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 . . . I had no choice but to flow with the circumstances around me, but that was going to change. In due course, I was going to have the ultimate test put before me, one that would entail risk, sacrifice, and death, and my decision would determine not only my future but the future of the entire world.
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Anna returned to her cabin, trembling with emotions. Her teacher had been detained in the Territories and was to be put on trial for subversion, a very serious offense that came with the penalty of death if found guilty. 
She sat on her bed and fought back anxious tears. It was her fault. He had taken her aside a week ago and had asked if she would do something for him. Of course she had said yes. Then he told her what it was.
Her ensuing refusal was emphatic; she would not, could not, fulfill his request. How could she be a part of something that would bring him harm? And why would he even ask, knowing what would happen? 
After explaining why he had asked her, of all people, and describing the repercussions of her accepting the task, he had told her to think carefully on it and to not answer right away. She had done so, taking several days to find a certain level of comfort with her answer. Once she had made her decision and the implications of it sank in, however, her feeling of disloyalty brought about doubt and guilt, and she now bore the cross of that betrayal. 
As he had instructed, Anna had told no one of their plans except for her father, a constable in the Territories. Her teacher—“Teacher” to all who knew him—had said that her father would tell another government official, who would understand what was to happen and would put things in motion. That official had done what was necessary, and now all of it was coming to fruition, just as Teacher had said it would.
It wasn’t just hearing the news of Teacher’s charge that was affecting her; it was noticing that others had begun looking at her with suspicion, even with anger. Just before returning to her cabin, she had received several disapproving looks and had recognized what they meant: people were blaming her for Teacher’s predicament. They were upset because he was more than just her teacher, he was everyone’s teacher, both within the Territories and in all the villages outside the Grand Wall, as well as a friend and mentor to many.
He warned me about this, she thought, sitting uneasily with one knee jiggling up and down. Although he had told her what was going to happen to him—and to her—it didn’t lessen the impact of knowing that everyone would soon know about her role, as what had been prophesized had now become very real. And despite knowing this was coming, she had underestimated the influence her doubts and fears would have on her emotions and ability to think straight.
Putting a hand on her leg to stop it from moving, she thought, No, this is not what he would want me to do. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to remember his teachings through her emotional turmoil.
She closed her eyes and tried to center herself as best she could, going within to find the peace she knew she possessed. Over the last ten years, she had been trained in this contemplation practice, and she now felt herself expand into that center to find the comfortable stillness she knew so well.
But there were limits to it this time. Her mind and emotions continued to reach for her attention, preventing her from settling into the clear wellspring of lightness she knew was within.
Distracted, she blinked herself back to full awareness of the world around her and stood up. Walking to the window at the back of her home, she stared out at the nearby trees.
She knew what lay before her, as she had felt it for some time now. The short stories she had written the past few years about what she had learned had prepared her well, and Teacher had confirmed that it was time. Strangely, now, amid her agitation, looking out the window and seeing and connecting with the natural world she lived in the midst of, she started to feel the inspiration that had been missing. As a knowingness began to infuse her, she smiled, feeling a small sense of the peace she had pursued just moments before. It was time to begin what had been foretold.
She turned to the shelf on the wall and gathered a quill, a small bottle of ink, and some sheets of paper. Moving to her table, she sat down and stacked the blank sheets to her left except for one page, which she placed before her. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to become an empty vessel for what needed to be expressed. When she opened them, she took another deep breath, dipped the quill in ink, and in large letters wrote the title she had seen in her mind.
She stared at it for a moment, then nodded in thanks, flipped the page to the side, and put another blank sheet in front of her. The words were coming, and she was ready.
Her story would finally be told. 
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I ran away from home the night of my thirteenth birthday. The reasons why aren’t as important as knowing that it was the first step toward the life I was meant to live. Suffice it to say that my childhood and family situation left something to be desired. There is one thing, however, that would be helpful to know: without Teacher, my life would be very different. 
He came to me on that day I put my childhood behind me and, without knowing it, showed me that no matter what was happening around me, things would turn out okay. I came to learn later that it was his first teaching, and he didn’t even know it.
Coincidentally—at least I thought so at the time—it came just after I had read a story that had put me in a frame of mind to recognize what he was and what he represented. That story, an old, handwritten manuscript titled A Tale of Awakening, provided me the inspiration I needed at a critical time. However, it wasn’t until years later that I was able to truly understand what had transpired that day and the impact the tale had on my life.
When we saw each other for the first time that afternoon on my birthday, we didn’t speak; he simply looked at me and I at him and time collapsed to bring me into his world for the briefest of moments, and that was all I needed. The strength I felt from that connection carried me through to when we were finally able to meet years later. Clearly, I had to have my own journey first, and he his.
I left home that fateful night, quietly stuffing a small pack with my meager belongings in the wee hours of the morning and sneaking out of my family’s lodging house in the Territories. I didn’t know where I was going, but I had a newfound level of self-confidence that had previously eluded me given my childhood upbringing.
It was a cool night, but I had a coat, and I wasn’t worried about shelter, as it was a period of generally nice weather before the seasonal rains. I wandered at first, taking my time to meander the empty streets and see more of the city than I had ever seen on my limited routes to school, the marketplace, and the cathedral. Surprisingly, I didn’t run into any of the constables who roamed the streets at night. If I had, I would have likely been quickly deposited back home, for I’m not sure I could have credibly explained myself to them as a solitary, adolescent girl with no reason to be out and about at that time. Also, my father was a constable, and he would have gotten the word out to find me as soon as he had noticed my disappearance. I imagined how much angrier he would be with me if I were found away from home, so I remained careful in my exploration.
Wandering by the empty marketplace, I passed one of my favorite shops in the darkness, wondering when I would be able to drop in again. I knew I had to stay mostly anonymous and hidden for a time, and I assumed the antique store would be one of the places people would look for me because of my frequent visits there. Still, I wanted to talk with the shopkeeper because something I had read in the old manuscript led me to believe he could help me somehow.
From what I could see in the dim light of the crescent moon, the square was empty. I looked for one of the characters from that Tale of Awakening—a blind panhandler that seemed to often be in the marketplace—but he wasn’t there. Mildly disappointed, I wondered if he was off helping someone find deeper meaning in their life like he had done in the story.
With the early morning sun beginning to lighten the sky, soon to illuminate the spire of the cathedral, I found a stairwell next to a bakery a few streets away from the market. There I hid, wanting to avoid all contact from anyone who might be looking for me. It was away from the more trafficked streets, so very few passed by, and even if they did, I could hear them coming and get to a corner where I was invisible from the street.
During the bulk of the day, I stayed there and out of sight. Fortunately, I had brought some food from home so didn’t have to risk exposing myself on the streets.
Being in one place gave me time to think about what I had just done and what would come next, which, admittedly, left me a little confused. I didn’t know where to go or what to do, only that I needed to be away from my father. For some reason, I didn’t worry about it too much because I was still feeling newly empowered by having made such a bold choice, leaving behind what I saw as unsafe and limiting circumstances, and by my first encounter with Teacher.
Sitting on the steep, shady steps, I pulled out from my pack the leather book cover of the aforementioned story, one of the few things I had brought with me when I scurried out of the house into the cool, nighttime air. I had found it on my way out the door, kicked into the corner after being unceremoniously dropped by my father when he last threatened me. Perhaps the cover would help me remember the tale, as the handwritten papers that held the inspiring words had been destroyed. Well, almost all of them.
Looking at the three spirals on the leather cover did indeed bring forth an additional sense of peace, a soft and distant knowing that I had done the right thing despite the unknown future before me. And I continued to hold to the feeling I had received when sharing my first glance with Teacher the previous day, which had imbued me with a confidence that everything would work out fine in the end, whatever was to happen.
The day progressed without incident, except for a few times when the stairwell door opened, and I quickly darted up the steps and onto the street to avoid the encounters, only to return shortly thereafter. But late in the day and out of food, I decided to risk engaging with others. Never underestimate the emotional value of a girl’s sad and pleading look, for it served me well that afternoon, and I was able to get small handouts to sufficiently fill my belly.
Afterward, as I scampered back to my hiding spot by the bakery, a tall woman with dark, messy hair grabbed my arm as I passed her on the street. Surprised, I tried to pull away as her intense eyes bored into me, holding me as strongly as her grip on my arm.
“You need to go to the plaza,” she said somewhat anxiously.
“Let me go,” I said, not too loudly as to attract the attention of others.
She held on for a moment longer with her tattooed hand, then said, “You will find what you are looking for there,” and she released my arm and walked away.
I stood unmoving for a minute, watching her leave, unsure of what to make of her words, then continued back to my concealed steps to think about what I would do next.
I wanted to stay hidden, but the woman somehow seemed to know something about my predicament, and it gave me an option I hadn’t considered. What she had said somehow resonated with me, so, trusting in the strange encounter, I decided to head toward the plaza as the light continued its descent in the sky.
I cautiously made my way to the city center, being careful to avoid the watchful eyes of the constables, who continued their beats in a rather predictable manner.
Once at the plaza, I kept to the shadows and surveyed the remaining people walking about as storeowners closed their shops, churchgoers left the cathedral, and workers headed home. One figure, however, seemed out of place. She was leaning against the stone wall at the base of the cathedral’s grand steps and looking directly at me, unmoving.
Although I didn’t know it at the time, she was a monk, one of the elusive figures the Territory Governors were constantly searching for but could never find. She was not dressed as one—or as I expected one to be—rather, she wore relatively plain clothes that were not unlike others who were leaving the plaza. What made her different were the tattoos she revealed when she rolled up her sleeves while walking toward me. They ran up and down her arms and were eerily reminiscent of those in a vivid dream I had recently had. They drew my attention because I had not seen many inked designs on bodies in my young life. As she approached, I saw a quality to her eyes that made them sparkle, like she was in on a grand joke. She carried a bag over one shoulder.
Stopping directly in front of me, she said, “Hi, my name is Shasta.”
“Hi, I’m Anna.” I couldn’t help looking at her arms, so I pointed and asked, “What are those markings?”
She smiled. “They are ancient symbols that have great meaning to me and to many in my village. Do you like them?”
“Yes, they’re . . . interesting.”
“Why are you here in the plaza?” she asked.
For some reason she engendered trust, and I didn’t think she would turn me in to the constables, so I told her the truth.
“I, uh, ran away from home last night,” I said. “I spent the day near the marketplace hiding from the constables.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Are you planning on going home soon?”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to go home.”
“Why not?”
I hesitated, not knowing how to answer. 
“I can walk you back home if you want,” she added.
I shook my head again. “No, I don’t want to go back.”
Is anyone looking for you?”
“Probably.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to go back?”
“Yes.” I was surprised at how firmly I said it. “A tall woman with dark, messy hair told me to come here, so I did. She said I’d find what I’m looking for, but I don’t know what that is.”
“Hmm, a tall woman with dark hair, you say?” Shasta seemed reflective for a moment. “And you don’t know what you’re looking for?”
I shook my head. “I just don’t want to go home.”
I was beginning to feel desperate on one level, not knowing what I should do or where I should go, so I held onto this second, seemingly random encounter that at least might provide me some direction.
“Do you have any place to stay tonight?”
I again shook my head.
“Would you like to come with me back to my village?”
I eagerly nodded. She had a kindness about her, an honesty that made me know I could trust her. Also, I had no other options, and it seemed too coincidental that her tattoos reflected the symbols I had seen in my recent dream. It was not an opportunity I could pass up, nor did I want to.
After she rolled down her sleeves, we began walking out of the city heading northeast. On the way, she graciously traded coins for some food with a street vendor so I could eat something: vegetables and cheese wrapped in thin bread and a sweet tea, all of which I consumed quickly. While I did, she closed her eyes and stood as still as a statue. After eating, she checked in with me again.
“Are you sure you don’t want to go home? I’m guessing your parents will be missing you.”
I shook my head. “I’m sure. I don’t think they’ll miss me that much.” I had made up my mind.
“They might surprise you,” Shasta said.
“I can’t. I won’t. I need to be away from them.”
Shasta reflected for a moment, then said, “Okay.”
We meandered through the streets, avoiding the constables, eventually clearing the city limits and entering a well-worn, forest path. We spoke little as we walked beneath the trees, and I surprisingly wasn’t thinking or worrying as much as I would’ve thought. Instead, I was acutely aware of being surrounded by nature for longer than I had ever been.
It was glorious! Despite the unknown before me, what I had always suspected, that I would thrive in the middle of the woods, made me accept my circumstances as if I had been there many times before and was simply walking home. It was a far cry from the feeling I had the last time I had gone back to my family’s house, which now no longer felt anything like home compared to this.
We continued for a while down the trail that remained wide enough for a cart to pass, then took a small, single-track path to the right where the main trail veered northwest toward the closest section of the Grand Wall, the towering, stone barrier that encircled the Territories. Shasta led the way, and before long we found ourselves in front of the great structure in the dusky light, the barrier’s immense height still capturing some sun that peered over the West Wall. The path went right up to the obstacle.
Shasta stopped. I stepped forward and put my hands on the cold stones, feeling the firm surface for the first time in my life. It was as solid and impenetrable as I had heard, which made sense because it had protected the Territories for as long as anyone could remember. I could feel its density, a squeezing, contained feeling that made me want to step back and remove my hands. I didn’t, though, because there was something warm and familiar about it as well, not something that I can even now describe.
After a minute, I withdrew my hands, turned, and saw Shasta observing me with a smile on her face. She stepped forward and stood next to me in front of the Wall and said, “Anna, what do you see?”
“Um, a stone wall?” I said tentatively, like I was missing something.
She took my hand and looked down at me. Slowly, a warm, tingling feeling infused my body, and whatever confining feeling I had from touching the Wall evaporated. I felt more expansive than I had ever felt.
Shasta continued to observe me as I tried to wrap my head around what I was experiencing. “Now, what do you see,” she said.
I turned to the Wall again, and it didn’t seem so solid anymore. It wasn’t because what I saw looked different; it was because something inside me felt it was different. It felt lighter, less dense.
“What’s happening?” I asked.
“Just relax,” she said. “I know you can do this.” She gripped my hand more firmly and, in what seemed like slow motion, she took an impossible step forward, planting her foot squarely through and into the Wall.

      [image: image-placeholder]I should take a moment now to mention that Shasta has become one of my dearest friends and mentors. Not only did she shepherd me through my teenage years and early studies, but she was also instrumental in helping me genuinely understand the lessons I received—from her and others—which profoundly altered the course of my life. Her wisdom and guidance prepared me well for Teacher’s coming, and I came to realize that without them, I would not have been able to see and experience Teacher for who he truly was. What I had understood about the world before meeting Shasta paled in comparison to my understanding afterward.
Shasta’s eyes continued to hold my wide-eyed gaze as the Grand Wall absorbed her body and face with her next step, her arm extending backwards due to my being frozen in place. Her strong grip, however, gently pulled me forward so that I, too, moved into the barrier.
Closing my eyes tightly, my body buzzed like it never had before, enhancing the confusion I was already experiencing from her entry into the impassable. When I opened them, I saw, kind of, the path we were on, a continuation of the trail we had walked upon up to the barrier, but the environment was hazy, and I could just make out Shasta’s figure in front of me as it continued forward slowly but confidently. The gray of the stone brushed by my face like blowing sand, leaving the slightest tickle. Somehow, I felt it on my insides too, sweeping through my body with countless tiny points of impact that struck gently and then passed by. It would have left me queasy if it wasn’t so uplifting, as if I were standing tall and taking a breath of fresh, clean air with my arms outstretched in the sunlight. I walked carefully forward and held her hand in an iron grip in case a misplaced step or letting go would merge me with the Wall and leave me forever trapped within the hard, unforgiving stones.
We continued inside it for at least a dozen of my adolescent-sized paces, emerging on the other side to the dusk that was brighter than what was within the Wall. I exhaled sharply, not realizing I had been holding my breath. Shasta tried to let go of my hand, but I couldn’t yet release her.
“I knew you could do it,” she said, smiling. She looked down at my anxious, clutching grip. “It’s okay. You can let go now.”
It took a minute to steady my breathing and loosen my grasp, and the hum and lightness in my body slowly dissipated. I turned around and looked back at where we had come from and took a step back in astonishment. There was no Wall. The trail stretched back like any other trail through the woods. No one would know there was an obstacle there, and there wasn’t, at least as it appeared from this side.
Shasta moved a few paces away to the side of the trail. “Do you see this grand red oak?” she said, patting the trunk of a large tree with hefty branches that stretched across the trail. With its wide canopy of flaming red leaves, it was the biggest and most distinct tree I had seen so far on our walk through the woods.
I nodded, trembling slightly due to what I had just been through—literally—not yet able to say anything.
“Remember it. It’s a good marker to know when you’re about to pass through the Wall, at least on this trail, but once you practice, you’ll also be able to feel it, sense it, as you approach.”
I nodded again.
She noticed my trembling and came over to give me a hug. “Oh, honey, you’ll be okay. The first time is always a bit scary.”
I hugged her back. Her warmth was comforting, in more ways than one.
Finally gathering my voice, I asked, “Did we just walk through the Grand Wall?”
She freed me from the embrace and smiled. “What did you think?”
“Uh, it was . . . weird. Like I was moving through it, but it was also moving through me at the same time. It’s like I actually felt the inside of the stones. How is that possible? How did you . . . we . . . do that?”
“You see a wall that is solid, but I know that it isn’t, and I brought you into what I was experiencing.”
“What? How?”
“It’s a combination of seeing, feeling, and knowing. If you believe something strongly enough—if you know it through to your bones—and you learn about the true nature of matter, then you’ll be able to do wondrous things. What your eyes tell you is just one part of the story, and appearances can be deceiving. You’ll learn, and probably fast, too. I believe you have a talent for it. For now, let’s just say that the world you think you know isn’t everything. There’s so much more.”
“How will I learn? Are you going to teach me?” I asked.
She smiled warmly. “We’ve already started.”
She sat me down on a fallen log by the side of the trail and continued the lesson on appearances, sharing how she was able to connect with me in a way that allowed me to experience being beyond what I saw with my eyes. She also talked about how taking a moment to feel what I see or hear would help me understand my environment beyond what is presented on the surface.
When finished, I reached for her hand, which she accepted, and we continued down the trail to her village. My escape from home and luck in finding Shasta, if you could call it that, had helped me crawl through a portal to another world—like the ones in the magical stories I liked to read and the one I had drawn on my bedroom wall when I was a child—but this time it wasn’t contained within the pages of a book or in my imagination. This time it was real, and I couldn’t wait for the next chapter.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I had looked back at where the Wall was supposed to be, something felt different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was a clarity to the feeling that reminded me of my first glimpse of Teacher.
From what I knew about the Grand Wall at the time, those who went beyond it most certainly perished in the supposed desolate landscape on the other side or at the hands of the dangerous and depraved foreigners who somehow survived outside the Territories. I was a little apprehensive at this thought because I was now marching boldly forward toward an unknown destination outside the protection of the Wall with someone I barely knew. But there was no feeling of danger at all, and the natural environment seemed to become more and more pleasant as we continued. In fact, I felt more alive and connected to my surroundings than I had ever felt living in the city.
Shasta and I continued up the trail through the forest. About thirty minutes later we came upon a village with a clearing in its center. Small log and earthen houses were scattered about, and adjacent to the clearing was a larger building, which matched a similarly-constructed one up on a knoll away from the other structures. To the side, a stream babbled its way down the hill to the edge of the open area, its small waterfalls creating a pleasant, natural sound that was music to my ears.
About half of the dozen people I could see were dressed in faded, red and orange robes, the others in simple shirts and trousers or unassuming dresses, and most were smiling and laughing and seemed perfectly happy. An older couple was sitting in front of the building on the knoll in what appeared to be deep thought, and three others were doing a slow dance under the trees next to the clearing. I took in the wondrous, magical scene with all my senses. It was like nothing I had ever seen or studied, even in the fictional tales I had read.
We walked toward one of the larger houses near the stream, and I could see and even feel the residents of the village looking at me, a stranger amid their utopia. It made me wonder how often they were visited by people from the other side of the Wall, if ever.
As we approached the house, the door opened and a tall woman with dark hair emerged, staring at me with her steady, brown, piercing eyes. I immediately recognized her as the woman in the streets of the Territories who had told me to go to the central plaza where I had met Shasta. I must have looked shocked because she reached out her inked hand, put it warmly on my shoulder, and said, “I know. I’m sure it’s a bit of a surprise to see me again.”
Her appearance and demeanor were very different from when I had seen her earlier. Her long hair was not at all messy—rather, it was well combed and tied in a ponytail with a fine, blue ribbon—and she was not anxious or agitated as she had been when she had grabbed my arm in the city. In fact, she now seemed very much more composed, exuding a rather serene bearing that, despite her intense gaze, felt warmly welcoming.
Behind her was a large man in dull red and orange robes, a contrast to the woman’s modest attire of a white shirt under a long, light brown dress. They both had a regal quality about them, and I couldn’t help but get the impression that they were appraising me.
“Anna, this is Kyna,” Shasta said, gesturing to the tall woman, “and Caedmon,” motioning to the man.
“Nice to meet you, Anna,” Kyna said, nodding. Caedmon bowed more deeply but said nothing. “Welcome to our village. You’ll be staying with Shasta next door. I hope that’s acceptable. It’s all set for you.” She pointed to a small cabin about twenty paces away.
“Uh, thank you,” I said.
Noticing my confusion, Kyna said, “Yes, we were expecting you. I’ll explain later. Make yourself at home. You must be hungry after your journey. We’ll gather for mealtime soon, but until then, Shasta, take her to the kitchen and get her whatever she wants.”
Shasta nodded. “Of course.”
I stood there dumbfounded. Maybe it was the feeling of lightness in my head, being tired after a night on the streets and the long walk from the city, my experience of moving through the Wall, or perhaps a combination of all of them, but I certainly was surprised at the idea that they had known I was coming.
“Let’s drop our belongings and head to the kitchen,” Shasta said, and I followed her to the adjacent cabin in the waning light.
Shasta’s place was a simple, wooden dwelling, essentially one large room with two beds along one wall, each covered by a multicolored blanket, and a table and two chairs by the opposite wall. In between the beds was a standing partition, and I could see a washbasin in the corner partially obscured behind another partition. A circular, woven rug lay in the middle of the room, and a small table holding a few candles and what looked like a bunch of dried leaves were in another corner. There was an armoire at the back of the room and a few shelves on the walls that held various items in baskets. I immediately fell in love with its natural simplicity.
“So, this is your home?” I asked my companion.
“Yes. Do you like it?”
“I love it! It’s very different from my place in the city, in a good way.”
“I’m glad. I hope you don’t mind living with me for the time being. When you’re ready, you can build your own home if you want to.”
“Really? That would be amazing.” The prospect of a new beginning, and even having my own place, excited me beyond words. It was more than I could have hoped for when I decided to run away and leave everything I had ever known. And staying with someone with whom I felt increasingly comfortable and could learn from was perfect, not to mention being in what appeared to be a wonderful village community, which was certainly better than living on the streets . . . or with my parents.
We dropped our belongings, left the cabin, and Shasta walked me to the back of the large building by the clearing. Inside was a kitchen being tended by a young, affable couple, who greeted Shasta warmly when we entered.
“Hey there! How was your excursion to the city?” the woman asked.
The two hugged. “It went as expected,” Shasta said. Turning to me, she said, “I want to introduce you to Anna. Anna, this is Jamaica and Guri. They do most of the cooking.”
“So, this is the one,” Guri said, coming over and taking my face in both his hands. “I can see why she’s here.”
“Um, nice to meet you,” I said, wondering what he meant.
“You too,” Guri said. He and Jamaica smiled affectionately at me. They clearly were told something about me beforehand, but how could they know anything? I had never been outside the Territories and had never engaged with anyone like Shasta or the other people here. Something strange was happening in this new world I had entered.
The kitchen itself had what looked like a brick oven attached to a large fireplace that held an outsized pot over the fire. Baking in the oven were loaves of bread whose aroma wafted deliciously through the space. A large table in the center of the room was filled with vegetables and fruits in various stages of preparation for cooking and baking. It looked as though they were planning a feast.
“What would you like?” Jamaica asked as she stepped back to the table and began cutting some carrots.
“Uh, I’ll just grab an apple, thanks,” I said and reached for one in the bushel by the door.
“Take anything you want,” she said. “We’ll be eating soon enough.”
I nodded, and Shasta guided me through double doors into an expansive dining hall with an enormous wooden table in the center and a few smaller tables along the walls.
“This is where we eat,” she said.
I walked slowly around the room, taking a bite of the apple and looking about. Shasta sat on one of the benches at the table. I completed my circuit of the space and sat down opposite her.
“How many people live in the village,” I asked.
“Close to one hundred,” she said.
I nodded. “Are you a monk? Are all of you monks?”
Shasta smiled. “What does it mean to be a monk?”
“Um, I don’t know, except that the Territory Governors always said to watch out for you, that you’re dangerous.”
“Do you think we’re dangerous?”
“No,” I said, more quickly than I would have thought. The words came from a feeling. “Why do they think you’re dangerous?”
“Because they’re afraid of losing control and they will do anything they can to retain it,” she said, looking me squarely in the eyes.
“Can they get through the Wall?”
“Not with their current thinking.”
“What do you mean?”
Shasta took a deep breath. “I wasn’t going to get into another lesson just yet, but suffice it to say that their external environment reflects their internal environment.”
Strangely, despite the How? question that came up in my mind, what she said felt right and made some kind of sense, despite it not really making any sense at all. I must have had a confused look on my face because she laughed and said, “We’ll get into details later.”
With that, Shasta rose and said, “Come on. I’ll show you around the rest of the village while there’s still some light.”
I followed her out of the great hall and into the clearing, continuing to eat my apple. I pointed to the three people still practicing the slow dance under the trees and asked what it was.
“They’re doing an ancient practice that cultivates energy.”
I was curious but didn’t ask more. There was a lot I was already trying to absorb. I figured the answers would come in time.
We walked past a large boulder at the edge of the clearing and up the slight hill to the larger building on the knoll. It was like the kitchen and dining structure but with wooden steps up to a deck in front of the doors. Two older monks in robes, a man and a woman, sat peacefully on the platform with their eyes closed. We ascended the stairs and Shasta turned around and said softly, “What do you see?”
I turned and from our vantage point on the knoll, we were looking down on the village. In the dusky light, I could now see that the community dwellings were distributed in the approximate shape of three spirals that came together at the clearing in the center. I let out a gasp.
“I know this shape!” I said. “It was on the cover of a book I read just yesterday!”
Shasta looked at me, seemingly confused at first, but then her face relaxed and she broke out in a grin, nodding slowly.
“I see,” she said. “Interesting.”
“I have it with me, just the cover, though, not the story inside.”
She kept nodding slowly, seemingly off in another world, like she was trying to put the pieces of a puzzle together. She didn’t explain further, and I didn’t ask. I told her I would show it to her when we returned to her cabin.
We turned to the building’s entrance and walked through the large double doors into another great hall. Inside, benches lined the sides of the open space leading to a raised platform at the back. There were several symbols carved into the beams and hanging on the walls, lit up by the numerous hanging lanterns. I looked at the arm tattoos of my companion and many of the designs were similar.
“What are the symbols?” I asked.
“They are part of an ancient language we tap into through our practices,” she said. “They speak to the world within.”
“The world within?” I said. It was a new concept to me, having only been exposed to it through the story with the spiral cover, an idea I hadn’t yet had an opportunity to explore.
“Yes,” Shasta said, “that part of you that feels beyond feeling, knows beyond knowing . . . the part that gives meaning to why you’re here.”
Being only thirteen, I hadn’t ever given any thought to why I was here. I paused for a moment and then looked at her and asked, “So, why am I here?”
The monk smiled. “That is for you to discover for yourself.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It was getting dark quickly, so we went back to Shasta’s cabin so I could rest and try to get settled before dinner. Since I didn’t have much with me, I just sat on the bed and breathed out what felt like years of pressure and tension. I was spent, but the anticipation of a delicious dinner kept me from falling asleep.
Remembering the leather book cover with the three spirals, I opened my pack, pulled it out, and handed it to Shasta, who took it and turned it over in her hands.
“Yes, this is the one,” she said.
“The one what?” I asked.
“Oh, it’s just very familiar, almost like I had it in my hands this morning,” she said with a grin.
There was something about how she said it that made me think there was more to the cover’s story, but I was too tired to follow up.
A short time later a bell echoed across the clearing and into my new home, and I followed Shasta out to the main hall to sit with the other residents at the large table in the center of the room. The welcome I felt was like nothing I had ever experienced. Some tried not to stare at the new stranger in their midst but found it difficult, and everyone I met was exceedingly generous in their acceptance of my presence in the community, almost to the point of being joyful for it. They all seemed thrilled to have me there. It was so different from my previous existence that I indeed felt like I was in another world. It was a lot to take in, as I wasn’t used to that kind of attention, but it left me feeling genuinely loved and accepted, a rarity I had only occasionally experienced before.
A few people rose and helped Jamaica and Guri bring out dinner, the most delicious meal I had ever eaten. I savored a depth of flavors I couldn’t have even dreamed about before. When I asked what kind of meat was in the wonderful stew, people laughed, and Shasta said it wasn’t meat but a vegetable and grain combination, which surprised me because it had the consistency and taste of meat. There also was fish, something I had heard about in the Territories but had never tried, and I found it delightful. Breads, cheeses, fruits, and vegetables filled the rest of the table, and everyone happily passed around and shared the bounty. The freshness and energy of the food was fantastic, and it made the food in the Territories seem bland and empty in comparison. It was perfect.
When I collapsed into my new bed after dinner, the sweet sounds of light and loving conversation still echoing in my ears, I fell asleep almost immediately. The day’s activities and events had exhausted me. Any apprehension over what I had experienced melted away during the evening, pulled from my body by the friendliness of the people, the glorious food, and the cool, fresh, night air that sizzled with an energy that the air in the city didn’t have, couldn’t have. I now realized how much I needed the natural world around me.
I didn’t realize it then, but I had felt something I’m not sure I had ever felt so convincingly. Despite having left my childhood home in the Territories and being in a place I had been told was dangerous and deadly, for the first time I truly felt safe.
I was finally home. 
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Anna stopped writing, put down the quill, and massaged her hands. The bottle of ink on the table was almost empty. On her left were just a few blank sheets of paper, and on her right was the beginning of her story. She had been writing for hours. 
She needed a break, and more writing supplies, but she felt it was too late to bother the bookmaker in the village, even though she was sure he would have gone out of his way to help her. No, it could wait until tomorrow.
There was a knock on the door and Jillian entered. She was about Anna’s age, and they were very close. She was clearly checking in on Anna.
“I heard what happened. How are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m okay. What did you hear?”
“That he’s being charged with subversion and that,” she hesitated, “that people are saying it’s your fault.” Anna could tell it was hard for her to say.
Word of Anna’s betrayal must have traveled fast. Anna knew Jillian wouldn’t be upset about it, as she knew Anna well and was aware of the importance of her role, however it played out.
“It was going to get out sooner or later,” Anna said.
“Are you really okay?” Jillian said, placing a hand on Anna’s shoulder.
Anna nodded and put her hand over Jillian’s.
“It’s been difficult, as you know,” Anna said, “but now everything’s in motion. It’ll take some time for me to adjust to it all, but I think I’m right where I need to be, even though knowing that doesn’t make it any less uncomfortable. I’ve got to stay centered and remember the teachings.”
Jillian removed her hand and leaned down to give Anna a hug, which Anna heartily embraced. She didn’t know how badly she needed to feel Jillian’s warmth.
Anna eventually let go, and Jillian sat in the other chair at the table, glanced at the stack of handwritten papers, and said, “Looks like you’ve been busy.”
Anna chuckled. “Yes, I can barely keep pace with what’s coming through me.”
“Is there anything I can do?”
Anna normally wasn’t very good at delegating, but this felt like an appropriate opportunity.
“Actually, I need more ink and paper, and perhaps a new quill. Would you mind going to the bookmaker and getting me some? I’m starving and thought I’d run to the kitchen and grab something before everyone gathers for dinner. I don’t feel like eating with the group tonight, especially since word’s gotten around.”
“Absolutely. No problem,” Jillian said, standing up.
She grabbed Anna’s hand, held it, and looked at her. “You’re going to be okay.”
It reminded Anna of her first ever interaction with Teacher, and Anna gave her a slight nod, squeezed her hand back, and said, “Yes, thank you.”
Anna rose and accompanied Jillian out of the cabin and down the path toward the village center. Just then, the reverberations of the dining bell echoed throughout the forest, signifying mealtime. Anna considered her options. She didn’t want to be around people, but she knew she needed nourishment to keep her energy up. After a quick contemplation, she decided to just bring some food back home.
She had always received many glances from the residents of the village due to her anticipated role in the prophecy, but the looks she now received—and felt—were very different. Word had indeed spread about her involvement in Teacher’s arrest, because she was now being looked at not with gratitude as before but with various measures of disapproval, and she had to stay centered to protect herself from the sharp points of those energies that stabbed at her through the angry looks. Not all held that view, however.
“Hi, you two,” Naveen said as he approached. He must have seen them emerge from the wooded path at the edge of the clearing. His years of cultivating energy with the slow dance had been good to him; it had infused him with a poised composure and graceful expression of movement.
“Hi, Naveen,” Jillian said. Anna gave him a quick wave.
“Shall we sit together?” he asked.
“I’m going to grab something and bring it home instead,” Anna said.
“Do you want company?” he said.
Anna thought for a moment. She often liked to work through situations on her own, relying on all the teachings she had received, but this time was different. This time she couldn’t quite shake the unseen trembling in her core, and spending some time with close friends might help ground her or help her gain some clarity.
“Sure, yes,” she said.
“Great! You too?” he asked Jillian.
Jillian looked at Anna, who nodded. “Yes, as soon as I run an errand,” and she turned off the path to walk up to the building on the hill.
“Are you doing okay?” Naveen asked Anna as they continued to the kitchen.
Anna gave him a nod. “I’m okay. I’m doing what I need to be doing.”
“You know better than to blame yourself.”
“I know, but it’s tough sometimes. I guess everyone knows by now.”
Naveen nodded. “Probably. Anything I can do?”
“No, just having a quiet meal with you and Jillian would be great.”
“My pleasure,” he said.
They walked to the kitchen at the back of the building where Jamaica and Guri had prepared the evening meal. The two cooks were busy scooping stew into bowls, preparing large dishes of noodles, and cutting hot bread straight out of the brick oven. Several residents entered and left through the doors between the kitchen and the main hall to bring out meals for others. One middle-aged man shot Anna a cross look when he entered. Jamaica observed it, saw that it was directed at Anna, and immediately snapped at the
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