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Seven Simple Steps

Matilda Vale believed enlightenment could be followed like a recipe.

Not easy, exactly. But measurable. Intentional. Achievable, if one read carefully enough, measured honestly enough, and used just the correct amount of intention.

Philosophy had taught her that most things in life had underlying structures. Hidden forms. Patterns beneath appearances; Human beings loved to pretend life was chaos, but Matilda suspected that somewhere beneath the noise there had to be an order elegant enough to be felt.

If people had been awakening for centuries, then surely someone, somewhere, had left behind more than vague proverbs, dictums and expensive retreat brochures.

Her apartment looked like the living proof of that conviction.

The coffee table held four open books arranged in a deliberate semicircle around a brass singing bowl, as if the authors might compare notes if properly resonated. Crystals occupied the remaining space in glimmering little constellations.

Amethyst for clarity.

Citrine for optimism.

Black tourmaline for protection.

Rose quartz for the heart.

Selenite for cleansing.

Matilda was not entirely convinced every stone did exactly what it claimed, but she was very open to the possibility that matter might be more conversational than modern life allowed.

The shelves around the room carried the rest of the experiment. There were the usual books and journals, of course, but also rows of jars and bundles that gave the place the atmosphere of a thoughtful apothecary run by someone with philosophical ambitions and limited square footage.

Salts of every texture and hue:

white, black, pink, coarse rock.

Dried herbs and roots:

mint, jasmine, turmeric, rosemary, ginger.

Cloves. Mugwort. Cinnamon bark. Bay leaves. A small bag of star anise - she had once purchased because the woman selling it called it “excellent for threshold work,” and Matilda had found that phrase impossible to ignore.

Across the room stood the artifacts of other attempts at self- realization .

A rain stick from a workshop she attended years ago, where a Chilean facilitator had explained that traditional versions were made from dried cactus and lined with thorns or pegs so that pebbles falling through them recreated the sound of rain. The fact that an instrument could imitate weather had seemed to Matilda like a kind of metaphysical flirtation.

Beside it rested a didgeridoo she had brought back from another trip after learning that traditional instruments were often made from eucalyptus trunks naturally hollowed by termites. She had loved that detail. Nature beginning the work, people learning how to listen to what was already opened.

A set of wind chimes hung near the window. Three wooden flutes rested across a woven runner. Singing bowls, metal and crystal, sat in graduated sizes on a low shelf, each with its own mallet and tone. The crystal bowls were among her favorites. Made from heated quartz, they produced sounds so pure they felt less like notes and more like instructions for the nervous system.

None of it was decorative.

Every object had been gathered, studied, tested, listened to, breathed with, journaled about, and in some cases argued with.

Matilda had spent years exploring meditation, sound work, ceremonial traditions, martial disciplines, breathwork, energy systems, and comparative philosophy in search of one thing:

the ingredients, the measurements, and the intention required for the recipe to finally come together.

She held firmly to the belief that if she could just turn inward enough, she would feel it happen.

Not think it.

Feel it.

The point where the elements aligned.

The point where inner noise gave way to structure.

The point where all the fragments revealed themselves as one coherent pattern.

And she did not want that only for herself.

That was part of what made the search feel urgent.

The world seemed increasingly chaotic. News arrived like shrapnel. Countries postured. Economies buckled and rebounded theatrically. Public life felt louder, thinner, more brittle. And yet underneath all that, Matilda remained deeply, almost inconveniently, grateful to be alive in it. The whole thing. The terrifying beauty of the world.

Its strangeness. Its sorrow. Its impossible continuity.

If there was a way to become inwardly clear enough to live inside that chaos without becoming part of it, she wanted to find it.

Not just as a personal triumph.

As something worth offering.

She had not found the passage by accident.

Three nights earlier she had been deep inside an online archive of out-of-print esoteric texts after following a footnote from a paper on late nineteenth-century mystical syncretism. That footnote led her to a brief mention of The Auric Tablets of Marcelline Voss, an obscure privately printed work attributed to a Franco-Belgian spiritualist circle from the 1890s. Most scholars dismissed it as derivative occult collage. That, naturally, made Matilda more interested.

An uploaded scan of a partial English translation had been buried in a forum thread so old the formatting had begun to decay.

There, between florid passages on celestial correspondences and diagrams of symbolic gates, she found it:

a sevenfold map of awakening rendered in ceremonial language that felt at once theatrical and precise.

She had copied the passage into her journal immediately.

Awaken to truth.

Confront the ego.

Release illusion.

Die to the old self.

Open the heart to suffering.

Perceive the cosmos.

Enter sacred silence.

The phrasing was dramatic, yes, but beneath the velvet curtains and incense of the language there was structure.

Seven stages.

Seven seals.

Seven thresholds.

Manageable.

Her training in philosophy had only strengthened that impression. Matilda had built much of her mind on old Greeks. She loved the tensile clarity of Socrates, the architecture of Plato, the suggestion that reality might become more legible if one only asked better questions.

She wanted, secretly and seriously, to become that kind of writer. Not famous. Not fashionable.

Just enduring.

Someone whose words helped people think more honestly.

A small grant from a regional arts foundation had bought her time for that ambition. It had been intended as development support for a nonfiction manuscript on philosophy and contemporary spiritual practice. Between that, a modest advance from an interested small publisher who had loved her proposal but wanted pages, and the kind of careful budgeting usually associated with wartime kitchens, she was surviving. Not lavishly, deliberately.

Enough to keep going.

She turned to a fresh page in her planner and wrote at the top:

Enlightenment Plan

Monday

Meditation class.

Wednesday

Martial arts training.

Saturday

Mindfulness retreat.

Then she added a breathwork seminar and a sound immersion she had been eyeing for weeks.

Structure helped. Structure had always helped.

It had helped her survive an earlier life lesson she had never fully stopped obeying: control means safety.

Plan well enough, and the collapse will be manageable. Anticipate enough, and life will spare you the humiliation of surprise.

The trouble was that the search for enlightenment had quietly become another expression of the same old instinct.

If she could just understand enough, align enough, measure correctly enough, she might finally relax.

Her phone buzzed.

A message from Lila appeared.

Reminder: your car sounded like a dying tractor yesterday.

Matilda smiled despite herself.

Lila Chen had the practical temperament of someone who believed most problems could be solved by hydration, bluntness, and not being ridiculous. She was quick, dark-eyed, dryly funny, and wholly unimpressed by mystical inflation. She tolerated Matilda’s crystals and ceremonial salts the way one might tolerate a beloved friend’s elaborate fondness for antique spoons.

Her comment on the car was not random.

The day before, Lila had been in the passenger seat while Matilda drove across town pretending not to hear the grinding rattle coming from somewhere beneath the hood.

“It sounds expensive,” Lila had said.

“It sounds temporary,” Matilda had replied.

“It sounds like denial with a muffler.”

Matilda had driven it anyway.

Because the car was still moving.

Because if she drove gently and remained attentive and did not overreact, perhaps the whole thing could be managed forward through sheer disciplined optimism.

This, too, was one of her less charming interpretations of control.

She grabbed her keys, slipped into her jacket, and went outside.

The car started with the strained determination of something that felt unappreciated.

“It’s fine,” Matilda told it.

The car, insulted, got her exactly ten minutes down the road before it stalled in front of a motorcycle repair shop and exhaled steam from under the hood like a creature finally refusing further negotiation.

Matilda sat there for one beat in stunned silence.

Then she laughed once.

Of course.

She stepped out onto the sidewalk just as the shop door opened and a man came out wiping his hands on a rag.

He was taller than she expected, with dark hair in need of a trim, a lean frame built by actual work rather than planned exercise, and the kind of face that would have looked severe if not for the calm amusement permanently threatening the corners of his mouth. His eyes were steady, clear, and mildly curious, as though the world rarely surprised him but often entertained him.

“Well,” he said, glancing from the steaming engine to her face, “that doesn’t look particularly enlightened.”

Matilda blinked.

“I was on my way to a meditation class.”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“Your engine seems to be practicing detachment.”

She laughed before she could stop herself.

There was something disarming about the way he said things. Not clever-clever. Just clean. As if he had a private arrangement with unnecessary complexity and refused to pay it.

This was not, technically, their first meeting.

A week earlier Matilda had come by the same shop because Lila insisted she get the noise checked. This man had been the one to look at the car then, but the issue had seemed minor, and Matilda had left before they spoke much beyond the estimate. Still, she remembered him. The steadiness. The ease. The irritatingly simple way he answered questions she had already made complicated.

“I’m Matilda,” she said.

“Theo.”

Theo Alvarez.

Even before she knew his last name, the fit of it seemed right.

He leaned over the engine and studied the problem without urgency. He had the psychological effect of a dock in rough water. You noticed yourself wanting to move toward him before you fully understood why.

He was not spiritual, at least not in any formal sense. He did not study philosophy. He did not meditate. He had never once, as far as Matilda knew, purchased a ceremonial herb with serious intent. And yet he possessed an uncanny ability to reduce complex ideas to their cleanest living form, as though truth bored him unless it could be used.

“You might want to reconsider your schedule for today,” he said.

Matilda sighed.

“I just started a seven-step journey to enlightenment.”

Theo glanced up.

“The seven seals?”

She frowned slightly.

“You know them?”

“You told me last week.”

He closed the hood partway, thinking. “You said you found some mystical list and were going to organize your life around it.”

Matilda stared at him.

“That sounds much worse when you say it like that.”

“Because it is.”

She laughed again. He opened the hood fully.

“Good news,” he said. “You’re already working on step two.”

“What’s step two?”

He shrugged. “Letting go of plans.”

Matilda looked at him, at the steam, at the planner in her bag, at the absurd elegance of having her first spiritual lesson arrive through mechanical refusal.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, a quiet thought surfaced. The universe had an unusual sense of humor. Her enlightenment plan had lasted exactly twelve minutes. And for the first time, she began to suspect that whatever this journey was, it was not going to follow a recipe.
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The Ego Hits the Floor

The first rule of martial arts, according to the brochure, was humility. Matilda Vale assumed this meant spiritual humility. A respectful mindset. Receptivity. An elegant inner bow before ancient wisdom.

It did not occur to her that humility might also be delivered physically, at speed, by a woman old enough to qualify for senior discounts.

The dojo stood behind a modest Buddhist community house tucked between a bakery and a dentist’s office. It was affiliated with a small lay order that drew from Zen and engaged Buddhist practice, emphasizing meditation, disciplined embodiment, ethical living, and direct awareness rather than ornate ritual. The order maintained a simple principle: insight was useless unless it could survive contact with ordinary life.

Matilda liked that in theory.

In practice, she was less certain.

Inside, the room was spare and sunlit, with polished wooden floors, pale walls, and a stillness that felt earned rather than arranged. Students stretched quietly along one side. There were no dramatic ornaments, no cinematic austerity. Just a clean room, a rack of training staffs, a low altar with a single candle, and the unmistakable atmosphere of people who did not need things to look mystical in order to take them seriously.

Sister Agnes stood at the center of the room. She was a Buddhist nun in late life, perhaps seventy, perhaps older, with silver hair closely cropped beneath a dark wrap, a face lined not by softness but by precision, and a body that seemed to obey a geometry unavailable to other humans. She was slender without fragility, still without stiffness, and possessed that unnerving kind of presence that made silence around her feel suddenly more intelligent.

When she looked at Matilda, it was with neither welcome nor suspicion. Merely recognition.

“You are new,” Sister Agnes said.

“Yes,” Matilda replied. “I’m beginning a personal exploration of discipline and spiritual alignment.”

Sister Agnes regarded her for a long moment.

“Good,” she said. “You will suffer efficiently.”

Matilda smiled politely, uncertain whether this was humor.

It was. And prophecy.

Within twenty minutes Matilda discovered two things.

First, gravity had principles.

Second, her ego objected to all of them.

The opening exercises seemed harmless enough. Posture. Balance. Breathing. Stance. She found herself thinking through each motion with fierce sincerity, trying to understand not only what the body was doing, but why. She wanted the structure beneath the movement. The form beneath the form.

When Sister Agnes demonstrated a simple redirection technique, Matilda watched with genuine excitement. It looked elegant. Minimal.

Almost philosophical.

Then Sister Agnes placed two fingers against her wrist, shifted her weight by what seemed an offensively small amount, and Matilda found herself horizontal.

The mat met her with calm indifference.

She stared at the ceiling.

Sister Agnes leaned into view.

“You arrived too early,” the nun said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your mind arrived before your body.”

Matilda sat up slowly, trying to preserve dignity from the wreckage.

“That seems unfair.” Sister Agnes straightened.

“Reality often is.” Matilda stood again. They repeated the motion. This time Matilda concentrated harder. She measured angles, timing, center of gravity, shoulder tension, and probable error. She hit the floor faster.

Across the room, someone coughed into what may have been restraint. Matilda brushed her sleeves with what remained of her self-respect.

“I study philosophy,” she offered.

Sister Agnes nodded.

“Yes. The body has noticed.”

That line followed Matilda through the rest of class like a monk with a bell.

Each time she tried to anticipate the movement, she lost it. Each time she attempted control, the form dissolved. She began to ponder more intently, not less. Was surrender an active discipline? Was resistance built into self-consciousness? Was the ego simply the body’s insistence on authorship?

Or was she, as Lila would certainly say, overthinking herself directly into the floor?

By the end of the hour, humility had become experiential. When class finished, Matilda stepped outside into the cool afternoon air feeling rearranged in multiple dimensions.

Across the street stood Theo.

He leaned against her car with the easy posture of someone whose body understood effort without displaying it. Dark hair. Rolled sleeves. Grease at one wrist. Calm eyes. A faint expression that suggested he had already guessed how the class had gone.

“You survived,” he said. “Technically.” He glanced toward the dojo. “How was enlightenment practice?” Matilda considered.

“I believe I have made hostile contact with the ego.” Theo nodded. “Did it win?”

“The floor won.”

He handed her a folded invoice. She reached for her wallet. Theo shook his head. “No charge.”

“What?”

“It was a loose hose and a clamp. Took five minutes.”

“You still fixed it.”

He gave a small shrug.

“Then keep the money.” Matilda looked down at the paper. There was no amount written in the total line. Only his number. She looked back up.

“This is not a bill.”

“Correct.”

“This is your contact information disguised as a bill.”

“Also correct.”

Matilda laughed, warmth rising unexpectedly into her face. “You’re very direct for someone who speaks mostly in metaphors.” Theo tilted his head.

“I fix things. It saves time.”

There it was again, that strange fit between them.

She with the bowls, books, questions, and internal weather systems. He with the mechanic’s hands, the uncluttered gaze, and the ability to reduce an entire spiritual crisis to one useful sentence. An interesting pair, if the universe had any taste at all.

“So,” Theo said, “did the nun throw you?”

“Several times.”

“Seems personal.”

“I suspect it was educational.”

Theo nodded approvingly.

“That’s good.”

Matilda looked down at the paper again, then folded it carefully and slipped it into her bag.

“You know,” she said, “you simplify things in a way that should be illegal.” Theo smiled faintly.

“You complicate them enough for both of us.”

For a moment they stood there in a small pocket of afternoon light, the mutual attraction no longer subtle enough to deny but not yet clumsy enough to
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