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Epigraph
"There are only two mistakes one can make on the path to truth: not starting, and not going all the way." 
— The Buddha




Prologue: The Legend of the Sky-Mountain
Hearken, O seekers of the eternal, to a place but a few have heard of—a place where the heavens meet the earth and the whispers of ancient winds carry the secrets of the cosmos. There stood The Mahāpatha—the eternal sky-mountain.
Beings from many realms chose to take their birth in its ethereal shadow, and from across the vastness of space, many came to behold it. Yet, but a few attempted to ascend its towering heights.
Myriad are the remnants of those once brave and eager. Their ropes and ladders, their hanging stairs and rugged wooden platforms cling to this day upon the vertical walls of the sky-mountain.
Countless have tested themselves since the ages began, but only a few have ever returned. Tested was not merely their flesh, but their soul and spirit—the very maturity of their being laid bare.
Of its summit, no one knows. Those who returned speak not of it. "Words are mere wind," they say, "and their essence is shrouded by the sharpness and depth of the ears of those who hear."
Yet those who come, those who weave the legends, know well what awaits there—the enlightenment they so seek, the key to realizing their True Nature.
"Is it true?" young students ask their Masters. The wise neither confirm nor deny.
"But how does one scale the mountain that is eternal?" they continue to ask.
Those who know but smile.
Such is the nature of The Unutterable, and only those who seek—those Alone—can find.
The Masters point the way, yet walk it they cannot.
Thus, here between the above and the below, in the all-illuminating shadow, stood the place of my chosen birth.
Mahālaya—the Monastery of Eternal Paths.
A sacred sanctuary for the seekers of the Truth.
It is here that my journey began, and it is of this path that I now invite you to hear.
Chapter 1: Echoes of the Sacred Ohm
"When the soul begins to vibrate with the music of the divine, every cell in your being sings the eternal song." — Rumi
Twenty-eight million, six hundred sixty-nine thousand, ninety—that's how many times my ears have embraced the vibration of the sacred Ohm today.
Every thirty-three seconds, the monks of the great Mahālaya chant the revered sound. Deep and unrelenting resonance arises from their thirty-three mind-bodies. If one requires rest, another takes his place, but the reverberations of The Truth never cease.
On the highest level of the tallest tower, they sit in a circle. Sheltered by weathered wood under the curved, tiered roof of the highest temple, they spread the tremor across the vast sacred spaces of the monastery. They are closest to the eternal mountain, and their most sacred task remains even to this day.
Their flesh and minds, molded from earth and space, water, fire, and air, exist for but a single purpose: to chant the sacred, eternal Ohm. To become its very vibration until their flesh turns to dust; until their spirits drift on the never-ending waves of the Ohm's travel across the cosmos.
Drakko was the name given to me as I entered this flesh. I do not yet know why I chose this place as the cradle of my birth. Though my spirit knows, and soon, so shall I.
From times long past, I have started to remember. With each memory, the spirit reveres, and the flesh sheds a tear.
I have seen worlds of both dark and light—of waters blue and vital, and of sands cruel and searing fire.
I wandered the dark lands as a shadow lost in sorrow, filled with the void of despair and aching for Truth so distant. I wandered, too, the lands of light—a realm filled with a white sun and its penetrating rays.
I do not yet know what my purpose there was. Mere flashes have I seen, mere remnants of what I once was. But they were as real as each breath I now draw.
For one day, I shall remember, and from shattered glass, a mirror will once more form.
But now, here rests my place of utmost striving. In a sphere green and lush, where mist rises each of the given days from the ancient forests that have no end in sight. Where waterfalls cascade down the surrounding cliffs, feeding the tranquil pools in the cores of our gardens. Where their moist scent can be smelled in the air, and their calming rhythms soothe our spiraling minds.
But once the mist, under the power of the rising sun, spreads, there is one sight that ever remains—the sight upwards. The one known and unknown. The sight that eclipses even the very sun.
The Mahāpatha—the eternal sky-mountain—ever reminding one of his life's purpose.
It is in its shadow that we, the monks and masters of this place, live together and move our soil-bodies according to a higher will. It is under its protection that none have dared to touch our monastery for endless kalpas.
High ancient walls, adorned with sacred symbols and overgrown with vines and moss, surround the vastness of our priory, confining those who seek the mountain's gifts within.
A very thought of evil intent is dissolved under its emanating energy-power. None can enter this sphere who does not deserve it.
Only those of a higher plane of existence can know of its being, and only those of the noblest intention can enter these sacred lands.
To those, help is given and guidance is offered, should they ask for it.
Exceptionally rare are those who even think of ascending the eternal sky-mountain. None dare to venture up into the endless unknown. None are prepared to sacrifice a lifetime ascending it. And none have undergone a lifetime of training necessary to scale it.
None but us—the monks of the Mahālaya, monks of the monastery of eternal paths.
Every nine years, but nine are chosen—the highest honor, given to the ripest of seekers.
Each of the nine Patriarchs that govern the confines of the sacred walls chooses but a single being to ascend. Through their unparalleled wisdom and insight into the past, present, and future of all the adepts, they choose those whose time has come. Being pure vessels of the Dharma, they move with its flow and push forward the fate of those that seek it, as though the river's current carries the fish within.
From the many monks present in this sacred realm, many never receive such honors—not in this lifetime, anyway. Why? Only those who know the Truth know.
Those who are chosen dread it as equally as they dreaded not being chosen during their short lives. All know barely a few return.
In my short life of nearly thirty years, I have lived through three of these ceremonies. Of the twenty-seven beings beginning their eternal climb, none have returned.
One spends a lifetime in preparation for the ascent, only to be swallowed by the darkness of the mountain's shadow when the time finally arrives.
Each monk has three masters—no more and no less.
First, the Master of Discipline and control of the body. Mine is Master Ashvatara. His name derives from "Ashva," meaning horse—a symbol of physical power—and "Tara," meaning crossing or overcoming, symbolizing the strength and control needed to overcome bodily limitations.
Cruel was the hardship we endured under his relentless training. From early childhood, he molded our bodies into rocks as hard as those of the eternal mountain. Even before we learned how to walk, we climbed rocks that men of other realms dare not even think to scale. Children of the monastery knew not the soft touches of smooth skin. Our hands were sanded from the perpetual touch of the harsh rocks. Our skin was soaked and wrinkled from the moistened walls. The young cried when their strength left them in the middle of the mountain wall, unable to continue, unable to return. Many fell to their demise, giving space for others to be brought alight into the sacred yet unforgiving realm. For days we climbed; for hours we hung on the precipice of death, but the day came when the ache was no more—when the flesh turned to rock, becoming one with the crude mountain walls it sought to scale. Such was the training under Master Ashvatara—the unwavering one, made of stone and steel.
Ages ago, he was one of the few to return from the mountain. Upon coming back, he never spoke again.
Even now, in times when I was young, I can see him gazing upon that child—a youngling stuck high upon the wall. I still hear how he screamed and pleaded for help, how he trembled as his muscles slowly gave out. For hours he just stood there, standing on the shaking tips of his toes, drawing from the last remnants of his strength slowly dripping.
For hours we watched, worried and frightened that it could be us one day.
But no matter how much the young one pleaded, no matter how much he squealed as he felt death ever nearing, the master just stood. With a gaze of utmost resolve, devoid of mercy, Master Ashvatara gazed straight upon the scared pup. He gazed as if he had seen such dread so many times before. He gazed as if he knew what was to come, and as if he gazed at nothing at all.
When the boy's flesh met the ground, the master did not even flinch. After such a sight, none of the young who saw it halted their ascent. Such is the training under Master Ashvatara—the one devoid of fear and mercy.
Second, the Master of Knowledge and the understanding of the mind. Mine is Master Shrutayana. Her name derives from "Shruti," a word for that which is heard or divine knowledge, and "Yana," meaning path—symbolizing one who follows the path of divine knowledge, mastering the ancient teachings.
Though she spends her days studying the ancient scriptures, though Sancharis—the travelers from many realms—come to share with her the wisdom and knowledge they gathered upon their paths, she claims she learns nothing at all. "Always empty," she says when asked about her vast knowledge.
From an early age, she whispered in our ears the legends of the wise, the riddles that come with no answers. She imparted the wisdom of her own, as well as that of the sages of many realms. Gentle and kind she always was, ever leading our minds from the vastness of knowledge to the mere emptiness of the abyss—the void that endless knowledge points to. But the more we knew, the less we understood.
A man was crossing a field when he suddenly came face-to-face with a tiger. Panicked, he ran, but the tiger pursued him. Reaching the edge of a cliff, he grabbed onto a hanging vine and swung himself over the side. The tiger prowled at the top, sniffing the air.
As he clung to the vine, he glanced downward and saw another tiger waiting at the base of the cliff, eager for its meal. To make matters worse, the man noticed something gnawing at the vine. Looking up, he saw two mice—one black, one white—chewing steadily at his lifeline.
In that moment, his eyes fell upon a ripe strawberry growing nearby. Holding onto the vine with one hand, he reached out, plucked the strawberry, and ate it.
"How delicious it was," he thought.
Such is the teaching of Master Shrutayana—the mother, the one wise and kind.
Third, the Master of Spirit and the deeper, more mystical aspects of existence. Mine is Master Nirvanath. His name derives from "Nirvana," a word used for enlightenment or liberation, and "Nath," meaning lord or protector—symbolizing a Lord of Liberation, a master who has attained spiritual enlightenment and guides others toward freedom.
Though masters can have as many students as they feel like having—with most having tens, some even hundreds—Master Nirvanath has only six.
With five of them, he engages daily, being as close as a friend to them. And the sixth is me.
Encountering him solely during the selected times for practice—while he meets the other students joyfully whenever the occasion arises—he rarely speaks of the higher worlds and of the spirit, and prefers practice before any theoretical knowledge.
Thus, his teachings are of a subtle nature, and most times seemingly non-existent.
He claims there is nothing he can teach us, that Master Shrutayana fills our minds enough. Instead, he tells us to watch ourselves, to pay close attention to ourselves and everything we do, and to listen to ourselves in times of all manners of confusion.
He also imparts his teaching through occasional martial arts practice, where the underlying principles found in meditation find their physical manifestation.
But besides these practices, it is as though he keeps his distance from me. Why? Only he knows. Though sometimes he praises my rigid spiritual practice and striving, it is on rare occasions that he speaks of it. He tells us to practice but questions not the results we achieve. The times with him are spent in silent contemplation, in martial arts practice, or in helping him build and repair things around the monastery—not much more. Sometimes he is caught having fun with the other students on their various expeditions or sharing a meal or even a drink, but not with me.
For this unconventional approach, and the low number of his students, he is considered one of the odd ones among the masters, though he is surely not the only one.
But such is the teaching of Master Nirvanath—the wise one of peace, joy, and the dance of war.
As I mentioned, there were others, much stranger than the odd master I received at birth.
Far on the other side of the sky-mountain, there lived yet another master, famous with the legend of his teaching:
Whenever Master Gutei was asked a question about Zen, he would respond by simply raising one finger.
He had a young attendant, and one day, a visitor asked the boy, "What kind of teaching does your master give?" In response, the boy raised a single finger, imitating his master.
When Gutei heard about this, he cut off the boy's finger with a knife. As the boy ran away, screaming in pain, Gutei called after him. When the boy turned to look, Gutei raised one finger. The boy was suddenly enlightened.
As Gutei approached the end of his life, he gathered his monks and said, "I received this teaching of one-finger Zen from Master Tenryū. I've relied on it my entire life, and still, it has never been exhausted." With those words, he passed into nirvana.
Such are the various ways of masters; for us, what is left is but to deeply ponder.
I, on the other hand, am of much clearer and less mysterious nature.
At the birthless birth, I was given the name Drakko. It was given to me by the third Patriarch at the mere sight of the newborn, and came from the ancient word "Drakta," meaning "imbued" or "soaked," symbolizing someone immersed in knowledge, wisdom, or spirituality—fully absorbed in their journey.
Later, at the age of three months, the time came for me to be put under the guidance of the three masters.
In accordance with ancient customs, the newborns were placed in a circular formation at the monastery's main celestial courtyard.
There, lying in their cribs wrapped in orange blankets, they waited for those who were destined to seek them out.
The surrounding halls were filled with infants' cries as the defenseless lay there, sometimes even an entire day, waiting for their guides.
Throughout the sacred day, all the masters of the monastery came, and walking in the circle, looking at the innocent, they searched for those that they were always destined to meet.
Each young one had to wait to be gifted three sacred tokens before he was taken away from the merciless sun—one from each of the three masters. Malachite, shaped as a fragment of rock, symbolizing the water and the earth—the elements most present in the crude physical body form—was given by the Master of Discipline. Fluorite, shaped as a transparent crystal, symbolizing the air—the element of mind-breath—was given by the Master of Knowledge. The third given was fiery red and black obsidian, shaped in a circle, symbolizing the elements of fire and ether—the vastness of consciousness and the spiritual realm, and the fire of willpower and transformation needed to behold it—given by the Master of Spirit.
The story says I was the last one left upon the courtyard, waiting well into the darkness of the night before the last of my masters came to claim me.
Nirvanath, voluntarily compelled to come, seeing the young, almost always left empty-handed. But not that night. That night, he claimed his sixth and yet final student.
From that moment on, one's life turns toward the search for the Truth, day and night.
At the breathless edge of dawn, before the sun dares to rise, the monks and masters assemble in the celestial courtyard, their orange cloaks like flickers of a single flame. Here, in this sacred gathering, all are equal—no master nor student, no man nor woman, no young nor old. They are but souls woven into the eternal circle, where time dissolves and stillness reigns.
Before the world itself awakens, they release their voices in the ancient Ohm, a chant as old as the mountains, as deep as the stars. The thirty-three are joined by the multitudes, their voices swelling in a tide of sound, as if the universe itself hums along. Thirty-three times they honor those who have surrendered their lives to the sacred resonance, each Ohm rippling outward like waves upon an eternal sea.
When the last vibration fades into the sky, a profound silence falls upon the monastery, heavy with the weight of the sacred. It is not a silence of absence, but a silence full of life—the wind whispers through the leaves, the distant waterfalls murmur like forgotten prayers, and a solitary bird offers its song as an offering to the heavens. In this stillness, the monks turn inward, their thoughts falling away like autumn leaves, as they seek the boundless truth of their true nature, where all sound and silence merge into one infinite echo.
From the tower of the highest temple, the deep toll of a bronze bell begins to sound, each strike resonating through the cliffs of the sky-mountain like the voice of the earth itself. With every thirty-third Ohm, the bell tolls—a sacred rhythm that bridges heaven and earth. When the bell strikes nine, the monks, eyes still closed, rise as one, leaving the realm of the unseen and stepping back into the world—bound once more by the threads of the eternal and the whispers of the infinite.
Once all bow to the sacred and their eyes behold the world before them, the molding of the flesh can begin.
Each monk, following their Master of Discipline, is led to the place where their flesh undergoes rigorous torture. Most often—if one is lucky enough not to hang by a decreasing number of fingers on the edge of a wooden log for most of the day—it is to one of the many small mountains spread across the monastery's vast grounds.
There, the arduous climbs begin.
No matter if one climbs slow or fast, no matter if the sun burns with the utmost intensity or the heavens pour relentless tears and one slips on the wet moss that clings to the harsh rocks; when one finishes the designated climb, one starts again, until the master sees it fit to halt his demands.
When one's body is at the verge of failing, monks are ordered to run through the many hills of the monastery, surviving on the last breaths their tired lungs desperately inhale.
Till this point, none have seen food, merely living on three handfuls of morning water.
When the run is finished, the shaper of the flesh orders us to swim through one of the sacred lakes, both as part of the training and as a means to clean ourselves, preparing us to continue the day. The lake's water, filling from the many streams of the high surrounding mountains and shaded by the tall trees of a thick canopy, ever remains as cold as ice, rendering our flesh and bones frozen to the very marrow.
When this, or a similar alteration of the torture of the body, is finished, and the distant bell of the main temple tower has sounded nine times, the monks gather once more at the celestial courtyard, where they receive a bowl of rice along with lush colorful gifts of the land, and eat with their legs crossed, sitting together once more forming a circle.
None utters a word at the courtyard, and all you can hear is thousands of mouths relentlessly chewing.
With bellies filled, the gong is sounded, and for three more bells following thirty-three Ohms each, we meditate. In that state, right as the food enters the belly, the path of the vital force of sustenance is consciously directed toward feeding equally the spirit as the flesh.
When the reverberations of the third bell resound, we rise up once more, and each heads for the teachings to be received by the Master of Knowledge.
Many things are taught to the students—from the scriptures to legends and stories. Endless hours are spent listening, and then slowly and consciously writing down the stories of the sages, contemplating the lectures they aim to deliver. Many koans are heard—stories outwardly funny and light, yet with a depth that is hard to perceive. Countless are the ways to enlightenment—or so I perceive—as countless are the stories and lectures the sages give to follow.
A thousand masters have a thousand different methods.
Coming here, I am sure you have heard them—from the innumerable forms of Yoga to hundreds of ways of Zen; from the ways of the East to the ways of the West.
For me, it is all too confusing and conflicting. Where one sage says there is no God, another says there is nothing but God. But all those are mere words and have nothing to do with the truth—that is a lecture to remember. Believing one or the other will not move me an inch closer to the truth. What will? Some say nothing will, no amount of effort; some say a striving as intense as the heat of the sun shall deliver me to it. I feel as if stuck in a labyrinth, where all paths seem true, yet there is no way out.
The one method that resonated with me the most, and the one that is similar to my master's teaching, is this—told by one marked as a bearded savage, named Bodhidharma, from the realm called Earth:
"The most essential method, which includes all other methods, is beholding the mind."
When asked how can that be, he explained:
"The mind is the root from which all things grow. If you can understand the mind, everything else is included. It's like the root of a tree. All of a tree's flowers and fruit depend on its root. If you understand the root, you understand all the rest. If you can't understand the root, even if you try to practice or study, it will be in vain. You'll be swept away by karma and delusion."
Such is The Way.
Once I leave the Master of Knowledge, I aim for the Master of Spirit—Nirvanath. The practice at his chosen location, usually within a forest, often starts with a short meditation. The ways can differ, depending on the master's mood.
Either we practice one of the seven fundamental exercises he so insists on passing, or, stemming from those, we travel across the vastness of the universe, continuing the paths we have commenced, perfecting ourselves in all manners of perception, attention, and esoteric magic along the way.
The other day, we practiced the basics, as repetition is the mother of wisdom.
Simply watching the thoughts, listening to them closely, without stopping them or altering them in any way. Just as if they are clouds upon the sky. That is all.
Another reason for straining us so lightly yesterday, I will soon reveal.
Nearing the ending of the light, my master felt like practicing the art of fighting, and so that is what we did. After the time with him was spent, all monks returned to the celestial courtyard for the third and final day's gathering in unison.
There, for six more bells after each of the thirty-three Ohms, we once more dived deep into the search of our true nature, seeking the source of our being.
Once the last loud bell of today was sounded, the monks, at the brink of the night, with their bodies spent and minds filled and then emptied, were finally free to talk to each other and rest.
I was never one for talking, and I almost always kept to myself. Today was no different, and if present in the group I mostly just listened. What could one learn while talking, besides if the form of speech is not the question?
But one way or another, yesterday's night was unique. It was the night when there was but one topic on everyone's tongue, reverberating in my eardrums from all directions as I stood and gazed high up at the darkest of shadows cast by the eternal mountain—there, where my ultimate quest lies.
The myriad voices all spoke of today—the day of my thirtieth birthday, and the day when the nine to ascend shall be chosen.
Their voices reverberated far into the night, turning sound into thoughts that repeat in endless circles. The night, often brief and dreamless, turned into an endless wait—a dark space filled with anticipation and dread.
My whole life I have dreamt of being chosen, but now, fear clouds the years of desire.
"None ever returns," the voices repeat in my mind, from the fearful hearts of monks that found their form in sound.
The fear spread across the sleeping halls, and none was able to silence their mind. Though we lay there in absolute silence, the mind's chatters could be heard and felt—the hastened breaths, as well as the deep calming attempts.
But whether the hearts and minds were filled with fear, whatever excitement leaked out of those brave and foolish, the night eventually turned into day, and nothing that transpired in the rustling minds of those who waited truly mattered.
Now, we are here, sitting and waiting for the Truth to out.
It is from the monastery's most sacred hall that my voice sounds in the vast chambers of my mind for you to hear.
And it is in this hall where the fate of nine shall be sealed, and where the destiny of mine takes its crucial turn.
Such is the way of the Mahālaya—the Monastery of Eternal Paths.
Chapter 2: The Silent Selection
"Let the will of the Mother be done. Whatever comes, accept it with grace and reverence." — Sri Ramakrishna
An utter silence envelops this day, as none dare make a single sound. Following the way of Mahālaya, from the thousands who are able to speak, only nine words shall be voiced today—no more and no less.
Even the Ohms of the repeating days are left unuttered, and the sacred thirty-three chant alone, returning the respect given to those nine who shall undertake the most sacred of quests. It is their vibrating voices that fill the vast silence of the Celestial Courtyard as we dive deeply into meditation, before the nine gongs sound, and the cloaked monks fill the sacred Choosing Hall.
Now, only the echoes of pounding hearts reverberate through the vast hall as we sit motionless in anticipation.
Before us stands the altar. Upon it, nine urns await, placed there by the nine patriarchs at the break of day. Upon their revered chairs, the wise ones now sit, and with utter calmness and wisdom, they gaze ahead.
Unlike each of the days of the nine years before, no offerings are present at the altar today. None but the names of the nine, confined within the urns of ashes.
It is they who shall be gifted this day, as offerings given to the sacred spirit of the mountain.
A single stick of incense burns at the altar's core, surrounded by the urns in a circle. Its contents are of the herbs gathered from those few who ever returned. Each one who finds their way back brings a flower—a token gifted by the mountain's sacred spirits.
All sit in wait, soaked in the scent of the most precious of flowers, filling one with sweet and sour aromas, odors of pine and honey. Without the slightest movement, we wait for the sacred incense to burn out and the ceremony to commence.
Slowly, the smoke dances upward from the incense in a spiral-like movement. Slowly, the fear dwelling in the hearts of those who wait dissolves with each conscious breath. And when the final ashes fall upon the dark altar's rock—at the moment the ash touches the surface—the gong from the highest floor of the highest temple tower sounds.
With it, one of the ninety-nine masters sitting on the ground to the right of the nine patriarchs rises, as though pulled upward by an invisible force.
Old and wise, Master Atmanesh is silent as the depths of the soul. He rises with the weight of unseen worlds and moves forward upon his old, weakened legs. With unparalleled power, he approaches the first of the nine urns. Each step is a journey inward, as he carries the wisdom of inner mastery to the altar of spirit.
Reaching the altar, his hand hovers above the urn, and with a single squeeze, it crumbles to dust—a symbol of the destruction of the chosen one's former form.
From its remnants, as blood drips from his palm—a sacrificial gift granted to one of his students who shall now be chosen—he picks up a small scroll, unrolling it to reveal a name, and utters, "Vikara."
From among his students, a man rises. Strong and sturdy, Vikara is well-known for his immense physique and ambitious spirit. With an expression of determination mixed with a hint of satisfaction, he steps forward with purpose, his eyes already set on the challenge ahead. Deeply driven, he's eager to prove himself by conquering the mountain.
Coming to his master, he bows deeply. Then, he bows to the nine patriarchs, for they have chosen him. At last, he bows in the direction of the mountain, to grant him the strength of flesh and spirit, as well as its mercy and blessing upon his ascent.
The master returns the bow, and being given the parting gift handed to him by a young attendant, he bestows upon his student the Tirodhāna—the sacred brown-green hooded cloak, only worn by those who are ascending the mountain.
Bowing once more to his master, Vikara accepts the gift and, as the first, sits down upon the cold ground at the feet of the first patriarch.
As he takes his rightful place and his master returns among the ninety-nine, the distant yet all-penetrating gong sounds for the second time.
With it, the second master rises.
Out of the three core masters, it is always the Master of Spirit who arises, given the highest honors to send one of their students upon the way.
This time, it's Master Pranadeva. She rises like the breath of dawn—gentle and calm—the air bending to her will. At the altar, she touches the urn softly, and it shatters with a quiet sigh. Blood trickles from her fingertips as she retrieves a delicate scroll from the dust, unrolling it to whisper the name, "Dayitā."
The gentle murmur of her name drifts through the air as Dayitā rises with grace. With a soft smile gracing her lips and her heart filled with compassion and quiet strength, she approaches Master Pranadeva with the tenderness of one who understands the weight of the journey. Her every movement is like a whispered prayer, ready to carry her love and empathy through the climb.
Bowing three times, she receives her Tirodhāna, and with a gentle and humble heart, sits at the feet of the second patriarch as the gong sounds for the third time.
As the sound reverberates back into silence, Master Shivasvar takes the deepest of breaths. Rising with the echo of creation, his steps resonate like a sacred hymn. At the altar, he taps the urn, and it vibrates before collapsing into fragments. Blood beads along his knuckles as he draws out a scroll, revealing the name, "Dharan."
His name, like a vow spoken into the wind, brings Dharan to his feet with unwavering resolve. He walks toward Master Shivasvar as a warrior approaches a sacred duty, his steps heavy with honor and loyalty, for in his heart, he knows this climb is his destiny. With each breath, he readies himself to protect those who will walk beside him.
With such a good heart that Dharan carries, many would be proud to have him as a student. But it is without a hint of pride that the master hands him the Tirodhāna, as pride could harm both master and student.
As Dharan takes his place before the feet of the third patriarch, the fourth gong sounds.
With a quiet smile, Master Anandesh rises, joy dancing at his feet as the air fills with peace. At the altar, he presses his palm to the urn, and it crumbles softly under his hand. Blood softly pooling from his palm, he finds a scroll, unrolling it with ease to reveal the name, "Shanta."
Shanta's name floats softly through the air like a ripple in still water. She rises slowly, her movements calm and deliberate. She approaches Master Anandesh with a heart full of quiet reflection, her spirit seeking peace in the challenge ahead, knowing that her journey is an inward one.
Receiving a gentle smile from her master and her new cloak, she sits at the feet of the fourth patriarch.
After the fifth gong silences, Master Mokshanath is chosen. He rises as if shedding the weight of the material world—light and free. At the altar, his fingers barely touch the urn, and it shatters in silence. Blood runs from his hand as he lifts a scroll from the ruins, unrolling it slowly to reveal the name, "Jayan."
Called forth with a name as solid as the earth beneath him, Jayan stands tall and resolute. He moves toward Master Mokshanath with the sure-footedness of one who has prepared. His mind already calculating the steps ahead, resourcefulness and survival are his guiding stars, for he knows the climb will test more than his strength—it will demand his cunning.
Taking his place at the feet of the fifth, the sixth gong is sounded.
Without a word transmitted, Master Suryananda is chosen. Her light rises before her, radiant and warm, as if the sun itself were in motion. At the altar, a mere breath from her lips causes the urn to collapse into dust. With a blood mark appearing on her palm, she gently retrieves a scroll from the debris, reading the name, "Aran."
When his name is called, Aran rises like a mountain himself—steady and unshakable. His gaze is firm as he walks toward Master Suryananda, each step deliberate and grounded. Strength is his companion, endurance his nature, and as he approaches, he feels the weight of the challenge yet knows that the climb will reveal the depths of his own power.
As his formidable presence settles at the feet of the sixth, the seventh gong is sounded.
Receiving the gentle transmission of the seventh patriarch, Master Chaitanya awakens. Rising with the gentle awareness of the
OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
The 'cenf

The Path of None
Rook 3

A.G. ZoderoT





