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  Chapter one
SIMAULT AND THE BRUSH STROKES OF ETERNITY


The monastery gate, a monstrous slab of age-darkened wood bound with black iron, remained resolutely shut. Simault, his handsome face smudged with grime and sweat, a lock of jet-black hair plastered to his forehead, kicked it. Not a warrior’s kick, nor even a particularly angry one, but the petulant, frustrated kick of a man who had trekked halfway across a sun-scorched country, scaled a mountain that seemed to scrape the belly of the sky, only to be met with… wood. 
“Hello?” Simault yelled, his voice hoarse. “Is anyone even in there?” He pounded a fist against the unyielding timber, the sound ridiculously muffled. “Or is ‘enlightenment’ just another word for ‘exceptionally good at ignoring people’?”
Honestly, Simault thought, leaning his aching back against the gate, for a place of supposed spiritual awakening, their welcome was appalling. Three weeks. Three weeks of dust, questionable food, and the kind of bone-deep weariness that made his former life of silk cushions and deferential servants feel like a distant, almost insulting, dream. And for what? To stare at a closed door. He was certain his father’s most junior trade clerk wouldn’t have tolerated such inefficiency.
A memory, sharp and unwanted, of his father’s face - stern, uncomprehending, a deep furrow of disappointment between his brows - surfaced. Simault winced. He’d left a meticulously tied scroll, not an apology, but an explanation, beneath the ancient oak in their family courtyard in Mera’s Valley. The oak. His world had fractured beneath that tree.
It had begun like any other dawn. Mist, thick as unspun wool, ghosting through the cobbled lanes. He’d slipped from the sleeping house, the scent of salt from the nearby wharves mingling with the damp earth. Then, under the oak, a titan whose bark was a roadmap of his dynasty’s seven generations, something had… shifted. Simault remembered how time itself had seemed to pool around its colossal base. The usual chorus of awakening birds had become a held breath. 
As the first trembling blush of rose and amber had touched the sky, everything Simault believed himself to be - son, heir, astute merchant-in-training - had peeled away. In a silence that vibrated beyond thought, he had glimpsed… it. A vast, unnamable awareness, older than the oak, older than the mountains, older than time itself.
It had vanished in an eyeblink, a cosmic inhalation, but the echo of that infinite stillness, that boundless, terrifying presence, had shattered his meticulously constructed reality. Simault felt the lingering dread of it even now. The clang of coin, the rustle of contracts, the entire, gilded edifice of his life, had become hollow, absurd. He’d felt a compulsion, an unwilling terror-laced magnet, pulling him away from everything known. He’d have to understand. Or go mad. Probably both.
The journey itself had been a special kind of hell. He remembered pressing a wilting wildflower into the grubby hand of a wide-eyed child in a drought-stricken village - a fleeting moment of something soft and unbidden. But mostly, it had been endless, punishing miles. His expensive, city-soft boots, now scuffed and cracked, were a testament to that.
“Alright, I’m here!” Simault shouted again, louder this time, hammering on the gate with both fists. “The prodigal, thoroughly confused son has arrived! Now what?” He slumped against the wood, defeated. Maybe this was all a colossal mistake. Maybe that moment under the oak was madness.
Suddenly, with a deep groan of ancient hinges that sounded like the mountain itself sighing, one half of the massive gate creaked inward. An old monk stood there, silhouetted against a dim inner courtyard. He was bent with age, yet his eyes, when Simault’s adjusted to the gloom, were extraordinarily bright, alive with a keen, gentle amusement. His robes were the deep slate-grey of mountain stone after rain.
“Such enthusiasm to enter a place of quiet contemplation,” the monk said, his voice surprisingly warm, rough-hewn yet kind. “One might think you were fleeing a burning city, not seeking enlightenment.”
Simault, startled and caught mid-rant, could only stare. “I… uh… well, I’ve been out here for a while,” he stammered, feeling a flush rise under his grime. “It’s a rather large gate.”
The monk chuckled, a dry sound like rustling leaves. “Indeed, it is. And you are Simault, I presume? We were… expecting you. Though perhaps not with quite so much… percussion.” He stepped aside. “I am Brother Chen. Welcome to Clear Seeing.”
Simault, feeling foolish, stepped past him into the dimness. As Brother Chen secured the gate with a heavy wooden bar, Simault’s eyes fell upon a peculiar arrangement against the inner wall of this small antechamber: nine stone lions, their features weathered into expressions of fierce warning and serene welcome. Before each rested a small, polished wooden bowl. Only three held offerings - a shard of mirror, a pile of sand, a rolled parchment.
“What’s all this, then?” Simault asked, his earlier frustration giving way to a wary curiosity. “Another test?”
Brother Chen smiled. “A point of reflection, perhaps, for those who enter. The parchment reads, ‘The true entrance appears to those who understand what they seek.’ Many new arrivals have spent hours, even days, puzzling over these bowls, seeking a hidden meaning, a key.” He paused, his gaze gentle on Simault. “What is it you seek, young Simault, that has brought you on such an arduous journey?”
Simault looked from the bowls to Brother Chen, then back to the enigmatic inscription. He thought of the terror under the oak tree, the hollowness of his old life, the punishing miles. He picked up the mirror shard. His reflection splintered: merchant’s son, runaway heir, terrified seeker. He let the sand sift through his fingers. Moments, opportunities, time itself, slipping away. On the reverse of the parchment was a breathtaking ink painting: a single, powerful brushstroke depicting a colossal wave, forever crashing, forever suspended.
“I… I don’t know what I seek anymore,” Simault admitted, the fight draining out of him, replaced by a vast weariness. “I thought I sought answers, understanding. But this… this journey…” He gestured vaguely at his disheveled state. “It’s just made me more confused.” He looked at Brother Chen, a raw honesty in his eyes. “I came here because I had to. Because I couldn’t stay where I was.”
Brother Chen nodded slowly. “Sometimes, young man, the greatest understanding begins not with finding an answer, but with the courage to truly inhabit the question. Or perhaps,” his eyes twinkled, “to realize the question itself is part of what you are seeking to understand.” He gestured deeper into the monastery. “Come. The Master awaits.”
As they walked, Simault couldn’t shake the image of the bowls. He had an urge to blurt out something, anything, to prove he wasn't entirely clueless. Oh, for crying out loud, Simault thought, a wave of exhausted surrender washing over him. Fine. Whatever.
“I seek nothing,” he muttered, more to himself than to Brother Chen, the words tasting strange and surprisingly true on his tongue. “Because what I am seeking… is that which is doing the seeking.” He added the last part almost as an afterthought, a half-remembered line from some dusty philosophical text his father had insisted he study. It probably meant nothing.
Brother Chen stopped, turning to Simault with a new light in his eyes, a profound, crinkling smile. “Ah. So, the entrance has indeed appeared to you, even without the gate needing to test your resolve. Interesting.” He gestured onward. “The path is clear, then.”
Simault, still puzzled over what exactly the old monk meant by the "entrance appearing," followed him. The air inside the main monastery walls hummed with a silence far deeper than mere absence of noise. Gravel paths, swept into intricate patterns, crunched softly under his boots. Camellia bushes exploded in vibrant bursts of crimson and white. 
In one courtyard, a stream, clear as liquid crystal, gurgled over smooth, mossy stones. Here, two old nuns, their faces serene roadmaps of time, rhythmically washed wooden bowls, their low, melodious chant melting into the water’s gentle music. They glanced up as Simault passed, their eyes holding a calm, incurious welcome, before returning to their task. The profound, unstudied peace of it brought an unexpected ache to Simault’s chest. 
So, this is what I left home for, he thought, a touch of his old sarcasm returning, gardening and dishwashing nuns. At least the air smells better than the tannery district.
He found himself drawn towards the Hall of the Empty Bell. Before the massive, silent bell, a young monk, barely older than himself, sat in meditation. He opened his eyes as Simault approached, a hint of irrepressible mischief in their depths.
“A new arrival?” the monk’s voice was bright. “Welcome.” Simault, still a bit off-kilter, just nodded. He gestured towards the massive bronze. “Will it ever ring?”
The young monk’s smile widened. 
“The Elders say that when the Great Bell rings, its true sound will shatter illusions across the land, and every heart still capable of hearing will awaken.” He tilted his head. “But sometimes, in the deepest quiet… I dream I hear it. Like the sky itself cracking open with silent laughter.” 
Simault just stared at him, thinking, Right. And I’m the King’s favorite concubine.
A pull stronger than curiosity led Simault onward, towards a more secluded hall veiled by ancient ivy: the Hall of Whispering Stones. Inside, the floor was paved with smooth, dark river stones, each etched with calligraphic brushstrokes. Simault felt an odd resonance from them, a palpable sense of story under his feet, a low thrumming he couldn’t quite place, though he quickly dismissed it. 
Just rocks, he told himself. Probably uneven. 
At the center stood a low, exquisitely crafted wooden table. On it rested three objects: a pristine sheet of rice paper, utterly blank save for a single, perfectly placed black dot near its center; a worn but meticulously kept brush; and an inkstone holding a small pool of glistening, jet-black ink.
These were not tools of commerce. Simault felt these resonate with the silent, shattering truth he’d glimpsed beneath the oak.
From the deepest shadows, a presence made itself known. She emerged as quietly as a thought: The Master. Her silver hair, shot through with threads that shimmered like captured starlight, framed a face of fine-boned, ageless beauty. Her robes were the deep, fathomless blue of a moonless midnight sky. But it was her eyes that held him - vast, luminous, like twin pools reflecting the entirety of the night sky yet holding an immeasurable depth of compassion and an almost unnerving clarity. They seemed to see not just Simault the young man, the runaway merchant’s son, but the raw, unspoken questions, the fear, the nascent hope that churned within him.
Great, Simault thought, a fresh wave of anxiety tightening his chest. She probably knows I kicked the gate. And what I thought about the other monk. The carefully rehearsed words he’d thought to speak, the desperate pleas for guidance, dissolved like mist in sunlight. There was no need for them. She already knew.
“You carry the echo of the oak,” she said, her voice soft, yet resonant, each word seeming to drop into the silence of the hall like a perfectly placed stone into a still pond. “And you fear what it reveals. You fear it was an illusion, a trick of a weary mind.” She paused, her gaze unwavering. “And perhaps you fear even more that it was real.”
Simault swallowed, the sound loud in the immense quiet. The truth of her words struck him with the force of a physical blow, stripping away his remaining defenses. “Yes, Master.” His voice was barely a whisper. “If it was…if that moment was just…madness…then this whole journey, this forsaking of my life, is the act of a fool.” He took a ragged breath. “But if it was real…then everything I was, everything I believed myself to be, my family, my future…it’s all…gone. Meaningless.” The desolation in that thought threatened to overwhelm him.
The Master inclined her head, a gesture that was both infinitely gentle and diamond-sharp in its perception. “The inheritance of name and trade, the lineage of merchants - these things built a story, Simault. A strong story, one that defined you, gave you a place.” Her eyes held his. 
“Your awakening, that glimpse beyond the story, naturally threatens it. Not because the story is inherently false, but because it is too small. It cannot contain the vastness of what you truly are.” She took a step closer, her presence both calming and intensely focused. “Truth does not destroy the story, young seeker. It simply, and profoundly, reveals the One who is, and always has been, reading it.”
She gestured to the low table, to the brush, the ink, the paper with its solitary black dot. “Your fear is a powerful energy,” she said, her voice still soft, yet imbued with an undeniable authority. “It speaks. Let it speak now through your hand. Paint your fear.”
Paint my fear? Simault thought, a hysterical laugh bubbling just beneath the surface. Is she serious? What is this, some kind of spiritual art therapy? This is why I left my perfectly comfortable life? For this cryptic nonsense? 
But his hand trembled as he reached for the brush. The smooth, cool wood felt alien yet strangely familiar. He dipped the bristles into the sharp-scented, glistening ink. His heart pounded. Closing his eyes for a moment, he brought forth the image of his terror, his world rent in two. Then, with a deep, shuddering breath, he brought the brush to the paper and dragged a jagged, quivering, broken line across its pristine surface - a stark black wound, a division that tore the emptiness apart. Son and seeker. Known and unknown. Safety and abyss. Irreconcilably sundered.
“Good,” the Master said, her voice a quiet breath of approval, or perhaps just acknowledgement. She waited a moment, letting the image of his fear settle in the charged silence of the hall. “Now,” she continued, her tone inviting, almost gentle, “close your eyes again. Return to the foot of the ancient oak, to that dawn. Summon not the memory, but the feeling. The golden hush. The boundless presence. The silence that was more real than any sound. Let that arise within you now. And when it is fully present, paint that.”
Simault closed his eyes. The scent of the ink, the feel of the brush, the cool, humming stones he sensed beneath his feet - it all receded. He was back, beneath the oak, the world dissolving into that luminous, unnamable immensity. A profound peace, a sense of absolute belonging, washed through him. His hand, no longer trembling, moved with a certainty that seemed to come from beyond himself. He dipped the brush again, and this time, it flowed across the paper in a single, continuous, encompassing motion - an imperfect, slightly wavering, yet undeniably whole circle, embracing the jagged line of his fear, holding it, containing it, not negating it, but rendering it part of a larger, unbroken pattern.
The subtle warmth from the stones beneath his feet seemed to intensify, the silent hum deepening, resonating within his chest like the forgotten echo of the Great Bell. A profound sense of release, of something ancient and tightly bound within him finally letting go, brought tears, hot and unexpected, to his eyes.
The Master stepped forward, her movement fluid and precise. With the tip of her own slender finger, she dipped it into the ink and, with infinite care, added a tiny, perfect dot to the very center of the circle he had drawn, a point of stillness within the embrace of wholeness, a fulcrum around which all movement turned.
"Here, Simault," she said, her voice resonating with the quiet power of a fundamental truth, "is where you always stand. Not at some imagined beginning, nor at an anticipated end. The division you feel and the wholeness that embraces it, the story of your deepest fear and the silent truth of your being, the dying of one world and the arising of another- all of it is simply perceived, all of it effortlessly held, within this single, timeless breath. Always. Here."
The words, the image, the warmth from the stones, the Master’s unwavering presence - it all converged. Something inside Simault loosened, unknotted, like a fist slowly unclenching after a lifetime of being closed. A quiet, luminous joy, fragile yet undeniable, began to brighten the shadowed corners of his heart.
He reached into the satchel at his side and withdrew the slender oak branch, the vibrant green relic of his old story, his poignant farewell. He walked to a corner of the hall where a simple stone basin held clear, still water - the Pool of Silent Reflection, he somehow knew it was called. With a reverence born of this new understanding, he laid the branch gently on the water’s surface. It floated for a moment, a green promise on a silver mirror, then slowly, gracefully, it began to sink, its descent sending out shimmering, golden ripples that spread to the edges of the pool and then vanished, leaving the water once again perfectly still.
The Master smiled, a genuine, radiant smile that seemed to illuminate the hall, a hint of that same irrepressible, joyful mischief he had seen in the eyes of the young monk by the Empty Bell.
“The old story has been offered, and received,” she said. “At dawn, when the first light touches the peaks, find me in the Garden of Infinite Questions. There is more to see.”
Her gaze shifted slightly, and Brother Chen emerged from the shadows as if summoned by an unspoken call. “Brother Chen will show you to your quarters, Simault. Rest. The mountain air is thin, and the journey has been long.”
Simault looked from the Master to Brother Chen, then around the Hall of Whispering Stones. He’d seen the monks - Brother Chen, the young man by the bell - their heads were all shorn. A new, very practical, and deeply personal wave of resistance surged through him.
“Wait,” Simault said, the word sharper than he intended. He straightened, a spark of his old, privileged defiance flaring. “I’ll stay…for now. I appreciate the… the art lesson.” He gestured vaguely at the table. “But I’m not cutting my hair.” He ran a hand through his tousled jet-black locks, a gesture both protective and unconsciously vain. “That’s…non-negotiable.”
Brother Chen’s eyebrows twitched almost imperceptibly, the only sign of his surprise. The Master’s faint smile, however, didn’t waver. It perhaps even deepened, a new layer of enigmatic amusement in her eyes.
“The attachments we cling to take many forms, Simault,” she said, her voice still soft, yet carrying an unshakeable authority. “Some are to the stories in our minds, others to the very hairs on our head. We shall see which proves the stronger root when the winds of true seeing begin to blow.” She paused, a subtle challenge in her gaze. “The mountain cares little for the length of one’s hair, Simault. Perhaps you will find, in time, that neither do you. For now, let it be as it is.” She then turned to Brother Chen. “See that he is comfortable.”
Brother Chen bowed, then gestured for Simault to follow. Simault, feeling a strange mix of triumph at his minor victory and an unsettling premonition that he’d just walked into a far more subtle kind of trap, followed the old monk out of the Hall of Whispering Stones.
His quarters were…stark. A thin sleeping mat on a raised wooden platform, a small, rough-hewn table, a single unglazed window looking out onto a bare stone wall. 
Luxury, Simault thought, the sarcasm a familiar, almost comforting shield. My father’s hunting dogs live better than this.
Brother Chen departed with a final, unreadable smile, leaving Simault alone with the echoing silence of the mountains, the lingering scent of ancient incense, and the Master’s unsettling words. He sank onto the mat, his body aching, his mind a whirlwind. He had faced the Master, painted his fear, even kept his hair. For now.
“At dawn… find me in the Garden of Infinite Questions,” she had said. “There is more to see.”
Oh, great, Simault thought, as the first true rays of dawn began to paint the stark stone wall outside his window with a reluctant, pearlescent light. More questions. More walking. Just what I need. 
But this time, Simault noted with a strange, unwilling lurch in his chest, there was less bite in his internal sarcasm, and perhaps, just perhaps, a flicker of something he refused to name, something that, annoyingly, felt a little like anticipation.








  
  Chapter two
SIMAULT AND THE GARDEN OF INFINITE QUESTIONS


Simault awoke to the insistent chill of mountain air and the even more insistent ache in his back. His "quarters," as Brother Chen had generously termed the stone box, boasted a sleeping mat seemingly woven from dried twigs and regret, a window that offered a stunningly uninspiring view of another stone wall, and precisely zero concessions to comfort. 
Luxury, Simault thought, his internal voice was already dripping with sarcasm as he untangled himself from the rough blanket. My father’s prize hounds have plusher kennels. And they probably get breakfast served on silver platters, not philosophical musings.  
The Master’s instruction to meet her in the Garden of Infinite Questions at dawn had, of course, come without a map or, apparently, a consideration for a young man’s need for sleep. After a few wrong turns down identical-looking stone corridors, which only deepened his already simmering annoyance, Simault finally found a path that seemed to lead away from the main cloister, upwards, towards a wilder, less tamed part of the monastery. 
His tousled hair, a defiant banner against the sea of shorn heads he’d glimpsed yesterday, felt pleasingly un-monastic in the crisp morning air, a small, cherished piece of his old self he wasn’t yet ready to relinquish.  
The Garden, when he eventually stumbled upon it, was less a garden and more a…well, a place with rocks and an alarming number of things that looked like weeds, all shrouded in a damp, clinging mist that promised to ruin the set of his travel-worn robes. 
Infinite questions, is it? Simault mused, eyeing a particularly stubborn thistle with disdain. I’ve got one: who’s supposed to be weeding this place? Or is ‘letting nature take its course’ another one of those profound spiritual principles that also happens to be an excellent excuse for shoddy landscaping? 
Ancient, moss-covered standing stones, etched with characters so weathered they were barely legible, punctuated the seeming chaos. He squinted at one: “Who am I when the story I tell myself falls silent?” Simault snorted. “Probably just hungry. And in need of a decent cup of tea, not more riddles designed by people with far too much time on their hands.” 
He found the Master standing by a gnarled, ancient plum tree whose blossoms, even in the pre-dawn light, seemed to hold a faint, pearlescent glow, like captive moonlight. Her stillness was absolute, an unnerving contrast to the restless churning in Simault’s own chest. He was still grappling with yesterday - the unsettling clarity of the ink paintings, the Master’s unnerving ability to see straight through him, and now this. An overgrown patch of…philosophy, likely to stain his boots.  
“Tell me, Simault,” the Master said, her voice calm as the surface of a windless lake, not even turning as he approached. “What, in your understanding, makes a seeker?”  
Simault’s mind, already on edge, scrambled. A seeker? Right, one of these profound, unanswerable questions designed to make me feel like an utter imbecile. He mentally sifted through the philosophical texts his father had made him study, searching for a suitably impressive quote. 
“Someone who… who looks for truth, Master?” he ventured, trying for a tone of thoughtful respect. “For understanding? Obviously.” He added the “obviously” with a touch more force than intended, a small act of defiance against the rising tide of inadequacy.  
“And when this truth is found?” Her voice remained gentle, yet Simault felt subtle pressure, as if she were carefully, patiently, dismantling a poorly constructed trade argument brick by brick.  Oh, here we go, Simault thought, bracing himself. 
“Then… then they become…” He hesitated, the word suddenly feeling hollow, a well-worn coin from a devalued currency. “Enlightened? They are no longer a seeker, but… a finder?” He cringed internally.
A finder? Gods, that sounds like I’ve misplaced my keys and then located them under a cushion. Utterly ridiculous.  
A ghost of a smile touched the Master’s lips, a familiar, unsettling mix of profound compassion and what Simault was beginning to suspect was a highly developed, and perhaps slightly wicked, sense of the absurd. 
“Ah. So, a seeker is defined by an absence, by something not yet attained. A state of incompleteness, then?” She paused, letting the implication settle in the chill air, each word a precisely aimed stone dropped into the still pool of Simault’s carefully constructed self-image. “Tell me, Simault - standing here, now, in this garden, with the taste of yesterday’s revelations still on your tongue…what is it that you are seeking?”  
Simault opened his mouth, a dozen conditioned responses vying for utterance - wisdom, peace, the end of suffering, the meaning of it all, perhaps even a decent breakfast. But then he stopped. 
The image of that dawn beneath the ancient oak, two weeks and a lifetime ago, flashed through his mind with an almost physical impact - that moment of absolute stillness, of boundless presence, where all seeking, all questions, all sense of a separate ‘him’ had utterly, blissfully, ceased. The carefully constructed edifice of his spiritual ambition, so painstakingly assembled from books and expectations, crumbled into dust. 
“I…” he began, and the truth, simple and unadorned, arose, raw and unwelcome. “I don’t know anymore, Master! Alright?” The frustration finally boiled over, his voice tight with an exasperation he could no longer contain. “Truly. The seeking itself… feels like a dream now. Or a badly written play with a very confusing plot and an entirely inadequate lead actor!”  
“Excellent!” The Master’s quiet clap of her hands was a surprising, joyful sound in the solemn garden, startling a nearby finch into an explosion of panicked flight.  
Simault blinked, the transition from his outburst to her approval so abrupt it was like stepping off a cliff into thin air. Excellent? I just admitted I’m completely clueless, probably a fraud, and she’s… applauding? This place is certifiably insane. My father would have had a fit. 
The Master’s eyes, which had held the vastness of the dawn sky, now sparkled with an entirely human, almost mischievous light. 
“A perfect state of unknowing! Then your first true task in this monastery will suit you perfectly.” She gestured vaguely towards the main buildings. “Brother Chen will show you to the kitchens. You’ll be assisting with the preparation of the morning meal.”  
Simault’s jaw dropped. The world seemed to tilt. “The… the kitchens, Master?” he echoed, his voice a strangled whisper of bewildered disappointment, rapidly escalating to pure, unadulterated indignation. This wasn’t what he’d envisioned. After the Gate, the Hall of Whispering Stones, the profound art lesson…he’d imagined…more. Deeper teachings. Sacred texts. Perhaps a private discourse on the nature of reality. Not… vegetables. 
“Master, with all due respect,” he said, his voice rising despite his desperate efforts to control it, his breeding warring with his outrage, “I left a merchant dynasty, not a scullery apprenticeship! I came here for wisdom, for understanding, not to chop radishes!”  
“Is the domain of rice and roots not spiritual enough for our new arrival?” The glint of mischief in her eyes intensified, yet it was layered with a profound, gentle challenge that pricked at his defenses. “Were you expecting closely guarded secrets, whispered in hushed tones? Perhaps a hidden library of ancient, esoteric manuscripts?” 
She leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping, becoming both intimate and resonant, drawing him in despite himself. “Remember, Simault - the truth you touched under that oak tree, the peace that shattered your world… it wasn’t hidden in some rarefied, special place, accessible only to the elect. It was right there. As present, as immediate, as ordinary and extraordinary as your own breath. As the dirt under your fingernails will soon be.”  
She turned to go, a figure of serene power blending back into the growing light. At the edge of the path, she paused, turning back just enough for him to see the knowing curve of her lips. “Oh, and Simault?” she added, her voice carrying a clear, though unstated, warning. “Sister Moon runs the kitchens. She has… her own unique and rather direct methods of instruction. Be open. Listen deeply. Especially when no words are spoken.”  
The Master departed, leaving Simault fuming amidst the “infinite questions” of the garden, now feeling even more lost and considerably more irritated. The scent of jasmine, which had seemed so pure moments ago, now felt cloying, almost mocking. 
Sister Moon, he grumbled internally. Oh, wonderful. Another enlightened eccentric. Probably shaves her head with a broken clamshell and communicates via interpretive dance with root vegetables. This is a complete farce.  
Brother Chen, his face crinkling with a knowing sympathy that Simault found almost as irritating as the Master’s cryptic pronouncements, appeared as if from the mist itself when Simault recounted the Master’s instructions. He led Simault down a series of worn stone steps that spiraled around the mountainside. 
They arrived in a vast, sun-drenched lower courtyard where seven circular, interconnected buildings rose from the earth like enormous, hand-thrown clay pots resting on a gently smoldering fire. This, Brother Chen explained with a sweep of his gnarled hand, was the kitchen complex, designed centuries ago by the Third King’s own Imperial Architect - a renowned Zen master himself - to honor the seven essential forms of nourishment: physical sustenance, yes, but also the nourishment of a clear mind, a balanced heart, a spirit connected to its source, the strength of community, the wisdom of nature, and the boundless embrace of universal awareness.  
Seven forms of nourishment for what is essentially a very large canteen? Simault thought, his merchant mind trying to calculate the return on investment for such a philosophically elaborate culinary setup and finding it woefully lacking. My father would have deemed this entire operation an appalling waste of resources. And what in blazes is ‘Living Earth’ supposed to mean for a larder? 
He listened with forced politeness as Brother Chen pointed out the Hall of First Rice (the main kitchens), the Hall of Clear Water, and the Hall of Living Earth (root cellars, apparently, and not some esoteric portal to the planet’s core). 
“The ancient Kitchen Sutra teaches that each humble vegetable, each grain of rice, contains the entire dharma, the totality of truth, if only we have the eyes to see it,” Brother Chen remarked, his voice laced with its usual gentle irony, as they approached the sliding wooden doors of the main hall. Steam, fragrant with the promise of baking bread and simmering herbs, rose from vents in its peaked roof like collective thoughts dissolving into the clear morning sky. “Though,” he added, with a conspiratorial wink that made Simault deeply uneasy, “our Sister Moon, who considers the practical application of dharma far more telling than its mere recitation, might offer a somewhat… sharper interpretation of that particular scripture. She often says the only sutra a turnip understands is a sharp knife and a clean pot.”  
He slid open a heavy wooden door, intricately carved with a flowing depiction of the cycle of grain - from seed to sprout, to ripening stalk, to harvested bounty, returning to the earth to begin anew. A warm, inviting wave of aromas - fresh yeast, woodsmoke, ginger, and something deeply savory and utterly unknown - spilled out, enveloping Simault in a cloud that, despite his current mood, was undeniably enticing. 
Inside, a scene of controlled, rhythmic chaos reigned. Perhaps two dozen monks and nuns, their simple robes protected by rough linen aprons, moved with a synchronized, almost balletic grace that Simault, even in his pique, had to grudgingly admire. They were chopping, stirring, kneading, scrubbing, and measuring, their movements economical and precise, flowing in time to the steady, percussive clack-clack-clack of wooden clappers wielded by a stern-faced older nun, marking a tempo that was both relentless and meditative. 
The air thrummed with a focused, vibrant energy.  And at the very center of this whirling galaxy of culinary activity, like a still, unshakeable axis, stood a woman. She was small, almost bird-like, yet radiated an intensity that seemed to command the entire vast space. Her hair, the color of iron filings streaked with snow, was pulled back severely from a face etched with lines of fierce intelligence and zero tolerance for foolishness. Her eyes, dark and piercing as a hawk’s, swept over Simault, taking in his travel-stained clothes, his hesitant posture, his undoubtedly bewildered (and likely still resentful) expression, in a single, all-encompassing glance. She didn’t smile. Instead, she pointed a surprisingly delicate but firm finger towards a veritable mountain of mud-encrusted root vegetables piled in a stone trough. 
Her primary instrument of instruction, Simault noted with a sinking feeling that was becoming unpleasantly familiar, appeared to be a formidable wooden ladle, currently stained with something suspiciously like beet juice, which she brandished with the authority of both a conductor’s wand and, simultaneously, a rather effective weapon.  
“Those,” she declared, her voice sharp and clear, cutting through the kitchen’s hum like a well-honed cleaver, “will not achieve pristine cleanliness through contemplation alone. Unless, of course,” a flicker of something that might have been sardonic amusement - or sheer, unadulterated disbelief - crossed her features, “your recent spiritual attainments are so profound that mere vegetables now leap obligingly from their earthly grime at the merest glance from your enlightened eyes?”  
The next hour passed in a cold, wet, aching blur that Simault was certain was a deliberate and exquisitely designed form of torture. His hands, accustomed to the smooth glide of quill on parchment, quickly grew raw, then numb, from the icy mountain water and the relentless scrubbing of stubborn, caked-on dirt. His back protested with a dull, persistent throb that no amount of noble lineage could alleviate. And his mind, despite his best intentions to remain loftily detached or, failing that, heroically stoic, churned like a muddy river in flood. 
This? This was his great spiritual task? After a world-shattering awakening, this is where he ended up? He scrubbed at a particularly resistant patch of earth on a carrot, his frustration mounting to a near-explosive level. Surely there was a deeper meaning he was missing. 
He tried to recall the Master’s words, the profound stillness of the Garden, the echo of the oak tree. How did one apply boundless awareness to…a muddy carrot? He attempted to meditate while scrubbing, to find the “Buddha-nature” of the vegetable, to imbue the act with profound spiritual significance. 
The carrot remained stubbornly inert, its Buddha-nature, if it possessed one, deeply unimpressed. The dirt clung with infuriating tenacity, and his mind only grew more agitated with the effort of trying to force a transcendent experience out of an ordinary, and frankly, demeaning task. He even found himself silently apologizing to a bruised potato before scrubbing it with an almost prayerful intensity, a habit perhaps picked up from watching the temple elders handle sacred texts, which only made his current predicament feel more absurd and his burgeoning resentment more acute. 
What conceivable spiritual lesson could be hidden in this relentless, mind-numbing drudgery if you can’t think or feel your way into it? This is just… manual labor! Beneath a merchant’s son! This is an outrage!  
“You’re thinking so loudly, you’re bruising the daikon,” a calm voice observed beside him, cutting through his internal tirade. Simault startled, nearly dropping the now overly contemplated carrot, which he was beginning to view with personal animosity. 
A young monk, his sleeves tied back with a woven cord that bore the same intricate labyrinthine pattern Simault had seen on the garden’s paths and the Gate’s parchment, appeared with yet another brimming basket of muddy roots. His smile was open and friendly, his eyes clear and kind in a way that Simault, in his current state, found almost offensive. He introduced himself as Brother River.  
“Sister Moon can always tell, you know,” Brother River continued, his grin widening, undeterred by Simault’s thunderous expression. “When the mind is racing, fighting what is. The vegetables can tell too, in their own way. They resist. They hold onto their dirt a little tighter when they sense a battle rather than a simple wash.”  
Simault stared, speechless for a moment. 
The vegetables can tell that I’m…wrestling with their existential meaning rather than just cleaning them? And that this…this serene individual is comparing my profound inner turmoil to…a dirty carrot’s reluctance? 
The idea, put so baldly, sounded even more ludicrous than the Master’s art therapy, yet a part of him, the part that remembered the oak tree’s silent, all-encompassing presence, suspected with a horrifying certainty that there was truth in it.  
Brother River chuckled, a pleasant, bubbling sound like the Wisdom Waters stream, utterly oblivious to Simault’s internal combustion. “Perhaps not in words. But the universe has its currents, doesn’t it? Resistance meets resistance. Try this, just for a moment. Close your eyes. Forget about what you think a carrot is, or what you think you should be doing, or what grand spiritual insight you believe you should be having. Just… feel this particular carrot, right now, in your hands. Not the idea of it - the actual, direct sensation. The weight. The texture, rough or smooth. The precise temperature of the water flowing over your skin.”  
Simault hesitated, the sting of his earlier failed attempts at “spiritual scrubbing” making him wary. His pride, already battered, recoiled at taking advice from this…this cheerful, philosophical washer of roots. But the earnestness in Brother River’s eyes, the simple clarity of his suggestion, and the undeniable, throbbing ache in his own back, made him relent with an internal sigh of profound defeat. He closed his eyes. The carrot in his palms was cool, surprisingly firm, its surface a complex map of smooth skin and tiny, embedded rootlets. The water, no longer just an icy torment, became a distinct sensation - flowing, caressing, carrying away loosened particles of earth. The rhythmic clack-clack of the wooden clappers, which had been an irritating intrusion upon his forced meditations, now seemed to merge with the steady, insistent beat of his own heart. 
Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the furious churning in his mind, the angry questions, the frustrated expectations, the desperate attempts to make the mundane profound, began to still, to settle, like silt in a quiet pool. There was just the carrot, the water, the sound, the sensation. Just… this. Simple. Direct. Unburdened by meaning. For a fleeting instant, Simault felt a sliver of something he could almost identify as peace.  
“Ah,” Brother River said softly, his voice full of gentle approval, as if Simault were a particularly bright, if somewhat stubborn, child. “Now you’re beginning to get it. The mind is a little quieter, yes? The carrot seems a bit more cooperative now, doesn’t it?” he added with a light smile. “Though,” he added, with a practical twinkle that brought Simault crashing back to indignant reality, “you might want to actually wash the blessed thing while you’re being so magnificently present, or none of us will see breakfast before mid-morning meditation. Even enlightened carrots prefer to be eaten clean.”  
Just then, from somewhere high above them, resonating through the very stones of the monastery, through the air, through Simault’s own suddenly stilled bones, the Great Bell of Awakening began to toll. Its sound was impossibly deep, unimaginably vast, a wave of pure sonic vibration that seemed to originate not from bronze and timber, but from the heart of the mountain, from the sky, from the core of silence itself.
For a timeless moment, every hand in the bustling kitchen stopped. Every breath paused. Even the crackling flames in the massive hearths seemed to dim and listen. The entire monastery, Simault felt with a certainty that transcended his annoyance, held its breath in a collective moment of profound, shared awareness. 
Then, as the last reverberations faded into an even deeper quiet, movement resumed. But something fundamental had shifted. The chopping, the stirring, the kneading - it all continued, but now imbued with a different quality. The kitchen, and everyone in it, had subtly, almost invisibly, fallen into rhythm with the bell’s lingering, silent resonance, as though the monastery itself, and every soul within its walls, had become one great, harmonious instrument, playing the silent, ever-present music of awareness.  
Later, after the communal breakfast - a simple, nourishing meal of steamed rice, savory greens, and pickled roots, eaten in a silence that was both companionable and deeply contemplative, where Simault found himself noticing, really noticing, the subtle sweetness of the rice, the clean bite of the pickles, as if for the first time in his privileged life - Sister Moon wordlessly placed a large, unadorned clay pot in front of him. Its surface was rough, earthy, etched with the same intricate, flowing symbols he had seen on the standing stones in the Garden of Infinite Questions and woven into Brother River’s cord. It was beautiful, in a stark, unpretentious way. And it was undeniably, though not excessively, dirty, bearing a smudge of what looked suspiciously like yesterday’s congealed porridge.  “Wash this,” she said, her voice devoid of inflection, her gaze unreadable as a granite cliff.
Simault’s hands, still aching from the morning’s labor, trembled slightly as he reached for it. This felt different from the turnips and carrots. This pot felt… significant, almost like a sacred vessel. Another test, he thought, his mind immediately starting to race again, searching for the ‘correct’ spiritual approach, the hidden meaning.
“Um,” he began, his voice betraying his uncertainty, “Master Moon…what is the proper technique for washing…such a vessel? Is there a particular mindset? A mantra, perhaps? A specific way to hold the sponge for optimal karmic alignment?”  
Sister Moon’s dark eyes glittered, and that distinct, delightful flash of her sardonic wit, sharper than any of her kitchen knives, glinted within them. One perfectly sculpted eyebrow arched towards her hairline, a masterpiece of unspoken commentary. “Technique?” she echoed, drawing the word out as if it were a particularly exotic and slightly suspect spice, one she was certain was about to give her indigestion. “It is a pot, young seeker. Not the holy grail, though from the look on your face, one might be forgiven for confusing the two. It has acquired some of the world’s dust, and, if I’m not mistaken, a rather stubborn remnant of yesterday’s breakfast. Either it requires cleansing, or it does not. All your elaborate techniques, all your lofty spiritual ideas about the esoteric meaning of pot-scrubbing, all your carefully constructed plans and fervent expectations about how things should be - can any of them, in this present, inescapable moment, answer that one, simple, undeniable question?”  
Simault froze. His mind went utterly blank. The conditioned urge to find a ‘deeper meaning,’ to perform some ‘spiritual act,’ to impress someone (anyone!) with his profound understanding, warred with the stark, almost brutal simplicity of her words. Was this a trick? Another Zen riddle designed to confound him? A test of his humility? His obedience? He could feel the familiar tightening in his chest, the precursor to a full-blown tantrum of frustrated intellectualism.
Then, unbidden, the memory of the oak tree, that moment of utter stillness, of pure, unmediated presence, returned. No seeker. No seeking. No problem to solve. No special state to achieve. Just…this. The silent, unwavering awareness that perceived it all.
He looked at the pot. Really looked at it, as Brother River had suggested with the carrot. It was, as Sister Moon had stated with a distinct lack of poetry, slightly dusty, with a few streaks of dried mud near its base, and yes, that stubborn porridge stain. It needed cleaning. That was the simple, unadorned, and frankly, rather boring truth of it. He picked it up. He carried it to the stone trough. He found a clean cloth and some coarse sand for scrubbing. He washed it. Carefully, thoroughly, focusing on the task at hand, the feel of the clay, the texture of the grime, the clearing water, yet without any internal fuss, without any story about its significance or his own performance. He dried it with a fresh linen cloth until it gleamed faintly.  
When he placed the clean, still faintly damp pot back before her, Sister Moon, truly, cracked a rare, almost imperceptible smile. It was a smile that transformed her fierce features, hinting at a vast, hidden well of warmth and surprising, ungrudging approval that was, in its own way, as shocking as the Great Bell tolling.
“Finally!” she declared, though her voice was still satisfyingly brusque, the smile vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. “Took you long enough. Someone who can see what’s right in front of their own nose and deal with it without needing a five-volume philosophical treatise, a team of advisors, or a direct sign from the heavens to explain its profound cosmic significance. Remarkable.” She nodded, a single, sharp affirmation that nonetheless felt like a benediction. “You’ll do. For now.”  
She then, astonishingly, handed him a small, steaming bowl of freshly cooked rice, topped with a single, perfectly preserved plum, its skin glistening like a jewel. “Eat,” she commanded, though her tone was a fraction softer, almost… kind. Almost. “The mid-morning meditation begins soon in the Hall of Unmoving Mind, and the Bell of Awakening, as you may have gathered, never waits - not even for those who foolishly believe they’re already awake and have nothing left to learn from a clean pot or a full belly.”  
As Simault ate the simple, perfect meal, the sweetness of the plum an unexpected burst of pure joy on his tongue, a simple, uncomplicated pleasure that no amount of wrestling with the Buddha-nature of a carrot had yielded. In that simple taste, he felt something profound settle deep within him, a quiet click of understanding, an easing of an ancient tension he hadn’t even known he carried.
The questions carved into the garden’s ancient stones, the riddles of the Gate, even the Master’s enigmatic pronouncements - they no longer felt like puzzles to be solved, intellectual challenges to be overcome. They were simply… pointers. Invitations.
Even the air around him, the silence of the monastery, the rhythmic clatter from the still-busy kitchen, seemed to hold a question.  One that needed no answer - because, in its own way, in its own time, it was already, and always, answering itself. And he, Simault, son of a merchant, reluctant monk, master of absolutely nothing, for the first time, was truly beginning to listen, not with his agitated, overthinking mind, but with his whole, bewildered, and astonishingly receptive being.  






  
  Chapter three
SIMAULT AND THE SEVEN ECHOES


Hidden deep within the living marrow of the mountain, sculpted not by the transient efforts of chisel and hammer alone, but by the patient artistry of millennia - seeping water, the slow shift of ancient earth, and, it was whispered, the focused, unwavering intention of generations of enlightened minds - the Hall of Echoes waited. It wasn’t merely a structure impressed upon the rock; it felt like a space the mountain itself had consciously exhaled, a vast, resonant chamber formed within the very bones of time, pulsed into being from the planet’s core. 
Above, far, far above, dawn spilled liquid gold across the tiered temple roofs of the Monastery of Clear Seeing, setting their curved, moss-softened tiles alight like the immense, unfolding wings of mythical phoenixes caught mid-flight. Sunlight, fresh and sharp as drawn breath in the thin mountain air, chased shadows from the open courtyards and warmed the impassive, ancient faces of the stone guardians. 
But here, nestled beneath impenetrable layers of granite and earth, so deep that barely a whisper of birdsong or the sighing mountain breeze dared trespass, the world outside, with its ceaseless cycles of light and weather, felt distant, almost an illusion.
Yet the hush within these subterranean walls was far from empty. It throbbed with a palpable pulse, a vibrant stillness that seemed to listen, to absorb, to remember every secret, every sorrow, every moment of unvarnished truth uttered within its embrace. It felt less like silence and more like the indrawn breath of the cosmos just before a profound, universe-altering utterance. If one listened with more than just ears, if one listened with the entirety of their being, it was said the mountain’s own slow, deep heartbeat might reveal itself in the pregnant spaces between sounds.
Unlike any other chamber or cloister in the Monastery of Clear Seeing, this hall was singular, almost terrifying, in its purpose, born of a pure, unwavering, and uncompromising intention: it was conceived not just to contain truth, but to actively, and sometimes ruthlessly, reveal falsehood by the way resonance itself collapsed, withered, and died in its presence. Its very architecture was a breathtaking, almost alive, manifestation of this acoustic principle. 
Seven vast, concentric circles, carved directly from the raw, living granite, rose one above the other like the ascending rings of a colossal, petrified whirlpool, spiraling towards an unseen apex shrouded in profound, unilluminated shadow. Their smooth, curved galleries, accessible by floating staircases of worn, almost velvet-smooth stone that seemed to hang suspended in the dim light, mirrored the celestial map of a nebula spiraling into darkness, or perhaps, into light. 
Each step taken on those ethereal stairs felt precarious, not physically, but spiritually - a soul-deep uncertainty, for countless questing feet had passed this way before, bearing their fragile hopes, their unspoken fears, their carefully constructed certainties to be tested, and often shattered, by the hall’s absolute, acoustic purity.
The floor of the innermost circle, the very heart of the hall, was a vast disc of polished alabaster, milky white and cool beneath bare feet, reflecting the faint, ethereal light that filtered from hidden apertures high above like a frozen mountain lake or a captured moonbeam. Time, story, even the familiar behavior of light itself, seemed altered here, subtly bent and distorted by the hall’s unique, resonant physics. Mist, fine as spun moonlight, perpetually rose from a hidden channel fed by a sacred, underground waterfall that thundered somewhere deep in the mountain’s core, lacing the air with a cool, living breath. This mist caught and refracted the scant light in shifting, iridescent ribbons of gold, violet, and an impossible, heartbreaking blue, patterns that danced and dissolved like fleeting thoughts.
Within this vast, trembling quiet, where the air itself felt ancient and pregnant with unspoken truths, legend slept and breathed: it was said that a single word spoken from the heart’s unvarnished truth, utterly unburdened by the machinations of ego or the stain of deceit, would echo sevenfold. Each reverberation would climb the ascending circles, growing paradoxically clearer, richer, and more profoundly resonant with each repetition before finally, beautifully, dissolving back into the foundational silence from which it had arisen. Falsehood, however, or words tainted by pride, by fear, by the mere desire to impress or persuade - these would vanish utterly after a single, hollow, lonely refrain, a dead sound swallowed without a trace by the listening stone, leaving behind a silence more damning than any spoken judgment.
Simault was to learn of this hall, and its formidable, soul-stripping reputation, in the most abrupt, terrifying, and ultimately humbling way imaginable.
It began, as almost everything of true consequence seemed to begin for him now, amidst the earthy, grounding reality of the kitchens. The fragile peace gleaned from Sister Moon’s unexpectedly gentle counsel the previous day, the quiet click of understanding after washing her pot, already felt like a distant, sunlit dream. Now, it was overshadowed by the immediate, demanding tasks at hand, and a familiar, gnawing resentment. 
Washing vegetables again, he’d thought as dawn was barely a suggestion of bruised lavender in the high mountain passes. Is this all I’m good for? Is this truly the path to… whatever it is I’m supposed to be seeking? The previous day’s insights felt like another’s wisdom, borrowed and ill-fitting.
He was elbow-deep in bitingly cold water, scrubbing a mountain of radishes, the familiar ache settling into the small of his back, when her voice emerged, quiet but utterly distinct, cutting through the kitchen’s gentle, industrious clamor like a perfectly thrown knife slicing through still air.
“Simault.”
He startled, a radish slipping from his numb fingers into the murky water. The Master stood nearby, having seemingly materialized from the swirling steam. Her deep indigo robes seemed to absorb the flickering firelight, making her appear both grounded and ethereal.
“You will give the teaching today,” she stated, her voice calm, level, holding no inflection he could decipher. “In the Hall of Echoes.”
Simault’s stomach plummeted. His mind reeled. Me? Teach? Is she mad? A hot wave of pure, unadulterated terror washed over him, quickly followed by a surge of indignation. I just learned to wash a pot without having a spiritual crisis! And in that place? The Hall of Echoes? He felt utterly, hopelessly unqualified, a fraud about to be exposed. His merchant mind, always calculating, kicked in: What’s the angle here? This is a test, it must be. But a test of what? What does she expect me to say? A rebellious voice screamed inside him: This is impossible! She’s setting me up to fail! He opened his mouth, a protest, a plea, forming, but she was already turning, a silent dismissal.
Later, when Sister Moon found him, his hands still trembling, his face pale, she’d simply grunted. “Ah, the Hall of Echoes,” she recalled, her dark, piercing eyes crinkling at the corners with a wry, knowing amusement that did little to soothe Simault’s rapidly accelerating panic. “My first time giving the ‘teaching’ there… unforgettable.” She let out a short, sharp bark of laughter that sounded to Simault like a raven’s croak. “I had prepared for days. Brilliant speeches, profound spiritual insights, perfectly crafted metaphors that would unravel the mysteries of the universe for all fortunate enough to hear them.” She shook her head, another chuckle escaping. “Stood there on that blasted, polished alabaster floor, opened my mouth, felt the weight of all those expectant eyes… and every single meticulously crafted word vanished. Poof! Gone. Like steam off a boiling pot. Left me standing there in utter, ringing silence, feeling like the biggest, most pretentious fool on the entire mountain. Possibly in the entire kingdom.”
Simault stared at her, aghast. “Sister, I can’t… You must tell her… I have nothing to say!”
She poured a steaming cup of dark, intensely fragrant mountain tea from a battered clay pot. “This won’t save you from the silence, mind,” she admitted, her usually stern expression softening with a flicker of unexpected, almost tender empathy. “Nothing can, if the words you plan to offer aren’t true from the very root of your being up. The Hall… it has a way of stripping illusions bare. But,” she added, and now there was a definite, mischievous wink, “you will at least be awake enough, and perhaps humble enough, to recognize that your particular brand of public humiliation is a ceremonial robe worn by almost everyone who has ever stood on that unforgiving floor before you. It is a shared nakedness, young Simault. Try to embrace the draft.”
The tea was strong, bracing, its sharp, slightly bitter green bite cutting through some of the fog of sleep and the rising, nauseating tide of fear in his gut. But every step towards the legendary Hall felt like a step towards his own execution. He found the entrance not through any grand portal, but veiled, almost shyly hidden, behind a shimmering curtain of falling water. It wasn’t a roaring cascade designed to impress or intimidate, but a wide, delicate sheet of water dropping from an unseen fissure high above in the mountain’s shadowed face. It caught the late morning sun, shattering the light into a thousand million diamond-like points, a constant, dazzling dance.
Carved directly into the damp, black rock face flanking the waterfall entrance were towering characters, glyphs older than any kingdom he knew. Three questions seemed to float upon the stone:
Who breathes these questions into the living stone?
Who hears the water fall through the listening chambers of your ears?
Who sees this seeing, this light on wet rock, this very moment arising?
Certainly not me, Simault thought bitterly, the questions feeling like fresh accusations. I can barely breathe, let alone carve mystical nonsense. He swallowed hard against the lump of apprehension in his throat and, taking a breath that tasted of mist and stone, stepped through the water-veil.
Inside, his breath caught. The sheer, unexpected immensity of the circular space pressed in, yet it wasn’t oppressive. A quiet so profound, so alive, so pregnant with unspoken potential, it felt almost fragile. He instinctively lowered his head, fearing even his breathing was too loud, that a single carelessly spoken word might crack the resonant stillness. Filtered amber sunbeams pierced the high gloom through hidden apertures, striking the swirling, ever-present mist that rose from unseen depths, igniting it into translucent, trembling ribbons of color - soft golds, ethereal blues, deep violets. High above, seven spiraled balconies soared, connected by gravity-defying floating staircases, each marked with glyphs more ancient than those outside. He could just make out the inscriptions nearest the alabaster floor: Circle of First Words. Ring of Dissolving Thought. Wheel of Silent Thunder. The higher names vanished into shadow, suggesting realms utterly beyond his comprehension.
Brother Chen stood at the very center of the innermost ring, his slate-grey robes blending with the granite, a friendly, weathered outcrop. His familiar smile was calm, steady, deeply encouraging - a small, welcome island of human warmth.
Gathered in widening, expectant circles were the monks and nuns of Clear Seeing, their collective stillness a palpable field of quiet, focused attention. Today, they were joined by a small caravan of pilgrims, their faces a mixture of awe, hope, and trepidation. Simault recognized the types: a weathered farmer, hands gnarled, hunched in reverence; a noblewoman, her fine brocades looking strangely poignant here; a young girl, clutching prayer beads, eyes wide with uncomplicated wonder; and, standing slightly apart, exuding impatient expectation, a merchant.
The merchant’s presence struck Simault with a jolt of uncomfortable, visceral recognition. His expensive robes, confident posture, sharp, assessing eyes hungry for tangible results - it reminded Simault piercingly of his own father, and of the man he himself had been. The merchant held a small, elegant brush poised over pristine parchment, ready to capture and catalogue any revealed truth.
Brother Chen’s warm voice, though soft, traveled effortlessly. “Welcome, friends. Welcome, pilgrims. Today, our brother Simault, newly arrived yet one who has already tasted the sharp sweetness of direct seeing, will share something of what he has learned.” Chen nodded gently toward Simault, his eyes kind, yet with a subtle challenge. “He has been diligently washing turnips and radishes in our kitchens, perhaps, as Sister Moon might attest, more mindfully than many scholars read their sacred scriptures.” A soft, appreciative chuckle rippled through the monks and nuns. “Perhaps he will now reveal to us the secret dharma of the root cellar, or the enlightenment hidden in a clean pot.”
Simault’s stomach twisted into a cold, tight knot. His palms grew damp. Nothing, his mind screamed in silent panic. I have nothing. No insights. No wisdom. Nothing worth echoing even once in this terrifying hall, let alone seven times! Sweat pricked his brow. He felt pinned, exposed, the weight of their collective hope, their unspoken desire for…something, immense, crushing.
Into the taut, stretched silence, a small, polite, almost apologetic cough escaped from the young pilgrim girl. The sound, simple, unburdened by pretense, struck the alabaster floor and leaped upwards, ricocheting around the vast dome - once, twice, three times… seven times, each echo growing miraculously clearer, wider, more present, a perfect, bell-like cascade of pure, innocent sound before finally dissolving back into the expectant silence.
The effortless, untainted purity of that simple sound only amplified Simault’s own internal paralysis. His throat locked tight. He tried to swallow; his mouth was desert dry. He opened his lips, his mind a complete blank.
“I…” he started, feeling like he would pass out.
The syllable emerged as barely a croak, a pathetic, dying ember. It hung, then died. One faint, hesitant, almost apologetic echo whispered back from the nearest stone wall, hollow, thin, then utterly swallowed by the waiting, judging silence. A profound, empty stillness rushed in. He felt a flush of heat, sharp, stinging - the unmistakable burn of utter, public failure.
High in the second gallery, the Ring of Dissolving Thought, he could just make out the seated figure of the Master. Her expression unreadable, but he imagined the faint, merry sparkle deep within her eyes, that same look of profound compassion mixed with gentle amusement he’d seen in the garden. Nearby, Sister Moon, arms crossed, observed him with that familiar look of quiet, knowing, and utterly unsympathetic humor. The farmer fidgeted. The noblewoman looked politely, if slightly disappointedly, expectant. The merchant’s brush trembled almost imperceptibly over his empty parchment, a flicker of impatience, then disdain, crossing his sharp, assessing features. He clearly hadn’t climbed this formidable mountain for hesitant, unproductive silence.
The silence stretched, thick, heavy. Trapped, pinned, suffocated by his own inadequacy. The merchant, unwilling to let the awkwardness linger, broke the silence again, his voice sharper, laced with ill-concealed impatience, cutting like a whip.
“Well then?” the merchant challenged, his expensive silk robes rustling. “If simple greetings fail you, what then of the greater matters? What of enlightenment itself? That is why we climb these arduous slopes, is it not? For a glimpse of that elusive freedom! Surely you have something to say about that? How might one attain it? Reveal the secret, young man, if you indeed possess it!”
His demanding question, filled with the aggressive energy of grasping, of wanting a specific, commodifiable answer, rang out. It struck the air… and died. A single, flat, lifeless echo returned, devoid of any resonance, hollow as a cracked clay drum. It didn’t climb the circles; it simply fell back, absorbed without a trace, instantly revealing the ego, the demand, the lack of true inquiry. The merchant visibly flinched, surprise, then embarrassment, crossing his features.
Simault almost laughed then - a sudden, unexpected bubble of hysteria. Not malice, not schadenfreude, but at the sheer, humbling, cosmic absurdity. Him? Reveal the secret of enlightenment? Three mornings ago, he was just a frightened merchant’s son hiding beneath an oak. He’d fled that life, clung desperately to this new identity of ‘seeker.’ Now, exposed, empty-handed, even that flimsy, borrowed identity felt like an ill-fitting coat, too heavy, too pretentious.
What ‘secret’ could he possess? His certainties had crumbled, leaving only raw, aching vulnerability.
He glanced at his hands, still faintly scented with garlic and radishes. Sister Moon’s gruff words echoed: “Stop thinking so much! Be presence itself, even amid the mud… All the rest is just noise.” He remembered the feeling with the carrots, when striving thought fell away, only the cold water, the rough skin, the simple, unadorned act. Was that not closer to truth than any grand statement he could fabricate?
The merchant, recovering, pressed on, his voice now tinged with patronizing condescension. “Perhaps, then, something more… practical? The path to wisdom? You have been laboring in the kitchens. Some small, applicable teaching gleaned from cabbage and root, perhaps? A simple, homespun metaphor for us poor, weary pilgrims?” He gestured dismissively towards the other visitors, who shifted uncomfortably.
Simault’s mind scrambled - the humble student, the fool with accidental wisdom, the earnest pilgrim, even acknowledged failure finding grace. He knew the words, the postures. But each mask, each persona, felt like another layer of pretense, a shield against the raw vulnerability of being here, now, empty-handed. The silence of the Hall amplified the falsehood of every possible posture. Each breath felt louder, the simple, involuntary rise and fall of his own chest the most real, undeniable thing.
What if I just stop? The thought wasn’t a thought, more a sensation, a cessation of effort, a profound internal release. What if I let all these masks fall, right here, right now? Offer nothing but the unadorned truth of this moment, however empty, however lacking?
A deep well of stillness bloomed inside him, expanding, filling the space of his frantic thoughts. Not empty, this inner silence, but breathtakingly full - of the cool alabaster beneath his feet, the distant murmur of the waterfall, the shimmering mist, the soft, shared breath of everyone gathered. Surrender itself whispered from the listening stillness: Say nothing false. Offer no performance. Reveal the silence from which all true words, all true being, must arise.
He closed his eyes. The frantic pounding in his chest eased. The desperate search ceased. He just stood there. Breathing. Being.
When he opened his eyes, he looked out - monks, nuns, pilgrims, merchant, child - not as a teacher, not as a failure, not as a seeker, but as simple, open, unconditioned awareness witnessing itself. He saw their hope, doubt, curiosity, their shared, vulnerable humanity, without the crushing need to fix it, change it, impress it. Empty-handed, yes. And in that utter emptiness, something felt strangely, unexpectedly, miraculously free.
He spoke.
“I know nothing worth teaching.”
The words fell, steady, clear, unadorned, stripped bare. Not calculated humility, not clever spiritual deflection, but simple, unvarnished fact.
To his utter astonishment, the moment the last syllable left his lips, the first echo sprang from the lowest circle - pure, resonant, intensely alive. It leaped to the second, clearer still, then the third, gaining undeniable richness, soaring upwards through the Wheel of Silent Thunder, past the Crown of Forgotten Names, touching the Eye of the Heart’s Center, reaching the Void of Recognition, finally, kissing the unseen Gate of Original Voice at the dome’s apex before cascading back down, seven distinct, bell-like tones filling the chamber with the irrefutable, soul-shaking ring of profound, unvarnished honesty. The ancient walls hummed in vibrant agreement, falling silent only after the last golden reverberation faded, leaving a silence even deeper, more pregnant, more vibrant than before. The merchant’s jaw literally dropped. His elegant brush slipped, clattering onto the alabaster, startlingly loud.
A gentle, almost shy smile touched Simault’s lips, not forced, but arising from profound release. “I can, however,” he continued, his voice retaining that quiet, astonishing clarity, “speak of carrots. Or perhaps,” a faint, almost invisible twinkle in his eye, “radishes.”
Again, the unexpected. Seven echoes, softer, gentler, like warm waves, rippled upward, carrying the simple, humble offering. The tension in the hall dissolved, replaced by curiosity, wonder, dawning amusement.
“This morning,” Simault said, his gaze not on any one person but into the shared, resonant space, “while washing roots, I noticed something quite remarkable… a carrot never struggles. It doesn’t strive to be a better carrot, or envy the turnip for its robust roundness, or despair that it is not yet a lotus flower.” Sunbeams, shifting through high apertures, caught the iridescent mist, momentarily jeweling the air, illuminating the plain, simple truth. “It does not aspire. It does not pretend. It is simply, completely, irrevocably… carrot. All the way through. From its leafy top to its earthy tip.” Seven more echoes affirmed the observation.
“And I saw,” he went on, the insight unfolding freshly, vividly, as if the words themselves discovered their meaning, “that all my effort - my effort to be a worthy student, to understand the Master, to be a ‘seeker,’ even my frantic, desperate effort just now to find something wise to say, to be a ‘teacher’ - all of it was like the stubborn dirt clinging to the root. It obscured the thing itself. It stood in the way. When I stopped trying to be something, when I let go of needing to become someone… well, life simply was. The water was cold. The radish was rough. My back ached. The breath breathed itself. It was all just… happening.”
Seven more echoes, soft as blessings, carried his quiet, heartfelt confession upward.
He looked up, towards the ascending rings, towards the unseen Gate of Original Voice. “So, when you ask about enlightenment, or the path to it,” he said, his gaze returning to the pilgrims, his voice gentle yet clear, “I find myself wondering… who is this ‘you’ that asks these questions? Who is this ‘I’ that seeks these answers? Who measures the distance? Who feels enlightened or unenlightened? Who doubts? Who hopes? Is that persistent sense of a separate self, this ‘me’ at the very center of the story… is it real? Or is it perhaps just a ghost? A deeply ingrained habit of thought? A story we tell ourselves, born of memory and fueled by fear?”
Each repetition of the word “who,” each questioning of the seeker, soared through the seven circles, ringing pure, a living, vibrant, shared
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