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The Singer
After the final battles had been fought, there was a vast emptiness throughout the world.  The destruction had been so wholesale, so total, that people of all faiths came to know that each of them had a god that was apparently unwilling to interfere in the stupidity of humans.  Many voices, in all known tongues lamented, “Why, oh Lord, hast thou done unto us this horrible thing?”


With so many dead, the peoples of the Tribes began to gather, each a fiber in an unwoven world seeking to re-weave itself into community.  After much shouting and crying around the fires, it became finally clear that God had not done or allowed anything at all.  If anything, God in its infinite mercy and compassion allowed its creatures to pummel themselves into nigh oblivion that they might come to see the vastness and mercy of God itself.  Few understood this at the time of the battles, but it came to be spoken and known around the Tribes’ fires.

Those who were confused, hurt, hungry and cold found life simplified.  No longer did they have the things that had once set them apart; few had anything over which to squabble and with so few people left, life, rather than the faith or belief of the living, became more important than squabbling.  Food, shelter and the safety of companionship wore no particular costume, had no particular faith.  The ideological differences that once kept not just Tribes but even members of the same Tribe apart from one another now became the very thing that brought them together.  When one is hungry, it is difficult to think of too many extra things, but a story came to be told that it was the hungry, cold and frightened themselves who began to sing the New Songs.  They had been occupied with the things they’d taken for granted; now, they could begin to see the mysterious in everything.  

Khadijah often told herself the ancient histories before performing.  Her Mother had given them to her, and her Mother’s mother, and hers, before.  It was thought that her lineage extended back to the qiyan of Al Andalus, though no proof of that claim could ever be found.  After the Great Loss, when the Tribes emerged, each to sit around its own fire, it came to be said that though each Tribe was a Tribe and had its own particularities, there was, simultaneously, only one Tribe, to which all Tribes belonged and which no Tribe ruled.  As that story spread from fire to fire, and the salvaged remnants of the several Holy Books were brought together to be consulted for hope in the desolate waste, the women began to sing.  They sang in whatever language they could find.  They sang from a purity of grief and longing for their parents, lovers and children.  They sang the Holy Words and the Unholy words.  Their voices carried across the vast wastes and become a chorus that all people could hear.

Khadijah finished putting on the last of her elaborate costume and stood, her sharp, clear eyes examining her acutely from the mirror.  It had been such a long time since the qiyan were first scattered through the Tribes!  No one living had seen the Great Loss, but all remembered it, and swore it could not be so again, would not be allowed, ever.  The singers sang the poems of love and worship, the singers sang life after the Great Loss.  The people of the tribes turned to the singers, for remembrance and hope.  The singers sang the people forward in time, yet were always looking back.


To be a Singer now meant to live both Here and Then, with neither being dominant over the other.  To be a singer of a Tribe was important.  Each singer learned the language of their Tribe and the songs.  From the singers of each generation, the Tribes chose a Singer.  This one learned all the languages of all the Tribes, and sang the Songs of each.  This Singer always took the name Khadijah, and was revered by all the peoples and all the Tribes.  The Singer herself became the song of all peoples.  In the poetry of her being, the grace of God and her ability to be in many Tribes and yet of none, the people remembered their differences and their sameness.  In the beauty of the Singer and the songs she embodied the people reminded themselves that all songs are human songs and that no truly beautiful thing has any interest in being the most beautiful thing. 

The life of a Singer was a life of utter beauty and total sacrifice.  The Singer gave herself to the people that the people might never again forget themselves with one person or Tribe trying to rule others.  The people cared for the Singer, each Tribe sending the best of their works and wares, creating an environment of opulence, grace and beauty for the singer, that she might be elevated in spirit.  While it was still, as it ever had been, that men wrote most of the songs, women wrote as well, their songs being of no greater or lesser value than any others.  And once in every hundredth generation or so, the Singer was a man; when this happened, he was called Jalal-ad-Din, and he sang with as full a heart and voice as any woman.  The Tribes would laugh and celebrate when a woman wrote a Song and when the Singer was a man, seeing in this the reminder from God that even though some things are most usually a certain way, that nothing in life is certain and it is better to allow for a difference in the usual than to do without the Songs, or worse, a Singer.

When the Tribes had a question to answer, a dispute to solve, or needed to be reminded of beauty they would call upon the Singer, who was available to all.  The Singer would go to the Tribe and pull from her enormous knowledge the right Song for them to hear.  The people would listen attentively, and learn from the Song, most especially so when they argued over its meaning.  Engaging with the Song came to be seen as more important than what specific meaning the Song might have, or might have meant, once, long ago.  
When the world was rebuilt after the Great Loss, there was much arguing about the languages of the Tribes.  Some said there could be but one language, so that everyone would understand.  Others said that all the languages must be cared for and preserved, so that difference would not be forgotten.  It was fitting that if one of a Tribe wanted to understand the song of a different Tribe, they had to apply themselves, to learn something more of a thing foreign to them.  In this way, it was said, the hungry one had to work harder to be filled, but was more filled for the effort.  People were free to refuse to learn other Tribe’s languages, but that was considered an inferior practice and was frowned upon.  Few wished to be thought of as one who did not want to hear the songs.
Khadijah brought her awareness back to her present, shaking off the memories and histories.  She sought to quiet her personal singing, seeking harmony between the songs of war and the songs of love that sang themselves within her.  She did not like to sing the songs of war, but they were just as important as the songs of love—only much less pleasant.  It hurt her mouth to have within it the words of destruction and chaos and killing that came from the very old books.  But she knew that to forget the songs of war meant that the songs of love would mean less.  Love would hold less draw for the people who, hearing of war were even more comforted by then hearing a song of love, a thing of beauty. 

She would sing both tonight, songs of love and war.  And she would be singing to the singers of the Tribes.  Tonight was special; it was the anniversary of the Reunion of the Tribes, the beginning of the Rebuilding. The singers gathered, to remember and project.  It was not an exclusive gathering; even though the room itself held only the singers of the Tribes, anyone with a vidport at home—which was everyone, except for those few that chose to tend their fires in the wild—could witness as the creatures they cared for and supported paid them back in the coin of Song.  It had long ago been decided that the Songs belonged to all, and technology was developed to ensure that no one could keep the people from the songs, nor the Songs from the People.

Khadijah waved her jeweled hand in front of the panel that would open the door, watching as it dissolved, that she might move through.  She stepped out onto the platform that would glide gently to her destination, singing softly to herself.  The platform brought her to the large open room where all were gathered, waiting to hear her sing them into memory and the future.

She from the platform stepped onto the cool tile floor, feeling the warm air of evening caress her cheek.  She inhaled the wafting song of flowers; she listened to the song of the fountain singing its water.  She looked about her and saw the faces of her kin, each of them quieting as they turned to witness their Singer’s arrival.  An atmosphere of joy and celebration sought habitat in the folds of her garments; the smiles of the singers lifted her from herself, as she became one of them.
“Tawhid, my People!” she said with the projected softness of a trained singer into the rustling unquiet of the anticipating room.  “Tahwid, Singer!” the room answered, the many voice resonating as one.  Somewhere within the chorus she thought she’d heard a discordant note, but dismissed the thought as she drank in the faces of the singers and moved elegantly to the dais from which she would sing.  There was no large elaborate ritual; that was the ritual.  All knew why they were present, and waited in harmony for the Singing to begin.
Khadijah closed her eyes, listening.  She listened for the moment in the song of the room when it was natural for her voice to emerge in the first strains of melody.  When the moment came, she birthed the Song it its mother tongue in a clear, high nasal tone, wrapping a subtle vibrato around the words to enfold them in the memory of the song’s mother tongue:
As for holding to fullness,

Far better were it to stop in time!

Keep on beating and sharpening a sword, 

And the edge cannot be preserved for long.

Khadijah took a breath before tucking her hands into her wide sleeves, making her hands disappear as she tried to make her voice disappear into the folds of the song:

Fill your house with gold and jade,

And it can no longer be guarded.

Set store by your riches and honour,

And you will only reap a crop of calamities.

Here is the Way of Heaven:

When you have done your work, retire!

As the last note drifted out over the gardens, the room sighed.  Changing posture so as to move her voice differently through her body, she dropped her tone to an earthier one and sang from deep, deep in her gut:
Wherever we went, the soldiers came to kill us, 
and it was all our own country.  

It was ours already when the Wasichus made the Treaty with Red Cloud, 

that said it would be ours as long as grass should grow

and water flow.

Kahdijah raised her hands towards the sky in confused supplication, her back arched with a pain felt by whole Tribes:

That was only eight winters before, 

and they were chasing us now 
because we remembered and they forgot.

The hands that only recently compelled the sky for an answer slowly lowered to cover her eyes.  Her sight diminished, her head bent with the shame of witnessing an action the doer will certainly later regret:

Only crazy or very foolish people sell their Mother Earth.

Sometimes I think it would be better 

if we had stayed together and made them kill us all.

Not everyone cried, but the room wept.  The Tribes that No Longer Were remained with the Tribes now, woven into their history.  What one had lost, all had lost.  What one had given, all could take.  The singers remembered in honor and mourning, determined to learn the expensive lessons well.

Khadijah breathed herself free of this past, and came back to the dais.  She reached down, winding an end of her shimmering, draped scarf about her head.  She rolled her shoulders in, to change the place of her breathing, creating the cave of voice from which the next song could emerge:

Israel does not seek the Blessed Holy One when they are comfortable;

only when they are in trouble.

Then all of them remember Him and seek Him.
Khadijah began to sway softly, as a leaf rocked by gentle tides:

So, Israel drew near to the sea.

They saw the sea raging, its waves surging.

They were frightened.

They lifted their eyes and saw Pharaoh and his army with shooting stones and 

catapults.

They were very frightened.

What did they do?

The Children of Israel cried out.

Khadijah again raised her hands, this time in acknowledgement and honor, her spine arched not in pain, but ecstasy:

Who brought it about that Israel drew near to their Father above?

Pharaoh!

Pharaoh drew them near!

Many singers smiled; some said, “Ah!” recognizing in the song that the Divine comes in all things, even when they appear to be horrific, though then it is harder to see.  The singers remembered and rejoiced.

Khadijah unwound the scarf from her head as she exhaled this song of praise.  She breathed herself to a straight, tall standing and spread her arms wide from the shoulder.  She sang in a bold, full voice the next song:
Come, let us sing joyfully to the Lord; cry out to the rock of our salvation.

Let us greet Him with a song of praise, joyfully sing out our psalms.

For the Lord is the great God, the great King over all gods.

Whose hand holds the depths of the earth; who owns the tops of the mountains.

The sea and dry land belong to God,

Who made them, formed them by hand.

Enter, let us bow down in worship;

Let us kneel before the Lord who made us.

For this is our God, whose people we are,

God’s well-tended flock.

As her voice rose to revel in the song of love, Khadijah began to slowly turn, arms still outstretched, each rotation moving her more swiftly and smoothly into the body-singing of the next song.  She breathed deep as she spun, round and round, a single voice steady and still was heard from the still center of her circle of movement:
I would love to kiss you.
The price of kissing is your life.
Now my loving is running toward my life shouting
What a bargain! Let's buy it.

Khadijah had to smile; that was the only configuration of face right for making the sounds of the song.


Gamble everything for love
if you're a true human being.
If not, leave
this gathering.
Half-heartedness doesn't reach
into majesty. You set out
to find God, but then you keep
stopping for long periods
at mean-spirited roadhouses.


Don't wait any longer.
Dive
in the ocean,
leave and let the sea be you.
Silent, absent, 
walking
an empty road,
all praise.

Khadijah slowed her circle, coming to face her people as the last word abandoned her mouth.    She saw sparkling intoxicated eyes, heard the echoes of every heart in the room who had sung that song.  She did, after all, prefer the songs of love.  Smiling, she brought her hands together over her heart, palms facing.  She opened her throat, her nose and her tear ducts; she sang in the one voice of her own, made of three voices:
I respectfully bow down to Samantabhadra and Mahottara,

To the assembly of Peaceful and Wrathful Deities,

And to the assembly of the hundred sacred enlightened families.

Having purified all negativity and obscurations,

May I act so as to guide all beings to the pure Buddha fields!

How wonderful!

At this time when we have obtained a human body,

Endowed with freedom and favourable opportunities,

How amazing are our positive virtues!

At this time when our five sense-faculties are intact,

How amazing it is to be attracted to the sacred teachings!

Once we have abandoned negativity, there will be no more inferior rebirths!

As she drew breath in between the words she’d spoken and the next to come, a sound rent the air, bringing itself to her heart.  With the sound came an ornamented dagger, which found its new, temporary home in her chest.  “Ah! It is obviously a sacred object,” she thought with a smile, as her prayerful hands fell to her sides and she, to the floor.  The room erupted; exclamations of concern and alarm sang to her a much sadder song than any of hers.  She was not dismayed; everyone, regardless of their Tribe, knew that some time, death would come for them.  It had lost its sting during the Rebuilding, and all made peace, one way or another, with the certainty of discorporation.  She did not mind her ending; the only discomfort she felt was that the Song had not ended in the right place.  

Singers gathered about her; one made a pillow for her head, another held her chilling hand, to remind her she wasn’t alone.  That, she could never forget.  With a shallow breath giving strength to her Singer’s voice, she said, “The thrower?”  He was brought before her, arrogance, pride and shame written on his face.  She looked to him and smiled.  She raised a hand to his; he jumped.  He did not know what to make of her desire to touch him.  The killing he understood, but this?  This, he did not know.  
She reached as far as her waning strength permitted; someone behind the man moved him forward, within her reach.  She took his fingertips lightly in hers, squeezing softly.  Penetrating his eyes with her gaze, she said, “Name him Jalal-ad-Din, and teach him to sing.”  With that, she drew her last breath as Singer, and, it is said, sang one last song: “Ram.” 
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