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    Dedicated to the Awakening and the Awakened!

      

    



  	
        
            
            "These are shadows of things that may be," the Spirit said. 
"Nothing is fixed. Nothing is certain. You stand at the crossroads, Harlo Nale, and the choice is yours. But know this: there is no comfortable awakening. There is no safe gnosis. The price of truth is everything you have built in service to the illusion. The question is whether you value truth more than comfort, freedom more than security, your eternal divine nature more than your temporary material existence.....
.......But know this, Harlo Nale: the path of gnosis is not walked once and completed. It is a daily choice, a moment-by-moment commitment to see truth rather than illusion, to choose being over having, to recognize your divine nature rather than identify with the material shell. You will be tempted to return to sleep. You will doubt yourself. You will suffer. But if you remain true to your choice, if you continue to choose awakening even when it is difficult, then your divine spark will grow brighter until it becomes a flame that cannot be extinguished."
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STAVE I: THE CHAINS OF EMPIRE

Harlo Nale was dead to begin with—dead in spirit, that is to say, though his body moved through the gleaming corridors of New Rome with the mechanical precision of a well-oiled automaton. There is no doubt whatever about that. The register of his neural implant certified it, the biometric scanners acknowledged it, and the Pleasure Index that flashed constantly above his retina confirmed it with cold, indifferent numbers. Dead to all that was real, alive only to illusion—such was Harlo Nale, and such were all who dwelt within the boundaries of the New Roman Empire in this year of our material enslavement, 2055.

Old Harlo was a financier, a speculator in what the Empire called "experiential derivatives"—the buying and selling of human sensations, packaged, commodified, and distributed through the great Network that bound every soul in the Empire to their individual consumption pods. He was good at it, too. Scrooge himself, that old sinner, would have recognized in Harlo a kindred spirit, though where Scrooge hoarded mere money, Harlo hoarded something far more precious and far more terrible: he hoarded reality itself, or what passed for reality in the New Roman Empire.

The New Roman Empire! How shall I describe it to you, dear reader? Imagine, if you will, London in Dickens' time, with all its soot and poverty and grinding oppression—then multiply it by the exponential power of technology unchained from wisdom, science divorced from soul, and progress untethered from purpose. The Empire sprawled across what once had been called Europe and North Africa, a glittering wasteland of chrome and crystal, where every surface reflected not the face of man but the endless advertisements that promised fulfillment through consumption.

The sky itself had been sold—yes, sold!—to the highest bidders, who projected their corporate logos across the clouds in letters of fire. The very air was thick with scent-marketing, pheromone-optimized to trigger specific purchasing impulses. Citizens walked the streets with neural implants that fed them a constant stream of curated content, personalized distractions, and synthetic emotions, all designed with one singular purpose: to keep them perpetually consuming, forever seeking, never finding.

It was Christmas Eve, though few remembered what Christmas meant. The Empire had long since replaced such quaint religious festivals with more profitable ventures. Now it was "Winter Solstice Consumption Festival," a week-long orgy of purchasing that the Empire's economists had calculated would boost quarterly GDP by fourteen percent. The streets of New Rome—the capital city built upon the ruins of old Rome—teemed with citizens rushing from shop to shop, their eyes glazed with the peculiar madness that overtook them during festival season.

Harlo Nale cared nothing for festivals. He sat in his office on the ninety-seventh floor of the Tower of Augustus, a monolithic structure of black glass and steel that pierced the polluted sky like a dagger thrust at heaven itself. His office was a masterpiece of modern design, which is to say it was perfectly calculated to impress and intimidate. The walls were screens, displaying his various holdings in real-time: shares in Pleasure Pods Inc., a controlling interest in Neural Pacification Systems, and a diversified portfolio of Memory Modification Corporations.

He was a tall man, Harlo Nale, lean as the blade of a knife, with features sharp and cold as cut crystal. His age was indeterminate—he was sixty-three, but the Empire's anti-aging treatments had frozen him somewhere in his fourth decade, creating that peculiar timelessness that all wealthy citizens cultivated. His eyes were the color of slate, and they held about as much warmth. He wore the uniform of his class: a suit of smart-fabric that shifted colors according to his mood (currently a cold gunmetal gray), embedded with circuitry that monitored his health, his productivity, and his market value in real-time.

"Mr. Nale," came a voice from the doorway, hesitant and apologetic. It was Simon Cagwin, his assistant—a thin young man with hopeful eyes that had not yet been entirely dimmed by the Empire's spiritual bleakness. "It's six o'clock, sir. The offices are closing for the festival."

Harlo looked up from his holographic displays with an expression of profound irritation. "Festival," he repeated, the word dripping with contempt. "A waste of productive hours. Every year, the same inefficiency. The Empire loses billions in productivity so that fools can buy things they don't need with money they don't have to impress people they don't like."

"Yes, sir," Simon said carefully. "But the Empire mandates closure during festival evening. Even the Tower of Augustus must comply."

"Mandates!" Harlo snorted. "The Empire mandates consumption but calls it freedom. It mandates distraction but calls it entertainment. It mandates slavery but calls it citizenship." He waved a hand dismissively. "Very well, Simon. Go. Rush home to your Pod and your family and your manufactured contentment. Plug yourself into whatever fantasy they're selling this year. I'm sure it's very uplifting."

Simon's face flushed slightly. Despite working for Harlo Nale for three years, he had never quite become immune to his employer's caustic tongue. "My wife and I don't use full-immersion fantasy pods, sir. We prefer... simpler pleasures. We're having real food tonight—not synthesized nutrients, but actual vegetables we grew ourselves on our allotted balcony garden."

Harlo's eyebrow arched. "How charmingly primitive. Tell me, Simon, when the Nutrition Police come to inspect your illegal agriculture, will you mention that I knew about it? Because I assure you, I will deny everything."

"It's not illegal to grow your own food, sir. It's just... unusual."

"Everything that doesn't generate profit is unusual in the Empire, Simon. Remember that." Harlo turned back to his displays. "Now go. And don't expect any festival bonus. I don't believe in rewarding people for mandatory time off."

Simon stood there for a moment longer, and something in his expression—a mixture of pity and concern—irritated Harlo more than any argument could have. "Begging your pardon, sir, but will you be alone for the festival evening? Don't you have anyone to..."

"To what?" Harlo interrupted sharply. "To share manufactured cheer with? To exchange meaningless gifts with? To pretend that consuming together is somehow nobler than consuming alone?" He laughed, a sound like ice cracking. "I prefer solitude, Simon. It's more honest than the pretense of human connection. Now go, before I dock your pay for overtime sentimentality."

Simon went, his shoulders slightly slumped, and Harlo was alone. He preferred it that way. He had always preferred it that way, or at least he had convinced himself that he did. The truth—that dangerous, uncomfortable thing that the Empire went to such lengths to obscure—was that Harlo Nale had not always been this way.

There had been a time, long ago, when young Harlo had believed in things. He had been a student of philosophy once, fascinated by the ancient texts that the Empire kept locked away in restricted archives. He had read the Gnostics, those early seekers who spoke of awakening from the material world's illusion. He had studied Plato's cave, where prisoners mistake shadows for reality. He had even, in those foolish younger days, believed that he might help others awaken from the Empire's manufactured dream.

But the Empire had a way of grinding down such idealism. His philosophy credentials were worthless in the job market. His student debts—designed to be unpayable, of course, to ensure permanent economic servitude—had mounted. And Harlo had made a choice, the same choice millions made every day: he had sold his soul, bit by bit, piece by piece, until there was nothing left of the young idealist and everything of the old cynic.

He had become very good at selling. First, he sold himself—his labor, his time, his creativity—to corporations that valued only profit. Then he sold others, recruiting them into pyramid schemes disguised as entrepreneurial opportunities. Finally, he had risen to his current position, where he sold reality itself, packaging human experience into commoditized units that could be traded on the open market.

The irony was not lost on him, in his more contemplative moments. He had become exactly what he had once despised—a dealer in illusions, a merchant of material slavery. But contemplation, like all unprofitable activities, was something Harlo had trained himself to avoid.

He stood now and walked to the vast window that formed one wall of his office. Below him, New Rome sprawled in all its terrible splendor. The city was a masterpiece of oppressive architecture, designed according to principles that the Empire's psychologists had perfected over decades. Every building, every street, every public space was calculated to make the individual feel simultaneously insignificant and important—insignificant in the face of the Empire's vast machinery, important enough to keep consuming and participating.

The Colosseum Redux dominated the eastern skyline, a massive structure where citizens competed in gladiatorial contests for the chance to eliminate their debts. The contests weren't fatal—the Empire needed its workers alive—but they were humiliating, broadcast across the Network for entertainment. Harlo owned shares in the network that broadcast them. It was quite profitable.

To the west stood the Temple of Material Abundance, where the Empire's official religion—a peculiar fusion of consumer capitalism and pseudo-spirituality—was practiced. Citizens gathered there to hear motivational speakers preach the gospel of positive thinking and personal branding, to purchase amulets and crystals charged with "quantum abundance energy," and to participate in visualization ceremonies designed to manifest their consumer desires. Harlo found it all rather ridiculous, but he owned stock in the company that manufactured the quantum abundance crystals, so he supposed he couldn't complain.

Everywhere he looked, screens glowed in the gathering dusk, each one feeding its particular variety of poison into the minds of the masses. News feeds that were pure propaganda, entertainment that was pure distraction, education that was pure indoctrination. And woven through it all, like threads in a tapestry of deception, were the advertisements—endless, unavoidable, psychologically optimized to bypass conscious thought and appeal directly to the primitive brain's fears and desires.

This was the Empire he served. This was the machine he had helped to build. And if sometimes, in the small hours of the night, he wondered whether it was all worth it—well, he had learned to suppress such thoughts before they could fully form.

His neural implant chimed, a soft sound like a bell but more insistent, more demanding. He glanced at the notification that appeared in his visual field: "LOW CONTENTMENT SCORE DETECTED. IMMEDIATE PLEASURE CONSUMPTION RECOMMENDED TO MAINTAIN OPTIMAL PRODUCTIVITY."

Harlo sneered at the message and dismissed it with a thought. The implants monitored everything—heart rate, hormone levels, neural activity—all in the name of "optimizing citizen wellbeing." In reality, they were just another mechanism of control, another way to ensure that no one ever thought too deeply about their condition. Feel unhappy? Consume pleasure. Feel doubtful? Consume certainty. Feel questioning? Consume answers, pre-packaged and approved by the Empire's Ministry of Truth and Wellness.

He gathered his things—a briefcase of smart-leather that connected wirelessly to his implant, containing all his financial data—and prepared to leave. The office, sensing his intention, dimmed its lights and sealed his displays. "Goodnight, Mr. Nale," the building's AI said in a soothing female voice. "Your car is waiting in the executive garage. Traffic patterns suggest a seventeen-minute journey to your residence. Current air quality is Orange Level, mask recommended but not required for citizens of your enhanced immunity class."

Harlo rode the elevator down in silence, alone with his thoughts—those few thoughts he permitted himself to have. The elevator was a miracle of technology, dropping ninety-seven floors in less than a half of a minute, yet he barely noticed. Technology had become so advanced in the Empire that miracles were commonplace, and thus no longer miraculous. This, too, was by design. A citizenry that experienced wonder at the world around them might begin to ask questions. Better to make everything so
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