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Twins

Beauty walked blindfolded into the excess of the masquerade. Her elegance drew the eyes of all. Before being given the chance to fasten a mask upon her face, she was approached by Pain and Pleasure. The twins were charming and kind. It wasn't long before they captivated her full attention.

All around Beauty were hushed whispers. Her presence was not expected, and even more shocking was her bare face. These murmurs, however, were drowned out as soon as the sweet sound of symphony music resounded through the ornate hall.

Pleasure seized the opportunity, grasping Beauty’s hand, guiding her from speech to dance with ease and rhythm, and stepping into the midst of euphoria. As the two swayed and twirled, they became fettered to one another.

The dazzling dance between Pleasure and Beauty became the envy of all the masquerade’s observers. None was more envious than Pain, though. As the song climaxed, Pleasure held Beauty in the shelter of his arms—while Pain looked on—clutching tight the festering seeds of jealousy.

When the tune met its end, Pleasure eased his hold and whispered softly into Beauty’s ear, “Excuse me for only a moment, I’ve been summoned by our host.”

So, Beauty stood blindfolded and alone at the center of the masquerade. Until once again, the warmth of a familiar hand fell into her own...and simultaneously, the music resumed.

Still, this dance was Pain’s, yet Pleasure and Beauty knew it not. And as the music went on, so did this cycle. Pleasure would return to see Beauty alone where he left her, then wander away, disappearing for this or that, and Pain would follow swiftly, so as to keep Beauty company.
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Lotus Drinkers

The scorching sun sat in the cloudless sky high above the Spanish countryside. A continuous succession of wilting willows cast long creeping shadows on the dirt before Don Quixote and his squire. Sancho Panza leaned forward on his donkey to grab his trusty leather bota skin and filled his mouth with warm red wine. As the two descended into the valley, a clearing in the willows emerged, and rippling heatwaves blurred the path before them.

“Can we rest before the shade ends?” asked Sancho.

“Now?” replied the knight in dented armor. “No, I daresay rest is impossible. How can you dream of rest when the serpent stalks our every footstep? Can’t you feel it? Its grip choking away the life force of the village we committed to saving?”

And with those words, he led his limping horse into the full light of day. His persistence was rewarded. For, dotting the horizon, was a water so clear and so blue that it could have been mistaken for the heavens—their first glimpse of the Mediterranean.

“Aha!” he pointed towards the sea, “it is just as the legends claimed, my dear Sancho. At the end of the path of willows will be a village shrouded in lavender mist.”

“Espejismo,” Sancho could barely believe his eyes. The island sat just off the shoreline with a thin purple cloud hanging inches above its sands. Rising above this haze was the outline of a village. The buildings’ bright colors—when seen from a distance—blended into one, like the palette of a painter who has lost his mind. Still, as the two approached, the shades of the individual properties separated, and bloomed before them like spring flowers.

Between the island and Spain was a still figure that stood on top of the water, a young girl, unaffected by the steady rhythm of waves.

“How does she not sink?” asked Quixote.

The squire shook his head. He could give no answer until they made their way through the graveyard of abandoned boats that littered the beach across from Espejismo. Then, peering into the water, the explanation announced itself. Hiding just beneath the surface was a natural granite land bridge that ran from mainland Spain to the island.

“It must only function when the tide is at its lowest. See how it is already beginning to vanish under the sea?”

“Rocinante doesn’t trust it,” said Quixote.

It was true. Neither horse nor donkey would walk into the ocean without a bit of persuasion. So, the knight and squire were forced to step into the waters first and pull their animals behind them. The sea barely reached their ankles, but the mist rose to their knees.

The girl wore pigtails and had tan skin from long days of playing in the sun. She was taking flat stones from a small bag and skipping them.

“I’ll never know how many I get,” she said as her rock faded into the dense, lavender fog. Then she turned to look the two up and down and said, “There once was a knight so drunk with wine, he thought he’d met his lady fine, the sun forgot to shine and shine, and in the dark of night he kissed a swine.”

“Ha! And what is your name young poet?”

“Gabriella.”

“Well, I am Don Quixote de la Mancha: a knight, a gentleman, and a servant of the unprotected. My squire, Sancho, and I request room and board in your village while we prepare to battle with the monster that maintains a grip on your community. All in the name of Dulcinea: the inspiration for my exploits.”

“Dulcinea?” she asked without moving a muscle.

“Yes, the sweetest, the most beautiful, the most divine in virtue: Dulcinea del Toboso.”

“Oh, yes, you must mean the princess…” she trailed off as if she’d just remembered something important. “Well, I know nothing of monsters, but the princess is here in Espejismo. Every day, she visits the fountain of dreams and stares into her own reflection.”

Quixote’s eyes lit up like candles on a moonless night. He said to Sancho, “Did you hear that? Here! She’s here.”

Sancho nodded, thinking, And what about the serpent?

For Don Quixote though, this idea had already been replaced; infatuation consumed the mind of the knight. He tugged at the reins of his tired horse and pulled the limping animal across the bridge, into Espejismo.

“The fountain…” he roared at the townsfolk. “Where is the fountain of dreams?!”

The men, women, and children all looked at him with shock and confusion painted on their faces. Their eyes were gray, and they seemed more asleep than awake. Some burdened him with questions: “Who are you? How did you find Espejismo? Who told you of the fountain?”

The knight was in too great a rush to answer the questions of those who weren’t dumbfounded and speechless.

Then he heard the soft voice of Gabriella behind him say, “Follow me, I know the way to the center of town.”

The village was designed like a maze; the houses all appeared to be the same size and shape. Indeed, the only way to distinguish one building from another was by the change in paint.

Sprouting from the mist were thick, thorn-covered vines that ran up the walls and tangled around benches and lamp posts. Attached to these vines were lily pads that bobbed upon the surface of the lavender cloud like stars floating in the night sky. Each lily supported a budding pink lotus.

“What species of flower are these that mix the scent of syrup into that of sea salt?” asked Sancho.

However, as the words left his mouth, the street before them opened into the town square and Quixote’s excitement took all attention away from his question.

“Dulcinea!” he shouted and paced the perimeter in long exaggerated circles. “Dulcinea, I have come for you!”

Sancho sighed and approached the fountain with his back to the sun. Water sprang from the top and descended into three pools, each larger than the last until it reached the base. The light struck the water at an angle, which made it glow rose-pink, the same color as the church that stood behind it.

In the center of the fountain was the origin of that plant which crawled into every free corner of the village; a knotted thicket of vines wrapped around the stone like rope. Sancho took a swig of wine and reached down towards the water to pluck a light pink lotus from the cluster of lily pads.

The severed flower pulsed in his hand like a heart. Sancho had never felt such vitality in a plant. Amazed, he reached back into the pool and grabbed for the source. Between the thorns, the vine throbbed in rhythm like an artery pushing blood through the body.

Meanwhile, the hysterical Quixote screeched like a magpie while he searched high and low for his idol. He checked in each of the surrounding alleys, peered into every open window, and finally stepped through the great chestnut doors of the church.

Gabriella—amused with his antics—followed the mad knight into the towering, pink house of worship.

“Dulcinea?” answered the priest, a tall, gray-haired man with a torso like a wine barrel. He was walking towards the odd pair, wiping pink stains onto his black robe with hands the size of dinner plates.

Gabriella went up to the man with whom she was familiar, and whispered in his ear, “He is looking for the blacksmith's daughter.”

“Ah, but of course, the princess.”

“You know her?” Quixote asked.

“All too well. After all, she is one of my most faithful patrons. I’m certain that she will return to the fountain when the sun sets. It is...her routine, you might say.”

“Thank you, sir.” Quixote took a step out of the church to examine the sky. He predicted the shadow of night would fall upon Espejismo in an hour, no longer.

“Yes, well, she’s only a princess so far as… oh anyway, you’ll find out for yourself,” the priest trailed off as Don Quixote was already making his way back to the fountain.

The priest started again on his work, but after a moment of consideration, decided to extend his hospitality to the strange men in the plaza.

Sancho was still trying to make sense of the lotus when the shadow of the priest fell upon him. The man blocked the sun and fixed his dull, gray eyes on the plucked flower in Sancho’s hands.

“These fountains flowers are sacred; they are not for the uninitiated.”

“Ah, my apologies. I meant no harm—”

“It’s quite alright,” the priest remarked. Then he offered Sancho a cup and said, “Please though, if you are going to stay, I invite you to drink of our island’s nectar.”

The squire looked over to see that Don Quixote was already taking back the liquid in a single graceless gulp—one that was overflowing onto his armor. Sancho lowered his nose, the cup smelled like honeyed wine, but pink petals floated on its surface. He shrugged and took a small taste of the perfumed drink.

“Delicious,” he said, smiling at the priest.

Then, as if the two were old friends and immersed in deep conversation, the priest said, “We know what the knight searches for, but what about you? What is your deepest desire?”

The question took Sancho off guard, and he paused to consider before saying, “An island just like this where I am king.”

The priest wiped another pink splotch onto his black robe then put his enormous hand on Sancho’s shoulder and said, “Ah! It is a good thing that you’ve found yourself here on Espejismo. Come with me. I’ll see if I can make an arrangement.”

Sancho looked at Don Quixote who was engaged in conversation with Gabriella and decided he may as well see what the priest could offer him.

Inside the church, Sancho noticed that there were no crosses, no statues of Jesus, and no religious iconography to speak of. He thought about asking the priest why this was, but decided it was better to stay silent than offend.

The priest led Sancho up a spiral set of stairs and onto a balcony. From this height, Sancho could see the sun approaching the horizon and watched with pleasure as the clouds flushed coral pink
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