered with shredded metal and blood trying to find renewed strength in his heart and suddenly, like a falcon about to take flight, he spread open his arms revealing the virility of his two crafted swords. Anger contorted his face into that of a wild boar about to strike its prey; open mouthed, fangs dripping saliva. He roared as he swung his swords decapitating the cybernetic enemy before him. Two cyborgs rushed in, but he leapt and flew high into the smoky air. A heavy array of plasma-fire came at him from below, but his Kai-Ra protected him from the shots that would have otherwise ripped him apart into globs of melted flesh. Using the force of his descent he rounded his long sword to slash in two another cyborg. He crouched before the divided cyborg and marveled at its interior circuitry.
The floor shook violently; a kragita-droid was kicking and crushing the ground. Skaton-ka raised his Sirian long sword to catch the droid’s attention and then pointed the sword’s tip at the droid’s eye while holding his short sword perpendicular to the ground. Just as the droid approached him he ran and leapt into the ash air sheathing his swords, twisting and dodging a volley of plasma-fire, and landing onto its head. Like an agile spider he moved to the droid’s shoulder while avoiding its swiping cannon arms, but its movements became more and more vicious and he slipped and fell slamming his chin hard against its metallic back before grabbing the droid’s neck. As he tried to pull himself up he saw that the droid was running toward the throne chamber wall to crush him. He drew out his short sword, but before he was able to stab the mechanical beast he lost his grip and flew into the air, losing his sword. He crashed into a pile of shredded metal that cut deep into his arms and back.
There was a massive sound. Ignoring his wounds Skaton-ka saw that the kragita-droid had crashed into the chamber wall. Destruction was now everywhere. He looked and despised the desecration that now fashioned the royal throne chamber, but the mesmerizing peace of the priestesses’ Kai-Ra calmed him.
The kragita-droid, now the last within the royal chamber, pushed itself out of the crater it had created in the chamber wall and charged after Skaton-ka. Skaton-ka, unable to rise to his feet, scurried away on his hands and knees. The droid was now upon him, raising its iron foot. Skaton-ka crouched and sprang away. KURAAASH!!! The droid had stomped hard into the floor creating a massive hole beside the old Kai guardian. The droid lifted its other foot for a second attempt, but Skaton-ka jumped high up, over, and behind the metallic nightmare launching his long sword straight into its armored back before falling back down to the ground. The droid collapsed.
Breathing heavily Skaton-ka looked around and realized that the first offensive line of droids and cyborgs had finally dwindled into pathetic heaps of scrap metal. His Kai-Minor guardians, who were also catching their breaths and tending to their wounds, were standing in small pockets all around the royal throne chamber counting their dead. Seven of their youngest fighters had they lost to the enemy. Tired, he shook his head severely pained by the deaths of his Kai disciples, and looked to Kron who had bent down in grief and at the Kai priestesses who continued to sit in deep meditation around their Oracle Queen. He could see sweat dripping from the priestesses’ foreheads and their thin robes clinging to their moist skin. He then looked at his Oracle Queen who was also deep in meditation, but aware of him and of everything within her royal throne chamber. His eyes began to well with tears as he gazed at the vibrant blue hue of his priestesses’ Kai-Ra for its beauty continued to inspire him.
The Oracle Queen spoke to him, “You are my warrior king, Skaton-ka. You have always been faithful to the ancient ways of the Kai. You are strong in your thoughts and wise in your years. But it is not done. Awake and fight.”
“Yes, my Oracle Queen.” Skaton-ka stood proud, but further aged, before his men. He pulled his long sword out from the back of the kragita-droid he had defeated and wiped it clean of the oil that oozed down its surface. The Kai-Minor guardians followed his example and wiped their swords as well. With dwindling strength he looked through the smoky air, beyond the shattered chamber gates, and saw a second offensive line of cyborgs. Looking farther ahead he saw a third and fourth offensive line; he knew that this army would ultimately overwhelm and tire his guardians.
It began; cyborgs howled like savage wolves at a full moon. These howls caused the youngest guardians to be afraid. Regardless, the guardians, together, faced the cyborgs ready to fight again.
The cyborgs charged in and Skaton-ka ran to meet them by leading his Kai back into battle. The two sides ran at each other shouting their battle cries until they crashed into one another with clanging swords and curses.
Skaton-ka slashed and hacked tearing down cyborg after cyborg as oil and blood splattered repeatedly over his face and arms. Adrenaline rushed through his veins giving him unnatural strength. His heart pounded his chest, and as it did time began to slow.
At a distance he saw Volan being besieged by seven cyborgs. He could see that his apprentice was struggling, that his defensive tactics were becoming desperate, and that there were no guardians near him to aid him. He knew that it would not be long before the cyborgs overcame him. He ran to him, and as he did he saw the failure of Volan’s defense and the blow that beheaded him. He cried out capturing the attention of the seven cyborgs before ramming his Sirian sword all the way through one of the cyborg’s heads. Now unarmed he stopped, turned, caught an assaulting sword between his palms, kicked it out of the attacking cyborg’s hands, and drilled his thumbs into its eyes. The blind cyborg grabbed his arms and stretched them out so that a third cyborg, from behind him and armed with two swords, could slice his forearms clean off. Blood sprayed and coated his weathered face as he fell to the floor. His end had finally come.
The cyborg that had defeated Skaton-ka stood over him with hateful eyes–the other cyborgs closed in forming a circle around the two–and smiled savoring the fleeting moments of victory over the armless High Kai Elder before grabbing his left ear, pulling him up to his knees, and beheading him. It then raised the decapitated head up to his, spat on it, and threw it to the floor. The head rolled until it stopped against a mechanical limb.
Skaton-ka could still see and saw his headless body, his bloodied neck stump, and his executioner walking away. He focused his eyes on the faded yellow bracelet of his former body and found . . . his mother’s warmth again.
The Kai-Minor continued fighting, but their morale was at a loss; their Kai Elder King had fallen. Fear grew stronger in them; it ate at their minds and hearts convincing them that if Skaton-ka–the most skilled of the Kai guardians–could not stand against the onslaught then they had very little chance for victory, let alone survival. Kron tried to reinvigorate them, he spoke to their minds and coordinated their defenses but it was, in the end, futile.
Despair first consumed the youngest Kai-Minor; devoid of hope they soon fell. In time what remained were only a handful of the oldest Kai-Minor guardians who stood together, back to back, within an impenetrable circle formed around them by the cyborg army. Cyborgs charged into the circle one after the other to battle the remaining Kai; and although the guardians won each engagement they were slowly worn and torn down by a collection of cuts, exhaustion, and time.
All the Kai priestesses felt helpless and frustrated as they could only sit and watch their remaining guardians be felled by enemy swords. Kron begged the Oracle Queen to command her priestesses to unleash the Spheres of Ra upon the cyborg army, but she refused; she knew it would drain too much from her priestesses; their strength was needed to maintain the Kai-Ra.
The priestesses began to weep. They watched the last Kai-Minor, Bator-Uran, hold his sword with unsteady hands. The circle of cyborgs closed in on him. He turned again and again trying to face all the enemies that surrounded him, but it was hopeless. He stopped, prohibited his Kai-Minor priestess from aiding him, and said to the minds of his Kai: Let it be known that I shall fall with no hatred within my heart. And with those words did he strike and fight to his death.
The cyborgs stood and marveled at their feat when all was done with the last guardian. They looked over the scores of Kai limbs, torsos, and heads that littered the throne chamber. They had fulfilled the first act of their task.
Kron, frustrated, filled with guilt, angered that such bloodshed had cursed the sacred walls of the royal throne chamber, began to yell at the young mind of the Oracle Queen begging her again to give the command to attack. The Kai priestesses followed with pleads and demands against their Queen for they had learned nothing from Bator-Uran’s words and could no longer bear the horrific site that surrounded them:
 
We beg of you, our Queen, to let us fight!
 
Please, please, please let us do so.
Let us not betray them, oh the gods, no!
 
Please, let us finish these horrid beasts!
 
What have you done, but lead us to the end?
 
Betrayed them have you–our Kai-Minor!
 
And from the Clan Order of Cancer came the wicked words of five Kai-Minor priestesses:
 
From the Dark were you sent!
 
All is finished because of you!
 
Too young–worthless–you can not see!
The malice of our contempt shall overcome thee!
 
Let us unleash the Spheres of Ra upon our foe!
Or feel the heat of a heavy blow.
Vile!  Vile!  Vile!  You are hated so!
 
The Oracle Queen begged them to stop their collective shrill screams that tortured her mind. Holding her hands over her ears she tried desperately to block their exhausting demands and rotten words, but it was of no use, what seemed like a hundred voices filled her mind. Never did she want to give in to their shortsightedness, but she was still young and vulnerable, and after witnessing the slaughter of so many, and having lost their respect she feared them and gave in by ordering the attack.
Simultaneously the Kai priestesses clasped their hands together above their foreheads. Small spheres of fire actualized and expanded before their hands and shot out as bright and blinding light ripping through the cyborg army. The cyborgs retreated, but the Spheres of Ra came at them unrelentingly; piercing through them; throwing them back; launching them up into balls of flame.
And when all was done of the cyborgs the Kai priestesses dropped their exhausted hands and arms, and rested.

Chapter IV
 
Arkan moved with great haste as he carried his beloved Neva Yun Ra in his arms through the dark corridors of the underground labyrinth of the Tower of Drakul until a sharp pain crossed his chest. It was done. He knew what had become of his Kai-Minor guardians. He had betrayed his Order, and in doing so he had weakened the power of his Kai enabling Maniok’s forces to exploit them. He stopped dead in his tracks for it was then that he realized that what he had done would forever haunt him, but he knew that he served a higher ideal, one stronger than the wavering power of the Atlantean Kai; he stood firm in his belief that the forbidden child that grew in the stomach of his precious Neva Yun Ra was the one child “born to none” as described in the prophecy of Artemis. Whispering to himself there in the shadows of an unlit passageway he reaffirmed his belief that his child was worth the death of all the Kai for it would be his child that would bring the birth of a new Kai Order by overcoming the darkness of the world, bringing back the light, and awakening the Age of the Lion. Neva Yun Ra began to stir in his arms. He looked at her knowing that she had never fully accepted or shared in his creed, and that she loved him far too much to have exposed his guarded beliefs to the High Kai Council; instead she had chosen to blind herself from the now fatal consequences of his self-righteous actions.
Exiting the damp tunnels he entered a massive underground cavern and laid his priestess on the ground so that he could rest and look out in all directions. Seeing nothing of threat he relaxed and took a deep breath of the stale almost phosphorus air, but then he heard a soft familiar whimper and looked down at his priestess seeing tears flowing down her cheeks; he knew that her dreams were tormenting her. He closed his eyes and saw what she saw; images of countless, guardian men–headless and limbless–all pilled on top of each other in a lake of blood within a radiantly white chamber. Bitterness consumed his heart for he did not appreciate these horrific, telepathic images being sent from the High Kai Priestesses to his Yun as a desperate plea for her aid. He clenched his teeth in disapproval and looked ahead at the vast cavern and at the stalactites and stalagmites that surrounded him. Abruptly he felt as if a predator had just sighted him for its meal and stood still while focusing on the pool’s moving surface where he heard water fizzing and something massive rising beneath its surface. His eyes widened, he knew what it was, and he bent down, lifted his priestess from the ground, and carried her into a dark crevice.
Three Aqua-Krotraks–heavy artillery transport submersibles–emerged from the water and rolled onto the cavern floor crushing hard stones and minerals while advancing toward the crevice where Arkan and his unconscious priestess were hidden. Without warning the Aqua-Krotraks stopped and released pressurized steam from their anterior–Arkan cautiously backed away from his thin view of the transports–infrared beams then shot out from the transports to scan the rough features of the cavern as hatches opened along their sides releasing small surveillance droids to hover and fly like buzzing flies. “They’re looking for something . . . someone,” Arkan whispered to himself with unease as he peeked at the cavern scene. Pressurized air then spat out from the transport’s posterior planks which lowered to the ground allowing heavily armed, artillery droids to march out five across before breaking their formations to run out and cover the irregular walls and corners of the cavern.

Chapter V
 
A tall figure, cloaked in black robes, walked down the torch lit hall to the Atlantean Royal Throne chamber. Its pale face was eclipsed by the hood that covered its head, and as it walked it avoided the firelight by stepping in shadow; the cyborgs and artillery droids that lined the hall dropped to their left knees and bowed their heads when it passed. The figure stopped to look beyond the distant broken gates of the throne chamber, and focused its glare upon the blue, half-sphere energy shield that radiated over the Oracle Queen, her priestesses, and the High Kai Guardians.
A bald man, short in stature, dressed in black and dark grey robes, walked up to, and stood behind, the dark figure. His frail albino face had no eyebrows. His lips were black as were his twitching eyes that sat deep within their sockets.
The dark figure turned to his servant and hissed, “This night brings the end of the Kai.”
“My Domek,” began the albino man, “there are still forty-nine Kai-Minor priestesses, and strangely there are only six High Kai Guardians protecting six High Kai Priestesses.”
“I shall thank Arkan for that. Continue the search. He is still here, deep in the beneath.”
“What are we to do with the Kai priestesses, my Domek? There are too many of them, as a collective they are, perhaps, too powerful. They can destroy us if they so choose–”
“They can destroy you . . . but, not me,” he sneered. “They know my mind is safe.”
“How then are we to advance? We can not penetrate their Kai-Ra?”
The dark figure inched closer to his white-faced friend and whispered, “Do not be so certain that the Kai are beyond the grasp of Belial. I have felt a weakness within, a lack of hope among their young. They have seen the imminent doom of the Kai and have chosen to join me. They have betrayed the Law of One. They have consumed the spirit of the demon.”
 
A shadow grew outlining five Kai-Minor priestesses who had awoken from their meditations with eyes that dilated into a demonic stare. Together, these baneful five, unleashed swords from within the dark of their robes and slit the necks of the Kai-Minor priestesses seated before them. They then ascended into the air and blasted Spheres of Ra from their hands at the youngest of the tiring Kai below them.
Kolia Ra, the youngest of the Kai-Minor priestesses, exploded into a ravaging wrath of flame. Her horrific screams shattered the meditative thoughts of those around her as fire delved deep into her throat and lungs; the foul scent of her burning skin filled all within the Kai-Ra.
Nearly all the young Kai-Minor priestesses scattered from Kolia Ra’s blazing body of frantic arms and legs. Then another globe of fire hit and threw Kolia Ra up like a weightless doll, burning her until she moved no more. The youngest priestesses retreated from the baneful five–the Kai-Ra weakened–and one by one they were torched for none among them were able to silence the fear in their hearts and minds.
The oldest and wisest of the Kai-Minor priestesses sat calm and focused, as six of their youngest burned, easily warding off and suspending the attacking Spheres of Ra in mid-flight with their raised left arms and open hands.
Artillery droids opened fire upon the Kai-Ra; and the seated Kai priestesses replied with their right palms outstretched before them to further reinforce the Kai-Ra shield. The shield grew strong again. Together the elder priestesses looked up and arrested all motion from the five hovering traitors who they dishonored by flipping them over. The Oracle Queen then said to the wicked five, “You are no more.” And with those words the Queen threw them spinning out of the Kai-Ra, pinning and crushing them against the high curved ceiling with the heavy strength of her mind.
Looking at what it considered a delightful sight the dark one turned to the white faced man and said, “Unfortunately, the High Kai Priestesses, and their pathetic little guardian men, are pure in both mind and spirit. We will have to be patient. Their minds are willing, but their bodies weak. As the coming days pass they will starve and meet their end. They shall die slowly, and her royal lineage shall be forever wiped from Atlantean memory.
“I will finally gain what I have sought, the pleasure of killing the last Guardians of the Kai.”
The Oracle Queen felt him, the one that was a man but not. She took a deep breath and tried to break into his thoughts, but could not. He, the dark leader of this invading force, was there, but not in mind or spirit, only in flesh and synthetic parts.
Time was running out. Kron knew not what else to do other than to allow the priestesses to rest and regain their strength, but that they could not do. Kalia Ra, his High Kai Priestess bound to him, agreed that there was little else that could be done. The High Kai Council convened with their Oracle Queen as the remaining thirty-two Kai-Minor priestesses focused their fading strength upon the Kai-Ra.
Kron spoke, “Forgive me, my Oracle Queen. I was not myself when I demanded the Spheres of Ra be unleashed upon this malefic force.” He bowed, and after he did each member of the High Kai Council spoke and offered their apologies as well.
“Your apologies I accept,” began the Oracle Queen, “but, it is too late for such thoughts and gestures, the hour of death is nigh. You have failed me by doubting me, and I have failed myself by giving in to your demands. Nevertheless, I am the Oracle. I am your Queen.
“Long has my line been in communion with the Pleiadians and Sirians. They have always guided our people. But events occur, as they should. And here we are at an end. You all know the words of Artemis. You can all feel that this is how things must be. Two from our Council have we lost. One will escape. And from his seed that has yet to be conceived will our Legacy of Light begin.
“Do not fear. Come near and welcome my Light for soon it shall consume all.”
 
A black raven flew through the corridor that led to the throne chamber and eyed his master, the one he called White Face. He glided and landed upon the extended arm of his master and projected his thoughts to him.
White Face petted his bird, “My Domek, there are two in the cavern beneath.”
“It is Arkan and his priestess. Ensure that they do not escape. I will face them.”
“Yes, my Domek.”
The raven understood the instructions of the one he called Dark and took flight back down the corridor to deliver the directive.

Chapter VI
 
Arkan was trapped behind the crevice. There were too many heavy artillery droids, and although they hadn’t already, they would soon detect his movements, or body heat, and with his Kai priestess unconscious he was unshielded and thus unable to fight through to an escape. Turning around he kneeled, held the arms of his Kai priestess, and lightly shook her.
“They know we’re here,” he whispered, “Yun wake up.” There was no response; he continued shaking her, “Yun . . . Yun.”
Neva Yun Ra emerged from her fitful slumber and murmured, “We must go back–my sisters will soon pass into the Light.”
“Yun, please, we can not, we must save the child that grows within you.”
She hesitated, “No, we must kill this child. Maniok,” her eyes widened, “He is coming–He is near.”
“What?”
“Arkan you must kill me.”
“What?” he repeated shocked and angered.
“Arkan please . . . you must understand . . . kill me and leave me.”
“Never.”
“You must. Within me grows a forbidden Kai child . . . If Maniok succeeds in killing off the Kai . . . then all that will remain is this child . . . Maniok will seize the child–bend him–twist him into the shadow–He–No! It is here . . . it is here . . .”
Heavy artillery droids advanced upon the hiding place of Arkan and his priestess. Arkan stood up with clenched fists and a furrowed brow ready to face the one named Maniok. He exited the crevice. The droids responded by parting a path to reveal a figure silhouetted by a backdrop of transport floodlights.
The figure spoke, “Is that you, Arkan? So happy to see me? I must confess I can not contain my twisted self. It is a pleasure to see you again . . . Step closer–more into the light so that I may see you. No? Pity–Let’s be done with it fool! Unsheathe your sword. Face me!”
Arkan stepped back into the crevice to look a final time at his Neva Yun Ra.
“Face me!”
He kneeled before her and said, “Yun, I love you with all that is good within my heart.”
“Come out and face me!”
He kissed her gently upon her lips and said, “Give me the Light. I will face Maniok.”
Arkan stepped out of the crevice; the space around him filled with the blue light of his Kai-Ra.
“How you’ve grown,” slurred Maniok. The droids widened the path between the one they served and Arkan. It then disrobed exposing its eyeless, earless, white bony face that had two slits for a nose, black lips, pearly white teeth, and a tongue the color of blood. The black, raw silk garments hanging loose from its body swelled from a draft of wind like the dark sails of a ship over a moonless sea. It eyed Arkan with a contorted smile and exploded into a run, gaining speed with each step that kicked up dirt, and unsheathed two double-edged long swords before leaping into an attack aimed for Arkan’s heart.
Arkan unsheathed his double-edged long sword, charged, and leapt high into the air. Bright, lightening-like flashes erupted from the clash of his sword against Maniok’s swords sending shrill echoes in all directions. Gravity then reclaimed them.
Back on the ground and crouched like a wild cat Arkan heard the clanging echoes of the swords continue into the far reaches of the cavern and noticed blood from a thin cut on his right thigh. He placed his hand over his wound feeling the blood ooze between his fingers and saw Maniok clench its teeth, tighten its grip on its swords, and leap into the illuminated air. He jumped after his enemy who slashed with both swords at him. He was not fast enough to counter the strikes; his right arm was cut; and he fell in an uncontrolled descent crushing a coarse stone with his back when he hit the ground. He shouted out in pain and grabbed his bleeding arm before rolling off the crushed stone that had stabbed several stone splints into his bruised back. He sat up and tried to lift his forearm, but could not; his muscle had been cut clean through.
“I’ve waited too long for this!” Maniok bawled. “Already you have been cut twice by my sword! There is no hope for you. Soon your Yun shall lie with me.”
“Never!” Arkan grabbed his sword with his left hand, bolted up from the ground, and ran at Maniok.
Maniok easily jumped high over Arkan, but Arkan threw himself onto his back and hurled his sword up in a deadly spin.
A horrific scream filled the underground cavern. The entire length of Arkan’s sword was sticking out through Maniok’s left arm. Maniok crashed into the cavern wall and tumbled down to the ground; its left arm was mangled, its flesh broken and streaming with blood and black oil. It stumbled up to its feet shaking its head, realigning its neck, and looked down at its wrecked left arm before gripping the hilt of the long sword that stuck out from it and yanked the sword down ripping the arm out of its socket. It waved the sword throwing the battered arm off it and held it out proudly. “I know this sword, and you will die by it! This is the sword of your grandfather and now it is mine. I will take more pleasure in killing you with it for this sword will end you and your seed forever!”
“Then come and finish it!” Arkan shouted.
Maniok lifted its right arm, sword in hand, and pointed three fingers at Arkan. The heavy artillery droids began firing. The shots were all absorbed by Arkan’s Kai-Ra, but the collective force of the assault threw him hard against the cavern wall, knocking him unconscious.
Maniok, satisfied, pointed to the resting place of Neva Yun Ra. The droids altered their stream of fire to the dark crevice, but Neva Yun Ra’s Kai-Ra, which had begun to fade in strength, consumed it all; the Kai-Ra’s blue hue was no more, it was now a cloud white.
The firing ceased and Maniok approached Arkan’s motionless body and stood over him, eclipsing him in its shadow. It raised and aimed the Kai sword over Arkan’s heart, but paused when Arkan’s eyes fluttered opened. Maniok was delighted to have Arkan look at it one last time, “It is finished–”
Blinding white light filled all within the underground cavern; Maniok dropped Arkan’s sword to cover its face from the brilliance. The sword fell on Arkan’s chest; he grabbed it and covered his eyes. The floor shook as cavern waters splashed. A terrible wind howled paralyzing all of Arkan’s senses and thoughts with disbelief and shock.
Time stopped. There was no sound, no pain. There was nothing that Arkan could see or feel. He believed that he had died, that he had somehow failed and been struck down by the sword of his ancestors. But, there began a murmur that grew rapidly into a thunderous blare that disabled all machines and devices within the cavern. The wind, now as fierce and as strong as a hurricane, lifted Aqua-Krotraks, threw crippled droids, and cast Arkan across a great distance.
He crashed into the cold waters of the underground cavern. All his pain flooded back. The sea salt stabbed at his open wounds like a thousand daggers. I have fallen into the liquid of hell, he thought. He looked up seeing a great fire blazing like a red wind over the surface of the waters before a current pulled his body down pressing the air out of him. His body cringed; he realized that he was still holding his long sword. The current pulled him down deeper and deeper, carrying him away from the fires. Soon there was only darkness and the cold airlessness of water.
He could not fight against the deep ocean currents and surrendered to his dark watery doom. And although the hands of death were upon him he held firm to his sword. He was fading away but rising, flowing up to a surface of crashing waves. There was lightening and the boom of thunder. He gasped and swallowed in great gulps the rainy air. Life breathed back into his torn body as hard rains pelted his face. The constant rise and fall of the stormy ocean waves began to nauseate him. He looked out and saw only the dark unending ocean. He splashed his hands and arms against the violent waters to turn his body. He then saw sharp, jagged mountain walls. He looked up and saw the Tower of Light broken by fires that burned in flames of blue and white.
 
A black crow flew low over the waters of Ida, circled above Arkan, and abandoned him. Flying against the rains the crow ascended to the broken Tower of Light and rested upon one of the many burnt angelic statues that decorated its sides. He looked down at the watery place Arkan had been, but was unable to find him in the crashing waves. He then flew up and over the flames that cursed what had once been the Tower of Light. He wept for his home, the Tower of Taurus, scarred red by the flames that consumed it. The fires burned in the night, unaffected by the black rains of the malicious sky.
Beyond the mountainous boundaries of the Atlantean Royal Towers there was nothing. The entire city-galaxy of Atlas was unlit; fooling the black crow to believe that the city had somehow vanished by some dark magical means, but lightening struck the Sea of Ida and in a flash Atlas reappeared and was gone again from the eyes of the crow. And as the towers crumbled the storm clouds rolled beating the crow with unrelenting winds and rains.
 
And it was into this darkness that the black crow flew, forever lost.

Of Endings and Beginnings
 
Oh, dear. We do not mean to sadden you with such a disheartening tale. It ends dark. Yes, this we know. But all things begin in the dark. Always before the light there is darkness, in this realm the material.
Do not fear for here we all are, many thousands of years after these events. It is said by some that history has taught us nothing. Hmmm . . . yes, we may understand this point of view, but we do not agree. The legacy of your kind has been smeared with acts of war and hate and greed, all expressions–all acts of fear. Long has your kindred feared–and for good reason. But, yes, this we know, you are not ready yet to hear of these reasons. In time the answers you seek will come.
And here we are, happy, yes. We must admit that we were not looking forward to the telling of the tale we have just told. Too many sad and dark memories does it bring. But, we are quite pleased to begin to tell the tale of the one named Kieko. His story is long, but still when it ends you will find that we are still at a beginning. So far is it to the end–although there are, before we find that end, many endings and beginnings.
This is a beginning. We are getting excited: yes, yes, yes. Its setting is far to the East of Atlantean lands. It is in the region of Kadek, on the Island of Kadek, in the Kingdom of Lemuria that this story . . . trinity . . . will begin and end.

WORDS AND TERMS
 
A
The Age of Virgo – The last Age of the reign of the Atlantean Oracle Kings and Queens.
See also: the last days of the Age of Virgo.
Amilius the Wise: The most ancient and revered prophet of Atlantis who reigned during the Golden Age; founder of the Law of One.
Angels of the Seven Stars – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Aqua-Krotrak – A heavy artillery transport submersible.
The Ara Mountains – Also referred to as the Moutains of Ara. It is a chain of mountains surrounding Atlas.
The Arakara Mountains – Also referred to as the Mountains of Arakara. It is a chain of mountains on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) went on his three hundred day retreat and gained the Enlightenment.
Aryan – The island continent of Atlantis between Poseidia and Og.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
The Atlantean Empire – The territories, regions, colonies, and kingdoms under the supreme rule of Atlantis.
The Atlantean Ocean – One of the five great bodies of salt water on planet Earth. It is located in the West.
The Atlantean Oracle King, Queen – The sacred and traditional ruler of the Atlantean Empire. Only one Oracle King or Queen can be elected to rule Atlantis at any one time.
Of Note: The Oracle King has the power to oversee the High Kai Guardian Elder, the Kai guardians, and the Kai priestesses. The Oracle Queen only has the power to oversee the Kai priestesses.
See also: The High Kai Guardian Elder.
The Atlantean Royal Families – There are seven platonic Royal Families: Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus. Each Royal Family is composed of a High Kai Guardian, a High Kai Priestess and the Kai Order bound to them. Each family governs (with the aid of regional governments) one or more regions of the Atlantean Empire.
See also: Kai Order.
The Atlantean Royal Throne – The royal seat of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Atlantean Royal Towers – The eight royal towers of the Atlantean Empire that are the official residences of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen, and the seven Atlantean Royal Families.
Atlantis – The most powerful civilization in the West.
Atlas – The largest city-galaxy of Atlantis, and the capital of the Atlantean Empire. It is located on the island continent of Poseidia.
 
B
The Blood race – Also referred to as the Red race. It is a term used to describe the human populations of Atlantis.  
 
C
The Children of Belial – Any and all disciples who oppose the Kai.
See also: The Children of the Law of One.
The Children of the Law of One – Any and all disciples of the Kai.
See also: the Law of One.
City-galaxy – A city with a population of more than twenty-five million people.
Clan Order(s) – Refer to Kai Order(s). 
Corporate noble – An individual of significant wealth and political power possessing hereditary rank in a corporate conglomerate.
CybOr-technology – Referring to any technology that synthesizes a living organism with mechanical or electronic devices.
Cyborg – A cybernetic organism.
 
D
Domek – A citizen in Atlantis who has authority, power, or control over others.
 
E
The East – The portion of the world influenced or ruled by the Lemurian Kingdom.
The Enlightenment – The blessed state achieved by a Kai or Ki disciple who transcends all attachments and desires.
The Etheric races of Lemuria – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
 
F
Fornax-Serpens – Also referred to as Seeker Killers or S.K.’s. In the last days of the Age of Virgo they were the machines built by the Atlantean military at the request of the Atlantean government to patrol the Ideo sewer systems to prevent the flow of Ideo ghosts from illegally entering into and out of the citizen sectors of Atlas.
 
G
The Girus Temple – A Kai temple of Atlantis located on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was the temple where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) was raised and trained.
The Golden Age – The spiritual apex of Atlantis under the enlightened reign of Amilius the Wise.
Guardians of the Kai – A general term used to refer to both the High Kai Guardians and the Kai-Minor guardians.
 
H
The High Kai Chancellor – The position held only by the High Kai Guardian Elder who serves the Oracle King, Queen as secretary and chief confidant.
The High Kai Council – A council composed of the Oracle King, Queen, the High Kai Guardian Elder, the High Kai Guardians, and the High Kai Priestesses. Upon the death of the Oracle King, Queen they are vested with the power to appoint a new Oracle King, Queen to the Atlantean Royal Throne.
The High Kai Elder – Refer to the High Kai Guardian Elder.
The High Kai Guardians – There are seven High Kai Guardians, and each is bound to a High Kai Priestess. They each lead and protect, with their High Kai Priestess, the Kai Order to which they are bound.
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
The High Kai Guardian Elder – Also referred to as the High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Light; the Kai Elder King of the Order of the Kai Guardian guild; the High Kai Elder; and the Kai Elder King. He serves the Oracle King, Queen (who he is bound to) as High Kai Chancellor. He also serves the High Kai Council (who he is a member of) as its sole protector.
Of Note: If the High Kai Guardian Elder is in service to an Oracle Queen he is first in command of all Kai guardians. If the High Kai Guardian Elder is in service to an Oracle King he is second-in-command of all Kai guardians.
The High Kai Priestesses – There are seven High Kai Priestesses, and each is bound to a High Kai Guardian. They each lead and protect, with their High Kai Guardian, the Kai Order to which they are bound. 
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
 
I
Ida – Refer to The Sea of Ida.
Ideo-clan(s) – A secret, criminal organization(s) based within the Ideo sector.
Ideo ghosts – The non-Atlantean citizens of the Ideo sector.
The Ideo sector – The economically decaying, industrial sector of Atlas where all non-Atlantean citizens in Atlas must reside.
 
K
Kai – 1. The life force: the vital force of nature and of all living things. 2. The religious faith and practices of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the Atlantean Royal Families. 3. Any and all laymen disciples of the religious faith and practices of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the Atlantean Royal Families.
Of Note: The word was derived from the Lemurian term Ki.
See also: the Law of One.
The Kai Elder King – Refer to the High Kai Guardian Elder.
Kai guardian – A general term used to refer to either a High Kai Guardian or a Kai-Minor guardian, or both.
Kai line(s) – Referring to one or all eight of the ancestral lines of the Kai Orders that a Kai guardian or a Kai priestess is derived from or adopted into.
The Kai-Minor guardians – There are a total of forty-nine Kai-Minor guardians. They are divided into one of the seven Kai Orders, and thus there are seven Kai-Minor guardians for each Kai Order. They are each bound to a Kai-Minor priestess.
The Kai-Minor priestesses – There are a total of forty-nine Kai-Minor priestesses. They are divided into one of the seven Kai Orders, and thus there are seven Kai-Minor priestesses for each Kai Order. They are each bound to a Kai-Minor guardian.
Kai Order(s) – Also referred to as Order, or Clan Order. There are eight Kai Orders: Light, Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus.
Of Note: The Kai Orders of Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus are composed of both High Kai and Kai-Minor guardians and High Kai and Kai-Minor priestesses. The Order of Light is simply composed of the Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
Kai priestess – A general term used to refer to either a High Kai Priestess or a Kai-Minor priestess, or both.
Kai-Ra – Energy shield that only a Kai priestess can create while in an intense meditative state.
Kai Royal Highness – Refer to the Atlantean Oracle Queen.
Ki – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book I: Trinity of the Dark Legacy books.
The Kingdom of Lemuria – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book I: Trinity of the Dark Legacy books.
Kragita-droid – A colossal, heavy artillery droid.
 
L
The last days of the Age of Virgo – The last decades of the Age of Virgo.
The Law of One – The holy doctrine of the Kai faith established by Amilius the Wise during the Golden Age of Atlantis.
The Lemurian Kingdom – Refer to as the Kingdom of Lemuria.
The life force – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book I: Trinity of the Dark Legacy books.
 
M
Maldek – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Mount Eve – The hollowed mountain enclosing the Atlantean Royal Towers.
Mount Kai – Mountain on the island continent of Poseidia that the Wise considered to be the birthplace of the Red race.
Of Note: The Atlantean Royal Throne was cut and made from this mountain.
The Mountains of Ara – Also referred to as the Ara Mountains. It is a chain of mountains surrounding Atlas.
The Mountains of Arakara – Also referred to as the Arakara Mountains. It is a chain of mountains on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) went on his three hundred day retreat and gained the Enlightenment.
Musca-technology – Referring to the science and technology of constructing electronic circuits and devices from atomic and subatomic particles.
 
O
The Ocean of Mu – One of the five great bodies of salt water on planet Earth.  It is located in the East.
Og – The eastern-most island continent of the three island continents of Atlantis.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
Ophiuchus – The most powerful of the Ideo-clans in the Age of Virgo.
The Oracle King, Queen – Refer to the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Order of the Kai Guardian guild – The fellowship to which all Kai guardians belong to, which is led by the High Kai Guardian Elder.
The Order of the Kai Priestess guild – The fellowsip to which all Kai priestesses belong to, which is led by the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Order of Light – The fellowship composed of only the Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
 
P
Plasma-fire – The discharge of highly ionized gas from a fast-action firearm. 
Pleiadia – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Pleiadians – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Poli-ki-clan(s) – A radical right-wing political group(s) of Atlantis.
Poseidia – The western-most island continent of the three island continents of Atlantis.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
Potion-magics – Any of the illegal substances in Atlantis that caused addiction, habituation, or drastic changes in consciousness.
 
R
The Red race – Also referred to as the Blood race. It is a term used to describe the human populations of Atlantis.
 
S
The Sea of Ida – Sea in the Atlantean Ocean that Atlas faces.
The Second Great Quake of Ara – The horrific series of earthquakes that swallowed two of the once five island continents of Atlantis.
Seeker Killers – Also referred to as S.K.’s. Refer to Fornax Serpens.
The Seven Stars of Pleiadia – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
The Sirian Creator – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Sirians – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
S.K.’s – Also referred to as Seeker Killers. Refer to Fornax Serpens.
Sky-towers – The tall buildings and towers of the cities of Atlantis defined as having more than 150 floors or levels.
Speed tribe(s) – A gang(s) of adolescents within the Ideo sector who are often hired by or in league with one or more Ideo-clans.
Spheres of Ra – Compact orbs of highly volatile ionized gas that a Kai priestess can create instantaneously while in an intense meditative state.
 
T
The Tower of Light – The Atlantean Royal Tower where resides the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
 
W
The West – The portion of the world influenced or ruled by the Atlantean Empire.
The Winged Creator – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
The Wise – Refer to Amilius the Wise.
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CHARACTERS
 
The Royal Clan of Uminote
Queen Aikoke – The woman sovereign of the Lemurian Kingdom.
 
The Ikishi Priest
Shinsei – The village priest of Ikishi who resides in the Kadek Temple.
 
The Ikishi Elders
Elder Subo – The Chief, and the oldest, of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a wealthy landowner.
Elder Haru – One of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a wealthy landowner. Shitsu (see: Ikishi Villagers) and Tonono (see: Ikishi Villagers) have debts to pay off to him.
Elder Rinton – One of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a wealthy landowner.
See also: Rinton-no and Koko-maki under Ikishi Villagers.
Elder Sobu-Ta – One of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a wealthy landowner.
Elder Jime-Ro – One of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a landowner.
Elder Tobu-Jo – The second youngest of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a landowner.
Elder Muraka – The youngest of the seven Elders of Ikishi; and a landowner.
 
The House of Kono
Tomo-Katsu – The deceased father of Kono and Buko.
See also: Deceased Ikishi Villagers.
 
Kono – A wealthy landowner in Ikishi, and father of Aiko.
Kania – The deceased wife of Kono, and the deceased mother of Aiko. Atlantean soldiers killed her and her brother, Nam (see: Deceased Ikishi Villagers).
See also: Deceased Ikishi Villagers.
Aiko – He is the only son of Kono and Kania.
See also: Niko (see: The House of Tsuwata) and Taka (see: Ikishi Villagers).
 
Buko – The younger brother of Kono.
See also: Shitsu and Tonono under Ikishi Villagers.
 
The House of Tsuwata
Tsuwata – A wealthy landowner; and the elder brother of Rakima (see: The House of Rakima).
Niko – The son of Tsuwata. He is one of Aiko’s (see: The House of Kono) friends.
See also: Taka under Ikishi Villagers.
 
The House of Rakima
Rakima – A well respected fisherman and farmer in Ikishi.
See also: The House of Tsuwata.
Ruka – The wife of Rakima.
See also: Mamoto under Ikishi Villagers.
Kira – She is the only daughter of Rakima and Ruka. She is Kieko’s (see: The House of Nishiaka) closest friend.
See also: Isao under Ikishi Villagers.
 
The House of Reon
Reon – A poor farmer; he left Ikishi, with his wife Rika, before his daughter, Madonai, married Nishiaka.
See also: The House of Nishiaka.
Rika – The wife of Reon and the mother of Madonai. She forced her husband, Reon, to leave Ikishi with her before their daughter, Madonai, married Nishiaka.
See also: The House of Nishiaka.
Reon-no – The deceased son of Reon and Rika, and the deceased brother of Madonai.
See also: The House of Nishiaka and Deceased Ikishi Villagers.
 
The House of Nishiaka
Nishiaka – The only man of the Red race to have lived in Ikishi. He married Madonai and is Kieko’s father. He is believed to be dead.
Madonai – The mother of Kieko. She married Nishiaka without the approval of her mother, Rika (see: The House of Reon).
Kieko – He is the only son of Nishiaka and Madonai.
 
Ikishi Villagers
Old farmer Toasu – The only man of Ikishi who, in his youth, had traveled far beyond the western borders of Lemuria.
Jomana – The dog of old farmer Toasu.
 
Sekihi –The blacksmith of Ikishi.
 
Rinton-no – He is the eldest son of Elder Rinton (see: The Ikishi Elders) and father of Koko-maki. He is also a friend of Kono (see: The House of Kono).
Koko-maki – She is the only daughter of Rinton-no.
 
Kesake – He is the owner of a popular tavern in Ikishi.
Kesake-no – He is the married son of Kesake.
 
Hirotake – A shy fisherman, farmer, and hired laborer of Ikishi. He has a close friendship with Watanoro (see: Ikishi Villagers) and Raki-ka (see: Ikishi Villagers). He is married to Tomoko.
Tomoko – The wife of Hirotake.
 
Watanoro – A modest fisherman, farmer, and hired laborer of Ikishi. He has a close friendship with Hirotake (see: Ikishi Villagers) and Raki-ka (see: Ikishi Villagers).
Raki-ka – A humorous fisherman, farmer, and hired laborer of Ikishi.  He has a reputation for flirting with women.  He has a close friendship with Hirotake (see: Ikishi Villagers) and Watanoro (see: Ikishi Villagers).
 
Shitsu – A troubled fisherman, farmer, and hired laborer of Ikishi. He has a friendship with Buko (see: The House of Kono) and Tonono (see: Ikishi Villagers).
Tonono – A simple-minded fisherman, farmer, and hired laborer of Ikishi. He has a friendship with Buko (see: The House of Kono) and Shitsu (see: Ikishi Villagers).
 
Mamoto – He was the young man that Ruka (see: The House of Rakima) had loved in her adolescence before marrying Rakima (see: The House of Rakima).
 
Isao – The three-year-old cousin of Kira (see: The House of Rakima).
 
Taka – A friend of Aiko (see: The House of Kono) and Niko (see: The House of Tsuwata). He is slightly overweight.
 
Deceased Ikishi Villagers
Tomo-Katsu – The deceased father of Kono and Buko.
See also: The House of Kono.
 
Kania – The deceased wife of Kono, and the deceased mother of Aiko. Atlantean soldiers killed her and her brother, Nam (see: Deceased Ikishi Villagers).
See also: The House of Kono.
Nam – The brother of Kania. Atlantean soldiers killed him and his sister, Kania (see: Deceased Ikishi Villagers).
See also: The House of Kono.
 
Reon-no – The deceased younger brother of Madonai.
See also: The House of Reon.
 
Historical Characters
King Kanda – The Lemurian king whom Kurai IV corrupted.
See also: Kurai IV under Historical Characters.
Kurai IV – The dark warlord who violently tried to unite the northern islands of Lemuria.
Quin-Zu – Founder of the Lemurian faith.
 
Please note: The Houses and characters are presented and organized according to the traditional rules of Lemurian social hierarchy.

PART I

Chapter I
 
It was a beautiful spring morning. The ocean winds blew gently against the leaves of an old tree that stood near a high ocean cliff. A seagull, flying away from the rising sun, flew right over the old tree. She, the seagull, was searching for something. There was a strong gust of wind and she glided until a long stretch of beach appeared far down below her; she had just flown past the sharp edge of a towering mountain wall. Beside the sea she could see scores of thatched huts cluttered around a circular plain, and from the western and northern edges of this village she saw flooded rice fields and newly plowed vegetable fields, both irrigated and not irrigated, leading up to a forested valley. And at the far end of the beach she saw a second mountain wall. She was relieved. She had finally arrived. She descended searching for someone.
A man emerged from his thatched hut and sniffed the air; he could smell the lingering scent of the night rains. He looked at the sky and felt the faint chill of winter saying its last goodbye. He clapped his hands three times, kneeled, placed his hands on the ground, and bowed his head until it touched the ground. He prayed to the goddesses of the sea for he was a fisherman of Ikishi. When he was done he grabbed the spear that he had stabbed into the earth the night before and walked to the beach. Along the way he saw the pink buds of the cherry trees beginning to bloom. Hmmm, he thought, they are blooming a bit early this year.
When he arrived at the beach he stopped and looked out to where the sea met the sky before clapping his hands, kneeling, and bowing his head to the ground again. He prayed to the gods of the winds. When he was done he stood up and saw his small sailboat at the end of a long pier made of wooden planks and bamboo stems. He walked to the pier, and he smiled when he saw a familiar seagull circling above him. “There you are, old friend. Come looking for food to feed your young?” He stepped up onto the pier, walked to his boat, stood before his boat with his hands held together before his heart and whispered a few words. He then stepped into his boat, untied the rope that held it to the pier, and shoved off.
He set his sail, which was heavily marked by long curving lines of his own poor stitch work, and relaxed as he looked back and saw his young son dart across the beach waving at him. He waved back and smiled and thought of how proud he was of his little friend. When he had sailed safely past a reef of jagged rocks he prepared his traps and threw them into the ocean. He then lay in his boat and waited as the morning sun began to shine upon him.
When the sun had risen high into the morning sky he awoke and found the seagull that he had seen earlier sitting patiently within his boat. He rubbed his eyes and said, “Let’s see if I have something for you.” He sat up and pulled in one of his traps. “Looks like I’ve got nothing. But, anyway, you wouldn’t like a crab now would you? Let’s see what I can do.” He grabbed one of his nets and threw it out into the sea. “I have yet to wake,” he yawned. He yanked the rope that was attached to the net and pulled it back in. The net lay in his boat and both he and the seagull were pleased to find a few lively fish squiggling within it. “Now I have something for you,” he said with pride. “The gods are looking favorably on me today, now wouldn’t you say?” The seagull agreed by flapping her wings. He picked out a fish from the net and asked, “Are you ready?” to the seagull. She replied again with flapping wings. He threw the fish high into the sky and the seagull flew up and caught it with her beak. “There you go,” he commended as he watched the bird fly away to feed her young.
 
By midafternoon the seagull had returned to Ikishi. She stood on a high tree branch watching the rush of activity among the villagers who were preparing for the spring festival. Women ran to and from the marketplace trading and bargaining for the ingredients they needed to bake their cakes while old men debated over whose cows were to be sacrificed; children could be heard in the distance singing with glee: One cow to feed the gods, a second to feed our forebears, and a third to be eaten by the adulty-dult men . . .
The air was cool and the sky bright blue. The Ikishi villagers savored days like these because they were so few in the year. It was the seventeenth day of the third month of the year forty-three, of the reign of Aikoke, in the island region of Kadek, on the Island of Kadek, in the Kingdom of Lemuria.
The villagers of Ikishi pursued their doings and undoings with rarely a word from the outside world. They revered their Queen, although none had ever seen or been affected by her royal decisions. Nonetheless they all adored her, their land, and their ancient ways.
It was said by those in the West that the people of Lemuria were a primitive race whose technology and beliefs had not advanced for millennia upon millennia. Of course, such opinions of the Yellow race–the Sun race–were based not upon understandings but upon ignorance, propaganda, and fear. It served the Blood race–the Red race–to diffuse such misunderstandings of the Yellow for the more primitive they made them appear the easier it became for their minds and hearts to conquer them in the name of their Atlantean Empire.
Regardless of the thoughts and opinions of the West the people of Kadek carried out their ways and lives. They were a people dedicated to the sea for it was their “breadbasket,” although they had never called it that for none among them, except for one, had ever seen or tasted a loaf.
Nishiaka, the western man of the Red race that had come to them some twenty odd years ago, had named their sea their “breadbasket.” He attempted to bake them a loaf, but failed continuously, and in defeat he explained that bread was to his people as fish was to the people of Lemuria. Old farmer Toasu, the only man of the village who, in his youth, had traveled far beyond the borders of Lemuria, later corrected this explanation. The old farmer explained that bread was to the people of the West as rice was to the people of the East. No villager paid any heed to the old farmer unfortunately. And so the old man kept to himself by plowing his fields and rarely visiting the sea or those who took bounty from it.
The sea bore nearly all that was to be eaten by the villagers. Fish was eaten raw, baked, or dried, and with rice or in soup. After fish came squid, crab, and the many seaweed plants. They also ate vegetables, fruits, and berries from their gardens and from the wild of their lands and mountains.
For the many holidays that they celebrated they slew and ate poultry and swine, and for the days that marked the birth of a new season three cows were sacrificed. It was a great honor for the farmer whose cows were chosen to be slaughtered for the gods would grant him many good fortunes, and in Kadek there was no greater a cow farmer than Kono; his cows were rich in soft and sweet fat. Season after season Kono’s cows were chosen, and in return he received many riches from the Elders and the villagers of Ikishi. Kono had the favor of many men for he satisfied their lust for cow’s meat. Had it not been for the rules of Lemurian men so many centuries ago that forbade the consumption of meat, except on the days that marked the seasons, Kono would not have enjoyed the wealth he possessed and used to spoil his only son, Aiko.
Aiko had no memory of his mother, Kania, who had been raped and killed by Atlantean soldiers when he was an infant. She was on a four-day journey to Erima, her home village, to pay her last respects to her dying father when Atlantean men seized her and her older brother, Nam. Weeks later their bodies, severely mutilated, were found by Kono and his search party; Kono’s hate was deep for the Red race, and deep had he sown it into the heart of his son.
Aiko was a very masculine and handsome boy. Many girls adored him from a distance. He was a natural athlete in the sport of Teshi-do, and he was clever in devising traps for small creatures. His closest friends were the plump but strong Taka, and the skinny but quick-mouth Niko. The three of them would spend their spare time torturing Kieko, the boy of mixed blood.
Kieko was the only boy, for several days in all directions, mothered by a Lemurian and fathered by an Atlantean. And although his mother, Madonai, along with the young girls of his village delighted in his exotic features, he found little comfort in his physical differences. He was a constant reminder to the elder people of his village of the past abuses waged against them by the Atlanteans, and for that he was treated like an unwanted disease.
 
It was late afternoon. The seagull, thinking of her young ones, took off with the blowing winds and flew up the valley that cradled Ikishi. In the distance she saw a boy running through a farm field. She flapped her wings more and flew straight over the boy.
Running as fast as he could through old farmer Toasu’s vegetable farm Kieko looked up and saw the seagull. I wish I were like her, he wished. Fast behind him were Aiko, Niko, and Taka.
“I’m going to get you, Akai!” Aiko shouted as he ran, reached, grabbed Kieko’s long black hair, “Got you!” and pulled. Kieko tumbled to the ground. Aiko dropped to his knees and slammed his fist into Kieko’s face. Niko kicked Kieko in the head. “Did I say you could cross through here?” Aiko demanded as he pounded Kieko. “I can’t hear you, Akai!”
“To hell with you!” Kieko shouted trying to fight back, but both Niko and Taka began kicking him in the ribs and legs.
“What did you say, Akai?” Aiko threw a hard punch into Kieko’s jaw releasing streams of blood from his lips. “What did you say?” he continued punching until blood splashed up onto his own fists and arms. He stopped and looked at his hands, “I am stained by Akai blood!” He spat on Kieko. “Worthless Akai!  Be gone from here!” he threw another fist into Kieko’s jaw launching a spray of blood onto Taka’s face.
Taka jumped back, “That’s enough–leave the Akai alone.”
Aiko shot his hateful eyes at Taka; “It’ll be enough when he leaves Ikishi!”
Kieko reached and grabbed a handful of loose topsoil and slammed it into Aiko’s face, rubbing it hard into his nose and mouth. Aiko coughed violently trying to spit out the dirt. Kieko kicked him in the groin.
Aiko rolled onto ground cupping his bruised manhood moaning, “Get him, you fat cow!” Taka advanced, but his heavy momentum betrayed him when Kieko sprang up from the ground and tripped him into a small pile of rotten cabbages.
“Come on, filthy Akai! Fight me!” Aiko, now standing, roared. “You’re nothing like your Kai father.” He threw a punch, but Kieko blocked it. The next thing he knew Kieko had grabbed his head and shoved him down to the ground.
“What did you say about my father?” Kieko demanded before being knocked to the ground by Niko who had struck him across the back of his head with a thick tree branch.
Aiko got up and wiped his lips. “Your father was a coward. Run, run he did to the far corners of the Mother,” he pinned Kieko down by sitting over him and began pummeling his fists into his face. Kieko, slightly unconscious, could not fight back. Aiko finally stopped, stood up, and jumped onto Kieko’s stomach causing him to heave an airless cough.
“Stop it before you kill him!” Taka demanded.
Niko turned to Taka and sneered, “What’s the matter, Taka? Can’t kill an Akai?”
Aiko reasoned, “If the Akai can kill my mother then I can kill the Akai!”
“Wicked devils!” Niko cursed. Aiko looked up and saw Shinsei, the village priest, approaching. Niko sprang into a run, as did Aiko and Taka.
Shinsei, quickening his steps to reach Kieko, laughed lightly to himself when he saw Taka, who was trailing far behind Aiko and Niko, bobbing up and down as he ran like an apple in the sea. When he reached Kieko he kneeled before him and took his right wrist into his coarse hand, “Another fight, my young friend?”
The wind blew causing the priest’s dark brown, raw silk robes to flap gently against Kieko who mouthed the word, “Shinsei.”
“Quiet, my young friend. Do not try to speak, just rest.” Shinsei placed his index and middle fingers over Kieko’s wrist and closed his eyes; his eyes moved rapidly beneath his eyelids like dogs wrestling beneath a wrinkled blanket. He opened his eyes, “Young Kieko?”
Kieko was fighting back his welling tears. Shinsei wanted to comfort him by placing his hand over his forehead, but Kieko rejected the gesture by shoving the old hand away, “Leave me alone.”
“You are always alone, young friend. You are no different than your father.”
Kieko stifled his tears; he did not want to appear weak before the spirit of his father.
“I see I have your attention.”
Kieko waited.
The priest continued, “I also know that the beautiful Kira can hold your attention as well”–Kieko gave a confused look–“She is quite unique, wouldn’t you say? She possesses a rare and simple beauty. She reminds me much of your mother.”
Kieko was angry; he did not appreciate what Shinsei had done to get his attention. Bitterly he said, “Don’t talk to me about her.”
Shinsei was silent for a moment. He then tried to apologize, “I am your friend–”
“I’ll consider you a friend when you begin teaching me how to fight against three. I hate Aiko and his stupid friends.”
“I’ll never teach you if that is your attitude toward him and them.”
“What? Do you expect me to love him like a brother?”
“Yes,” Shinsei stated as if the answer was quite obvious. He then stood up and began walking toward the sea while running his fingers through his long white beard. He stopped to look back, and asked, “Young Kieko, are you coming?”
Kieko ignored his throbbing pain, gathered his remaining strength, stood up, and limped over to Shinsei.
As they walked Kieko thought of his father, Nishiaka. He had very little memory of him; he had left Ikishi when he was two years old. His mother had explained that his father’s journey back to his homeland in the West was prompted by the news of a death in his family. Many in the village speculated that a journey to the far lands in the West would take years to reach by foot; and after ten years of waiting for his return Madonai and Kieko finally took council with Shinsei.
Madonai asked Shinsei to visit the spirit world, and it was there that the priest discovered that Nishiaka was dead. When Madonai asked how he had died Shinsei said nothing more than that his spirit was at peace and watching over Kieko.
Kieko did not want to accept Shinsei’s words; he did not want to end his hope that his father would one day return. But, gradually, his dreams of the day when his father and he would sail the open sea faded into the endless nights of his mother’s cries.
In the distance Shinsei saw smoke rising from the thatched homes of Ikishi. He could smell the faint scent of grilled fish and looked over to Kieko who was keeping pace and said, “You take after your father. You heal quickly.”
Kieko said nothing, but he wanted to ask a question.
“I can see that you would like to ask something, young Kieko.”
Kieko was not surprised to hear the priest’s keen observation; he was a holy man, a man devoted to the spirit, and as a result he was very perceptive of the feelings and thoughts of those around him. He looked up and asked, “Was my father a Kai guardian?”
“What causes you to ask such a question?”
“There are rumors that I hear, whispers in the forbidden dark, when I sleep–”
“Enough! Do not mock me with your renditions in the high tongue. No time for mystic foolishness. Who told you?”
“Aiko. He says it’s true. He says that my father left because he was being hunted.”
“When did he tell you this?”
“A day ago.”
“Aiko is always a thorn in my side. His father especially . . .”
“Is it true?”
Shinsei looked at Kieko choosing his words carefully, “In another land very far from here he was.”
“Atlantis,” Kieko said with a disapproving hiss as his thoughts bent around the stories he had heard of the western empire from the elder men of his village.
“When I was your age Atlantis was not what you now understand it to be.”
“I hate Atlantis.”
“Quick to anger, young Kieko. It can be your ally, or so you may think. It may win your wars, but it will never defeat your fears. And fear is what cradles your unhappiness.”
“What do you expect from me? I have no friends here. I’m hated here because I’m Red. You want me to be happy? You want me to pretend that I’m happy?”
“No. That is good that you acknowledge that you are unhappy, but do not use your anger to hide your unhappiness. Be angry, be unhappy, be who you are. Don’t hide it. Those feelings, like everything in this world, come and go. Be angry now, and let it go when it is done.
“All of your emotions are beautiful, powerful, just like the winds, the rains, the sun, and the mighty oceans. When the Sky is happy he shines a light upon the face of the Mother. When the Sky is angry he becomes a rage that feeds the Mother strong rains. Both the light of the sun and the rage of a storm feed and nourish the soul of the Mother, neither is good nor bad. It simply is, just as you are. Do not use one emotion to hide another. Do not hide, that is simply what I ask of you.”
“I don’t want to hide,” Kieko acknowledged. “I want to face my enemy. Teach me Ki sword.”
Disappointed with Kieko’s request the priest said, “If you can answer this koan–your koan–with a clear mind, I will begin teaching you. Name the face of your enemy.”
“Aiko,” Kieko responded sarcastically.
“Come and find me when you have found an answer that is closer to your heart.” He turned away and continued toward the village leaving Kieko behind to contemplate the koan.
 
It was a cool night and Kieko, with a face washed clean by fresh waters, approached his hut that sat along a white path made from countless crushed seashells. When he entered his home he stared at the dirt floor and his sandaled feet with exhausted eyes. His mother was asleep, but she had left his dinner ready in a ceramic pot near the hearth. He walked over to the hearth and warmed his hands before lifting the lid to peer into the pot.
“Kieko?” Madonai said with a sleepy voice.
Surprised, Kieko dropped the lid back onto the pot, “You scared me, mom.”
“Why should you be scared?”
“I don’t know. You should go back to sleep, you look tired. We’ll speak in the morning.”
Madonai, too tired to see the cuts on her son’s face or the markings of blood on his clothes, fell back to sleep. Kieko walked to her futon and placed a thick wool blanket over her; his grandmother, Rika, had made the blanket when his mother was young. It was an old and ragged thing now.
Rika had never trusted outsiders and as a result she had forbidden her daughter from marrying Nishiaka, but young love knows no boundaries, it knows no scars; nothing could have stopped Madonai from marrying the man she loved. Angered that her only daughter had refused to obey her words Rika decided to leave Ikishi with her frail husband, Reon.
On the night of their departure Reon snuck away from his wife and gave to his daughter the wool blanket. He was a broken man, crippled in a war he had fought when he was young, and saddened by the death of his only son, Reon-no.
The blanket was the only possession Madonai had to warmly remind herself of her father, but it also reminded her of her mother’s cruelness. The blanket brought up mixed emotions; the mother she despised had made the blanket, but the father she loved gave it to her as a wedding gift.
Kieko knew that she wanted to rid herself of the blanket by burning it, to, in some symbolic way destroy her mother’s fiendishness. But, destroying the blanket would cut her only link to her father. A frustrating emotional mess the blanket was: a blanket of coarse wool to prick the skin and ignite a rash, but a refuge of warmth during cold winter nights. The blanket did not remind Kieko of his grandmother or grandfather. But it was a reminder. It reminded him of the sharp and delicate line between love and hate.
He had seen too many repeated examples of lovers in his village soon at each other’s throats. His grandmother had raised his mother adoringly, but despised her when she fell in love with his father. He did not understand how love could turn so fast against itself. He often wondered if all forms of love decayed into hate. He did not want to hurt others as his grandmother had hurt his mother, as his father had hurt her in his disappearance, in his death. He loved his mother, but he was afraid. Would he one day betray her or would his love always remain constant and true? He did not know.
He walked over to a small wooden chair by the hearth and sat down to stare at the reds and yellows of the firelight dancing with shadows on his mother’s face. Deep in his admiration for his mother he forgot about his hunger and soon fell asleep in the chair that his father had built long ago.
 
The next morning Madonai shook Kieko’s body yelling, “Kieko! Kieko! What happened? Damn the heavenly stars! Are you all right?”
“I’m all right!” Kieko barked back.
“Don’t speak to me with that voice.”
“What would you like? You were screaming and shaking me in my sleep.”
“Aiko! I’m going to burn his skin. Look at your clothes! Why did he do this to you?” Her voice was trembling with eyes on the brink of tears.
“I’m a man, mom. Leave Aiko alone. He’s my problem, not yours.”
“I’m going to talk to Kono about this!”
“No, you’re not! You’re just going to make it worse for me if you do that.”
“Then what in the name of the gods am I supposed to do?”
“Nothing! Don’t you understand? You can’t protect me anymore.”
“You are so ungrateful for all that I have done for you.”
“I never asked you to do anything for me!”
“How dare you say such a thing!” she raised her hand as if about to slap him.
He stepped away from his mother. He bowed his head, clenched his teeth, and guarded his heart with his arms. Madonai’s body depressed. She now regretted screaming at him. She did not want to become enemies with him, she needed him; he was all she had.
“I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry,” she apologized approaching him, but he stepped back trying to appear strong by fighting off his sadness. He was suffering. She could see that he wanted to cry, but that he did not want to do so before her or the spirit of his father. She knew that he wanted a man in their home, a father to look up to. He was pushing his hurt deep into his heart, into a dark place that he would try to forget. She wanted to hold him to allow his tears to flow, but he did not want to be touched by her. She began to cry, “Please . . . come here.”
He stepped back again as she approached. He knew that she wanted to hug him and cry with him, but he had had enough. He was a man, or at least trying to be. He did not want to tear like a child anymore.
“Please . . . Kieko . . . come here.” She stepped closer and closer until he was trapped against the thatched wall of their hut. He covered his face with his hands. She closed in and tried to hug her son, but he resisted, “Leave me alone . . . leave me alone,” until his voice faded into his body that had begun to shake. He collapsed to the floor defeated by his heart and wept.
She held her son and whispered a sweet melody. Moments passed and she eased him with her words, “You’re my baby. You will always be my little baby. I held your little body in my arms, your little fingernails and toes . . . my poor baby.” She continued holding her son. He wept less and less and soon took deep breaths to calm himself.
“I love you, my little monkey.”
“I love you too, mom.”
They continued to hold each other. Kieko knew that his mother was finding it difficult to adjust to him as a son who was no longer a boy but a young man seeking to solve his own affairs. Soon thoughts of his father and what Shinsei had said the day before filled him. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped. He gently pushed his mother away to look into her eyes, “Why did father leave us?”
“You know why he left.”
“I know the reason you gave me as to why he left. Now I want the truth.”
“Your father was a good man . . . He left to protect us.”
“Protect us from what?”
“From his people.”
“I know that. I’ve gathered that, but why?”
“Your father feared that . . . that one day his people would find him. He was afraid that they would find you and hurt you.”
“So my father was a Kai guardian.”
“Who in the name of Mount Kadek told you that?”
“Aiko.”
Madonai, unable to look into her son’s eyes, said, “He’s a liar.”
“Shinsei told me as well. My father was a Kai guardian, a guardian of the Kai, an Atlantean Kai guardian.”
Madonai did not speak. She only bowed her head and allowed the silence to fill the space between her and her son.
“Why did my father come to Lemuria? He was a guardian of the Kai. He was a guardian of the Kai in Lemuria? Why was my father here in Ikishi? Why lie to me about him? Am I going to learn everything about my father from Shinsei and Aiko?”
Madonai looked at her son confused. She wanted to stand firm, but she wanted to cry as well. Tears began to well in her eyes, but she held them back when she saw how agitated he was becoming with her. She knew that if she began to cry he would not hold her, but, instead, walk out into the cold spring morning. He was too similar to his father in that way. She could see his anger begin to swirl and mix with his intense desire for knowledge. He wanted answers and would not accept anything less from her until she spoke the truth. She held herself together and said with a faint voice, “You’re right . . . I’ve kept this from you for far too long. Shinsei knows more than I do, he knows more than I can ever tell you about the ways of the Kai. One day, soon, he will give you your koan and you will answer it . . . and you will begin training with him,” she paused. Kieko thought to tell her that Shinsei had already given him his koan, but said nothing. She continued, “When the time is right you will learn of your father’s past through Shinsei. He will teach you. He will answer your questions.”
“I don’t understand why you can’t tell me?”
“Because I don’t know of your father’s past. Your father was a good man. He ran from a past that haunted him, and he never shared it with me . . . I remember him waking up in pools of sweat from nightmares. He would wake shaking and I would beg him to open up to me . . . he wouldn’t let me help him. He only sought help and council from Shinsei.
“Shinsei was a good friend to your father. Shinsei is the one who knows more than I do about your father . . . your father, the Kai guardian.”
“Yes, I know, but Shinsei tells me very little about my father the Kai guardian. He only has stories to tell about my father the fisherman or my father the farmer.”
“In time Shinsei will tell you all you want to know about your father.”
Kieko was tired of waiting for the day when all would be revealed to him of his father’s past. He muttered, “My father was an Akai coward.”
She slapped her son across the face and with a finger aimed at his eye she shouted, “Don’t you ever speak down to the spirit of your father! I never want to hear that word come from your mouth again!”
Kieko could not speak; he was in shock as he held his hand to his stinging cheek. Blood began to seep through his fingers from his dry scabs.
She looked at her son who refused to look at her and felt guilt and shame wash over her.
Kieko, head bowed, fought the tears that threatened to drown his eyes again and hurried out of his hut.
 
The sun was beginning to set, and Kieko watched it as he leaned against his mighty Thinking Tree; the tree stood near the edge of a sharp cliff that overlooked the Ocean of Mu. He then recalled his first memory. His mother had insisted that at the age of a year-and-a-half it was not possible for him to remember the time when both his father and her took him to the noble tree. But he remembered the cloudy images of his father and mother, and the grand light that shined upon his Thinking Tree.
His Thinking Tree was wise from the score of years that he had lived, and he was bold. He was bold enough to be the only one of his kind to stand at the edge of a retreating cliff. The thousands of trees that lined the borders of the Great Forest of Ikishi stood far back for they feared the rocky edge that was being eaten away by the majestic ocean waves.
This matter of an approaching death did not concern the Thinking Tree for in return he had the most magnificent view of the setting sun and of the Ocean of Mu. The Thinking Tree saw no grander death than that of falling into union with the deep ocean blue.
Kieko had learned from his mother that his father had spent much time meditating under his Thinking Tree by facing the sun that rose in the far beyond of the eastern horizon. Although he rarely enjoyed or saw any point in zazen–sitting meditation–he would, from time to time, engage in the practice beneath the long branches of the tree in the hope of capturing some essence of his father.
“You must meditate, in silence, by sitting like the Buddha,” were the words that repeated in his mind. Shinsei had insisted that he, as a young man that sought to study under him, adopt the regular practice of zazen, but he only pursued the practice in times of convenience, never as a disciplined routine. He remembered one of the old priest’s lectures on zazen and how it cleared the mind and relaxed the body, but all that he had gathered from that speech was that zazen was no different than being filled by the peace and quiet of a beautiful ocean view or a dreamless sleep.
On this particular evening he sat under his Thinking Tree, dwarfed by its massive size, and thought about his father as he often did. He dreamed of the grandfathers he had never known and dwelled in the sadness of never having learned the wisdom that came from sitting on the lap of a wise old kin. He had grown envious of the village children who took for granted the teachings passed down to them from their grandfathers. This was not to say that he did not learn the many ways of the world from an ancient heart for before he counted Shinsei a mentor he learned much from his Thinking Tree.
The Thinking Tree had taught him that all rivers run into the oceans, and from the oceans the clouds gathered water, and when it was deemed right the clouds shed rain upon the Mother, and so continued the cycle. He learned of the many great cycles of the world, and discovered that not all cycles were good, and that some cycles had to be changed. He learned that after every storm the sun would shine, and he learned that fire had the power to both destroy and bring new life. He learned that death and life were forever a part of one another and that even in one lifetime he would die a thousand times. The Thinking Tree explained that his former self, of the age six, for example, was forever dead, just as who he was today would be dead and forgotten in even one day’s time. From this Kieko understood the lessons Shinsei had taught him regarding impermanence.
Kieko knew that as long as he lived in this world all things would be divided from their oneness into two, and from two into many. He knew that all things were torn apart into far and opposing ends; where there was light there would be shadow, where there was heat there would be cold, where there was love there would be hate; and where there was life there would be death. From this he discovered that the beauty of the world was not in its ability to appear static, but in its ability to flow from one condition into another.
So there before Kieko was the magnificent view that his Thinking Tree had bravely chosen to stand before so many centuries ago. The bright orange horizon had cast itself across the clouds. Seagulls danced across the splendid evening canvas and the ocean winds sang through the leaves and branches of their old friend, the Thinking Tree.
The long grasses bent and moved with the winds and caressed the outstretched hands of a beautifully young, Lemurian girl. She approached Kieko and his courageous tree on a cliff. She walked barefoot over the soft grasses for it pleased her. The sea winds touched and massaged her, and blew her long hair from her face.
Kieko’s tree knew her, as did the setting sun. They understood her desire to surprise Kieko and assisted as best they could in her attempt. Unfortunately an abandoned broken branch did not agree with her plan and cracked loudly beneath her foot. Kieko heard the branch, but he did not look back for he knew who was approaching him.
“I’ve been looking for you,” were her soft words.
“I wanted to be left alone today,” he said without breaking his gaze from the setting sun.
“You’ve had the whole day to be alone. I think that’s enough.” Uninvited, she sat beside Kieko to enjoy the evening scene. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered so as not to disturb him. He did not respond. She rubbed her arms trying to warm them but shivered. She then moved closer to him to gain some of his warmth.
Alarmed, he moved away; his mind began its talk. It cautioned him to not give in to his heart’s innocent want to touch her. He began to shake as his mind battled his heart, giving her, the girl, the impression that he was shaking from the cold winds.
She moved closer; he blushed as his body quivered more. Concerned, she placed her arm around him to ease his trembling body, and as she warmed him she noticed that he did not break his stare of the setting sun.
“Why do you hide?” she asked.
He did not reply.
“Why do you keep everything to yourself? I want to know you, Kieko, but you make it nearly impossible for me.”
He continued his silence.
“Speak to me.”
Breaking his silence he said, “I’m sorry, Kira.”
“Why are you sorry?”
He became nervous and his body began to shake more than it had before. She now knew that he did not shake from the cool winds, but from his uneasiness in being touched by her.
She had grown up with Kieko as if she was his sister in some sense; but they were no longer children, they were young adolescents. During her infant years she watched Madonai’s loving hands raise and try to protect Kieko. When she was five-years-old she realized that Kieko did not have any cousins or brothers or sisters and approached him as a playmate; well, at least that is what her mother, Ruka, explained. As the years passed she felt tremendous sympathy for Kieko; he was often treated like an outsider in their village, causing him to be, more often than not, alone. As for the elders in the village they saw little more than his father in him; his father the Red who belonged to an empire that ate away at the peaceful lands and islands of Lemuria. What saddened her most was that Kieko had grown used to the hushing sounds of adults who silenced their foul whispers of him when he passed.
In the years before Kieko befriended Shinsei and old farmer Toasu he had only his mother and Kira to look to for comfort and laughter.
And as he thought of his mother and Kira while staring at the setting sun he felt shame cross his heart for the times he had taken his anger out on them. He needed a father, someone strong who would teach him how to fight and hunt and release the rage that burned beneath his flesh. It was not until the autumn of two years past that he had acquired Shinsei and old farmer Toasu as trusted friends, but they were old men, too old to keep up with him, or so he thought, and all they really offered him were warm cups of tea and story upon story both fiction and not.
Kira’s arm rested warmly around Kieko, but he was torn, his heart was content but his mind was in a state of unease. His mind beckoned him to feed the hate he held for his face and eyes, but his heart reminded him of how much his mother adored those aspects of him. My mother is the only one who loves the differences that sets me apart. Nothing brought him greater happiness than his mother’s love. How like an angel she is; so beautiful, so much like a rose; and more loving than anyone I have ever known. He remembered how she would hold him in the night, of how she would pray with him before their modest shrine, of how she comforted him and confided in him. He had only known love through her.
He wished for his mother a better life than what she had known. He wished that justice be served harshly against his grandmother who had shunned and abandoned his mother for loving his father. He wanted so much to wish away the sadness he saw deep in his mother’s eyes for he knew that she was alone in the world, and that all she had was him, but he had only brought her pain. He knew that the villagers spoke in dark tones behind her back, that they mocked her; and that he was the source of their malice against her for he was a constant reminder that the Red could one day come and destroy their way of life.
The more he went over these dark thoughts the more he wanted to live his life away, alone. He did not want Kira to experience what his mother went through. No, that must never be–I will never be the deliverer of suffering to her, his mind had declared not too long ago. And from that was born the seed of his distrust for his heart. He swore to never reveal his feelings for her in the light of day; he would bury them deep within, yes.
Only in the night, when all was still, would he allow his heart to reign over him. He would dream of her and of a place where they could be with no fear of hatred or judgment passed onto them. He would dream of their children-to-be and of becoming a father and a grandfather, but with the light of dawn he would always be reminded that his dream was only that.
In an attempt to convince her, and even himself, he began, “It’s hard for me to be open to you Kira. I’ve always been alone. I’m content to be anywhere by myself. I don’t feel a need to be open to anyone.”
“What about your mother?”
He paused, “She is the only one. She knows when I’m sad . . . when I’m content. She knows me . . . she knows me, but still there are things that I do not tell her.”
“Kieko, I want to know you. I . . .” she wanted to say more, express more, but her thoughts coupled with the way he looked into her eyes caused her to blush with rosy cheeks of embarrassment. She looked down, “I saw your mother today. She worries so much about you. She told me that Aiko hurt you again.”
“I can’t wait until Shinsei begins teaching me Ki sword so that I can beat him to dust!”
“If that is your attitude I doubt that Shinsei will ever begin training you. What is the big point, anyway? All you boys ever do is dream about training with Shinsei.”
“And all you girls ever do is talk about how beautiful you’ll look when it’s time for your Hakunus.”
She smiled and said with a hint of sarcasm, “You know that the Elders have chosen Kono’s fat cows again.”
“Great! I’m so happy for him,” Kieko replied. “I hope they all choke on his meat.”
“No, you don’t,” she said. “Are you planning to stay up here all night?”
“No, I’ve just got to think about some things.”
“You think too much. What is so important that you had to spend the whole day thinking about it? I’m sure that you’ve been thinking so much that you haven’t eaten a thing today.”
She was right. He hadn’t eaten anything. His stomach then growled.
From within her garments she produced a small leather satchel. Kieko recognized it; it was a gift given to her from her grandmother. It was a little bag, worn down by years of use and the natural elements, such as rain and the salt waters of the sea, but ardently did it protect its contents from all the muddle of the outside world. Her soft white hand reached into the satchel, and his eyes filled with curiosity. She pulled out a small cotton bag made of a fabric with a loose open weave. She reached into the bag and revealed what appeared to be a small ball wrapped in moist plant leaves, “This is for you.”
He recognized the gift as a rice ball; it was the loving habit of Kira’s mother to bestow her daughter with treats of food both bitter and sweet. He bowed his head, gently took the rice ball from her delicate hand, untied the coarse cotton strings that held the leaves to the rice ball, peeled the leaves away, and smiled when he noticed the hardened edges of the rice ball.
She felt a wave of heat brush over her like a warm summer wind; she was lifted by Kieko’s smile, a small sign of his gratitude.
To not taint the rice ball with his dirty fingers he used the leaves to hold it and then broke it in two. He offered Kira the larger half.
“No, that is too big. You take it, please.”
Kieko did not withdraw the half that he was offering her. He insisted that she take it, “Here, it’s yours.”
“I’m fine. I’m not that hungry, really.”
Growing impatient he said, “If you don’t take it I won’t talk to you anymore.”
Kira took the piece of rice half-smiling.
“I knew that would work,” he said with a hint of laughter.
She teasingly punched his arm with a bright smile.
“There it is!” he said with joy.
“What?” she asked confused.
“Your smile. I love that smile.”
Blushing she said, “You really are a mysterious one, Kieko. One moment you try to be as cold as ice, then the next moment you melt it all away with words so sweet.”
He blushed and tried to hide his flushed face by turning his head from left to right before finally bowing his head to eat his food.
Kira’s smile faded. She knew that she could uncover no more of Kieko’s sentiments. He was guarding them now; to pry a bit would only anger him, like poking a stick into a beehive. So she settled and did as Kieko did, she ate her small meal while listening to the sound of his tongue softening his food with the wet of his mouth.
When they had finished she asked, “So, what thoughts were so important that you almost gave up food to sit up here all day?”
Kieko was caught off guard by her question. He was still in the midst of trying to savor the remaining bits of rice in his mouth. He repeated the question in his mind and thought for a moment.
“I’m just like my father.”
“What?”
He looked down to the blades of grass all around him. He placed his hands over them; he often likened grass to fur, or at least thought of grass as the fur of the Mother. The winds blew and the sun couched into the now rose horizon.
“My father kept secrets from my mother. He hid part of himself from her–I wish I knew him. All I know of him are the stories I hear.”
“One day, Kieko, you will be a father, and one day you will be a grandfather. Your children will adore you. You will give them what you never had as a child.”
“You know that Shinsei will begin training me soon, as soon as I answer his koan.”
Kira was taken aback by Kieko’s sudden change of topic. She felt hurt, even insulted that Kieko had not been listening to her, but as she repeated his words in her mind she realized that he was putting up his defenses again; she was getting too close. Swift of mind she asked with a joyful curiosity, “What is the koan?”
“I must name the face of my enemy.”
“Let me guess . . . Aiko,” the two began to tickle with laughter.
He smiled at her, a sign of his praise, and she accepted with the wink of an eye.
As Kira had known Kieko to do from time to time, he began reciting one of the many legends that he had learned from Shinsei:
 
“There was a monk who sought the great enlightenment on the Kadek Mountain many centuries ago. He bathed in cold stream waters and ate pine needles for 100 days. He sat in zazen during the peak hours of the night and focused his gaze on a star.
 
“One night great demons and hellish fires danced around him, but he was not afraid. He only gazed at his star. There was only his mind and the star. And he saw his reflection in the star and the star saw its reflection in him. It was then that the monk had become Buddha. The Buddha returned to his village and shared his light. He saw his reflection in the face of everything around him. The Buddha is the dirt, the grass, the tree, the rock, the ocean, the sun, the sky, the birds, the stars, the gods, you, and me.
 
“There is no dirt there is no grass, no tree, no rock, no ocean, no sun, no sky, no birds, no stars, no gods, no you, and no me. There is no ally. There is no enemy. I am you and you are me. I am not you and you are not me. I am you and you are me. I am not you and you are not me. Ra di ra di ka gi di . . . These are only words. This is only a story.”
 
Kira had heard this story recited on several occasions by Kieko, but to hide her boredom she entertained him by appearing as if she was genuinely interested in what he was saying. She watched him adoringly as he spoke and focused her gaze from his crooked nose to all the small imperfections of his face. When he was done she took his hand, drew him close, and whispered, “You think too much.”
He nervously replied, “Not really.”
The sun had set leaving the two young souls to listen to the songs of the winds and ocean waves crashing into sharp cliffs. Stars began to appear and all was as at peace.

Chapter II
 
It had begun to rain in the night. Kira said goodbye to Kieko at the fork in their path, and as she walked away avoiding the collecting pools of raindrops she felt the urge to follow him with her eyes. She could hear his footsteps fading away upon the crushed seashells that lined his path back home. They had not embraced in their goodbye, but she had felt his desire to reach out and hold her, as she so wanted to reach out and hold him. She began to see him in her mind’s eye as she walked. His eyes were dark and brown, deep and mysterious like the eyes of a stag that protects an ancient moon forest.
Kira often likened Kieko to a deer; she never spoke of these thoughts to anyone but her mother. She began to dwell on the tale of the deer spirit who protected the hallowed grounds of the Ikishi forest, as told to her by her grandfather and her great uncles when she sat on their laps as a child before a warm hearth.
It was said in the fables of the old tongue that deep within the forest there was an enchanted center, a sacred ground forbidden to mortal man. No one of flesh could ever see or penetrate this center for it was the center of all things, of all life, in the lands of Kadek. It was to where the souls of animals and trees traveled to in the wake of their death to become one with the Great Spirit before returning to the Mother through the womb of all things.
It was said that if ever the Ikishi forest was destroyed its sacred center would be lost and all life would cease in the lands of Kadek for the spirits of the animals and the trees would travel far and away in search of new lands of pasture.
 
In the age before the birth of the Ikishi forest the lands of Kadek had been a terrible wasteland. Black soot filled the air from the fume column breaths that arose from the mouth of Mount Kadek. The spirit beast of the mountain had been a seven-headed dragon whose eyes bore red flame into all things.
The dragon had come from the land of the setting sun with a mind bent to destroy the guardian doe of the then lush Kadek land for it despised her and all her precious makings:
 
Cleverly did the dragon beast seduce the guardian spirit with its lies, and swiftly did it slay her in her sleep. And for an age did it, the dragon, live in the heart of Mount Kadek, blackening it with its eyes, spitting fire and scorching the earth into a horrible dark of stone, ash, and smoke.
 
Centuries had turned into millenniums and the lands of Kadek were avoided by all life.
Then there came the day when a young boy clad in an armor that shined in a bright, divine light, and armed with the sword of his father’s line, entered the black lands of Kadek to challenge the beast of the mountain.
 
The dragon lashed fire and ash upon the boy, but he did not burn.
The boy attacked! And easily did he cut the seven heads of the dragon from their long slithering necks, spilling thick streams of blood into the land as if from the cracks of a river dam.
 
The sword . . .
 
The boy then poured his water drink from his flacon upon the ground and life returned.
 
. . . had given life.
 
The winds blew the foul air to the west, and the sun shined in a heavenly sky that beckoned the grass to grow and creep up through the charcoal of stone and volcanic ash.
 
The boy then sheathed his father’s sword and gave it to a wandering Ki priest who had followed after his light.
 
The priest had been the first mortal, in an Age, to enter the once lifeless land. The boy said unto him:
 
“This sword wields the power of life, but it is an instrument of death. It is the sword of my fathers. It is now the sword of your people. It is a divine instrument forged by the hands of the Gods in the Heavens above. You are now its guardian, its keeper.
 
“In time a vision will appear to you, and you will find the sacred place where a temple devoted to this sword will be built. Within the walls of this temple will this sword be kept, until it is forgotten.”
 
The boy turned away from the Ki priest and leapt high and far falling straight into the sea. The priest lowered his hand–no longer did he need to shield his eyes from the magnificent light of the boy–and lifted the long sword to marvel at it.
And from the waters that the boy had leapt into a doe emerged approaching the newborn Kadek land eager to graze upon its grasses. Seeds of life rested in her belly, but she collapsed and passed on into the light. And as her body faded and decayed her precious seeds grew, growing into trees they did, into a new forest. The forest soon called to the animals and birds, and they heeded and nested within her.
The Ki priest befriended the forest and kept hidden from her his sword for the forest feared iron and the means by which it is made. Then, one night, a stag of the forest, glowing in a wonderfully bright, white light, appeared before the priest and led him away from the campfire he had just built. Deep into the forest did they go, and deep into Mount Kadek did they travel. When the stag stopped he turned to the priest and gave him a bewitching stare. Within the dark eyes of the stag the priest saw the sacred sword and its place within the cavern walls of Mount Kadek.
When the priest awoke from the enchantment he found himself at rest on soft grasses with vines wrapped around his limbs. He asked the winds: Have I slept for two full moons? He noticed a handful of white daisies poking through his dirty beard, and when he sat up he looked at his worn garments and found that they were spotted with more daisies. He stood up and strangely recognized his surroundings: These trees, yes, I know them. No longer are they saplings. Tall, old oak trees are they. He wandered through the wise trees and walked through fields and fields of daisies until he came upon a small pond. He kneeled at its banks and drank, but stopped when he saw his reflection in its rippling waters. His long hair was as white as snow and his eyes looked as if they had seen all the years of a century. His appearance frightened him, he did not know this aged man that stared back at him through the pond’s twinkling surface.
But as the seasons passed into winter the priest grew proud and strong of the wisdom that came with his many years, and he set to work at building the temple for the sacred sword of Kadek.
Decades passed, and as they did mortals began to enter Kadek for the land was plentiful in rich soil for tilling, fish from the sea, delicious meats from the forest, and sweet fruits and berries from the slopes of Mount Kadek.
A village was soon raised and named after the forest of Ikishi.
 
The villagers abided by the holy laws of the Ki priest and paid homage to the forest, the giver of all life, with sacrifices and prayers . . . And often did they sight the mystical stag that strolled along the borders of the forest.
 
The priest explained to them: “The stag protects the forest, and he leads all those away from her center for it is forbidden that any mortal of flesh and bone may enter it.”
 
Time passed and stories were told to sow reverence into the hearts of the young for their beloved forest. But there came a day when a boy, in an act of defiance, sought the womb of the forest and ventured far into her with the threat of fire and metal. The forest grew angry and called upon the guardian stag to find the boy and lead him astray. The boy saw the stag and followed after him while night approached; he soon panicked for he could not find a way out of the organic labyrinth. In fear the boy cursed the forest and began burning and hacking down at its trees with his torch and iron axe. The earth moved in retort, throwing him to the ground. In anger the boy rose and continued pillaging life from the forest. The land then sounded a roar through the mouth of Mount Kadek. Red plush stained the clouds that hovered above the lake of flame at the peak of Mount Kadek. Villagers ran and screamed in fright. An earthquake tore open the lands of Kadek raising towering cliff walls that cleft the sky. When all was done the villagers found that they were within a sharp valley, which would serve as a reminder of the Mother’s awesome power over them. And so it was from that day forth that the villagers of Ikishi kept a distance away from the forest, approaching her only to sacrifice and pray.
As for the boy, he lost his torch and axe in the turbulent movements of the earth. He wandered aimlessly for days through the never-ending columns of Ikishi trees to finally starve to his ill-fated end.
 
Kira, terribly wet from the now pouring rain, neared her home thinking of the dream she had had some nights before. In the dream the stag of the Ikishi forest had approached her.
She was facing the eastern sea near the cliff where Kieko’s Thinking Tree stood; and although Kieko was nowhere in sight she felt him, his spirit. The stag emerged from the forest to graze upon the tall grasses that swayed with the winds. He moved cautiously toward her, and as he did she watched him, admiring his strength, his beauty, his silent movements. His brown fur looked so soft to her eyes. She wanted to caress his back with the palm of her hand, to feel his fur beneath her fingers.
The stag was now just within her reach. His head was bowed to the ground. She made two small steps toward him. She extended her arm; her hand was shaking. Her eyes widened as her fingers drew near his head. She could feel his body heat. She could see his snout and his moist tongue soften his black lips. She was afraid, but so eager to touch him.
His head shot up. Startled, she retreated from the deer with her arms crossed over her chest. He did not run. She sighed in relief. He looked at her. She looked at his horns and followed their curves down to his eye. His eye was black and forever deep. Suddenly she was within the eye, somehow falling within it. It was frightful, painful, but peaceful? There was no wind anymore, no sky, no earth, no flame, and no sea. There was only silence.
Abruptly she felt the heavy clay of her body again and the wind pressing against her skin. Her eyes focused. The stag had run away, retreating back into the forest.
 
Ruka waited eagerly for her daughter to return; she was worried that she might catch a cold from the wet outside. She was pacing around her hut waiting for the water in an iron kettle that was hanging over the hearth to boil while checking to see if the wool blankets she had set by the hearth were warm. She then began to bite her lip as she thought about what her husband had said the night before on their futon.
His words had not been many for he did not care to discuss or wallow in her spiraling afterthoughts. He had said what he had to say and then rolled onto his side leaving his broad back to her. She looked sadly at his back before staring up into the darkness. She heard Kira, asleep, breathing at the other end of their small hut and thought fearfully of how things would change between them when she told her of what her father had explained. She then prayed that they could continue their secret talks of the joys and excitements of young love.
She knew she would have to talk to Kira tonight about her husband’s words, but she didn’t know how she would begin. It seemed like only yesterday that my mother had to have this talk with me, she thought. How time turns child into parent and parent into grandparent–
There was a rapid knock at the short door. Ruka jumped in fright. “It’s me, mom,” Kira said as she entered her home soaked from the cold rains.
Grabbing the warm blankets Ruka immediately placed them around her daughter and began rubbing her arms. “Look at you.”
“Yes, mom,” Kira said rolling her eyes.
“You’re going to catch a cold–or worse!”
“I’ll be fine, mom.”
“Take off those clothes and sit by the fire.”
Kira began untying the knots of her thick cotton dress as her mother went to peer into a pot that was hanging over the hearth.
“How is Kieko?”
“He’s fine,” she answered with a sigh.
Ruka approached her daughter, held her by the arms, and admired her youth and beauty. She smiled, but it was a sad smile. She could see that her daughter was in love. It shouldn’t be like this.  She shouldn’t be kept from loving who she pleases.
“What’s wrong, mom?”
“Nothing sweety . . . nothing . . . You are so beautiful,” she said with pride.
Kira shied away from her mother’s words.
“Youth is so wonderful,” she sighed. “I’m beginning to think of Mamoto again.”
Kira had heard more than enough of her mother’s adolescent stories over the past couple of years. She already knew every fine detail of how her mother had fallen in love with Mamoto, and the hardship of their forced breakup.
Ruka waited for Kira to ask about Mamoto, but she didn’t. That would have been a proper way to begin what I need to tell her, she thought.
Kira put on her nightgown and collapsed onto the fur rug that was covered with pillows.
“Mom.”
“Yes, sweety.”
“What do you think about Kieko?”
Ruka’s heart sank.
“Mom. Mom, what’s wrong?” she asked reading the sudden change in her mother’s facial expression.
“Nothing . . . nothing dear.”
“Come here and sit,” she said patting a pillow.
Ruka sat down beside her daughter.
Kira, unable to hide her excitement, smiled and began, “There is something so unique about him.” Ruka nodded. “But he is like a wall. I can see that he wants to reach out, that he wants to hold me, but there is something keeping him from doing so. Do you remember my dream?”
Ruka nodded again with sincere eyes.
“The moment I try to touch him he runs away–will father be home soon?” she asked afraid that he would learn of their love-talk.
Ruka shook her head, “You know your father. He is out feasting and drinking–I’m not looking forward to his farts in the night.”
They giggled.
“Men can be so foul,” Kira began. “They scratch themselves and dirty themselves, and sweat and bleed, and have rough skin. Sometimes I do not understand why we are attracted to them.”
“Men are different . . . they are not women. They are men. They have their own ways as we have our own. That is why you will be celebrating Hakunus, and that is why boys celebrate their fights, or their time with Shinsei, or their hunting retreats into the mountains with their fathers.”
“They are nearly impossible to understand. Do you still love father?” Kira asked.
Ruka paused before she answered, “Sometimes, I find it difficult to be with him. Sometimes, he pulls away from me when something is troubling him. Sometimes, he doesn’t want to talk when I do. Sometimes, he leaves me with no choices.” She looked at Kira and saw that these were not the words that she wanted to hear. She continued with a clever smile, “Sometimes, I feel that he doesn’t know how to love me on our futon–”
“Mom!” Kira cried, “I don’t want to hear that.”
Ruka laughed as Kira shook her head. “To marry a man is to love him, and the art of love,” she explained. “That is why we celebrate Hakunus.” Kira listened intently. “In the eyes of the villagers you will be seen as a woman, not as a girl, after Hakunus. A woman brings life into the world–just like the Ikishi forest. Men sacrifice and pray before the altars of the forest in respect, admiration, and appreciation of all that the forest has given us. Women,” she whispered, “are as sacred as the ocean and the stars. I remember when I was your age. I remember my desire to learn more about the divine art of lovemaking,” she said teasingly. “Now that you bleed you are ready to be initiated into this world of womanhood. You are no longer a girl, you are a woman.”
“I’m afraid,” she confessed.
“Do not be, sweety. There is nothing to fear. In the arms of your husband you will not fear,” she instantly regretted what she had just said.
“Mom.”
“Your aunts and I have been preparing.”
“Mom. Do you think–”
“The full moon is only three nights away,” she said over her daughter’s words.
“Mom?”
“Soon you will be a woman in the eyes of all the villagers–”
“Mom!”
“Yes, yes. I’m sorry. What is it?”
“Do you think Kieko will ever ask me to be his wife?”
Ruka was silent.
“Mom. What’s wrong? What is it?”
“It’s too early for you to think of such things.”
“But, you just said that I am a woman.”
“Yes, yes, I know, but there is simply no reason to be thinking of marriage. You are still young. You will look so beautiful for Hakunus.”
Kira looked at the hearth watching the red embers float up toward the small opening in the roof of their hut and said with faint words, “I have no say as to who I am to marry . . .”
“You do not need to worry of such things,” Ruka tried to assure her daughter.
“What does that mean?”
“Hakunus–that is all you need to worry about for now.”
“I’ve heard my uncles talk!” she shouted abruptly. “They are already talking about who I should marry.”
“They are only looking out for you.”
“I have no say. Why!” she cried out.
“Because you would be the first in our family if you did!” Ruka quickly covered her mouth with her hand.
Kira looked down and crossed her arms over her chest. Tears began to well in her eyes.
“Kira,” she pleaded, “listen to me. It was the same for me as it was for all the women in our family.” She reached out and held her daughter’s arms. “We have all gone through what you are going through. We were all in love with someone other than who we were to marry.” Kira began to weep. “I didn’t want to marry your father. He didn’t want to marry me. But it happened. And here we are. And I love your father, and he loves me. Please, trust us. Trust our judgment.”
“No! I will n-not,” she stuttered trying to fight off the tears.
“Kira, I know how you feel about Kieko,” she said as she rubbed her daughter’s arms. “You have always been a kind friend to him. It’s only natural that you find yourself attracted to him. You are changing. Your body is changing. He is changing. But love is blind. You can not see why he is not right for you.”
“Do you believe that?” she spat out. “Do you think he is n-not right for me?”
Ruka took her daughter into her arms. “Kira, your father and I love you and worry about you.”
“You ha-ave spoken to father about Kieko?” she asked resisting her mother’s hold.
“He spoke to me about him,” she corrected. Kira was not convinced. “He knows you. He knows that your feelings for Kieko have grown.”
“He kn-nows . . . he kn-nows . . .” she cried feeling embarrassed.
Ruka hugged her daughter. “We don’t want you to suffer. There are those in our village who will not tolerate any hugging or kissing between you and Kieko.”
“That’s not fair!” Kira contested in her mother’s arms. “I hate them. Why are they so cruel? Mado-n-nai is a good woman, and Kieko is k-kind.”
“It doesn’t matter. Too many here have lost loved ones to the Red. You know your father lost his father to them.”
“But he does not hate the Red race.”
“Your father does not trust them. He did not care for Kieko’s father. But he is wise to see that Kieko was raised as a Lemurian.
“Kira, your father and I do not want you to suffer. Soon–I’m sure–Kieko will be with Shinsei. You will not see him for a time. Please, be open to the possibility that you may find another.”
“I don’t want another. I love Kieko,” she said as she trailed off into tears again. “Why then . . . why did you encourage my feelings for him? Why . . . why are you n-now telling me to find another?”
Ruka held her daughter tightly, rocking her like an infant. “I’m so sorry, Kira. I love you so much. I love you so, so much. I want to be your friend–”
“You are not my friend! You d-didn’t fight against what father had to say.”
“I’m so sorry. Please, I’m so sorry. Your father and I love you. He worries about you. He knows what is best for you.”
Kira wanted to openly curse her father, but she didn’t have the strength for another argument. She decided to stay quiet and lay in her mother’s arms as she wept.
The two sat together listening to the crackles of the burning wood. Time passed, and as it did Ruka hushed and hummed sweet melodies into her daughter’s ears calming her into the quiet of the night.
Kira was beginning to drift away into her dreams, but Ruka woke her with warm words, “Are you hungry, sweety?” Kira nodded; her eyes, drowsy, were red from the exhaustion of tears. Ruka hugged her daughter and stood up to finish preparing her soup and tea. The patter of rain against their thatched roof and the collecting puddles outside soothed Kira as she sat alone on the rug. She watched her mother sip the hot watery contents of the pot from a ladle. She then reached and pulled a wool blanket over her head, and snuggled into it to soon fall asleep.
When Ruka had finished cooking she knelt beside her daughter with a cup of tea and whispered, “Kira, wake up.” Kira awoke and sniffed the air scented with mint tea leaves. She looked sadly at the ceramic cup. She sat up and lifted the cup from her mother’s hands and sipped the hot tea.
“Be careful,” Ruka warned. “Drink it slow. It’s unusually cold outside. It feels as if the cold breath of autumn is upon us.”
“The heart of winter is not so far behind us,” Kira said correcting her mother’s observations of the night air.
“Drink your tea. I’m going to get your soup,” Ruka said when her husband, Rakima, stumbled into their hut. She looked at her husband who was drenched from the wet outside and commented, “You’re a mess.”
“Well, of course. It’s raining, is it not?”
Ruka greeted her husband who smelled of garlic and beer by kissing him on the scar that traversed his left blind eye and said with distaste, “You’re drunk.”
“Leave me be, woman. I’m a man, am I not? I do as I please.” He then slapped his wife on her behind with a wide grin. Ruka looked at her daughter with a face that read: Do you believe that I am married to this beast? Kira let out a short laugh.
“What are you laughing at?” Rakima demanded as he scratched his thick beard. Kira bowed her head, she was now too angry to look at her father. “Women,” Rakima shook his head, “I do not understand the lot of you.” He started to undress himself in clumsy, drunken motions.
Shocked, Ruka hollered, “What are you doing?”
“What?” he asked confused.
“Your daughter!” she exclaimed with waving arms.
“Tell her not to look then. This is my house!” Rakima continued to strip until he was naked. Kira turned away in disgust. She then heard a thump, turned her head, and saw that her father had collapsed to the ground.
“Don’t worry,” Ruka assured her daughter. “Your father is drunk.” Kira gave a look of complete apathy to her mother. “He passed out. First time I’ve seen him fall straight on his face in fifteen years.” Rakima abruptly mumbled and flipped himself over revealing his manhood. Kira cringed, shutting her eyes, covering them with her hands. Ruka grabbed a blanket and threw it over her husband. “Oh, the joys of marriage,” she said with a sigh. “Never marry, Kira, unless you want to care for a man-sized child.”
Kira did not reply.
“Have some soup. It’s getting late. You need to rest.”
Kira sat closer to the hearth. Ruka poured soup into a ceramic bowl and served it to her daughter. She then poured herself a bowl and the two drank their evening meal in silence.
After finishing their soup Ruka took her daughter’s bowl and cup and cleaned them. Kira began getting ready to go to sleep. When Ruka was done she looked and found her daughter already asleep. One by one she blew out the candles of their home and kissed her daughter on her forehead before whispering a short prayer in the old tongue, “May the three gods guide you. And may you be so lucky as to pass into the light in the arms of the man you love.”
The crickets sounded and the night winds blew. The moon shined her silver light upon the sea and land and enchanted a stag that looked up to her crescent shape from a high sea Ikishi cliff.

Chapter III
 
The spring festival took place on the twenty-first day of the third month of the year forty-three, of the reign of Aikoke. Kieko did not care for such festivals; men drank to be drunk, children stuffed their faces with sweets and berries, and women gossiped their talk. But, there was one event he did care for, the Teshi-do tournament held to honor the masculine spirit of the young men of Ikishi.
It was in the summer festival of last year when both Kieko and Aiko competed in the tournament for the first time. They were the youngest two boys of the sixteen that competed. Although Kieko did display some promise in the combative art he was thrown out of the tournament ring in the first round. Aiko, on the other hand, surprisingly defeated all of his opponents and won the title of Teshi-do Ko-Tenso. In the weeks that followed Aiko, Niko, and Taka, along with a few other Ikishi children, taunted Kieko about his embarrassing defeat. Kieko then promised himself, I will make Aiko eat his words–I will face him and beat him in the autumn tournament. He began training every night beneath his Thinking Tree. The autumn festival arrived and he advanced to the second round, but was defeated again. Aiko ultimately won the tournament, and soon after he launched a new wave of ridicule against Kieko. Kieko trained more; and when the winter tournament came he fought and advanced to the final round finally proving his strength and valor to all, but Aiko–the reigning Ko-Tenso–defeated him with a brutal punch to the nose.
Women, young and old, disliked the tournament–especially mothers–for they could not bear to see their young men–their sons, cousins, brothers, or young lovers–viciously bruised and cut. At times there was a broken bone, which was mended by Shinsei’s hands.
Regardless of the danger Kieko loved the sport. He did not mind the hard punches and kicks for it was the means he thought necessary to toughen the skin; he often looked at his bruises imagining battle scars. And as he thought of the tournament he cracked a smile for today, before all, he would face Aiko and bring him down to his knees.
Madonai noticed the smirk on her son’s face as he drank his afternoon soup. She knew exactly what he was thinking, “You are not entering the tournament.”
“Yes, I am!” he said in defiance.
“No–you are not! I am your mother and that is the end of it.”
“I’m not a baby. I’m a man. Do you not see the hair that grows on my face?”
“Yes, it looks hideous.”
“Good! Better that than pretty like a girl!”
“Am I disturbing?” Shinsei, plainly dressed, asked kneeling at the low entrance of the hut. He was holding his staff and placed a wrapped item by his foot.
Kieko calmed himself, as did his mother, and replied, “No, Shinsei. You are not disturbing us. You are always welcome here.”
“Good,” Shinsei said with a warm smile as he entered into the dark of the hut. “I have come to say hello to you, Madonai. It is not often that I see you. Is all well?”
“Yes, Shinsei, all is well. It is good to see you too.”
“Good, good. And you, young Kieko, how are you today?”
“I’m fine, Shinsei,” he said as he stood to then bow his head in respect. “I was just telling my mother of my decision to participate again in the tournament.”
Madonai glared, “You are not partaking in that.” She turned to the priest and said, “Shinsei, please explain to my son that he can not fight today.”
“I am afraid, Madonai, that I am in no position to make decisions for your son.”
Upset with Shinsei’s response she retorted, “Thank you so much, Shinsei.”
“Madonai, your son will be fine.”
“Last time his nose was broken!” she protested.
“Your son is skilled in his defenses. He has much potential in the art. Today is a day of celebration, a day to play the sport of Teshi-do. All the men of this village have youthful memories of the tournament, as have all their ancestors for as long as time can remember.”
“It’s a stupid tradition. It only encourages hate and anger.”
“The sacred ring where the tournament is held is where this hate and anger is quelled. Within that ring young boys who believe in the glory of warfare discover only pain and hurt. They discover that there is no honor in fighting, that true men use their wits to settle conflicts, not brute force.”
“You speak of the ideals of the game, Shinsei. For some boys that ring may dry their lust for blood, but for most it does not teach the wrong in stabbing pain and hurt into others.”
“I will not disagree with you, Madonai. Your opinion, I respect. But, you must also respect the wishes of your son. He is no longer a boy and can no longer be protected by the care of your nest.”
Shinsei’s words hurt Madonai. She stood silent, nearly frozen in sorrow. She did not want to be reminded that she was losing her son to the ways of men. Gone were the days when she would bounce his small body on her knee and feed his lips with a wooden spoon. Soon he would leave her and the gap between them would grow. He would think less and less of her as she thought ever more of him. She knew that there would come a day when she would prepare his favorite dish to find that his taste of things had changed. He would move brightly into the future as she was left behind savoring fading memories.
“You are free to do as you please,” she said in defeat.
Kieko saw his mother’s body deflate and approached her to hug her, but she pushed him away.
“Go,” she said bitterly.
“Mom, I’m sorry.”
“I said go! You don’t need me anymore.”
“That’s not true. I’m sorry. If you don’t want me to fight I won’t.”
“Damn it! Make up your stupid little mind.”
Kieko was taken aback by his mother’s words. Shinsei motioned for Kieko to leave, which he did.
Shinsei paced around the hut running his fingers through his beard. He noticed when he bowed his head to avoid the low arch of the thatched roof that Kieko had not finished his meal. He kneeled to pick up the bowl Kieko had carelessly left on the ground and placed it on a table. He stood up and said, “I know that you wish that I had not confirmed Kieko’s suspicion that his father was a Kai Guardian.”
“Yes, that’s right, Shinsei!” Madonai barked. “You had no right. Some things are better left secret–forgotten.”
“Although I would like to agree with you, I’m afraid that sooner or later his father’s past will find him whether he is prepared for it or not.”
“He is still too young to know of his father’s past–” Madonai shot her eyes at the door; she knew her son was eavesdropping.
Shinsei whispered, “He is no longer a boy. He is a young man and as a young man he has a right to know of his father’s past, of his ancestors, of the color that separates him from all those he has ever known.”
“You know my son does not belong here. You know that his desire to travel west beyond the borders of Kadek is growing stronger. You know more than I about his father’s Kai line and what curses it bears upon him.” She stopped and bowed her head, “I’ve been dreaming, Shinsei. I’ve been dreaming of things that no mother should dream. They are visions. Perhaps the gods speak to me a warning. Perhaps they are guiding me. I don’t know–”
“What? What are these visions that you speak of?”
“There is a shadow in the West. It is growing and spreading like a disease into the East. I see the face of a man that is not a man–he has no face. I see a city beyond imagination, beyond understanding. And I see my son–” Madonai collapsed to the ground.
Shinsei rushed to her and held her, calming her with hushes and asked, “What was it that you saw of your son?”
“My son . . .” she said staring blankly at the ground, “my son . . . will see this dark city . . . He will roam in its belly . . . and he will be lost within it.”
Shinsei knew that the gods had spoken to her. They were trying to warn her. “Did you see or feel an animal spirit in these visions?”
Madonai thought for a moment and replied, “I heard a hiss. I felt the spirit of the snake.”
“Sirians,” Shinsei whispered to himself.
“What?”
“Nothing . . . you should rest.”
“What does it mean?”
“It is simply a nightmare,” he tried to assure her. “It simply means that you are tired. You need to rest.”
“I don’t plan on enjoying the festival today. I will eat a mid-day meal and nap for a time.”
“I will watch over Kieko for you.”
“Thank you, Shinsei. You were a good friend to my husband.”
“He was a good friend to me,” he smiled and left.
 
As the priest expected he found Kieko waiting outside sitting against the thatched wall of his neighbor’s hut and said, “Do not think you are clever in trying to hide the fact that you were eavesdropping.”
“I was not,” he said dropping his eyes.
“It does not matter.”
“What did you two talk about?”
“It is none of your concern. What was said was between your mother and me, not you.” Changing topics he asked, “Have you an answer for your koan?”
“It’s some kind of riddle, so–”
“No, it is not. It is your meditation. I know you think that zazen is a foolish practice but it will become something that you will develop a great respect for. You will begin and end your tiring days in zazen. There is no way around it. If you seek to train under me you must pursue the regular habit of meditation. You will not discover the answer to your koan without it. The koan is the door and zazen the key.”
“Yes, Shinsei.”
“Are you ready for the tournament?”
“Yes, I ’m ready.”
“Did you stretch?”
“Not yet. I thought that I would do so when we arrive at the ring.”
“It is only mid-day. Everyone is feasting and drinking now. You still have several hours before Hakunus,” he smiled. “I suggest that you stretch and meditate in the mean time.”
“Yes, Shinsei,” he turned and walked away.
“Where are you going?”
He stopped and looked back, “To the beach to stretch and meditate. I like the sound of the ocean waves.”
Shinsei laughed under his breath and began walking. He had to prepare for the spring rites he was to perform in the evening.
 
Kieko loved the ocean. It was vast and soothing to his eyes, a dark blue ocean parted by a light blue sky. Kira once expressed that she feared the vast horizon of the sea. She liked things to be tangible, filled with borders of the known. She did not like the infinite and the unseen. When she had confessed this to him he knew that they were two entirely different creatures; he would never be able to compromise his desire to travel and explore the unknown lands of the world with Kira’s want to settle within the small confines of Ikishi.
When he arrived at the beach he found that it was deserted. It was a rare moment. All the fishermen’s boats were flipped over so that their sea moss covered keels faced the mid-day sun. Nets were laid over large rocks and spears stood with their heads buried in the sand. He was grateful that everyone was within the village celebrating; he had the entire beach to himself. He sat down for a moment and took in a deep breath as the sea winds caressed him and ran through his hair. He looked out over the sea with squinting eyes trying to see any far off islands. He only saw flying seagulls.
He took a moment to listen to the hymns of the sea and the ocean winds rustling tree leaves. He stood up and began stretching his arms and legs; he enjoyed the sore sensations from his muscles. When his routine was done he sat down and assumed the zazen position that Shinsei had taught him a year ago. He folded his legs and rested his hands below his navel. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The air was cool, fresh, and scented with sea salt. His mind and body began to relax.
The clank-kli, clank-kli, clank of copper mallets hitting bronze bowls broke the silent air with rhythmic patterns that aligned against the polyrhythms of high-pitched and low-pitched drums. The festival music had begun and sang in the distance disturbing Kieko. He brushed off the sounds with a passive thought and returned to his inner world of dark. The winds blew and he felt a chill run down his spine. The dark was growing in his mind causing the presence of all things to become faint. In the darkness he saw a light as small as a grain of sand that was warm and bright. He wanted to touch the light, but it was as unattainable as a star in the night’s sky.
Abruptly he shot his hand out and caught the downward blow of Aiko’s fist.
Aiko, shocked, had never seen such speed and accuracy in Kieko’s defense.
Kieko opened his eyes and was surprised, and confused, by what he had done. He released Aiko’s hand and sprang to his feet to stand before him and his two friends, Niko and Taka.
“Look what we have here,” Aiko said as he regained composure.
Niko sneered, “Think you’re a priest you red faced freak?”
“He wasn’t meditating,” Aiko commented. “He was praying. There is no god in these lands, Akai, that can save you tonight.”
“There is nothing that can save you from me, Aiko,” Kieko declared. “That is why you come to me in a pack of three. If you want to face me then face me one to one.”
“I can break you, Akai, as I did in the last tournament.”
“Prove it!” Kieko demanded.
“I’ll do it,” Niko said. “Let me feast,” he threw a heavy punch.
Kieko deflected Niko’s strike, tripped him to the ground, and pushed his right hand up behind his back. Niko struggled as he screamed in pain. Kieko pressed his lips to Niko’s ear, “You’re a stupid–” but before he could finish Aiko kicked him off Niko. Taka then jumped on Kieko and pinned him to the ground. Kieko could do nothing except watch Aiko spring a kick that launched sand into his eyes. Blinded by the sand he heard Niko shuffle his feet.
“Wicked curses!” Niko screamed after he had kicked the side of Kieko’s head. He limped around holding his foot, trying to massage it of the throbbing pain as he continued to curse, and heard Kieko chuckle with glee. Furious, Niko jumped down onto his knees, bent down to Kieko’s head and said, “What the hell are you laughing at, Akai?” and spat in his face. He rose to his feet and commanded Taka, “Get off him, you fat cow!”
Aiko slapped Niko across the back of his head and reminded him, “He’s one of us.” Niko clenched his teeth and tensed his brow.
Kieko felt Taka roll off him; his labored breath eased. But Niko jumped and banged his knee into Kieko’s stomach knocking the wind out of him. Kieko began clawing at the sand as he panted for air, but Niko unleashed a fury of punches at his head and chest. He could barely fight back and every time he tried to Aiko would kick him in the head. He felt his nose pop and warm blood pour down onto his lips and chin splashing up onto Niko’s arms and fists.
When Niko had had enough he stopped, stood up, and spat again on Kieko who was curling his legs into his chest, and saw from the corner of his eye Taka taking a fearful step away from him.
Aiko, satisfied, declared the end of their fun by kicking Kieko in the groin, “See you at the tournament, Akai.” He then walked away with Niko and Taka following right behind him.
Kieko felt the grains of sand continue to roll and scratch his eyes. Pain pounded throughout his body; and when he opened his tearing eyes to look at the light of the sun he saw blood spill from his lips, splatter, and sink into the white sand.
He got up and sat on his knees to look at the tumbled sand that marked the violent movements of his opponents against him. He spat on the ground and stared at his bloody saliva. The cool air blew into his face and hair. He breathed and grew angry. Raging against his pain he stood up and punched and kicked in all directions until he collapsed into the soft ocean waves exhausted.
Floating on his back he looked at the blue sky and watched the white clouds move and the seagulls fly. He thought about the tournament and of his determination to finally defeat Aiko while ignoring the stinging pain of the salt water that was biting into his bloody wounds. His strength gradually returned, and with renewed vigor he rose from the froth of the washing waters and walked back onto the white sands. He touched his nose and was relieved to find that it had stopped bleeding.
Jomana, old farmer Toasu’s dog, ran at Kieko kicking trails of sand up behind her. Kieko darted his eyes to the scene behind her tracks trying to spot the old farmer. Old farmer Toasu was standing at the line where the white sands stopped and tall grasses grew. Jomana arrived at Kieko’s feet and sprang all around him in a wild display of happiness. Her short tail wiggled with such ferocity that Kieko could not help but laugh. She jumped and barked around him until he finally kneeled down to pet her, but she pushed him down to the ground kissing his lips before finding his wounds and cleaning them with her tongue. Kieko delighted himself in the attention Jomana gave him and praised her, “That’s a good dog . . . that’s a good dog.”
“She has always taken a liking to you, boy,” old farmer Toasu said casting a shadow over him.
Kieko looked up and saw the old farmer’s silhouette. He then looked at the old farmer’s legs and saw that he was dressed plainly and holding his staff. “You aren’t going to the festival?”
“What makes you say that?”
“You’re not dressed.”
“Since when have you known me to where robes of extravagance? I’m too old to be bothered by such nonsense.”
It was true, Kieko had never known the old farmer to dress and perform in the traditions of his people; and his hesitation to stand and bow before him was another example of the old farmer’s disregard for tradition.
It was Lemurian custom that all boys, when greeted by the elder men of their village, stand and bow; but the old farmer had pounded into Kieko’s head that he should never do so before him. The old farmer had always explained: “I am an old fool who knows very little of the ways of the world. Do not stand before me and pretend that I do.”
“Don’t even think about it,” the old farmer ordered Kieko.
Kieko relaxed.
“That’s it. No standing or bowing.”
“Yes, old farmer Toasu,” he then noticed that Jomana had settled down by sitting by her master’s side; her light brown tail was whipping at the white sands.
“You were in my fields again,” the old farmer said with a wry grin as he scratched his short, dark grey beard.
“Yes–I was–but I won’t do it again.”
“Yes, yes. I rather wish I were there. I would have had Jomana charge after those boys–Aiko and whoever else. Speaking of which, what may I ask happened to you?”
“I got into a fight with ‘those boys.’ ”
Old farmer Toasu let out a distasteful sigh. “Why is it that all boys fight?” he asked shaking his head. “I remember the fights I was in when I was your age.”
“Who used to pick on you?” Kieko asked.
“No, no, boy. I was not picked on. I picked the fights. I was the aggressor. I guess that you could say that in many ways I was once much like Aiko. I assume that is the reason why I dislike him so. I see too much of my former self in him.”
“Why did you pick fights?”
“That is a good question. Perhaps, it was important for me, then, to appear strong to others. For some reason I despised those who I thought were weak and I fought them. Then, as you know, my parents died and I left this place for the lands in the West.” There was then a lull between the old farmer and Kieko. Jomana, uncomfortable with the silence, sniffed the air and sneezed when a gust of wind blew into her nose. “Well, I best return to my fields. Come now, Jomana.”
“You’re leaving?” Kieko asked with a quizzical look.
“Of course. What? Do you think I am in a mood to celebrate?”
“That is not what I meant–”
“What will people think if they see me having fun? I must maintain my oddity, Kieko,” he said with a wink. He turned and made in the direction of his farm. Jomana barked a goodbye and followed after her master.
In the few hours left before the tournament Kieko trained. He ran along the beach and went through a series of exercises to strengthen and loosen his muscles. He punched and kicked as if fighting an invisible foe and ended his training by resting on the beach while gazing at the wonderful scene before him: a canvas of dark blue ocean waters and a light pink evening sky.
 
The sun was setting; the horizon shone in gently fading hues of blue, pink, orange, and red. Men drank their rice wines and wheat beers as they shouted and debated. Children ran and played their games: games of hiding, games of chance, and games of athletic skill.
A group of women prepared for the dances that they were to perform. They busily dabbed white powder on their cheeks and foreheads and brushed a vibrant red cream on their lips. Their colorful gowns were made of dyed silk and embroidered with depictions of cranes, tigers, and flowers against a background of mountains and the sea. Their hair was done up in a wavy fashion meant to reveal the sensuality of their necks and fixed with crafted hairpins that were shaped like the full bloom of exotic flowers. And they wore white socks and stood on platform sandals made of wood.
A bell rang seven times. Men quieted their voices and children stopped and ran to sit and gather around a large white ring–near the entrance of the Council Hut–that had been chalked into the circular plain of the village. A woman who was old, but nonetheless beautifully dressed in her festival robe, plucked the first note from her three-stringed guitar with a large T-shaped plectrum that she had carved years ago from dense driftwood. She plucked the second note and then the next series of notes in a gradual increase in tempo and volume until her melodic line peaked at its musical climax. The song soon slowed until it had faded back into a soft whisper.
The audience patiently waited in silence, and in a lined formation of seven by seven the dancers entered the ring. When they reached their places within the ring they stepped away from each other to create a square within the ring. The music began again but with the accompaniment of four more women who plucked their instruments with solemn grace, mixing soft melodies and harmonies. The spring dance had begun.
The dancers moved together with subtle hand and arm movements that mimicked the bloom of flowers. They looked at their hands, then up into the evening sky, and then out into the audience before shying away. All the men who watched sat in awe of the beautiful women before them; a few men gazed with open jaws.
Buko watched the dancers with a covetous eye as he coughed out his stinking beer breath. He wiped his mouth of its drool and took another sip from his mug as the dancers pulled out fans from their garments and spread them open to hide everything below the almond shape of their eyes. He became frustrated–he had been denied view of the dancer’s wet lips–and turned and stumbled out of the crowd. A few of the dancers closed their eyes relieved that Buko had left.
Raki-ka, a humorous man with a reputation for his love of women, could not bear the sight of the dancers who had closed their eyes. That is too much, he thought. I must have them. Oh, the gods how I love this dance.
Three of the dancers noticed and watched several children giggle at their fathers and older brothers who could not look away from their dance. They, the dancers, then waved their hands calling to the men, tantalizing them, before removing the fans from their faces. The men leaned forward in rapt attention when what they sought to see was once again revealed to them. The dance continued in a rhythmic fashion that tempted and forbade. Children looked on and enjoyed but did not see or understand the hidden meanings layered within the dance. The dance progressed into dusk.
When the dancers withdrew from the ring to the sound of applauding hands adolescent boys began lighting the fire staves that stood all around the ring. Kieko had arrived just in time to see Kira and her peers celebrate Hakunus, their rite into womanhood. One by one the nine girls who had bled in winter stepped up to the outer edge of the sacred circle. They were all wonderfully dressed in their spring robes but flowery hairpins did not adorn their hair.
Kieko, slightly hidden within shadows, watched Kira who was the last of the young women to walk up to the ring, and admired her beauty. Her thick black hair flowed over the back of her neck. Her face was powdered white, her lips were painted red, and the upper rims of her eyes and the fullness of her brows were painted black. Her light pink gown was decorated with designs of grey mountains and embroidered with exotic flowers of red, yellow, and green. She held in her hands a small wooden box, as did all the girls who were partaking in the Hakunus. Kieko knew that the white gown she had stained with her first blood was within the box. He looked at her fan that was tucked into the upper folds of her robe, just below her breasts, and looked at her face again. Never had he seen her so beautiful and so pure in both heart and spirit. He then realized that his lips were frozen into a wide smile. At that moment Kira looked at him and smiled revealing her snow-white teeth. Kieko blushed, which for Kira was a wonderful gift.
The nine girls formed a curved line along the edge of the circle and stood before all in silence; only the crackles of the flames could be heard. Soon the mothers of the nine girls appeared and entered into the circle one by one. They stood before their daughters and bowed to them acknowledging their coming passage into womanhood. They unburdened their daughter’s hands of the wooden boxes, bowed again, and turned to face the large iron cauldron that sat before the entrance of the Council Hut. The cauldron, covered by an intricately designed bronze roof, was filled with ash that was littered by scores of lit incense sticks that sent thin columns of smoke into the night sky. Before the cauldron there was a large altar made of stones and sticks. The mothers of the nine girls walked up to the altar and placed the boxes upon it. Ruka, the last of the nine mothers to approach the altar, set the altar on fire with a torch to burn into the air the blood-offerings of the Hakunus girls.
Kieko looked and saw Kira’s aunts wiping tears from their eyes. Rakima stood behind them with his large arms folded over his chest. His thick beard, and the scar that ran over his left eye, gave him a dark and hardened look. He was robed in ceremonial warrior garments. His top gi, which covered his chest and arms, was a sea blue with yellow and white ink designs depicting ocean waves. His brown, dress-like trousers hung down to his ankles. His short and long swords were sheathed and tied to his thick, blue cotton belt.
Rakima, feeling Kieko’s stare, turned to him, and nodded. Kieko nodded back, and looked back to Kira and her mother. The altar was burning.
Shinsei appeared from the crowd and entered into the ring. He was wearing his ceremonial garments. His body was covered with a thick, black, wide-sleeved cotton robe that folded over a succession of thin, white cotton gowns that were all tied to his waist with a royal blue sash. His white gowns neatly crossed over his chest in the same fashion as his robe, but could only be seen as thin white lines in the shape of a V just at the base of his neck where hung his wooden prayer beads. His arms and his hands were wrapped with a tight white cloth that was covered by the wide-open sleeves of his robe. On his robe, at the two sides of his upper chest, was an embroidered white flower. He wore baggy white trousers that stopped at his knees. Long, dark leather gaiters protected his shins. His feet were bare but fastened to rope sandals. He held in his right hand his tall ceremonial staff; its tip was adorned with a bronze ornamental eye that was wreathed in leaves with two rings that hung from it; the rings rang a high-pitched note every time they clanked against the staff. The light of the fire staves glistened off his bald scalp. His white beard flowed with the winds.
Shinsei pulled out a scroll from within his robe and bowed his head. Accordingly all the villagers bowed their heads as a few mothers hushed their children. Shinsei unrolled the scroll and began his chant of an ancient song singing from memory with no real need to read from the ancient text of his faith.
Kieko thought of Kira during the hypnotic hymn. He went over her beauty in his mind. He saw her brown eyes, her long eyelashes that were the envy of all the girls, and her nose that held the shape of a raindrop, her wet red lips, and the tongue that moistened them. He wanted to touch her lips with his and then kiss her nose and eyes and forehead. He became aware of a warm throbbing between his legs and tried to fight off his romantic thoughts by picturing Aiko and the offensive moves he would use against him.
When Shinsei was done chanting in the old tongue he spoke aloud and said, “You, sisters of the Hakunus, are welcomed into this sacred ring. Like the seasons of the year, and the days and nights, your bodies will be in rhythm with the waxing and waning of the moon. And like the great forest of our lands, giver of all life, you shall bear children so that we, as a people, never die. We honor you as children of the Goddess of the Wood. We honor you as Children of the Moon. We honor you as Angels of the Mother.
“Step now into this circle that turns and moves, and be recognized by all no longer as children, but as women.”
The nine girls, now reborn, entered into the circle and stood before their families, friends, and villagers. In honor of their divine ability to give life, everyone, including Shinsei, kneeled and bowed their heads to them.
Festive music began. Husbands took their wives into the ring and began dancing with them. Kira along with the other Hakunus girls stepped back and stood just outside the ring waiting for someone to ask them to dance. Kira looked for Kieko but could not find him in the crowds, instead she saw Aiko approaching her. She tensed trying not to look at him, but she could not help from feeling attracted to the confidence that he exuded in his walk.
“Kira, may I have the honor of dancing with you?”
“T-thank you, Aiko, but no.”
“Is there hesitation in your voice?”
“No, no, I’m just exci–,” she blushed, “I mean, I’m a little excited after Hakunus.” Regaining herself she went on, “I’m sure it’s the same feeling you get after picking on Kieko or any of the other boys you deem below you.”
“What?” Aiko asked defensively.
“I think you should go. Ask someone else to dance with you.”
“I don’t see Kieko anywhere. Don’t expect him to come and ask you to dance, Kira. I know you are waiting for him.”
“Aiko, please go. I don’t want to hear anything more from you.”
“Fine then–well, I hope you have fun just standing here watching everyone else dance.” He looked over to Yumi, a girl that Kira did not like, and asked her to dance. Yumi gladly accepted and the two danced and laughed and danced.
Kira tried not to look at Aiko and Yumi, but she did. And she watched the other boys who had mustered the courage to ask each of the Hakunus girls for a dance. After rejecting another two invitations to dance she stood alone waiting for Kieko. She could see Elder Subo talking his important talks with the other Elders as she overheard mothers and grandmothers chat about their own long ago Hakunus celebrations. She soon grew bored and watched children play hoping to ignore those who danced.
Kieko was hiding from the laughter and dances of his people. He knew his mother was within their hut alone, probably eating her meal in silent protest against his decision to fight again in the tournament. He wanted to be with her, but he also wanted to stay near Kira in the hope of sharing one dance with her, although he was much too shy to approach her. In his mind he imagined himself dancing with Kira, and winning her heart when he defeated Aiko before all in the tournament.
He found a spot next to a hut hidden from the light of the moon that was not too far from the activities of his people. He sat and watched the smoke from the festival fires billow into the air spreading the scent of delicious meats that sizzled and burned in fat. His mouth watered. He was not a man in the eyes of the village men and, as a result, was prohibited from eating their meats. His stomach hungered for food and grumbled a rude reminder. He thought it foolish to hide and decided to partake in the feasting of his people. He stood up and dusted the dirt from his legs but felt a dark presence. The motions were quick; Niko had snuck up behind him and kicked him down to the ground.
“Shouldn’t you be at the beach, Akai?”
Kieko felt the bruises along his face and chest sting as he gathered himself. He swiped his hand across his lips and spat on the ground where Niko stood.
“Not wise, Akai.” Niko pulled his right fist back to strike a blow at Kieko but it was caught. He turned and saw that his uncle Rakima had grabbed his wrist.
“Look what I caught today,” Rakima said as he applied pressure to Niko’s wrist paining him in such a way that it brought him down to his knees.
Fast to insult his uncle’s famous appetite Niko called out, “The gods! Don’t eat me!”
Rakima applied more pressure.
Niko’s voice faded to a panting whisper, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . . uncle Rakima.”
“What business have you here?” Rakima demanded.
“I was fetching Kieko for the tournament.”
“Do not take me for a fool! Be gone. I do not wish to see you until tomorrow.”
“Yes, uncle Rakima.” Niko walked away, but with his back to his uncle he glared at Kieko and shouldered past him.
When his nephew was gone Rakima advised Kieko, “You should be eating. You shouldn’t fight on an empty stomach.”
“I was just resting here,” Kieko replied nervously with his head bowed.
Rakima shook his head and walked away.
Kieko let out a sigh and relaxed. The fading clank of Rakima’s swords against the buckle of his belt echoed into the night. He stared down at his dirty toes and agreed that he should eat before the fight.
He went to the tables near the Council Hut, which were blanketed with mats of dried grass and surrounded by men, women, and a few children, and picked at the cooked vegetables and sea foods with the shi sticks he always carried in his cotton belt. He placed all his pickings on a large, fresh leaf he had plucked. He returned to the shadows of the huts and found a quiet spot to sit and eat. When he was nearly finished with his meal he heard soft footsteps.
“There you are,” Kira said in a sweet and innocent manner. “What are you doing here?”
Kieko looked at her small feet that were clothed in white socks. Her ceremonial sandals were simple in design, but elegant nonetheless. He did not look up to her face.
Kira kneeled and asked again, “What are you doing here? Everyone is celebrating and here you are–what happened to your face?”
Kieko kept silent.
“Aiko! That wicked–” she stopped and tried to calm herself. “What happened?”
“Nothing. Don’t worry. I’m fine.”
“Of course I worry.”
“Don’t!” he barked.
Kira was silent.
Kieko continued eating.
“I was hoping you would dance with me tonight. I was looking for you, but I couldn’t find you.”
He kept his head down.
“Aren’t you going to look at me?” She wanted Kieko to admire her beauty and comment on her robes and makeup. She had waited and dreamt of her Hakunus for so long, and had rehearsed in her mind time and time again of how beautiful she would look, and how in love Kieko would be when he saw her. But here he was, feasting upon his food with no apparent regard for her womanhood.
Kieko’s eyes darkened with worry as Kira began to frown. He did not know what to do or say. Worried, he clenched his teeth, breathed, and said, “I’m sorry Kira . . . It’s just that . . . you look so lovely,” he held his breath, “so beautiful. I only have rags to wear . . . I didn’t want to dirty your dress. And I can’t dance.”
She let out a short laugh and said, “You’re wonderful.” She then leaned over, grabbed his shirt, and kissed his greasy lips.  
Kieko was frozen with joy, but embarrassed by the sudden warmth between his legs. He did not breathe as he stared wide-eyed at Kira’s eyebrows that were delightfully arched.
Kira, lost in a realm of bliss and imagination, soon lost her balance and fell over Kieko. Together they giggled like children. It was their first kiss.
Kira raised herself, looked at Kieko, and let out a laugh that she cut short with her hand.
Kieko gave a confused look and asked, “What?”
“You’ve got makeup all over your lips and chin.”
Kieko rubbed at his lips with his forearm. “Is it gone?”
“Yes,” Kira answered. She kissed him again and again losing herself in her affection. A great drum was then struck. Its sound was deep and penetrated their hearts.
Kieko faced the sound and said, “It is the call of the tournament.”
Kira wanted him to look back at her, but she could see that his heart was now devoted to the upcoming fight.
“I–I need to get ready . . . uhh–you should go.”
“We can go back together,” she said cheerfully.
“No! I mean . . . you need to fix your makeup and I need to stretch so,” Kieko frowned, “go ahead.”
Kira’s face fell. She did not understand Kieko’s odd behavior, but she thought it was best to leave him and kissed him before walking away with a radiant smile.
When Kieko was sure that Kira had gone he got up and adjusted his desire appropriately in his pants. He cleaned his shi sticks, tucked them into his belt, and decided to run through the maze of huts to warm up and relieve his mind of all romantic fantasies. When his desire had finally left him he began stretching his legs and arms and then proceeded to the tournament ring.
The first person he saw after he had shouldered past the crowd to reach the tournament ring was Aiko; he was with his father who was helping him go through a series of punching drills. Kieko took a good look at the crowd. All the men were speaking with excitement in anticipation of the tournament. A few barked and called in drunken slurs as they lined up along the tournament ring trying to get the best view. Women, both young and old, stood away while children peeked between the legs of their fathers to view the upcoming fight.
Kieko was getting nervous. He looked at the other contestants and knew that he could defeat them. His only worry was with Aiko.
Traditionally the art of Teshi-do was passed down from father to son, but in Kieko’s case he learned what he could from Shinsei and old farmer Toasu, although they did not teach him much. The majority of his understanding came from simple observations and mimicry. From a distance he would watch fathers teach their sons at the beach or near the Ikishi forest. He would then rehearse in his mind what he had seen and then practice alone, usually at night under the light of the moon by his Thinking Tree. He knew that the art was based on animal and insect movements and as a result he studied how the praying mantis defeated its opponent or how the crane moved through tall grasses. His style of Teshi-do was unique; it was very fluid compared to the hard linear movements of the traditional style that was taught in the village.
Kieko jumped in place as he studied Aiko’s footwork and punches against the drilling attacks of his father. Aiko’s style was both hard and soft; Kono had taught his son an unsurpassed understanding of the art for in his youth he had been the best tournament fighter. Aiko was wearing a sleeveless, dark blue top gi, which revealed his muscled arms. A light blue belt was wrapped around his waist. His baggy pants hid his feet; Kieko knew that without being able to see Aiko’s stances it was going to be difficult to read his advances and retreats.
Shinsei walked into the ring. He stopped and stood in its center. “Now that it is night, and near the end of this day of spring, we celebrate the skills of men to defend our homes, our women, and our children. Women give life and men guard life with their hearts and minds. Brutal and harsh is the way of the warrior. Thus is the path of man. We honor you young fighters. Please step forth the sixteen.”
Kieko moved past the crowd and entered the circle as did twenty other young men and boys. As was done every year Shinsei eliminated the youngest contestants from the tournament until sixteen were left.
“Stand before me in four lines of four,” Shinsei requested.
The sixteen young men did as asked; Aiko stood proud and full of confidence in the first line; Niko stood in the second line with a dirty look and Kieko stood in the last line seeking no attention at all.
“The first line will fight.”
The second, third, and fourth line of boys and young men left the ring while the first line broke into pairs.
“Stand at your places.”
The pairs: Aiko and Tanai, Tsuita and Naka faced each other by standing behind the white markers that had been chalked into the ground at the ring’s center. Aiko smiled at Tanai. Tanai’s face tensed. Shinsei stepped back until he stood outside the ring.
“Bow,” Shinsei commanded.
Aiko did not bow.
“Bow!”
Aiko smirked and did as asked.
“Take your stances.”
The four took their stances.
“Begin!”
The crowd of men burst into an explosion of roars and yells. Aiko advanced punching with swift arms. Tanai, a novice, retreated to the circle’s edge where Aiko simply tripped him out to be eliminated.
Tsuita, dressed in yellow and black, bounced on his feet with his hands up guarding his face. He watched Naka carefully but looked at Tania when he was tripped out of the ring. Naka seized the opportunity and rushed Tsuita and kicked him in the stomach. Tsuita fell to the floor doubling up in pain.
Aiko leapt and swept at Naka’s leg. Naka, caught by surprise, fell hard on his back. Aiko then jumped on Naka’s stomach knocking the wind out of him and threw his fist into his face.
Shinsei could see that Naka could not breathe or fight back. “Naka is eliminated,” he called out. Two boys sprang into the circle and dragged Naka out.
Tsuita rose to his feet while holding his stomach and saw that Aiko held the center of the ring. He began circling around Aiko waiting for him to attack, but he did not. Aiko simply watched Tsuita. Tsuita kept circling. Aiko then dropped his hands to his sides openly inviting Tsuita to attack him, but Tsuita was not tempted, he kept circling. The crowd was growing impatient, they shouted for the fight to begin again.
Aiko looked at his father and saw him place his hand over his fist; it was a signal. He nodded to his father and dropped to his knees, closed his eyes, and placed his hands behind his head.
Tsuita gave a confused look at Aiko. What in the name of the gods is he doing? He ran in to kick Aiko in the face, but Aiko sprang his hand at his foot, grabbed it, spun around on his knees, and backhanded his fist into his groin. Tsuita cupped his sex and fell to the ground defeated. Aiko stood up, straightened his gi, bowed to Tsuita, then to Shinsei, and walked out of the tournament ring. Men and young boys cheered in approval of Aiko’s clever tactic.
Shinsei named Aiko winner of the first line of fighters and called in the second line. The fighters lined up, bowed, and began when they heard Shinsei’s call.
Niko was ruthless in his attacks. He never defended; he took the blows to his head and chest. His face, red with hate, frothed at the mouth like a wild dog as he pummeled his opponents with his fists. He threw one opponent out of the circle; beat down another after spitting blood into his eyes; and broke the wrist of his last opponent, Tonodo. He walked out of the ring with blood dripping from his head and lips onto his cream colored gi. Children frightened away from him, the beast, as men and women quieted their cheers after Tonodo’s injury.
Shinsei quickly named Niko winner of the second line and rushed to Tonodo with two splints. He kneeled before the boy and placed the splints by his side. He closed his eyes, raised his arms to the night sky, and inhaled Ki from the air. He then filled Tonodo with the Ki he had gathered into himself by expelling it from his fingertips over the boy’s head, chest, and arms. Tonodo shook uncontrollably while his eyes fluttered. Shinsei placed his hands over Tonodo’s broken wrist and held it tight. Tonodo moaned and whispered, “It burns.” Shinsei opened his eyes and looked to Tonodo’s father, Hakini, and asked him to hold the two splints along the sides of his son’s wrist. The splints were placed appropriately and Shinsei began wrapping a long white cloth around them.
When Shinsei was done he assured Hakini that all would be right and prescribed a tea to help his son sleep and heal during the night; he also explained that he would come in the morning to tend to him with an assortment of remedies from his temple’s kitchen and gardens.
When the priest was ready he called the third line to fight. The fight was clean between the four contestants. There was no biting, spitting, or breaking of bones. Tarori defeated his three opponents by wrestling and grappling them out of the circle in the traditional monkey-style of Teshi-do.
Kieko’s heart was pounding. Shinsei called the fourth line and he walked into the tournament circle stretching and rolling his neck, lifting and dropping his shoulders, and wiggling his arms and hands. He took his place before the white line and faced Toru, an opponent two years his senior. Standing next to him was Bouto, and facing Bouto was his cousin, Natana.
Kieko took a neutral stance by placing his hands at his sides leaving himself completely open. Toru stood in a defensive stance while Bouto and Natana stood in offensive stances. Kieko knew each of his opponents’s fighting styles for he had learned and mastered them through secret observations of their training. Natana trained with Bouto under the guidance of their uncle, Mitana. They always trained at the beach in the late afternoons and began and ended their sessions with a long run along the beach; Mitana had explained to his two nephews that running on sand was the same effort as running twice the distance on hard earth. Mitana was a conservative and taught a very rigid and tight style of Teshi-do. Toru on the other hand was very fluid in his fighting style. He loved the sea and the rivers of Kadek. He believed water to be the superior of the five elements for water could wear away rock and flow past all jagged obstacles.
Kieko knew that Bouto and Natana would work as a team to defeat him and Toru, and because their style was aggressive he also knew that they would first try to take out Toru before focusing their attacks on him.
The fight began. Natana threw his arm at Toru’s head. Toru, not expecting the blow, took the hit. Bouto then tried to kick Kieko, but Kieko stepped back. Bouto advanced launching a vast array of kicks, but Kieko simply leaned away from the strikes. Bouto felt like a fool when none of his kicks connected with Kieko’s body. A few men in the audience, as well as several children, laughed. Bouto, red-faced and infuriated, charged at Kieko. Kieko swiftly rolled onto his back, planted his foot into Bouto’s solar plexus, and sent him flying out into the audience. Men and women quickly moved and Bouto crashed hard onto the ground outside the ring.
Kieko sprang up onto his feet and faced Natana who had defeated Toru by knocking him down with a strong kick to the head. Both Natana and Kieko held their fists above their heads. Natana held the center of the ring and bounced toward and away from Kieko. Kieko was calm as he circled around Natana, but he could see that a rush of excitement was growing within his opponent. He stopped circling and dropped his guard. Natana stopped and stared trying to discern Kieko’s next move. Kieko turned his back on Natana and squatted on the ground and waited. Natana stepped toward Kieko to strike him down with a hammer punch but Kieko jumped up, over, and behind Natana, and kicked him in the back sending him out of the tournament circle.
The crowd was split between insults and praise for Kieko’s achievement.
Kieko saw Elder Subo clapping for him as he walked out of the ring and he heard Kira’s sweet cheers. He smiled to himself.
Shinsei announced the next level of the tournament by declaring, “Odd faces odd and even faces even. Aiko, winner of the first line, will face Tarori, winner of the third line. And Niko, winner of the second line, will face Kieko, winner of the fourth line.”
First was the fight of the odds. Aiko and Tarori entered the ring; their clothes were dirty from spit and blood. They faced each other, bowed, and awaited Shinsei’s call. The fight began. Aiko was on the defensive; he knew that Tarori was skilled in tackling and grappling and he kept his distance by forfeiting the ring’s center to him ready to kick him if he tried to attack.
Tarori knew that he would have trouble blocking Aiko’s rapid kicks and punches. He held his open hands above his head in the neutral stance of the monkey-style.
Aiko kept his fists near his face as he bounced on his feet circling Tarori. Tarori then tried to tempt Aiko by repeatedly jumping toward him, but Aiko never took the bait, he just kept circling.
Someone in the crowd shouted for Aiko to make a move.
Aiko paid no attention to the comment. He kept his eyes on Tarori looking for a break in his concentration. Soon enough a loud insulting call distracted Tarori and he went in for the attack. He ran, jumped, and kicked Tarori in the face. Tarori fell to the ground but rolled back up to his feet again and raised his hands to guard his face while moving and keeping his center of gravity low to the ground; his motions parodied that of an excited monkey. He tried to read Aiko’s eyes but could not because Aiko kept his head tilted down. He decided to move in so that he could grab one of Aiko’s wrists. He somersaulted and threw himself at Aiko. Aiko jumped and flipped himself over Tarori landing behind him like an agile cat. Tarori turned and dived at Aiko. They were now wrestling on the ground. Tarori pinned Aiko’s arms to the ground and kneed him in the groin. Aiko let out a yell and spat at Tarori’s eyes. Tarori, blinded, released Aiko. At that moment the fight was over. Aiko threw his fist into Tarori’s chin and kicked him across the face. Tarori collapsed defeated.
Men clapped and cheered for Aiko. They soon quieted in anticipation for Kieko’s fight against Niko. Shinsei called Kieko and Niko forth into the ring and had them face and bow to each other. Niko kept his bow slightly above Kieko’s in a clear sign of disrespect. Kieko noticed the gesture but was not bothered by it; and from the corner of his eye he saw Kira in the crowd covering her nose and mouth with her hands with her mother and aunts at her sides and her father, Rakima, standing behind her.
Rakima placed his solid hand on Kira’s shoulder to comfort her. He had seen his daughter cringe at every fist or kick that connected with flesh or bone, and he had seen her cover her eyes and suffer during most of Kieko’s first fight. He knew her feelings for Kieko had grown beyond childhood friendship. This concerned him greatly for his elder brother, Tsuwata, was wary of the relationship between his niece, Kira, and Kieko, and now that she was a woman in the eyes of the villagers suitors would soon begin approaching her. Impossible to believe that she is a woman, he thought, she is but a girl, my girl. A list of potential suitors filled his head, but he knew that she would not accept any of them; she only wanted to marry Kieko. Whether or not Kieko would ever summon the courage to ask him for his blessing remained to be seen, but somehow he knew that he never would.
He watched Kieko and Niko enter the ring and banished all thoughts of suitors and courtships from his mind.
The fight began. Niko dove at Kieko and held him down with his knee as he punched wildly at his head. Kieko’s wounds broke open. Blood streamed from his nose and splashed all over Niko’s fist. “You bastard!” Kieko shouted; he had had enough of Niko. He grabbed the skin of Niko’s lower stomach and twisted it. Niko shouted out in pain. He then wrapped his arms around Niko’s head and squeezed it against his chest. They rolled on the ground until Kieko let out a yell; Niko had bit hard and deep into his chest, freeing flesh, drawing blood. Adrenaline now ran rampant throughout Kieko’s body; he released a fury of uncontrolled punches. The two fought like rabid dogs wrestling on the ground.
Shinsei hung his head in shame, but he knew that it was necessary for both Kieko and Niko to release the hatred they had for each other than to let it grow and fester like a poisonous disease. Men shouted and cheered for Niko who appeared to be winning. Then Niko began choking Kieko. Kieko’s face turned red and then purple as he clawed at Niko’s neck and mouth. No one in the audience could believe what they were seeing. They all stopped cheering waiting for Shinsei to stop the fight.
Shinsei raised his staff and called out, “Niko!”
The air moved filling with a tense electrical static. Niko’s eyes widened. Kieko roared a terrible cry. Then it happened. A burst of light launched Niko into the air. The crowd looked in disbelief. Niko’s limp body landed near the ring’s edge. Kieko scrambled to his feet, ran at Niko, and kicked him clear out of the tournament ring. He then collapsed at the ring’s edge.
Tsuwata, Niko’s father, fell to his knees at his son’s side and slapped him across the face to rouse him. Niko’s eyes fluttered as he moaned and coughed. Tsuwata was relieved.
The crowd stood in awe. They had never seen anyone other than Shinsei summon the life force for only a Ki priest could harness the power of the Ki after decades of uninterrupted meditation and martial training. Yet Kieko had been able to channel it in a fit of rage.
Shinsei was astonished. He could not believe that Kieko could channel the Ki at such a young age. But the fact that Kieko achieved the feat through anger greatly concerned him.
“He is a demon child!” Tsuwata declared as his kin, who all stood behind him, called out in agreement. Rakima did not speak. He slowly distanced himself from his elder brother and family.
Kieko looked at the crowds. He did not know what he had done. He was tired and only wanted to rest before his final fight. He looked down at his wounds and touched the blood that soiled his garments. He coughed up spittle and more blood.
Kono stepped forward, “This child is cursed! It is an ill omen that he can channel. He should be sent away from these lands!”
The majority of men in the crowd agreed with what Kono had said. They nodded their heads and pumped their fists into the air as women stood silent and children watched.
Kieko searched the crowds for those who did not agree and saw Raki-ka and his friends, Hirotake and Watanoro.
Watanoro whispered, “Perhaps we should speak up for the boy.”
“Are you mad,” Hirotake replied. “I now have a wife to care for. And one day I will have children. No. I will say nothing.”
“He’s, right,” Raki-ka agreed. “I will not speak up for the boy at the cost of losing work.” He looked at Kieko. “Besides, he has the priest on his side.”
Shinsei approached Kieko as Kono and Tsuwata kept working the crowd up into a craze and stood behind him.
Kieko turned his head and looked up, “Shinsei, I don’t understand what they are yelling about?”
“Quiet. It is best that you do not speak.”
Elder Subo walked into the ring, “Silence you fools! What is this superstitious talk? You speak like masses of idiots!”
Raki-ka shook his head at the Elder and said to himself, “The bastard. Can he, for once, not talk down to us?”
Watanoro commented, “He thinks that everyone here is a peasant.”
“He thinks Nishiaka is watching him. That is the only reason he speaks up for the boy.”
Watanoro agreed, “He makes me sick.”
Elder Subo pointed at Kieko, “He is no different than any of us. I will not tolerate any more foul talk of him–”
“And why should any of us trust you?” Kono interrupted the Elder. “You have more respect for his Akai father than for your own people. For all we know you are allied to the Empire of the West.”
“That is right, Subo!” Raki-ka called out. “Why should any of us trust you?”
Elder Subo heard the slander against him but dismissed it from his mind as baseless. “I will be respected! I am Chief Elder in these lands!”
“You all shame me!” Shinsei shouted. “Never have I seen such talk against an Elder. Never! You have all lost yourselves. All of you! If there was ever an ill-omen it is this–villagers speaking up against their own Chief Elder.”
Kono, Tsuwata, and the crowds all quieted down.
Shinsei continued, “Let us forget this senseless talk and finish the night with the final fight between Kieko and Aiko.”
Kieko stood up when he saw Aiko enter the ring to take his place at the white marker.
“Yes, let it be done,” Aiko declared. “I will fight and slay this demon child!”
Kieko still did not know why he being referred to as a “demon child.” He looked at Aiko and at Tsuwata perplexed.
“Don’t give me that look,” Tsuwata pointed at Kieko. “You know what you are. You are a demon–a curse to the people of these lands.”
“Enough!” Kono said silencing all those around him. “My son will fight. And he will win in a testament of the strength of our people over the wicked ways of the Red.”
A great many men and women cheered and clapped at Kono’s words.
Shinsei shook his head disappointed that so many of his people would side with Kono, not because they agreed with him, but because they wanted to gain something from him. But, he saw that Raki-ka, Watanoro, and Hirotake were not cheering with the others. They stood silent and still.
Kieko looked at the crowds and felt the weight of their ridicule begin to pierce him. Shinsei stormed into the air, spinning his staff, and crashed his sandaled feet into the center of the ring; the earth moved beneath him. “Quiet! I say!” His voice thundered and echoed throughout the valleys of Kadek causing birds to fly into the night air in panic. Animals, both within and near the Ikishi forest, recoiled and trembled.
Shinsei pointed at Kieko and said, “This is a child known to all as Kieko. He is no demon. He is neither Red nor Yellow but a creature of the Mother. There is no separation in mind, spirit, and body between all of you and him. You all shame me!” Men, women, and children bowed their heads to avoid the priest’s glare. “Let us be done with the night with this final fight,” he then exited the tournament ring while Kieko approached its center.
Kieko felt even more pressure to win this fight against Aiko. It must be done. I must win. I can not afford to lose again to him. I will not be bullied anymore.
Kono called his son. Aiko left the ring to heed his father.
“Yes, father?” Aiko asked.
“You listen to me,” he grabbed his son’s arms and held them tightly. “I will not have you lose to an Akai. You know what this fight now means. It is no longer about you and him. It is about Lemuria and Atlantis. Everyone needs to see you punish him. Beat him to dust. Beat him till he can neither speak nor move. Is that understood?”
“Yes, father.”
“If you do not win–if you do not–then I am done with you for no son of mine will lose to an Akai.”
Aiko’s eyes dropped, “Yes, father.”
“You look at me!” he gripped his son’s arms tighter.
He looked up, “Yes, father.”
“Now finish it.”
“Yes, father.”
Aiko walked back into the ring flexing his arms, grinding and clenching his teeth. He rolled his neck cracking it in several places. He tensed his fingers and stretched his arms. He began bouncing around Kieko waiting for the fight to begin.
Kieko snorted and spat on the ground.
“Let it begin, Akai,” Aiko hissed.
“Let it begin,” Kieko said with a confident breath.
The two bowed to each other. The crowds began to cheer and chant for Aiko. Kieko looked at the crowd. He saw Rakima holding his daughter to comfort her from the sights and sounds that she could not bear. Her hands were shaking over her face. Shinsei’s voice then boomed and the match began.
Aiko circled Kieko and blocked his view of Kira, casting her from his mind. He waited for Kieko to make the first move, but he did not, instead he swiftly ran through the first twelve movements of his crane-style kata and finished by standing before him with his hand over his fist. Aiko smiled and gracefully went through the first twelve movements of his tiger-style kata and finished with his hand also over his fist. They bowed again–Aiko kept his bow slightly above Kieko’s bow–and sprung into their stances.
Aiko shaped his hands into claws. Kieko left his hands open. Aiko advanced, grabbed Kieko’s right wrist, pulled, and threw him to the floor, but Kieko sprang back up to his feet. He launched a swift kick at Kieko’s head, which Kieko blocked with his forearm, and received a hard punch to his knee. He then blocked the kick that was aimed for his groin by grabbing Kieko’s foot and twisting it, spinning him into the air. Kieko landed and rolled on the ground. Aiko jumped and slammed his right knee into Kieko’s stomach. The crowd winced in unison as Kieko folded his body in agony. He then grabbed Kieko’s leg and dragged him to the center of the tournament ring. The crowd called out exhilarated when Aiko raised his arms in victory.
A vehement storm surged through Kieko’s veins. The zeal of hate consumed his spirit. Darkness shrouded his mind. All of time moved like a sluggish snail. There was no pain. There were no voices. There was only the sound of his breath and the sight of Aiko standing before him. He launched himself to his feet, swung his arms at the back of Aiko’s head, and kicked him in the legs and waist. Aiko turned. He then punched Aiko in the face–breaking open the flesh above his eye–and punched him in the chest before swinging his arm at his head and kicking him back all the way to the edge of the ring, but his unbalanced stance betrayed him. All of time returned when Aiko drove his fist up into Kieko’s chin. Kieko flew up and landed on his back dazed. Aiko, bleeding from his brow, stumbled toward Kieko, and before Shinsei could stop him, he lifted Kieko’s left arm and snapped it in two over his knee.

WORDS AND TERMS
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The Age of Virgo – The last Age of the reign of the Atlantean Oracle Kings and Queens.
See also: the last days of the Age of Virgo.
Akai – A derogatory term for the Red race (the Blood race) used by Lemurians.
Amilius the Wise: The most ancient and revered prophet of Atlantis who reigned during the Golden Age; founder of the Law of One.
Angels of the Seven Stars – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Aqua-Krotrak – A heavy artillery transport submersible.
The Ara Mountains – Also referred to as the Moutains of Ara. It is a chain of mountains surrounding Atlas.
The Arakara Mountains – Also referred to as the Mountains of Arakara. It is a chain of mountains on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) went on his three hundred day retreat and gained the Enlightenment.
Aryan – The island continent of Atlantis between Poseidia and Og.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
The Atlantean Empire – The territories, regions, colonies, and kingdoms under the supreme rule of Atlantis.
The Atlantean Ocean – One of the five great bodies of salt water on planet Earth. It is located in the West.
The Atlantean Oracle King, Queen – The sacred and traditional ruler of the Atlantean Empire. Only one Oracle King or Queen can be elected to rule Atlantis at any one time.
Of Note: The Oracle King has the power to oversee the High Kai Guardian Elder, the Kai guardians, and the Kai priestesses. The Oracle Queen only has the power to oversee the Kai priestesses.
See also: The High Kai Guardian Elder.
The Atlantean Royal Families – There are seven platonic Royal Families: Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus. Each Royal Family is composed of a High Kai Guardian, a High Kai Priestess and the Kai Order bound to them. Each family governs (with the aid of regional governments) one or more regions of the Atlantean Empire.
See also: Kai Order.
The Atlantean Royal Throne – The royal seat of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Atlantean Royal Towers – The eight royal towers of the Atlantean Empire that are the official residences of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen, and the seven Atlantean Royal Families.
Atlantis – The most powerful civilization in the West.
Atlas – The largest city-galaxy of Atlantis, and the capital of the Atlantean Empire. It is located on the island continent of Poseidia.
 
B
Bekuru – A wooden percussive instrument used by Ki disciples during chants.
The Blood race – Also referred to as the Red race. A term used to describe the human populations of Atlantis.
Bottom-gi – Traditional Lemurian pants made from a cotton canvas.
See also: gi, top-gi.
Buddha – 1. The ancient Lemurian mystic who founded the Ki faith. 2. A term giving to anyone who has achieved Enlightenment.
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The Children of Belial – Any and all disciples who oppose the Kai.
See also: The Children of the Law of One.
The Children of the Law of One – Any and all disciples of the Kai.
See also: the Law of One.
Chief Elder – In Lemuria, an Elder who is chosen by the landowning men of a village to lead the Elders for life.
City-galaxy – A city with a population of more than twenty-five million people.
Clan Order(s) – Refer to Kai Order(s).
The Clan of Uminote – Also referred to as the Lemurian Royal Family. They reigned over the extensive island regions of Lemuria for over five centuries.
Corporate noble – An individual of significant wealth and political power possessing hereditary rank in a corporate conglomerate.
Council – In Lemuria, it is an assembly of the Elders, and the priest(s), of a village who are responsible for final decisions, judgments, and law making.
Council Hut – A large hut typically placed in the center of a Lemurian village where the priest(s), Elders, and village men convene to discuss and make decisions on important village matters.
Cutting ceremony – The Lemurian formal act performed on a young boy in which his head is shaved to mark his passage into manhood.
CybOr-technology – Referring to any technology that synthesizes a living organism with mechanical or electronic devices.
Cyborg – A cybernetic organism.
 
D
Dharma hall – The hall within a Lemurian temple used by a Ki priest for meditations, training, and teachings.
Domek – A citizen in Atlantis who has authority, power, or control over others.
 
E
The East – The portion of the world influenced or ruled by the Lemurian Kingdom.
The East Sea – A sea located between the Middle Kingdom and the Shinohi region of the Kadek Island.
Elder(s) – One or all of the seven oldest men of a Lemurian village who compose its high council.
The Enlightenment – The blessed state achieved by a Kai or Ki disciple who transcends all attachments and desires.
Erima – A small village located to the north of the Ikishi village, in the region of Kadek, on the Kadek Island.
Of Note: It is the village that Kania (refer to the list of characters in Book I: Trinity of the Dark Legacy books) was born and raised in.
The Etheric races of Lemuria – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
 
F
Fornax-Serpens – Also referred to as Seeker Killers or S.K.’s. In the last days of the Age of Virgo they were the machines built by the Atlantean military at the request of the Atlantean government to patrol the Ideo sewer systems to prevent the flow of Ideo ghosts from illegally entering into and out of the citizen sectors of Atlas.
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Gi – A traditional Lemurian jacket and/or pants made from a cotton canvas.
See also: bottom-gi, top-gi.
The Girus Temple – A Kai temple of Atlantis located on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was the temple where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) was raised and trained.
The Golden Age – The spiritual apex of Atlantis under the enlightened reign of Amilius the Wise.
The Great Forest of Ikishi – It is the most sacred forest in the region of Kadek, on the Kadek Island.
The Great Hall of the Buddha – The largest hall, within a Lemurian temple, that enshrines the altar dedicated to the Buddha.
The Great Spirit – It is the principal deity in the Lemurian Ki faith who is responsible for the cyclic creation and destruction of all life.
Guardians of the Kai – A general term used to refer to both the High Kai Guardians and the Kai-Minor guardians.
 
H
Hakunus – A Lemurian ceremony celebrated every season that marks the passage of a girl, or girls, into womanhood.
The High Kai Chancellor – The position held only by the High Kai Guardian Elder who serves the Oracle King, Queen as secretary and chief confidant.
The High Kai Council – A council composed of the Oracle King, Queen, the High Kai Guardian Elder, the High Kai Guardians, and the High Kai Priestesses. Upon the death of the Oracle King, Queen they are vested with the power to appoint a new Oracle King, Queen to the Atlantean Royal Throne.
The High Kai Elder – Refer to the High Kai Guardian Elder.
The High Kai Guardians – There are seven High Kai Guardians, and each is bound to a High Kai Priestess. They each lead and protect, with their High Kai Priestess, the Kai Order to which they are bound.
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
The High Kai Guardian Elder – Also referred to as the High Kai Guardian Elder of the Order of Light; the Kai Elder King of the Order of the Kai Guardian guild; the High Kai Elder; and the Kai Elder King. He serves the Oracle King, Queen (who he is bound to) as High Kai Chancellor. He also serves the High Kai Council (who he is a member of) as its sole protector.
Of Note: If the High Kai Guardian Elder is in service to an Oracle Queen he is first in command of all Kai guardians. If the High Kai Guardian Elder is in service to an Oracle King he is second-in-command of all Kai guardians.
The High Kai Priestesses – There are seven High Kai Priestesses, and each is bound to a High Kai Guardian. They each lead and protect, with their High Kai Guardian, the Kai Order to which they are bound. 
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
The high tongue – The formal speech of any of the dialects of the Lemurian language.
Hiragan – A Lemurian alphabet writing system.
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Ida – Refer to The Sea of Ida.
Ideo-clan(s) – A secret, criminal organization(s) based within the Ideo sector.
Ideo ghosts – The non-Atlantean citizens of the Ideo sector.
The Ideo sector – The economically decaying, industrial sector of Atlas where all non-Atlantean citizens in Atlas must reside.
Ikishi village – A fishing village composed of several hundred Lemurians in the region of Kadek, on the Kadek Island.
Island of Kadek – Also referred to as Kadek Island. It is one of the furthest western islands of the Lemurian Kingdom.
Island of Kurai – Also referred to as the Kurai Island. It is an island located in the northern region of the Lemurian Kingdom.
 
K
Kadek Island – Also referred to as the Island of Kadek. It is one of the furthest western islands of the Lemurian Kingdom.
Kadek region – The eastern half of the Kadek Island.
See also: Shinohi region.
Kadek Mountain – Also referred to as Mount Kadek. The largest volcanic mountain located in the Kadek region, on the Kadek Island.
The Kadek Temple – The sacred temple of the Kadek region, on the Kadek Island, where the village priest of Ikishi resides.
Kai – 1. The life force: the vital force of nature and of all living things. 2. The religious faith and practices of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the Atlantean Royal Families. 3. Any and all laymen disciples of the religious faith and practices of the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the Atlantean Royal Families.
Of Note: The word was derived from the Lemurian term Ki.
See also: the Law of One.
The Kai Elder King – Refer to the High Kai Guardian Elder.
Kai guardian – A general term used to refer to either a High Kai Guardian or a Kai-Minor guardian, or both.
Kai line(s) – Referring to one or all eight of the ancestral lines of the Kai Orders that a Kai guardian or a Kai priestess is derived from or adopted into.
The Kai-Minor guardians – There are a total of forty-nine Kai-Minor guardians. They are divided into one of the seven Kai Orders, and thus there are seven Kai-Minor guardians for each Kai Order. They are each bound to a Kai-Minor priestess.
The Kai-Minor priestesses – There are a total of forty-nine Kai-Minor priestesses. They are divided into one of the seven Kai Orders, and thus there are seven Kai-Minor priestesses for each Kai Order. They are each bound to a Kai-Minor guardian.
Kai Order(s) – Also referred to as Order, or Clan Order. There are eight Kai Orders: Light, Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus.
Of Note: The Kai Orders of Drakul, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini, and Taurus are composed of both High Kai and Kai-Minor guardians and High Kai and Kai-Minor priestesses. The Order of Light is simply composed of the Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
See also: The Atlantean Royal Families.
Kai priestess – A general term used to refer to either a High Kai Priestess or a Kai-Minor priestess, or both.
Kai-Ra – Energy shield that only a Kai priestess can create while in an intense meditative state.
Kai Royal Highness – Refer to the Atlantean Oracle Queen.
Kami – The Lemurian term for spirit.
The Kami of Shinohi – The spirit of the Mountains of Shinohi.
Kata – A short or long series of offensive and defensive combative movements.
Ki – 1. The life force: the vital force of nature and of all living things.  2. The religious faith and practices of the Lemurian Royal Family. 3. Any and all laymen disciples of the religious faith and practices of the Lemurian Royal Family and the Lemurian Ki priests.
Of Note: The word inspired the Atlantean term Kai.
The Ki faith – Also referred to as the Lemurian Ki faith. It is the beliefs and religious practices of the Lemurian culture.
Ki priest, priestess – A Lemurian man or woman who has the authority to perform and administer the rites of the Ki faith.
Ki sword – The Lemurian art of swordsmanship.
Ki warrior – A soldier knowledgeable in Ki sword who serves Lemurian lords and royalty.
Kimu Ki – A traditional Lemurian fermented dish made of vegetables with a variety of herbs and spices.
The Kingdom of Lemuria – Also referred to as the Lemurian Kingdom. It is the extensive island territories under the rule of Lemuria.
Koan – A paradoxical statement or story used by Ki priests to puzzle the meditating minds of their Ki disciples as a means for them to achieve spiritual awakening.
Kragita-droid – A colossal, heavy artillery droid.
Kurai Island – Also referred to as the Island of Kurai. It is an island located in the northern region of the Lemurian Kingdom.
Kurohi Mountain – Also referred to as Mount Kurohi. It is a volcanic mountain located east of Mount Kadek.
 
L
The last days of the Age of Virgo – The last decades of the Age of Virgo.
The Law of One – The holy doctrine of the Kai faith established by Amilius the Wise during the Golden Age of Atlantis.
Lemuria – The most influential civilization in the East.
Lemurian Ki faith – Also referred to as the Ki faith. It is the beliefs and religious practices of the Lemurian culture.
The Lemurian Kingdom – Also referred to as the Kingdom of Lemuria. It is the extensive island regions under the rule of Lemuria.
The Lemurian Royal Family – The long ruling Clan of Uminote. They reigned over the extensive island regions of Lemuria for over five centuries.
The life force – The vital force of nature and of all living things. It is divided into two opposing, yet, coexisting parts: shin, and shang.
See also: Kai, Ki.
 
M
Maldek – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
The Middle Kingdom – The fragmented and fading kingdom located west of the East Sea.
Mochi – A sticky rice cake typically made in winter in Lemuria.
Mother – The planet Earth.
Mount Eve – The hollowed mountain enclosing the Atlantean Royal Towers.
Mount Kadek – Also referred to as the Kadek Mountain. The largest volcanic mountain located in the Kadek region, on the Kadek Island.
Mount Kai – Mountain on the island continent of Poseidia that the Wise considered to be the birthplace of the Red race.
Of Note: The Atlantean Royal Throne was cut and made from this mountain. 
Mount Kurohi – Also referred to as the Kurohi Mountain. It is a volcanic mountain located east of Mount Kadek.
The Mountains of Ara – Also referred to as the Ara Mountains. It is a chain of mountains surrounding Atlas.
The Mountains of Arakara – Also referred to as the Arakara Mountains. It is a chain of mountains on the island continent of Og.
Of Note: It was where Skaton-ka (refer to the list of characters in The End of the Kai of the Dark Legacy books) went on his three hundred day retreat and gained the Enlightenment.
The Mountains of Shinohi – Also referred to as the Shinohi Mountains. It is a chain of mountains running from north to south that divides the Kadek Island into two regions: the western Shinohi region, and the eastern Kadek region.
Musca-technology – Referring to the science and technology of constructing electronic circuits and devices from atomic and subatomic particles.
 
N
No-mind – A present state of being that is devoid of all thoughts and attachments.
 
O
The Ocean of Mu – One of the five great bodies of salt water on planet Earth.  It is located in the East.
Og – The eastern-most island continent of the three island continents of Atlantis.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
Okusan – A respectful term used by Lemurians for married and/or widowed men.
Okusen – A respectful term used by Lemurians for married and/or widowed women.
The old tongue – The ancient language of Lemuria.
Ophiuchus – The most powerful of the Ideo-clans in the Age of Virgo.
The Oracle King, Queen – Refer to the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Order of the Kai Guardian guild – The fellowship to which all Kai guardians belong to, which is led by the High Kai Guardian Elder.
The Order of the Kai Priestess guild – The fellowsip to which all Kai priestesses belong to, which is led by the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen.
The Order of Light – The fellowship composed of only the Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
 
P
Plasma-fire – The discharge of highly ionized gas from a fast-action firearm. 
Pleiadia – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Pleiadians – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Poli-ki-clan(s) – A radical right-wing political group(s) of Atlantis.
Poseidia – The western-most island continent of the three island continents of Atlantis.
See also: the Second Great Quake of Ara.
Potion-magics – Any of the illegal substances in Atlantis that caused addiction, habituation, or drastic changes in consciousness.
 
R
The Red race – Also referred to as the Blood race. A term used to describe the human populations of Atlantis.
 
S
The Sea of Ida – Sea in the Atlantean Ocean that Atlas faces.
The Second Great Quake of Ara – The horrific series of earthquakes that swallowed two of the once five island continents of Atlantis.
Seeker Killers – Also referred to as S.K.’s. Refer to Fornax Serpens.
The Seven Stars of Pleiadia – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
The Sirian Creator – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Sirians – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
Shang – It is the aggressive aspect of the life force that can be characterized as heat, motion, and outward centrifugal force.
See also: Kai, Ki, life force.
Shi sticks – A pair of sticks used in Lemuria as an eating instrument for lifting food to the mouth.
Shin – It is the passive aspect of the life force that can be characterized as cold, stillness, and inward centripetal force.
See also: Kai, Ki, life force.
The Shinohi Mountains – Also referred to as the Mountains of Shinohi. It is a chain of mountains running from north to south that divides the Kadek Island into two regions: the western Shinohi region, and the eastern Kadek region.
Shinohi region – The western half of the Kadek Island.
See also: Kadek region.
S.K.’s – Also referred to as Seeker Killers. Refer to Fornax Serpens.
Sky-towers – The tall buildings and towers of the cities of Atlantis defined as having more than 150 floors or levels.
The Source – The life force is derived from it. It is the ultimate nothingness.  Ancient Lemurian philosophers described it as the void and boundless state, which prevailed before the world was created, and from which the universe was formed.
See also: life force.
Speed tribe(s) – A gang(s) of adolescents within the Ideo sector who are often hired by or in league with one or more Ideo-clans.
Spheres of Ra – Compact orbs of highly volatile ionized gas that a Kai priestess can create instantaneously while in an intense meditative state.
The Sun race – Also referred to as the Yellow race. A term used to describe the human populations of Lemuria.
 
T
Teshi-do – A popular combative sport in Lemuria.
Teshi-do Ko-Tenso – The title given to an adolescent Lemurian male who successfully defeats all of his opponents in the seasonal Teshi-do tournament.
Top-gi – A traditional Lemurian fold over jacket made from a cotton canvas.
See also: bottom-gi, gi.
Tori gate – A gate placed before a Lemurian temple or natural formation that has been deemed sacred.
The Tower of Light – The Atlantean Royal Tower where resides the Atlantean Oracle King, Queen and the High Kai Guardian Elder.
 
Y
The Yama Te Temple – A temple near the southern coast of the Lemurian Island of Kurai.
The Yellow race – Also referred to as the Sun race. A term used to describe the human populations of Lemuria.
 
W
The West – The portion of the world influenced or ruled by the Atlantean Empire.
The Winged Creator – Refer to the list of defined words and terms in Book V: Time of the Dark Legacy books.
The Wise – Refer to Amilius the Wise.
 
Z
Zabuton – A pillow a Ki disciple sits on during zazen.
Zazen – Meditation as practiced by Ki priests and disciples.

PURCHASE AND CONTINUE READING
 
Dark Legacy: Book I – Trinity is available in hardcover, paperback, and as an ebook for KOBO and most other e-reader devices.
 
Visit the following website to purchase and continue reading Book I – Trinity.
 
www.THELEGACYCYCLE.com

OEBPS/cover.jpg
DARK LEGALY






