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The (Conclusion)
~

L

et’s just think about this. It’s not just me here. It’s you too.
You’re thinking about this (Conclusion). Aren’t you? I am. Or was? Or did?
Anyway, if you’re thinking, “This is strange”, you’re right. It is. It really, really is.
But we’ll come back to the (Conclusion) in a moment, as it’s not what this
(Conclusion) is entirely all about. It’s about two things. However, firstly, you’ll need to
stop reading this (Conclusion). This isn’t a warning, more a… conclusion. It’s not
because the (Conclusion) is well, averagely, or badly written, it’s just that it’s acting as a
distraction from what half of it is trying to inform you of.
“And what on earth could that be?” they asked with rolling (flying saucer) eyes.
Well, once upon a time - and always under a space - there was you. But there
wasn’t just you, was there? There was something else; you can be honest. You were in
a… thing… of some description. A never-ending thing, or so it seemed. There were
endless sheets of films, layers and veils, but firstly, you were in a brain. Secondly, that
brain was in a body, which you could assume, was also you.
Thirdly, that body was in place, of sorts. Here is where it started to get
unsettling… When you asked what place this place was in, some said space, but this was
despite their face. “For what space is space in?” your brain raced.
You began to vibrate within you, like a nerve being dissected with an ice pick.
You stopped, and this was a wise move. You realized you’re in an infinite realm, so
logically you’ve always been at your destination… you.
So… that settles, more or less, one half of what is going on here. The other half is
concerned with me (and this damned (Conclusion)). Sorry, I should really introduce
myself. I am the start of the book you’re reading, The Virgins of Mars. It shouldn’t say
Virgins or Mars though; it should say Versions and Earth, as this is a collection of fourteen
accounts of this place, selected at random. How did I get that so wrong?
I have trouble keeping myself in order, I get flustered, and for all of these errors
I’m making, I apologize. Oh, wait… where were we again? Ah, the (Conclusion)!
How about we break it down logically? If it really was the conclusion to me, it
would be at the end, right? But there’s already another Conclusion at the end of me, a real
one that you could read now - if you like to peek behind the curtain, that is. I don’t mind,
but yours might.
Anyway, it seems to me that this is meant to be the Introduction. So why then is
it being so damn complicated and stubborn? There is a reason this isn’t easy. It lies in
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something I was meant to remember to tell you… oh, God! What was it? It would
appear that the more I think about it, the further from getting there I appear to be.
This doesn’t explain it. I fear nothing can. But that doesn’t cut it either. No
answer is not an answer. And I started so well, so… sure of my (Conclusion).
While I try remembering what it is I/it am/is meant to be, here are some
nonsensical things I/it found on the way in, words mostly:
Don’t get me wrong; the past centuries have been incredible. However, this is the only one so far that can
buy a drink in New York City.
We’ve no longer use for the gods of the forests, the gods of the seas, the gods of the thunder and the
lightning… when will these gods of the mind too be abandoned?
London – Seattle – Damascus – Montevideo – Tokyo – Havana – Casablanca
Laugh at the madness or laugh with the madness? Uncertain. Wink more, wank less!
Being great means you stepped on someone’s toes, being good means you gave them your shoes.
To empathize with crazy, there is no phrase vague enough to be accurate enough.
Are Scottish people ever out of kilter?
Don’t be the best in the world, be the best for the world.
Once again, I wish to apologise for my lack of professionalism. I just went
somewhere ‘strange’ and ‘weird’ and I seriously don’t have much time before I forget
what I learnt. With each word I relay to you, the clarity worsens.
The (Conclusion), that is this (Conclusion), is a full stop to your life. No, this
doesn’t mean that you’re about to die, necessarily, just that a new sentence is about to
start. Perhaps another chapter even.
The (Conclusion) marks the end of every single moment that has past in your life
up until when you started reading it. It seems like a redundant point to make, doesn’t it?
The truth is that it couldn’t be more relevant.
Oh, and remember!
Nothing means anything (is possible;)
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The Town That Went Insane: Part I
~

E

veryone sees something different.
On the slender limb of Europe, later to become known as Italy, fire shot high into
the air atop a mountain. Volcanic ash engulfed the sky - black. Bright melting rock
poured down as the ash climbed over the clouds. Sunlight dimmed to the stench of
sulphur. The shadow cast made the land underneath cold like night. Valleys, coastlines
and oceans were made dark. Daylight decayed as the booming peak roared.
The mighty winds of the earth carried the ash on a long journey westward. The
snowcapped summits of the Alps posed little threat to the steady march of this lofty black
dust. It drifted over them like a swarm of a billion birds on a monumental migration.
Seething forward through the skies, the gloomy, bitter tasting mist devoured many
horizons. One land about to be consumed by it’s early evening was known as Gaul to the
ancient Romans and in the future it would become a blood soaked stage for theatres of
World Wars to be fought on.
It was France. It was 1189.
&
Miles and miles away, resting warmly in the thick forests and rivers was a
slumbering town called Eleé. It was named after the supposed founder in the late 9th
century, Ela the Good. A small farming settlement, it was loyal to whoever didn’t hurt it.
Surrounded by dense woodland, Eleé was fairly isolated.
It’s only connection to the outside world was the river it was nestled next to. The
people of Eleé had been calling it the Oleo for the eight generations their town had
existed. It was their lifeblood. The nearest other town, Leola, was a four day journey
downstream. Communication was scarce, fear and faith were rampant.
Eleé was a sweet town; quaint like the people and the work that occupied it. If
emerging by the woods from the south, one would come to a wooden bridge arching over
the Oleo. The bridge would lead to the small town square where celebrations and
gatherings took place. Dotted around the dirt square were the basics needed for a town
like this to get by: a church, a blacksmith, a bread shop, an inn and several stables. In the
middle of the square was a grey monument to the fallen sons and brothers of old battles.
The man of stone proudly stood atop the pedestal baring the names of the dead.
Winter had ended and spring was being felt. Eleé had been decorated for this
with the first flowers of the new bloom. The much anticipated annual fair was being
prepared. Food and drink would be shared, music and plays would be enjoyed and a mass
would bring everyone together. Large tables were moved into place and small stalls were
set up to sell goods. People were trading food, selling cloths and talking busily about their
crops. Trembre, a young violinist, contributed with beautiful music.
Excitement and anticipation were in the air, as was something else…
7

Father Pelledoux had his bible clutched in his wrinkled hands. Walking across the
bridge and into the town square, he was the highest ranking member of Eleé society;
which stood at around two thousand citizens. Performing masses for the masses his
entire life, Pelledoux had built the church in the centre of Eleé forty-eight years ago with
his bare hands. Although now a much weaker man, his authority over the town had never
been stronger. Starting out positively, he was a humble, good natured carpenter like
Christ. As the decades aged him, however, power crept into his life and had slowly made
him maliciously cruel. Nothing happened anymore in the town without Pelledoux
knowing. All lovers were to first seek his blessing and it made him feel as though he had
attained the license of life.
Smiling at the townspeople as he went, Pelledoux made his way through the
square to the church. Facing the river, St. Mary’s of the Angels was where Pelledoux held
mass everyday. Everyone had to attend at least twice a week. Climbing the steps to the
church’s entrance, Pelledoux’s mind was racing with biblical quotes that he could use to
thank the Lord for the arrival of spring. He was thinking of:
for behold, the winter is past
the rain is over and gone
the flowers have already appeared in the land
the time has arrived for pruning the vines
and the voice of the turtledove has been heard in our land
the fig tree has ripened its figs
and the vines in blossom have given forth their fragrance
arise, my darling, my beautiful one
and come along
Song 2:11-13
Over in the relative darkness of his workshop, Bernard Blacksmith the IV glared
at Pelledoux as he entered his church. Bernard didn’t stop smashing the searing hot iron
by his hands as he watched the priest disappear into the building. He hated him more
than anyone else in the world.
They had acted in the past, as men often do, like humans. Two years ago
Bernard’s wife had died and he was angered at the Lord’s unjust desires to steal her.
Getting exceptionally drunk one night, he likened their Heavenly Father to the excrement
tossed into the Oleo. Pelledoux, outraged at the bold, blasphemous insolence of a mere
metalworker had sought retribution in Jesus’ name. Demanding Bernard’s execution, the
people of Eleé thankfully intervened and pleaded for their friend’s forgiveness.
Not wanting to cause a revolt, Pelledoux instead had Bernard whipped. Thirty-six
long scars across his back marked each year that his wife was alive, ten of which were with
him. He wore them with pride, knowing that one day he’d get the revenge he wanted.
Having never broken a commandment, Bernard was fearful what the Lord would do to
him for murdering one of his servants. However, what Bernard would end up doing to
Pelledoux was going to be something the Devil would fear.
He didn’t want to kill him, he wanted to slay him.
Bernard was a gruff man, large and burly with a thick black beard. His father had
passed on the trade that had been in their family for four generations. Bernard was
grooming his young son, Arden, to soon follow the same path.
The clanging of Bernard’s mallet filled the sooty workplace, the smell of ash
already presiding here. Horseshoes, swords, tools and ornaments hung on the walls.
Crafting what promised to be a fine sword, Bernard then dipped it in water, making steam
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hiss into the air. The work made him sweat even in the bitterly icy winter that had just
passed. Burn marks, accidents learning his trade, scared his arms.
As he cooled the red shard of metal, he thought about his wife, as he often did.
She had died of an unknown cause so Bernard had blamed God. The ever-present feeling
that the creator of the world was against him was a hard reality to accept. He tried
blocking this notion out by not listening to sermons and melting iron instead of praying.
Arden was all he had left.
Just then, bursting through the doorway of the workshop, Arden appeared with a
rabbit in his arms. The eight year old was tiny compared to his father. “Papa! Look what
I found!” he shouted excitedly.
Bernard put the sword down on his bench and grinned cheekily to Arden. “Oh,
would you look at that? Now we have dinner!” he joked. Shock crossed Arden’s face,
“No! Papa, we can’t eat him!” The gullibility of his son made Bernard laugh. He went
along with it, “No? Well, all right. You better give him a name and let him go. He
probably has babies to take care of.”
“But I already gave him a name”, Arden said proudly. “Oh, and what is that?”
Arden then held the rabbit out at arms length, “You see how its back legs are brown? I
decided to call him Pants.” Bernard let out a hearty laugh; his son could always brighten
his dreary head. “Pants? You can’t call a rabbit Pants!” he said as he reached out with
one enormous hand to grab Arden and his little friend, pulling them close to him.
“Papa!” Arden sounded annoyed, “I can too call him Pants!” Kissing his son on
the head with a huge smirk, Bernard then let him go. “I have work to do”, he said with a
kind look in his eye. Arden nodded and ran with his rabbit back into the sunlight.
Through the forest to the south, the farm owned by Gustav the Brave bathed in
the warm sunshine. A young woman sweated in the heat as she washed a pile of clothes.
Sophi was blonde, nearing the end of her teens, and possessed a potentially fatal beauty.
Despite her marriage to Gustav, such gorgeousness could either be a blessing or a curse
depending on the whims of passing men.
Her delicate hands soon finished the laborious task they’d found themselves doing
and she leaned back on her small wooden stool. With the sun bearing down on her, she
wiped the sweat from her smooth brow. She was exhausted.
Looking across the fields of green, she noticed her husband walking towards her, a
dead lamb across his broad shoulders. As Gustav made his way towards her with their
dinner, Sophi daydreamed of her favourite memory.
Their wedding was four winters ago. The day was filled with an air as gentle as
silk and an excitement as colourful as petals from all the flowers of the globe. Eleé had
treated them like their King and Queen. And, for a moment, they were. Father Pelledoux
had blessed their union and later that night Sophi lost her virginity. Ever since this
dreamlike day, her life had lightly fluttered by, just as her heart did. Daily work was met
with nightly ease. Life, it would appear, was as near to bliss as possible.
As Sophi watched Gustav heave the lamb up the grassy hill towards her, she
placed her hand on her stomach. When would be a good time to tell him?
After moons and moons of trying, they had, at long last, sown something
wonderful. Relieved she had finally made a good wife of herself, Sophi was hoping for a
girl, wanting desperately to pass on her tenderness. Gustav didn’t know yet, but would of
course he would hope for a son to carry on his name. Ultimately, however, Sophi just
wanted to hold a small piece of both of them in her arms, a baby to nestle close to her
skin. Then, as the sun struck her so warm, so did something else; now was the time.
Climbing the hill, Gustav smiled at the sight of his lovely wife sitting in front of
their cosy home. He was much older than Sophi, by several years and several wars. He
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had killed, nearly been so himself, and his eyes showed it. Still, he remained a kind man
with a good soul. He wasn’t naïve but he believed in hope. How he came to be with this
glorious French flower was something of a long story. The short version is that he saved
her father’s life in a fire; Sophi was a gratitude payment.
“I can handle hard work, but with a beauty like you about, I’m not so sure my
heart can take it”, he charmed her upon making it to the top of the hill. Used to this
endless romantic sway, Sophi simply smiled and stood to greet him. As he drew near her,
she leant in to kiss him gently on the cheek.
“Gustav”, she said with a glint in her eyes, “I have something to tell you.” Having
come to know each subtle blink of his wife, Gustav noticed that this was something
important and not just some young-female frivolity. “What is it?” he asked with concern.
Sophi gently reached out and took a hold of one of his hands. She then slowly
placed it on her belly with a smile. “We’re going to have a family”, she admitted to him
with boiling pleasure.
For a moment, Gustav couldn’t process this. Then, after the momentous news
began to hit him, he took his hands off her tummy and lifted her off her feet in a gigantic
embrace. He laughed and cried out for the whole world to hear, “I love you!” He twirled
her around effortlessly in a dance like hug that they both lost themselves in for a
wonderful moment of pure joy.
It wasn’t until after this outburst of excitement that they both noticed the lamb
had been dropped and was slowly tumbling back down the hill it had been lugged up.
They looked to each other with shock before they began laughing hysterically.
Crying tears of overwhelming happiness, they laid themselves down on the warm
grass to ease their stomachs from the welcome pains of such hilarity. Facing each other
through the soft blades of green, they laughed for several minutes. Reaching out to stroke
her cheek, Gustav shook his head at his wife, “You’re the most beautiful girl in the
world”, he said with honesty. Sophi smiled and kissed the backs of his fingers as they ran
past her lips. A tender moment of love that hung briefly in the breeze and sunlight.
Soon, however, Sophi’s expression changed ever so slightly. Gustav noticed her
eyes frowning at something they had just begun to see. “The sky grows dark”, was all
Sophi said as she watched something curious happen.
Rolling over to see what she saw, Gustav sat up at the sight. Sophi then did the
same, holding onto his shoulders as they stared across their farmland to the skies above it.
Never seeing anything like this, they began to grow fearful of what they were looking at.
In the distance, the sky indeed grew dark. Clouds that carried more than rain
billowed towards them. As if a curtain of dread was being hauled over the world, the
gentle afternoon sun began to have its back turned on Eleé.
Unnerved at what they were seeing, Gustav kept his eyes locked on the sky as he
spoke with haste, “Sophi, inside.” Terrified of what was happening above her head, Sophi
was happy to oblige her husband’s protective demand. Before she left him, however, she
spoke with care, “What’s happening?” Gustav shook his head, “I don’t know…
Pelledoux might.”
Within the hour, Eleé was dark and cold. The winter they had hoped was gone
had seemingly come back with a vengeance. Even before the smell of sulphur descended
on the townspeople, fear had. Then, when some of the ashen rain did begin to fall and
the odor of the volcano permeated the air, pure terror befell Eleé. The Oleo was toxic.
A panicked, superstitious gathering had grown in the town square as farmers from
all over had rushed to seek Pelledoux’s council. Various flamed torches lit the town
centre. Gustav was one of the farmers, his eyes not this alert since amidst the battlefields
of his past. He listened as the crowd spread terrible rumors and horrible gossip as to what
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was going on. Most talk concerned the anger the Lord must surely have for them. But
why? From what Gustav could pick up, Pelledoux was in the church, apparently speaking
to God before addressing the worried townsfolk.
As the stormy, icy chill of the unknown darkness swept through the nervous
crowd, Bernard stood by his workshop doorway, Arden hiding scared behind him. A
breeze blew through the square. It rustled the flowers that the women had decorated the
town with and caused many people to scream. Bernard knew that if a gentle wind could
make grown men cower - this was bad.
Arden held onto his father’s belt, not wanting to ever let go. He worried about his
rabbit but hoped he had made it home to the safety of his burrow and family. He looked
to the ground outside and noticed it was turning a similar colour to that of the floor in his
father’s workshop. Everything was becoming black and dusty.
Just then, as the grey sand continued to fall from the sky and coat Eleé in its smell,
the doors of the church opened. The groaning of the wooden doors sent a hush through
the petrified crowd. Pelledoux emerged from the church with his head low. He had a
pure white cloak on that gleamed in the gloom. Not a word was said nor a noise heard as
Pelledoux stood solemnly before the throng of faithful.
Then, with a thunderous voice, he filled the square with words of defiance. Bible
clutched in hand, his dramatic performance begun; “The Lord, our Father, is truly a
gracious Lord. As these clouds of Satan reveal themselves to us, the Lord Almighty
revealed himself to me. In the depths of my despair, with a loving hand, He placed calm
upon my shoulders, and thrust words of kindness into my heart. ‘Fear not!’ He
commanded me. ‘Lucifer fell from my Kingdom and now he is trying to claim you for
himself, but if you are my faithful servants, you will not allow this darkness to cloud over
the light within you and you will be safe from his evil deeds.’ The Lord, our God, told me
these words, my children. The Lord who made the world, who made us, has told us not
to fear. He hath said, ‘there is no need to fear’. My dearest friends do not be frightened
by this work of a fallen angel. A foul beast with cloven hooves and an ill mind. Know
only of the retribution the risen Lord will strike him down with. Have faith in Him.
What He says is what is true. Go about your lives. Love your families and your Lord.
Tend your fields. Feed your animals. Make use the hands Christ has given you. Pray to
Him. And pray these words, ‘Lord Jesus, I have never had more love for you than now,
watch over me and my family through this time the Devil would try have our souls for his
own, help the light in our hearts to rebirth the light in the skies… Amen’.
Pelledoux paused. He looked around and saw that all the eyes of Eleé were on
him. This was the part he couldn’t wait to announce.
“But the Lord also informed me of a task that we must all accept. He told me that
there is a reason Satan has found our town and done what he has done. God spoke to me
in a whisper, ‘there is one among you’. Heed these words, my faithful flock; the Lord says
that there is one of us here, one demon among us, who has brought about this curse. The
Devil has a friend who stands in this square and we must, for the glory of God, find this
abominable person and bring them to mercy of our Creator.”
The wave of shock reverberated through the square. Suddenly, nobody could
trust anybody else. Everyone was a suspect despite everyone being innocent.
Pelledoux ended his act with a promise of doom, “We will survive this Hell,
people of Eleé and we will find the one responsible. Each hour the sky remains black,
Satan’s ally remains with us. I promised the Lord as I promise you, that person will die.”
Before leaving the stage of the church steps, Pelledoux held out his right hand and
blessed the congregation with his eyes closed. After he waved the sign of the cross over
them all, most in the crowd bowed their heads and performed it on themselves.
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There was one who did not. Bernard stared defiantly at the church as Pelledoux
disappeared back into it. Clenching his jaw, he knew exactly what the priest was thinking.
As the church doors closed, the mumbling of the crowd swelled again to the
panicked pitch it had reached before. Not a soul was safe. All were quite frantic.
Sophi paced nervously in her house. Having tossed a few logs on the fire, at least
the house was warm and golden. Looking outside the window, she noticed the ash
snowing on the ground and grew ever more worried. Gustav had left shortly after they
saw the black cloud coming and in the time he had gone it had enveloped the entire sky.
Sophi had remained inside as the sulphuric whiff had seeped through the walls. Not
knowing what to do, she simply held onto her tummy and prayed that Gustav would
return safely as soon as possible.
Her heart jumped when she heard a loud knock at the door. “Sophi! It’s me”,
Gustav shouted through the wooden door. Rushing over to it, she unlocked it and tugged
on the handle. She gasped in shock when she saw his face. Entering their home, Gustav
was covered in ash and his skin and hair were black. The whites of his eyes stood out,
making him look nearly as terrified as he really was. Reaching out to his wife’s quivering
hands, he gently made her touch his face in an attempt to calm her.
“It’s me”, he said again, settling her heart ever so slightly. Sophi then began to cry
and rested her head against his filthy chest. “What’s happening?” she cried.
Gustav held her tightly and shook his head, “Hell is coming.”
&
It took eight long days for the blue of the sky to return over Eleé. In that time,
the ash had gotten an inch thick and everyone had been paid a visit to by the villainous
Pelledoux. He knocked on people’s doors with the end of small wooden cross and
interrogated them. Accusations flew in all directions, not even children were safe from his
tirade. He had amassed a gang of helpers, men eager to prove they were not to blame for
the rotting sky. They acted as his shield and his sword. Pelledoux, a man who had so
often acted like a general, now at last had an army.
Everyone who was suspected of being the Devil’s assistant had been dragged, by
the hair, through the soot-covered square towards the church. Against the large wooden
doors, they were beaten and whipped senseless. Blood stained the steps leading to the
Lord’s house.
Gustav and Sophi were seen to by Pelledoux and his men on the third day of the
blackout. He had gone easy on them, claiming their news of a baby was a sacred promise
from God that hope remained in Eleé. After he left, Sophi collapsed in relief, “I thought
it may have been our child who had brought this Hell upon us”, she admitted to Gustav.
Trembre, who had been forbidden to play music while the sky was black, had also
escaped Pelledoux’s wrath. Having played music for the church for many years, Trembre
was seen by Pelledoux as a shepherd of God’s people and there was not a chance he had
caused this curse. Trembre had also crumbled in tear-filled relief after he was told his
conscience was clear.
Bernard, however, was not so lucky. He was, as he dreaded he would be, the very
first person Pelledoux had come to challenge. From the moment he had opened his door,
Bernard knew he was going to be found guilty. The men at the priest’s disposal arrested
Bernard and, to his horror, they were ordered to arrest Arden too.
After severe lashings were licked into their skin, Bernard and Arden were put into
the stockades over the bridge of the Oleo. While people gathered unclean water to drink
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and bath in, they were encouraged to hurl abuse and rocks at the father and son. By the
end of day one, their faces were bloody and sore.
In the next eight days of perpetual nighttime, fifty-five other people including
men, women and children were added to the stockades. Some of the children froze to
death while their necks and wrists were locked in the wood, their parents able to do
nothing but watch them shiver to their doom. A few mothers, after seeing their babies
freeze, gave up eating. Their bodies went through rigor mortis in the stockades next to
their children’s as former friends yelled damning hate at them. Those who didn’t offer to
the input of chaotic torment were sometimes locked away too. It was a delightful, devilish
sight as families and friends spat in each other’s faces. Mother and daughter were pitted
against each other. Love was twisted into venom. Selfishness oozed.
Day in and day out, Bernard told Arden to hold on. Father and son were mocked
as they had to defecate in front of each other. Their waste swam around their feet.
Before long, the smell of shit, piss, vomit and decaying bodies had made the sulphur seem
like a perfume. As people froze, starved and slowly began to decompose, Pelledoux
announced that a public trial of these ‘suspects’ would begin shortly and if any died before
that date it was the will of God. The days went by and Eleé watched as it tortured itself in
a sadistic, frenzied sideshow of pure insanity.
As fate would have it, this trial never happened. The sky grew clear the day before
it was set to take place, after thirty-six people had died in the stockades, seventeen of them
children.
Arden, who had managed to survive this horror for seven days, perished just
hours before chance could save him. It was more than Bernard could take. He sobbed
endlessly at the sight of his dead son, dangling limply from the wooden prison around his
neck and hands.
Threads of sunlight soon began to poke the earth again as Bernard wept. The ash
was easing and the town’s nightmare was over. Bernard and the others in the stockades
were set free.
Later that day, as the townspeople began burying the bodies of those who had not
made it back to daylight, it was confirmed by Pelledoux that it had been Arden who had
sold his soul to the Devil. Pelledoux ordered that Arden’s body be burnt in the wild and
left unburied. Bernard was forced to watch as his son’s corpse was charred and
abandoned.
But this was only the small beginnings for Eleé’s dance with the Devil. They were
about to witness a madness far, far worse. Satan had only just gotten started…
&
A month after the Devil’s Night, as it had become known, and Eleé was finally
ready to celebrate the arrival of spring. Most of the ash had been swept away. The sun
shone. It was remarkable just how quickly the people had gotten over what had happened
to them. The wave of hysteria that broke on this town had seemingly now never
happened. The only reminder that it had were the empty stockades over the Oleo where
the victims had suffered.
Pelledoux, who was now enjoying the most devotion he had ever known, had
strictly prohibited people discussing the Devil’s Night. It was taboo to acknowledge it
and offended the Lord to mention it. “It was a lesson in the power of evil and the virtue
of love”, he had claimed at the first mass since. A mass that Bernard had not attended.
He had spent all his time in his workshop after watching his son die. There was
nothing he could do to make him happy anymore. He wasn’t eating. His soul ached. If
suicide were not a guaranteed leap into Hell, he surely would’ve done it.
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But now, outside his workshop, the flowers were once again decorating the
square. The large tables were brought back out and Trembre was once again filling the air
with his music.
Bernard sat silently in his workshop as the violinist’s sounds echoed around.
Usually for the spring festival, Bernard would open his doors and invite children in to
hold their first sword or teach them how to put on a horse’s shoe. Not this year. His
door was bolted shut from the inside.
Sophi and Gustav had prepared several meals for the festival, their lambs luckily
surviving the Devil’s Night. They promised to be the toast of the event with news of their
pregnancy reaching everyone’s attention. Some local winemakers had produced enough
wine to keep the party going well into the night. Cheese from near and afar was going to
be on offer, as was theatrical entertainment. Loaves and loaves of bread were going to be
shared, followed by a mass and musical performance from Trembre. Despite the depths
it had fallen to only weeks earlier, it was party time in Eleé.
Through a crack in the wooden wall, a thin beam of light hit Bernard’s eye as he
peered outside. He saw flashes of happiness as it walked or ran passed. A glimpse of a
smile here, a dash of a grin there. Sitting in the dark, Bernard brewed with hate.
He could hear the chatter, the laughter, and he could smell the food. The meats
and the fruits smelt incredible. The music was blissful. The hardest thing for Bernard to
ignore, however, was the comforting smell of fresh bread. It drifted through his shop and
his taste buds begged him to go outside and enjoy some. He remained inside.
Walking through the crowd, hand in hand, Gustav and Sophi smiled to each other
in the sunlight. A slight bump was now obvious on Sophi’s figure. They were enjoying
the tastes of some cheeses they had never eaten before and soaking in the juices of fruits
they hadn’t been able to touch for some years. It seemed that despite the Devil’s Night,
this spring would be a good one.
After trading for some fine linen, Sophi caught the smell of fresh bread that was
tempting Bernard. Quickly grabbing Gustav by the hand, she yanked him in the direction
her nose was taking them. While they navigated their way through the bustling, joyous
crowd, Sophi glimpsed the table that the smell was coming from.
Of all the stalls offering foods, bread was the most sought after. The man who
owned the three farms that yielded the bread was called Dolan, an aging maestro in his
craft. It was his voice Sophi could hear as she pulled Gustav along with her. Dolan was
the life of the party, tossing loaf after loaf out to the hungry crowd, entertaining them as
he went. “It’s so good, it’s still warm!” he called out to the enthusiastic herd of people.
Eleé may have drunk from Oleo, but it ate from Dolan’s farms.
Finally fighting their way to the front of the crowd, Sophi and Gustav got their
hands on some of the most delicious bread they had ever eaten. “You’ll have a belly like
mine soon if you don’t stop eating”, Sophi laughed at her husband as he ate. Chuckling,
he wiped his mouth of crumbs and handed her a small cloth bag. “Here, take some for
home”, he said. Nodding, Sophi turned to get some more bread… when she noticed
something odd about it.
On the underside of one loaf, she noticed it had a strange colouring. Looking
around at the other loaves, she saw that they were all mostly like this. “Mister Dolan?
Mister Dolan!” she shouted out. Dolan noticed her waving him over and got one of his
sons to continue entertaining the crowd. “Yes, my dear Sophi, how may I help you?” he
asked with a smile.
“I don’t mean to be a nuisance”, she said, “but there is something a little strange
about this bread, no?” Sophi held out the loaf in question, which was a faint greenish
colour, a problem so slight only she had seen it. Dolan peered at the bread and then her,
“How does it taste?” he asked. “Delicious”, Sophi complimented, “but I have noticed all
14

the bread is like this.” She pointed at the samples being eaten by the crowd. Dolan put
his hand on Sophi’s shoulder, “Young madam, I can understand that with such a precious
life growing in you, you are apprehensive about what to eat. But rest assured, my bread is
fine.” Sophi still seemed unsettled. “But is it green or am I seeing things?” she asked.
Dolan then grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her to behind his stall where it
was quieter. “What are you doing?” Sophi asked nervously. Dolan then leaned in close to
whisper in her ear.
“During the Devil’s Night my crops saw less sunlight than usual and a strange
moss grew on them. My sons and I scrapped most of it off, but some remained and
coloured the bread slightly. If we didn’t do this, Eleé would have no bread for months
and many people would starve to death”, he whispered with firmness. “It’s not my
business I am worried about, young Sophi, it is people dying”, Dolan added.
Sophi nodded to herself and looked to him, “I understand”, she said. “But, is it
safe to eat this… moss?” she asked with sincere concern. Dolan grinned to her, “Madam
Sophi, I gave my wife some this morning and I have been eating it all this afternoon…”
He held out his arms as if to say, “look how healthy I am”. Sophi smiled, “Thank-you,
sorry for bothering you.”
Dolan kissed her on the cheek, “Sophi, my dear, it is never a bother to speak with
you. I hope your child is as beautiful as you.” Heading back out to hand out more bread
to the excited crowd, Dolan left Sophi standing there. Quickly placing more loaves in her
bag, Sophi then headed back through the busy square to find Gustav.
“There you are!” he said, “I thought I’d lost you.” This time, he reached out and
grabbed Sophi’s hand. “I heard there is some honey, we really must go!” he said as he
dragged her to another stall. Whilst being pulled away to the honey, Sophi watched as
nearly everyone in Eleé ate Dolan’s bread. They put butter on it, meats, vegetables and
ate it on it’s own. None of them noticed what the master had been able to hide. The
tinted bread helped the wine and beer go down. Eleé was insatiable.
After gorging themselves on some sweet tasting honey, Sophi and Gustav decided
it was time to head home and sleep. They crossed the bridge gracing the Oleo and headed
back along the forest path to their farm, each holding a large bag of food taken from the
day’s celebration.
They were lucky. They left before everything fell apart. From his secluded
vantage point, however, Bernard got a front row seat. He saw it happen; slowly at first,
then quickly. The rate of deterioration was horrific…
The first thing that happened wasn’t anything too unusual. A woman claimed to
be feeling “ill”. Bernard watched through the wall as she grew dizzy and a little faint. The
people nearby her simply told her to stop drinking the wine, which she did. She
continued telling her husband that something didn’t “feel right” and he eventually walked
her home.
Before anything else out of the ordinary happened, Pelledoux addressed the
crowd, which quickly hushed upon seeing him await them. “My dear friends, let us take
this moment to give thanks to the Lord for such a wondrous occasion… Lord, we thankyou for all that you give us. Today is how we, your humble servants, bask in your infinite
generosity. We hope that our meager attempts to worship you may display to you the
affection we feel towards you. Jesus Christ, watch over us this year and bless this flock.
We are your loyal followers, you are our kindest of masters, and we…”
Pelledoux paused. But this time it wasn’t for dramatic effect; he wasn’t trying to
convince people of the Lord’s presence. He stopped because he was feeling light headed.
While he took a moment to gather himself, the townspeople began to notice something
was wrong. Bernard watched curiously from his workshop as Pelledoux slowly pulled
back his senses.
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“Ah… sorry, I feel a little… strange”, he offered an odd apology to the confused
crowd. “Let’s continue by saying the Lord’s Prayer together.” He cleared his throat and
shook his head, clearly not feeling okay.
“Our Father, who art in Heaven”, he began as Eleé murmured under him.
“Hollowed by thy name, thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin
against us. Save us from the time of trial, and deliver us from evil.”
“Amen”, finished Pelledoux and Eleé.
Just then, as soon as the prayer ended, Pelledoux swayed slightly and then
collapsed in a heap. The people gasped and screamed. Several of the men who had
helped commit the atrocities during the Devil’s Night rushed forward. Bernard leant
forward with excitement. “Is he dead?” he hoped gleefully to himself as Pelledoux was
carried into the church.
He wasn’t dead, but soon nearly everyone in the town thought they were. Bernard
watched on as something bizarre began to happen. As gossip flew about Pelledoux, more
and more people began to claim they were feeling “off” and “weird”. Soon, as Trembre
continued the music and Eleé continued the party, several other people fainted. People
started to act as strange as they felt. Some began to get ‘the shivers’. Many claimed they
were feeling ‘light headed’. They sat and lay down wherever they were, stating that they
didn’t feel well enough to walk or stand.
Nausea, disorientation and people ringing their hands soon became normal.
Although the festival still had hours to go, the crowd began to disperse for no real reason.
Everyone was simply walking around talking about how peculiar they felt. “Do you feel
sick too?” Bernard could hear people slur as they tried to remain on their feet. “It’s as if
I… don’t you feel it too?” one man asked a woman who wasn’t able to listen. She just
looked to him and nodded. “I think I should… I think you… we should… maybe it’s…”
was all Bernard heard one other man say before he fainted.
The square once again became a place of growing bewilderment and fear. Panic
settled in and soon people were looking extremely paranoid and afraid. Some couldn’t
stop blinking; some began breathing really fast and became hyperventilated. Some
slapped themselves. Some slapped others. A new mass hysteria began churning in Eleé.
People twitched, shook and screamed.
Several people began to laugh
uncontrollably. Nobody seemed to be in charge of the town. Interest in the festival’s
activities, which had been planned for weeks, had vanished. People simply walked off,
more interested in the invisible air that had always been in front of them or the small
specks of dust which had always been under their feet. Nobody could explain what was
happening. People weren’t sure if they should be afraid or be at peace.
Trembre too began to feel a little sideways. As he watched the odd scene develop,
he kept playing his violin. However, the music he was playing soon began to feel like an
extension of his own being. The violin was as much a part of his arm as his elbow was.
Closing his eyes, he lost himself in the screeching sound of the violin. His musical talent
had apparently vanished and he was more interested in the idea of making single sounds.
He played what no longer resembled music and his brain danced to the rhythm.
As Trembre dragged the horsehair across his violin, Bernard watched the chaos
with confusion and fear. When a woman began knocking on his workshop door, he made
sure the bolts locking it were firmly in place. Terrified, he picked up a sword from his
workbench and readied himself for any kind of attack. All he could hear as he waited was
the absolute madness from outside. Trembre’s off tune, out of key music wailing
somewhere in the distance.
The spring festival was essentially over. A new kind of festival had begun.
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The Oleo River had drawn a large portion of the town over to it. It was as if
people had never seen water before. They bathed in it and drank it like it was running
out. People were feeling it on their skin. The concept of it. An elderly couple lay on the
ground nearby and felt each other’s faces. “Who are we?” they kept asking each other.
One man was biting his own fingers and watched in amazement as blood seeped
out. Two woman began kissing each other by the stone monument. People stared at
their own hands in terror. A young lady walked around with her tongue licking her lips
incessantly. Another young lady kept rolling her eyes around and around in her head.
Giddiness. Delusions. Paranoia.
The church was another large centre of unprecedented behaviour. People rubbed
up against the doors, the steps and the walls. Some did the sign of the cross over and
over and over again. Many simply stood there silently and watched with faces that went
from looking horrified to blissful. “Pelledoux is… as men… we are… he is but here,
aren’t you?” rambled one old man.
For Bernard, the most disturbing thing about what was happening before him was
seeing the children behave so abnormally, so possessed. Some ran as fast as they could in
all directions without purpose. Some walked around looking as if they had seen ghosts.
Some bit other children. One little girl began pulling violently on her own hair until it
made her cry in pain.
Little over two hours ago, the town was a flurry of happiness, now there was
complete and utter randomness taking place. Bernard watched on, sword held tightly in
his palm, as people began to walk around naked, not aware of what they were. The moss
had unleashed the following effects on the already gullible town:
Derealization
Synaesthesia
Cotard’s Syndrome
and mild doses of…
Autophagia

~ the feeling that the world is not real
~ the confusion of senses; e.g. seeing sound or tasting light
~ the belief the self is dead or denying it’s existence
~ the desire to hurt the self by biting parts of the body

One woman ran, screaming through the square. She collided with Dolan’s bread
stall. Neither Dolan nor his sons were present, all having lost their minds at some point
with the rest of the town. Bread went everywhere. It rolled around the square, tumbling
in mud. For forty-one days the people of Eleé continued to eat it.
&
Two full moons had hovered over this town as the lunacy raved. The town square
now consisted of less than half of the buildings it once held. They had been burned or
torn down by bare hands. The ash of the Devil’s Night had been replaced with the ash of
Eleé’s buildings and people.
On the morning of the spring festival, the population had stood around two
thousand. By the evening of the spring festival, it had dropped by two hundred. Now,
after weeks and weeks of self-sustained, prolonged insanity, Eleé had a population of just
one hundred and twelve. Of the few survivors, there was still Pelledoux, Trembre,
Bernard, Gustav and Sophi.
Corpses turning into skeletons lined the Oleo.
Blood, flesh and filth were scattered everywhere. The town was eerily silent. St.
Mary’s of the Angels had been half destroyed. Pelledoux had, in all senses of the word,
gone insane. Waking up on the day of the festival, he had regathered a vague level of
sanity and ordered the men helping him to gather all the food they could and store it in
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the church. Not knowing that it was the bread causing this horror, Pelledoux had handed
out bread to those who had ‘recovered’ from feeling ‘strange’, only to spiral them back
into a land of pure craziness.
The continued consumption of the bread meant that there were never more than a
few people of sound mind in the town. Coupled with their rarity and inability to
understand what had happened to them, progress was nonexistent.
They weren’t clear headed for long either. One ‘symptom’ of eating this bread
was forgetting to eat anything else while its effects raged within the mind. So, when
people ‘woke’, they were starving and quickly sought food. After repeating this process
several times, they soon learnt to simply go to the church for their bread. And with
Pelledoux guarding the only food around and regularly going mad with the others, there
was no guidance. Order disintegrated. All systems failed until there were none at all.
To help remind people what was going on, at some point, someone had carved a
disturbing note on the church door:
You are dead. You are not here. This isn’t real. Be scared. Go die.
Pelledoux had ordered the deranged slaughter of hundreds of people. Ninety-six
women were burnt at the stake for being witches responsible for this curse. Their burnt
bodies remained on stakes dotted around Eleé. Seventy-two children had their stomachs
opened with sharp stones on the altar, offerings to appease the clearly outraged Lord
above. Over four hundred men, women and children where whipped and beaten to death
on the church steps. Pelledoux watched all of this happen in silence. And, as he
continued to feel ‘unwell’, innocent people were continuously murdered before him. He
tried praying but received no word from God. After weeks and weeks of bloodshed, he
declared that God had forsaken the town entirely and it was now their duty to go to Hell.
Bernard had not avoided the ‘Spell’, as fragmented bits of this society had
eventually managed to name what was happening to them. After the festival, once the
square had dispersed, he ran to Dolan’s bread stall and gathered as much as he could.
Storing it away in his workshop, he had remained shut in and isolated. Like a deranged
mental illness, he had stewed his madness alone.
Of the buildings that remained, his workshop was one. Growing exceptionally
paranoid, he had transformed his once humble shop into a deathly fortress. The outside
had been covered in metal and through the gaps in this armour, over twenty metal spears
protruded outward. Chains had been strewn around the spears like a industrial spider
web. All the metallic armaments had been licked with flames, making them black.
Bernard had barricaded himself inside and was also covered, from head to toe, in a
custom built suit of thick black metals. Over the chain-link that wrapped tightly to his
skin, this knight wore savage armour. Sharp edges draped over his shoulders, heavy boots
protected his feet and claws pointed out from his fingers. Around his waist was two
sheaths, massive swords in each. Along his back was a bow and vicious looking arrows in
a quiver. His head was encased in a terrifying helmet with a small visor that was currently
open, showing his insane eyes. On his broad chest plate he had painted “IV” in white.
He never took his armour off, convinced that Pelledoux was the actual Devil that
would eventually come for the fight.
An additional layer of defense lay around his fortress; the mounds of bodies he
had shot with arrows. Having killed well over a hundred people who came too close to
him, the smell of their corpses routinely made him sick.
Running low on bread, Bernard knew he wouldn’t have long to go before he
needed to find something to eat. Where he would go, he didn’t know. The idea of eating
the bodies he had slain had crossed his mind…
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With nervous eyes, Bernard eyed up the church. He had eaten some bread only a
few hours ago and a new wave of ‘strangeness’ was currently sweeping over him.
Watching the town square vividly, he then heard the sound of Trembre’s shrieking violin
approaching.
Trembre was returning from what was certainly the most traumatic concert any
musician had ever performed at. It had all started a few weeks after the day of the festival,
when a butcher named Loux had walked into a field of cows. With his meat cleaver, he
had begun hacking at the grazing animals. When they ran away, a trancelike state soon
came over him in this field. Alone, for no real reason, he began to jerk on the spot. At
first, he had control over the stark actions of his limbs. But as he continued doing it, he
lost all autonomy of his body. It was a twitching, painful looking dance, like a puppet
being tugged at by a psychotic master.
Loux’s eyes had begun rolling back into his head, his mouth soon hung open
letting his tongue flail about wherever it wanted to and his head started shaking. He was
seemingly enjoying a tune that had forever gone unnoticed by all. Arms at his side, legs
lifting, feet trampling the same spot with no rhyme. Convulsions rode his entire being, his
brain too melted to understand anything.
For around a day, Loux danced on his own. The second person to join this silent
dance was a farmer’s wife. Wandering around, naked on her own, this woman watched
Loux for about twenty minutes before joining him. Side by side, facing the East, for
absolutely no reason whatsoever, they danced the tortuous dance.
More and more people began to stumble on the field of dancing and were
compelled inward by its contagiousness. Soon, the field consisted of nearly thirty dancers.
By the time the number had reached one hundred, Loux had died. He had been dancing
for three days and nights, straight, without a seconds reprieve. By the time he collapsed in
total exhaustion, his feet were worn down to the bone.
Nobody stopped dancing to check him. Everyone was transcending to some
etheric distance. Over time, as the days blurred into nights, more people joined and more
people died.
Trembre had heard deranged whispers of this place and had sought it out. When
he arrived at the field, it was now just an enormous patch of mud with over five hundred
people stampeding to nowhere. Not a single person was in control of their bodies or
minds. As he walked through the herd of stupefied dancers, Trembre could feel the
sounds they made. There was the obvious thumping of feet on mud, a sound that shook
the earth. Then there was the moaning and groaning these involuntary performers
involuntarily made. By far the most visceral sound he could hear, however, was that of
their teeth rattling as they shook about. He could almost hear their brains sliding about
their skulls.
Not having much comprehension of what was happening, Trembre decided he
should walk through this mob and play his ‘music’ to them. His screeching violin sounds
accompanied these souls to their cruel deaths.
For two weeks Trembre played to his audience as it died away. After seven
hundred and fifteen people had fallen down, the single biggest cause of death in Eleé,
Trembre stopped playing. But, not until the very last person fell - a little girl who danced
amid a field of corpses - did he play his final note of this performance.
Bernard could hear the musician approaching as he watched the square closely.
Trembre had not stopped playing music since the festival, only breaking to sleep
and, of course, eat more bread. He simply wandered around, playing his violin in ways
that could never be written down or reproduced. On his own, he gave Eleé a haunting
soundtrack to which it could destroy itself from within.
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Walking through the town square with his violin under his chin, Trembre played
hideous note after hideous note. He no longer listened to his music; he much preferred
what it did to his other senses.
The stone monument had never been forced to witness such a degrading sight.
Not even when it saw children die in the stockades did this stern, stone face look upon
such a cesspit of a town. It no longer honoured fallen heroes, it stood testament to their
unprecedented humiliation.
As he wandered by the statue, Trembre saw a man on his knees bite the stone
pedestal it stood on. This man was naked, filthy, covered in God only knew what and
completely out of his mind. His eyelids had been cut off at some point since the festival,
meaning that he always looked like he was in a state of absolute horror.
His already widened eyes soon gaped further as he chewed down on the stone.
His yellow teeth began to crack and shatter as he chomped down. They split and fell away
as he screamed. Incisors were pushed back into gums, the roots tearing away at the inside
of his mouth. Blood dribbled out his mouth and down his face as he groaned in pain.
Nonetheless, he kept biting as Trembre went by.
Tiptoeing over hundreds of bones and dead bodies, Trembre made it to where the
church doors once stood tall. Walking through the entrance, he stopped to look at the
church’s interior. All but two walls had been ripped down. The floor was covered in
filth. Human bones laced the floor. Breadcrumbs were sprinkled all over. Mass suicides,
executions and murders left their stain. Someone had written on one of the walls, first in
blood then in ash:
DESJOINCT
Torturing his violin while treading down the isle, Trembre suddenly caught his
first sight of Pelledoux in weeks. At the sight of the priest, he lowered his violin.
Pelledoux was sitting with his back against a blood-covered wall. He was naked
and his eyes were rolling in his head. He had a huge wound in his right thigh that had
become infected. His entire leg was purple.
“Father?” Trembre asked this shell of a man. There was no response. Trembre
didn’t try him again; he simply turned and walked back out of the church.
The tension on Bernard’s bow was dangerously tight. Aiming the metal arrow tip
at Trembre’s head as he walked by, Bernard surprised himself and didn’t kill the musician.
Instead, he had an idea; an incredible feat considering his brain was no longer doing
anything of real practical use. For the first time since the festival, Bernard decided to talk
to someone. Amazing himself, he could still remember how to. “Music man!” he barked.
Trembre froze mid step. He had no idea if what he had just heard was real.
Shaking, he cautiously turned to the blacksmith’s fortress.
Bernard stared at Trembre as he stood still in the square, limbs stacked high on
either sided of the trembling musician. “Did you see Pelledoux?” he yelled, echoing
through the desecrated town square. Trembre took a moment but eventually nodded. He
spoke for only the eighth time in over a month. “He is not well,” he quivered. For a
while there was no response from the fortress. All was silent. Trembre then looked
around and saw that the old man biting the stone had been shot with an arrow. He
suddenly knew what was about to happen to him.
An arrow flew out of the fortress. It twirled beautifully through the air,
effortlessly gliding into Trembre’s neck. He fell to the ground, gurgled and died. His
violin lay silently next to him.
With the heavy sound of metal, the door to the fortress opened. Entering the
desolate town square, sword raised, Bernard took his first steps towards St. Mary’s.
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Around his waist now hung two horseshoes, nails and a hammer. Bernard’s boots
crushed bones as he otherwise silently walked to the church steps.
With each step towards Pelledoux’s church, Bernard felt as if he would die.
Having no reason to live spurred him on. A gentle breeze flew by, one that Bernard could
not feel for all the metal over his skin. Passing through the church entrance, an ominous
numbness shook him. With his sword drawn, he slowly made his way down the isle.
Scanning the church, Bernard couldn’t see the priest anywhere. He thought
perhaps Trembre had lied to him. “Perhaps this wasn’t the right time to strike!” he
fearfully thought to himself.
Then, a rustling noise was heard from behind the altar and Bernard wasted no
time in investigating it. There, cowering behind the altar he had once commanded the will
of God with, Pelledoux shook as a naked old fool. The feeble, elderly man tried to
scream when he saw the black knight.
His fear now having vanished, Bernard grabbed Pelledoux and hoisted him up
onto the bone and blood covered altar. Pelledoux trembled in uncontrollable fear as he
weakly lay on his back, staring up at where his roof once proudly rose. Bernard held onto
Pelledoux’s ankle, pinning him to the altar. With his free hand, Bernard reached down to
his waist and took hold of one of the horseshoes. Holding the horseshoe over the sole of
Pelledoux’s right foot, Bernard then reached for the nails. Sliding a thin iron spike
through a hole in the horseshoe, he then reached for his hammer.
Before he nailed the shoe onto Pelledoux’s foot, he looked to him with intense
hatred. “You are the Beast”, Bernard said with malice.
He then began to hammer the nail, pushing it deep into Pelledoux’s wrinkled foot.
The old man yelped in the pain as blood fell out of his sole. Bernard held him down
firmly, preventing the squirming from affecting his work. Upon nailing one shoe, he then
grabbed the other. He had been careful to perfect his masterpiece, making sure he only
used nails short enough so that they wouldn’t pierce the tops of Pelledoux’s feet.
Finishing the second foot, Bernard backed away to admire his work. Pelledoux
sobbed, but his suffering wasn’t over. Bernard lifted the old man onto his shoulder and
walked down the isle to the town square. Placing Pelledoux at the top of the church steps
he bent down and whispered, “Stand.”
After a few seconds, Pelledoux managed to rise to his hands and knees. It stung
every nerve in his body to stand up on his new shoes but he had no choice. As he stood
facing his once quaint town, Pelledoux heard Bernard evilly order him from behind,
“Walk”. Closing his eyes, Pelledoux did as he was told. If there was any fragment of
himself remaining, Pelledoux may have asked God for some forgiveness.
He trotted in immense pain through the bodies and bones with his back hunched
over. The clip-clop sounds filled the square. Suddenly, an arrow flew at him and pushed
his weak body face-first into the ground. The arrowhead had lodged itself between the
brittle bones of his spinal cord, and Pelledoux didn’t die immediately, but eventually.
Bernard was now the last remaining monster in Eleé.
&
It is hard to imagine but Gustav and Sophi had never had a more beautiful time
together since the day of the spring festival. Leaving early, they had made it home by the
time the moss had began to affect them for the first time. Unlike the others in the town,
the secluded, beautiful and idyllic nature of their surroundings had sent them off into a
tranquil period of self-discovery.
For days they lay in the sunshine, totally unaware of the psychosis being unleashed
a few miles away. They were at peace in themselves and in each other. Love was saving
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them. Going for walks around their farm, they took astonishment from trees, leaves, the
wind, clouds and animals. Pebbles were gifts, light was music and birdsong was bliss.
They knew something was ‘different’ about them, but since it only caused them
unparalleled joy they didn’t care. For hours, Gustav would rest his head against Sophi’s
tummy and simply be near his unborn child. She would run her hands through his hair,
feeling each strand’s softness. Sunlight warmed their bones and gave rainbow colours to
their minds. Everything and every moment was sacred and enjoyed.
They ate and ate. Food tasted incredible. The chickens from their farm were
producing good eggs and the lambs were delicious. The bread was covered in honey and
cheeses, exploding passions in their mouths. Drinks felt like breathing.
Nighttime’s were spent admiring the sheer gorgeousness of the stars. Daytime’s
were spent doting on each other, knowing the world and being at peace. It was an
invigorating experience of love; touches were seen, kisses were known and orgasms were
lived. In each other’s eyes, they saw what they assumed to be God.
Paradise.
Then, on the forty-second day after the festival, Gustav and Sophi realised they
were out of food. They decided it was time to return to Eleé.
~
To be continued…
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The Zombies
~

T

he blue was endless.
The solitude of the sea is not for the faint hearted. So, it must be that the
fisherman sitting in his worn out dingy had a character strong enough to weather such an
place. He was in his late seventies and his face was as wrinkled as the old wooden vessel
he sat in. He mostly wore wool, cotton and denim. A thick bushy beard wrapped around
his face and fell to his chest. His eyes were as deep as the ocean he bobbed on. They had
seen many things; most recently the industrious turn of the twentieth century.
Expressionlessly, he held onto the end of a fishing rod. The line extended over
the side of the boat and deep into the blue below. The sky was clear and hot, not a dash
of white anywhere. The water was calm too. The gentle lapping of the water almost put
the aging seafarer to sleep. He just stared at his line, hoping a fish would bite.
How long had this man been out here?
The fisherman wasn’t as fragile as his face made him appear. Dragging his dingy
out of the water, he pulled it through the sand of a long beach. Two dead fish resting in a
netted bag were slung over his shoulder.
As the sun begun to tuck itself in, he pulled the boat up past the seaweed that
marked the line of high tide. To his right, about fifty metres off the coast of the mainland,
was a bleak looking island. It was small, rocky and barren; more of a giant rock than an
island. There was but a blade of grass on it. Only a few green shrubs gave it some colour
other than the demur grey of stone.
He had been out there once, looked around and found nothing. There was a
crack in the rock that went quite deep, making a damp cave that smelt fishy. A tiny,
pebbly beach lay at the entrance to the cave. There were a few abandoned birds’ nests but
nothing else.
Hauling his dingy up to the dunes lining the beach, the fisherman tied it to a post
dug deep into the sand. He tied it up, not for fear of it being stolen, but so the tide
couldn’t sweep it away if it ever rose too far.
With his catch in hand, he then walked over the sand dunes and arrived at a small
grassy enclave surrounded by tall pines. In the middle of the patch of sandy grass, a lowly
shack humbly sat. The wood from this building was nearly as old as the towering trees
behind it. The white paint had mostly been blown and rained away over the years, but
patches of the shack retained its old light-blue colour. Originally a hunting lodge from the
century prior, it had been abandoned for some years until the fisherman found it. It took
him four days to clear out the cobwebs and empty the dust.
After living in it alone for almost thirty years, the webs and dust had returned.
With a cigarette dangling out the side of his mouth and the smoke rising by his
face, the fisherman sat on a little wooden stool out the front of his shack. The sun had
gone; only a faint, flickering glow from inside his shack offered any light. A sharp blade in
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his hand, he ran it along the scaly underbelly of a fish, slicing it open. Ripping the innards
out with the knife, he dropped them into a bucket between his feet along with the viscera
of several other fish.
The inside of the shack was possibly even more unsightly than the outside. The
surfaces were all timbers that needed attention, there was a bed with unclean sheets, a
table that needed only one chair and a bookshelf with just two unread books on it (The
King James Bible and The Virgins of Mars). In a corner rested several homemade rods. The
only wall hangings were morbid looking hooks and a fireplace was the single piece of
entertainment. Empty whiskey bottles outlined the floor. There were no photos, no
memories, nothing to hint at who this man might have been.
Sitting on the only chair, the fisherman ate his day’s catch in silence. The clanging
of his tin knife and fork against his plate filled the shack. His meal looked bland and not
the least bit flavoursome, he chewed it with boredom. Standing to one side of his meal
was a half empty bottle of whisky. Lifting it to his lips, the potent spirit washed down the
fish. Soon, it was just washing down whisky.
A few hours later, now blind drunk, the fisherman swayed in his chair. His brain
was toasted, swimming in booze. For the first time that day he said something. It was a
tone filled with bitterness. “You stupid man… you stupid…” was all he said. Mumbling
away to himself, he lifted his hand to his head.
Pressing the cold metal circle of the end of a revolver to his temple, the fisherman
pulled the trigger. Crimson slid down the walls to the floor where the fisherman lay, head
wide open where his soul had escaped it.
Waking with a start, the fisherman was hit by a hangover that felt like someone
was pressing on his eyes. Lying on the floor, confused, he looked around at the early
morning light streaming through the windows of his shack. The revolver rested in a
lonely patch of sunlight, chamber open and empty, several bullets lying scattered around
it. Baffled by the fact he was alive, the fisherman realised he must have only been
dreaming. But it had felt so real. So… final.
After piecing together the clues of what had happened in his drunkenness, the
fisherman then realised why he had awoken so abruptly; there had been a knock at the
door. Rolling his head over to look underneath the door, the fisherman saw a pair of
finely polished shoes in the space a draft often blew in from. With his aching head, he
staggered to his feet and angrily headed over to the door. Flinging it open, he growled at
his guest before he even bothered to see who it was.
“What?” he grudgingly grumbled at a government official standing in a suit. The
official could not be living in a more different world if he tried; he was youthful, hair
neatly combed and gelled, moustache trimmed to perfection and his skin was as smooth
as the day he was born. His black and white attire had been tailor-made for him in a city
with bright lights. Reflections were visible in his shoes.
Taken aback by the abusive welcome he had received, the official was certainly not
impressed by the shack nor it’s occupant. The fish guts outside in the sun made it hard
for him not to be sick. He found everything about the fisherman completely vile. Despite
despising this wino, he mustered up a fake smile and an absurdly professional manner in
which he then spoke.
“Good morning, sir. I must apologise for waking you, but I can assure you that I
will be taking up no more than a few moments of your time”, he said. The fisherman
frowned at him, partly because of the bright sun and his hangover but mainly because he
loathed people in general. He glared in silence, hinting that the official should hurry up
and get his spiel over with.
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“I’m from the New Zealand Ministry of Health”, continued the official, “and it is
my duty to inform you that we’re placing a man with the sickness out on that island.” He
pointed over the dunes where the top of the small rocky island could be seen.
“The sickness?” asked the fisherman. “Yes, leprosy”, clarified the young upstart.
“Unfortunately, he’s a Chinaman, so placing him in a regular facility was simply out of the
question… for the good of the other patients, of course. The decision was made to
quarantine him out here. Now… as you’re the only resident in the area for some amount
of distance, we’re largely requesting your assistance.”
“I’m not going near any damn leper”, the fisherman said bluntly. At this, the
official smiled. “Well, of course not. We hardly expect you to. We’ll be erecting a line
with a pulley that will span the water to the island. Simply place uncooked food in a
bucket and send it over.”
“Uncooked?” queried the fisherman. “Gives him something to do”, answered the
official. The fisherman thought about this for a moment before shaking his head. “No,
not interested”, he rudely said before turning to head back inside his shack. The official
was quick, however, “We intend to pay you.” The door to the shack stopped being
closed, the fisherman’s interest being roused. “How long would the job last?” he asked.
“Just our luck, he’ll live longer than the few months he’s been given, costing us a
pretty penny and making you rather well off in the process”, the official heartlessly sold
the deal. Mulling this over in his head, the fisherman declined once again, realizing how
much he couldn’t stand this man before him. “Come to think of it, I have no use for
money”, he said.
Again, however, before he was able to close the door, the official proved why he
had landed such a job. “The smell of Scottish branded whisky on your breath would
suggest that you might have some use for money”, he said with a grin before patronizingly
adding, “sir.”
Knowing he was running low on the drink that he couldn’t wait to come home to,
the fisherman appeared to be beat, an annoying reality considering the age gap between
the two barterers. “All right, you bastard, you’ve got yourself a deal”, he conceded before
slamming his door closed.
Rolling his eyes at this decrepit fool’s manner, the official shouted through the
door. “At the end of each week, you can collect your money from the post office in
Westport. The leper will arrive in the next few days”, he informed the grumpy old man
before walking off.
As the official walked back to his horse drawn cart waiting by the side of the dusty
dirt road, he looked across at the island. Some of his men were building the pulley system
connecting the island to the mainland. A large post on the beach suspended a rope that
spanned the water and was attached to another large post on the island. On each post
was a small wheel with a handle. Turning the wheel fed the rope through the pulley and
quickly moved a metal bucket to and from the island. The official lit a match and inhaled
smoke from his pipe. “Job well done”, he thought to himself.
Out on the ocean again, the fisherman sat in his dingy, rod in hand, line in water.
The subtle rising and dropping of the water made his hangover fairly difficult to endure.
The sea was still largely flat, however, and the sun remained thick and sticky. He waited
for a fish to nibble and die.
While heaving his boat back through the sand of the beach, the fisherman noticed
the smell of smoke. Worried it might be his shack, he quickly turned around to check.
To his relief, this wasn’t where the burning smell was coming from. It was coming from
the island. On the small stony beach at the mouth of the cave, he saw a fire being stoked
by a figure he couldn’t make out, the leper. Smoke flittered upwards over the island.
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Gutting more fish while puffing on some slowly burning tobacco, the fisherman
tossed a snapper into some old newspaper next to his bucket at his feet. The fish covered
the news that Queen Victoria had just died, for which he felt no sympathy. Her funeral
procession looked grotesquely affluent. “Why so much fuss to put an old fat woman
underground?” he wondered to himself.
Wrapping the snapper in the newspaper, he took a final breath of his cigarette and
tossed it to the grass. Getting up from his stool, newspaper in hand, he slowly walked
over the sand dunes and towards the island. The sun was setting behind the rocky
outcrop and the stony beach was hidden in the shade. The fisherman could just see the
leper, still in no detail, as the flames on the beach kept him warm and faintly lit.
As the tide ebbed backwards, the fisherman walked along its edge towards the
post in the sand. He glanced over to the island and noticed that the leper had seen him.
The leper was walking towards his post and was eagerly awaiting his dinner’s arrival.
Placing the fishy newspaper bundle in the metal bucket, the fisherman began
turning the wheel and sending it over to the island. As the bucket travelled over the
water, the fisherman stared across the water at the leper. In all his days living in
nineteenth century Britain, he had surprisingly never seen anyone with leprosy before and
his imagination wildly envisaged something horrible and monstrous. All he could see was
a silhouette that politely waved ‘thank-you’ to him as the bucket arrived. The fisherman
waved back before heading up to his shack for the night.
Hours later and the fisherman lay on the floor of his shack. Another bottle of
whisky had been half emptied down his throat and his head was again drenched in
alcohol. There was no gun to tempt him but he was in just as much a pathetic state as he
had been a few nights earlier. Face down on the floorboards of his shack; he mumbled
incoherent regrets to himself.
As if in a never-ending daydream that leaped forward from one moment to the
next, the fisherman again found himself alone out at sea in his dingy. His constant
hangovers were getting to him, but the ocean’s soothing lack of memory helped him to
forget his miseries. He rocked with the motion of the water, waiting for fish. It was then
that he felt strangely like he was also waiting for something else, only he couldn’t put his
finger on it…
Later that day, with the sun beginning to hide before nightfall, the fisherman once
again slit the tummies of fish and tipped their guts in his bucket. For all his qualms about
the world, he most certainly enjoyed the cigarettes it made. He loved the taste of the
woody smoke, the feeling of silky fumes filling his lungs and the faint crackling sound
when inhaling. Taking one last beautiful puff, he threw his cigarette away before lumping
a fish into some more newspaper.
The fire glowed on the shadowy part of the island and the leper sat near its heat.
As the fisherman began to turn the wheel, the leper noticed that his dinner was
approaching and got to his feet. Standing at the base of his post, the leper waved ‘hello’
across the water. Still turning the wheel, the fisherman returned the wave.
Just then, taking them both by complete surprise, the rope spanning the water
snapped. The bucket fell into the ocean and sank, much to the fisherman’s annoyance.
“The government…” he grumbled as he shook his head. Figuring out what he would do,
he raised his index finger in the air, hoping the leper would understand that this meant
‘just a minute’ and not ‘look up there’. The leper waved back and the fisherman began
walking to his shack.
With his back to the island, the fisherman sat in his dingy. By his right foot was a
new parcel of fish in newspaper. By his left was a bundle of new rope. As he rowed to
the island, the rope bundle began to unravel off the side of the boat and into the water.
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He knew he could get the Ministry of Health to do the repair work on the line but
this was a good excuse to satisfy his curiosity. He wanted to see what the leper looked
like, this man he was feeding like a dog.
While rowing, the fisherman kept looking over his shoulder. The leper was
standing patiently on the pebbled beach. The island drew nearer and nearer and he began
to grow a little nervous about what he might see. Making it to within a few metres of the
island, the fisherman got his first real look at the leper. He could hardly believe his eyes.
The leper looked revolting. Sores, scabs and scars covered his gaunt frame.
Pieces of him, large chunks, were missing. One hand had no fingers, one leg had half a
foot, his ears were gone and an absent nose dented his face. His lips had been chewed
away. He had scraggly, filthy hair and his clothes were just as bad. He hadn’t shaved in
weeks, his skin too fragile to do so.
Taking all this in at once, the fisherman shook his head slightly and gathered
himself. “Hello”, he said cautiously. “Hello”, replied the leper in a deeply Mandarinaccented English. Reaching for the newspaper parcel, the fisherman tossed the leper’s
dinner at him. Despite missing many fingers, the leper was able to catch his food.
Angling his dingy towards the post in the beach, the fisherman began rowing
towards it. Beaching his dingy in the pebbles a good few metres from the leper, the
fisherman grabbed the end of the rope and set foot on the island for the first time in two
decades. Treading on the gritty beach, each footstep sinking an inch as he went, he
carried the rope towards the post.
Carefully standing on some rocks as he attempted to repair the line, the
fisherman’s foot slipped. Losing his balance, he fell backwards, violently striking the
rocks with his head. Falling into the water with a splash, a large ripple dislodged his dingy
from the sand. The fisherman blacked out.
Upon waking, the fisherman assumed he must be hungover again, his head in
splitting pain. It was one of those awakenings where one doesn’t open their eyes straight
away; they simply try to figure out what has happened to them first. Other senses other
than visual kicked in first.
What he was lying on felt too soft to be the floor of his shack. He must be on a
bed. But there was a smell too salty, he must be somewhere else entirely. It was quiet.
Only the faint sound of a fire crackling and some little waves lapping filled his ears. In his
mouth, all he could taste was blood and seawater.
Finally, his eyelids peeled back and sight kicked in to solve the puzzle. He was in
the cave. He was in the leper’s bed! The fisherman panicked, feeling the sickness all over
him. All his instincts urged him to get out. Much though he tried, however, it hurt his
head to move.
Closing his eyes to brace himself, the fisherman pushed through the pain and
rolled himself off the bed. Luckily for him, it was just a mattress resting on the cave floor,
which meant the fall was short but still incredibly painful. He winced loudly, which was
amplified further by the acoustics of the cave.
Glad to be out of the leper’s blankets, the old man rested on his back, his head
killing him. Looking up at the ceiling of the cave, the light soon dimmed dramatically, the
cave entrance being blocked. The fisherman heard the gentle scratch of a light footstep
being made and knew the leper was watching him. He couldn’t lift his head to face him.
More scratching noises were heard and the leper appeared in the fisherman’s
terrified view. The two men stared at each other in what was an unconventional way to
meet a person.

27

“Do you speak English?” asked the fisherman hopefully. “No”, the leper said in a
feeble voice. The leper then began to tap his head and repeated “you hit your head” in a
beautiful foreign language; one the fisherman right now resented the sound of.
Both came to understand that conversation was not going to be the way forward.
Leaving the cave briefly, the leper soon returned with a mug of water. He placed it by the
fisherman’s head. “Thank-you”, muttered the fisherman, a phrase the leper understood
and appreciated.
The fisherman was being taken good care of, unlike the leper. In treatment that
can only be described as cruel, he had been banished to this island purely under the cloak
of racism. There was a hospital capable of treating him only eight blocks down the road
from his home in Wellington.
Sixteen months ago, in a heartbreaking farewell, he had promised his twenty-three
year old wife that he would send money from a more prosperous land. After five years,
he assured he would return to see their son just turning six years old. Leaving his wife
while she was pregnant was one of the hardest things he had ever had to do.
After an unsuccessful time in the South Island mining for whoever needed a lowwaged digger, he moved to the capital and found work at a fruit sellers. It was while
handling these products that he happened to contract the disease. Why him and nobody
else had nothing to do with the shape of his eyes. The leper was kicked into the streets
where he survived on the kindness of strangers. The decision was soon made by political
departments and local authorities to send him into exile.
The leper exited the cave and the full light of the fire was let back inside to warm
the fisherman’s bones. He turned his head to the left of him to see a rudimentary shelf
with more books than in his shack. Under the shelf were a rusty pot, a mug and a knife.
Hauling his head over to his right side he saw a photograph in a frame.
Peering closer, he saw an image, grainy and torn. It was of a once handsome
looking Chinese man, perhaps in his thirties. Holding his hand was a young woman.
They were smiling. The fisherman assumed this was a snapshot of love and home.
Returning his head to face the cave ceiling, he sighed to himself. A throbbing
brain was something he was used to, waking in a disease-ridden cave was not. Sometime
while staring at the flickering firelight, the fisherman fell asleep.
The next time the fisherman woke, monochromatic moods of an overcast day
flooded the cave with grey light. The wind outside was blowing incredibly fast and a cool
draft was twirling inside the natural stone crypt. The waves were breaking on the beach.
Not feeling in as much pain as before, the fisherman then realised that he didn’t know
when ‘before’ was. Was it hours? Could it be days? Either way, he couldn’t ask.
For the first time, he suddenly became aware that there was something wrapped
around his head. It seemed the leper had bandaged him up. Sitting up without too much
pain, he was unsurprised to see that his clothes were stained in blood. Undoing the head
dressing, he gently felt the wound. It stung at the slightest contact. Rubbing his face with
his calloused hands, he got to his feet feeling fragile and dizzy.
Taking his first few steps unconfidently, he gradually proved to himself that he
could walk. Squinting to dim the glare as he walked outside, he felt the warmth of the fire
before he saw it. His eyes slowly grew comfortable and he saw the leper sitting on the
other side of the fire.
The leper was looking out across the water to the mainland, it was a beautiful
view; a long beach, tall trees, rolling hills and enormous mountains. He had come to
accept his fate and silently enjoyed his deaths vista.
As he looked across the landscape, which had brief moments of resembling home,
the leper thought of his wife and son. He hoped the birth had gone well and that the
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baby had survived the delicate weeks of true infancy. Imagining his wife caring for the
child made him smile, he knew she would be a wonderful mother. Longing to be by their
side, he wondered too if she had yet received the tragic word of his untimely death.
In the days following the decision to exile him, the leper had requested that the
government send a letter to his wife explaining that he had died in a mining accident. He
thought this better than tormenting her with the truth. For what lover could endure the
thought of them so close, being so far, alone in cold misery, being eaten alive?
The leper turned when he heard the fisherman sitting down by the caves entrance.
Through the flames, the two men gave each other a nod. The fisherman felt ill, sore, tired
and anemic. The leper felt the same. They both lived in pathetic bodies. One had an
incurable flesh eating disease and the other was badly injured and old.
Enjoying a gust of clean air rushing over him, the fisherman then heard the sound
of something wooden rocking in the breeze behind him. He turned to see one of his oars
resting against a rock, the handle in the sand. Thinking how lovely it would be to have a
cigarette and a strong whisky, the fisherman realised that he needed to get home. He
looked up and down the beach for his dingy. Unable to even spot the other oar, concerns
began to well up inside him.
The leper could see that his guest was unsettled, however, he couldn’t ask why.
The fisherman’s eyesight soon caught the leper’s and he let a question roll off his tongue.
“Where’s my boat?” he asked.
After just getting a blank stare in reply, the fisherman thought of a clearer way to
reiterate his request. The fisherman pointed to his one remaining oar. He then made a
rowing action and the leper understood. His expression promised unfortunate news.
Shaking his head, he waved his hand repeatedly out to sea and he looked to the fisherman
glumly. The fisherman’s face went pale.
With nobody knowing they were out there and with no boat to carry them to the
mainland, they were doomed. Before the fisherman panicked, however, he pointed to the
leper and then performed a swimming motion. This game of charades worked and the
leper understood. Unfortunately, the leper simply shook his head. For people who
couldn’t speak to each other, they were awfully effective at relaying bad news.
Looking across the water to the mainland, the fisherman calculated whether or not
he could make such a swim. The odds were not stacked in his favour. Rough water, low
energy, a crippling head wound and a ruined body all compounded into him concluding
that such an attempt would be suicide.
A cold chill suddenly frosted the fisherman’s ailing bones. A dreaded, harsh truth
was being made apparent. “I might die on this island.” He began to panic and breathed
heavily. Not being able to accept it, he shook his head in denial at the obvious. “No,
no…” he whispered to himself several times.
His hands clasped his head and he desperately tried to process what was
happening. “This is just a dream”, he thought frantically to himself. “You’ll wake up and
everything will be fine, like the other night”, he didn’t believe it for a second.
There was no way off this rock. The men sat in total silence, the fact that they
were good as dead sank in for the fisherman. The leper could only watch as the fisherman
was forced to come to terms with this. Dead men talk of nothing.
Waves hurled and curled. Winds rushed. Driftwood and seaweed washed up on
the beach. The tiny rock entombed the two men in a dreary daydream that was the end.
Hours had passed since the fateful revelation had become known and the afternoon was
fading into evening. The thick layer of clouds overhead meant that there would be an
early arrival of a starless night.
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Despite having no food, water, or escape, they at least had a few more days worth
of firewood, not that they would live long enough to burn it all.
Sitting on either side of the flames, the fisherman and the leper simply sat
demurely, doomed and knowing it. After a period of fear, panic and grief, grim
acceptance had finally calmed the fisherman. For the leper, being stranded was just an
acceleration of destiny. Inevitability had been wound forward.
As the fisherman watched wood being eaten by the flame, he considered how the
situation was really no different for him. He was old, he would need to die soon, why not
now? Considering the isolated life he had lived since his wife had passed, he couldn’t
understand why the thought of death was so horrible. Was this not what he had been
waiting for all along?
With these regrets and pains swimming through his head, the fisherman looked
over to the leper. Both men, although they couldn’t know it, wished they could reach out
to the other. They were the last people they were ever going to meet. The leper longed to
ask the fisherman about his life. He desperately wanted to know where the fisherman
spent his youth. He yearned to learn what work the fisherman had done as a young man.
Had he always drifted on the ocean?
Equally, the fisherman wanted to ask the leper questions of his past. What part of
China was he from? What brought him to New Zealand? What trades had he done
before contracting the sickness? He wanted to tell the leper that he had more books on
his shelf and wanted to ask if he had read them all. A joke or two would be nice.
They both wanted to know each other’s names but being so low on energy, such a
basic piece of information was too hard to attain. All these feeble men could muster was
silence, waiting for the air to leave their lungs. Darkness came early as expected.
By the morning, the fire was timid embers. A thin wisp of smoke trailed into the
air before being ripped apart by the wind. The leper was the first to wake. He realised
that they had both fallen asleep on the beach next to the slipping warmth of the fire.
Glancing over to the fisherman, who snored in the pebbles, the leper reached for more
wood to bring the fire back to life.
Lifting the small piece of wood was a challenge for the leper. He was so
incredibly weak that he could only just manage to place it on the dying flame. Stoking it
with a stick, the leper’s stomach grumbled. It was beginning the process of eating itself.
At some point while the leper revived the fire, the fisherman too awoke. Going
through the usual thought-gathering process that he did each time he sprung back to life,
the fisherman soon remembered that he was on his death bed.
The two men’s eyes connected and they nodded bleakly to each other. They
settled in for what could be their last day of life. At least it was sunny for them.
Lying on either sides of the fire, they watched the time vanish from in front of
them. “It’s only a matter of hours”, their hunger and thirst told them over and over.
Lying on the stony beach of this isolated rocky nothing, this final day blurred into the
night. One the leper would not survive.
Tired of waking up, the fisherman fell back into consciousness as his eyes opened
yet again. He had never known such hunger or thirst. Brain functions were limited and
body movements scarce. Tilting his head to its side, the fisherman caught his first glimpse
of his dead friend. After some shock, the fisherman slowly reached out and shut the
leper’s eyes forever.
Knowing that nobody would be able to return the favour, the fisherman decided it
would still be the decent thing to do to give the Chinaman a funeral. Slowly rising to his
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feet, head and horizon spinning, the fisherman knew he didn’t have the strength to dig a
grave. Like he had always desired for himself, he decided to give the leper a sea burial.
Bending down, he grabbed the leper’s ankles and began pulling him through the
gritty island sand to the water. It was an easier task than hauling his dingy up to the dunes
but his ruined body made it a frightful challenge. Eventually, the fisherman could feel the
cool water at his feet and soon it helped carry the leper’s body. Marching out to waist
deep, the fisherman held the leper afloat before pausing a moment.
“I’m sorry”, was all he could think to say, before adding, “rest in peace.” Pushing
the body a little further out to sea, it floated for a little while before sinking to the bottom.
Daylight ended and the fisherman couldn’t believe he was witnessing another
night. The fire had totally died; there was no point in keeping it lit. The fisherman wept
to himself as he stared up at the stars, knowing this was surely the last time he would see
them. This was his second day without water and he knew a healthy young man would
struggle to survive much more than that.
The fisherman cried himself to sleep under the stars. He cried for his wife, who
had died in childbirth. He cried for his life, which he wished had been taken too. He
regretted the Purgatory he had condemned himself to living since. Before sleep calmed
him, he agonized over the waste his last thirty years had been…
Unable to believe it, the fisherman woke again. He was still alive. Just.
His eyes were heavy. They took several seconds to fully see what was making the
noise that had awoken him. Even when they did notice something floating by the beach,
they still didn’t translate this very well to his brain.
It wasn’t until several seagulls flew overhead, squawking their lungs out that the
fisherman properly woke up. Gradually, he began to register his senses once more and
stared curiously at something bobbing by the rocks he had fallen onto three days ago.
The leper’s body had bloated and risen to the surface of the water. It took the
fisherman several seconds to comprehend how this had happened and what this meant
for him.
Then, as if struck by a bolt of lightning, he realised he had been given one final
chance to live. Standing to his feet faster than at any other point while being on this
island, the fisherman wasted no time.
He swayed as he walked slowly towards the sea. Entering the cold water again, he
wadded through it to get to the leper’s corpse. With some splashing, he eventually
managed to grab hold of the leper’s fingerless hand. Pulling the body towards him, he
dry-retched at the smell of this swollen, gaseous corpse. If there had been food in his gut,
it would’ve escaped.
Already horribly deformed, the underwater bloating had done some terrible things
to this once handsome face. The leper’s skin had gone a greenish colour, his tongue had
enlarged and was hanging out of his gaping mouth and his eyes had been squeezed slightly
out of their sockets - bulging from his face in a look of suspended, animated horror.
Taking deep breaths, the fisherman closed his eyes and rolled the leper facedown
in the water to give him some dignity back. The fisherman then hoisted his chest up
across the leper’s back and tested the buoyancy of his dead friend. It worked; the
fisherman could float on him.
With adrenaline flooding his veins, the fisherman knew he had an arduous task
ahead of him. Trying not to let his insides contort at the smell of his raft, the fisherman
began kicking.
The stench was nauseating and the distance was far. Steering the corpse to face
the mainland, the fisherman started the hardest sail of his entire life. He had never been
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so hungry, so thirsty, so weak, so sore and so disgusted. Kicking his feet and paddling
with his arms, he was thankful that the water was calm, giving him a chance to make it.
Every muscle in his body was being called upon to help him cross the sea. He
pushed his shattered frame to the absolute limits of itself, aching and cramping all over as
the mainland slowly drew nearer. Desperately exhausted, his heart nearly stalled several
times, his lungs burned constantly and his senses were blurred. He could no longer feel
his legs as they kicked behind him and the horizon went all out of focus and perspective.
He was sure he was dying. The only sense that cruelly seemed to be operating was
scent; the salty water did nothing to mask the toxic fumes of the leper’s body.
A rouge wave soon slammed into the fisherman, wiping him clean off his raft.
Tumbling him through the water, he grew disorientated and began to black out.
Somehow, his head reemerged from the sea and a huge gasp of air filled his lungs. Unable
to see where the leper’s body was, the fisherman began to flail and go under.
He sank and was certain he would never see daylight again. To his surprise,
however, he didn’t sink far. The soft carpet of sand was felt under his feet and he was
able to push himself back to the surface. Floundering towards the mainland a few more
feet, he was soon ecstatic.
He could stand with his neck just an inch in the air. Walking slowly through the
water, he began to rise higher and higher out of the ocean. In the shallows of the
mainland, he collapsed to his hands and knees.
Falling to his back, he lay in the tides edge, enjoying the feeling of it gently
washing over him. Looking up at the sky, he breathed heavily. Then, the fisherman
laughed hysterically and cheered in triumphant victory.
&
Miraculously, the fisherman survived his ordeal and never contracted the sickness
from his friend on the island. His stay had fortunately been too brief. In the days that
followed, the fisherman had recuperated in his shack.
He never found the leper’s body; assuming that it would’ve eventually lost it’s
buoyancy and sunk again.
With the Ministry of Health having seemingly forgotten about this ill foreigner
(the shoddy deal perhaps never even had a paper trail) the money for feeding him kept
rolling in, week after week. Months and months went by and still the cash flowed in
routinely. Payment, the fisherman thought, for being a decent man after all.
He enjoyed his final years in well funded luxury.
~
The End.
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The Fake Teeth
~

I

ntoxication is not inoculating.
At the time it occurs it may be, but by the time it has ended, the pain resumes as if
it never left. It’s not a long-term strategy, well, not a good one. It’s the role of a hangover
to remind one of this, if one were so inclined to forget. And like with most things in
nature, there are extremities on either end.
On the far left of the spectrum are the hangovers that make you feel like a rock
star getting head after closing Woodstock. You may feel a little sick, but in the Western
World, the most ad-vanced civilization of all time, there are a plethora of commercial and
illicit substances that can cure this self-induced illness.
On the far right, however, is where demons truly do exist. How can a hangover
be a window into something so evilly detrimental? Your eyes are heavy, your guts rot and
your brain explodes within the skull containing it. However bad the physical pain is,
though, it is always just a distraction from the real anguish at hand. The mental agony one
grinds through absorbs every cell in your body. Regret and guilt rip the fabric of your
soul. You feel violated. Any esteem you had amassed in life gushes out through cold
metal valves that seem to cover your entire body. They’re embedded up and down each
limb and they hurt. You try to pull them out but they’re welded to the inside of your
bones. You are left to simply endure your own uselessness. Often the only way out of
such a horrendous contempt of the self is to revert back to the cause.
&
There is more to becoming an adult than just living long enough to look like one.
Paul was middle-aged, low-waged and spiritually caged. His cheap clothes were worn
merely for warmth. There was no discernable style about this man, dressed, indeed alive,
only to function.
Somewhere in his forties, you could almost count each year on the creases in his
face. It was one of those faces where wrinkles looked more like scars, deep and painful in
appearance. It was easy to see he had had a hard life. What was not so easy to conclude
was whether it was given to him or if he had taken it. Perhaps it was both. Either way,
his soul was sore as a result.
Riding on a depressingly familiar bus, Paul was currently pushing the outer limits
of human endurance. He rested his head on the window, not because it was comfortable,
rather because the vibrations of the bus give him something to distract from the inner
torment of his hangover. There was a rhythm to the vibrating glass that soothed his
scattered emotions.
Even though his eyes were closed, in a failed attempt to imagine a time less awful,
he could tell that the lights on the bus were horrid. They were working fine; it’s just that
they were incredibly bright and soulless. “Why are there even any fucking lights? It’s
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seven fucking a.m. on a Sunday morning!” Paul thought to himself with a dark frown
inside and out. “How did this nightmare even begin?” he wondered.
It all started over thirty something hours ago…
Knocking off work early on Friday, where he drove a forklift for two fifths of
nothing, Paul stopped by the bottle store on the way home. Entering the comforting
warmth of the bitterly cold freezer, he picked up two-dozen of his favourite beers. The
quality of the brew was always second to the alcoholic percentage as far as he was
concerned - anything under five was a waste of time.
Leaving the freezer with his boxes under his arms, he headed towards the counter
and saw a cheap bottle of American whiskey for sale, the enticing brown juice of oblivion.
He knew he didn’t need it, but since when was ‘need’ a reality for any drug addict?
So eager was he to drown his head, Paul was even agitated by the ever-so-slight
slowness of the cashier as he purchased his drinks. On his keen journey home, Paul was
then annoyed to realise that he still had to make one more vital stop before heading to his
classless council flat. So, he diverted to a dairy to get some cigarettes.
Then, without further ado, he made it home and opened beer number one. After
nine more beers and eight smokes, Paul decided to head down to his local. He lost nearly
two hundred dollars on horses while downing seven pints from the bar. He stumbled
home, mentally and fiscally impoverished, before having a few sips of the hard stuff. The
whiskey sent him into a coma that lasted for around seven hours.
Waking up, feeling like absolute arse, Paul’s mouth was like sand and his head felt
as though someone had been steadily kicking it. He remembered being at the pub the
night before but nothing really after that. Pulling himself off the floor and onto his
shabby looking couch, Paul took a few deep breaths. He lay back and stared at the drab
ceiling, nausea pulsating through him.
Rubbing his nicotine stained hands over his face, he then looked over to the bottle
of whiskey. After opening the cap and getting a whiff off this potion, the rest of Paul’s
day was a black blur. He simply sank into more nothingness.
The next thing he remembered was a loud knocking on the door. Waking with a
start on the floor again, his head still submerged in alcohol, Paul somewhat pulled himself
together. Not being able to remember what had happened the previous day and night, the
only thing Paul could scrape off the inside walls of his memory was this must be a Sunday.
And that was a bad thing, a very bad thing.
It was only then that he realised he was missing something… his dentures.
Having taken terrible care of his teeth over the years, he had needed them all removed and
replaced. Doing his best to think where they could’ve been, he realised he had cuts on his
hands. He then remembered that he had vomited whilst on his hands and knees into a
gutter. “But where?” he begged his skeletal memory.
The only other person on the bus, other than Paul and the driver was James. He
was Paul’s bright-eyed five year old. Every second-Sunday, it was Paul’s job to look after
James for a few hours of parenting. And every second second-Sunday, Paul forgot.
Jane, James’ mother had dropped the excited child off at Paul’s flat little over half
an hour ago - which was normal. His drinking had been the reason Jane divorced him but
she still felt sorry for the man she once loved and continued to allow James to visit,
feeling it would be good for both father and son. Every fourteen days, he got twelve
hours with his boy, from six thirty to six thirty. It was an ungodly time on a Sunday
morning for an alcoholic to receive an energetic child, that vaguely looked like him, into
his home. It was the time the lawyers had agreed upon, hoping it may encourage Paul to
lay off the booze on a Saturday night. It worked, sometimes.
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As the sweaty smelling bus trundled by abandoned city streets, James tried to peer
out the window over his snoozing father. He was like a dog being taken for a walk and
wanted to sniff every tree. His father hardly ever took him out, usually just making him
watch television in the lounge of his flat. Today was special.
Upon arriving at his father’s flat, James had gotten comfortable on the couch,
expecting to be there for the rest of the day. After having a brief, muffled argument with
Jane, Paul had then closed the front door and turned back to his son. “Hey mate, want to
go for a bus ride?” he asked. At first, James was excited, then he noticed something about
his dad that made him frown. “Dad?” he asked cautiously, “Where did your teeth go?”
Where indeed? Paul honestly couldn’t remember, though he tried. He deduced
that at some point in the previous binge he had gone for a walk into the city. The clue for
this was a receipt in his pocket for a pint at a pub a good few hours walk away. It was
either before or after visiting this pub that Paul must have vomited somewhere, spilling
his false teeth out with the dinner they had chewed on hours earlier. There were specks of
vomit on his clothes and his mouth tasted acidic. All these hints told Paul that
somewhere on a city street, his teeth sat in a pile of grossness.
Having no money for anything other than alcohol, he couldn’t simply get a new
set of teeth. No, he needed to find them before he could show his face at work on
Monday. James’ lucky day. What kid didn’t enjoy a scavenger hunt for a piece of their
father who was literally falling apart?
Not getting the best view of the city rolling by, James tugged on his father’s
unflattering jacket. “Hey, dad?” he asked his dozing old man. Paul’s eyes squinted
through the brightness of the overhead lights to meet James’. He attempted to listen to
the enthusiastic question, “Dad, can I go sit at the back of the bus?” Not sharing the
excitement, he simply nodded his aching head and closed his eyes again. James dashed to
the back of the bus, looking out the large back window.
“I was sick last night and vomited up my teeth a gutter, I need you to help to find
them”, his father had lied to him before getting on the bus. If his dad needed his help,
James was all to keen to provide it. He scanned the gutters that drifted behind the bus
while his father rested.
It was possibly the most disgraceful act of his binge-drinking career thus far. It
may not have been as dangerous or illegal as the many times he had gotten behind the
wheel, and sure, he hadn’t been beaten up after starting a fight he could never win. But
the thought of entertaining his son by snooping around in gutters for false teeth in vomit
had surely created a new low.
The bus made its gushing brake noises as it pulled over to stop. Staggering off it,
Paul stepped onto the footpath of the deserted city street. Behind him, his son hopped
off the bus and folded his bus ticket before placing it in his pocket; a souvenir. Filling
their nostrils with diesel dust, the bus drove off, leaving the two standing there.
It was an industrial part of town; old brick buildings lined one side of the street
while an empty car park sat under a highway over-bridge on the other. It was the first
stretch of road Paul could think of that his teeth may be biting.
The sky was grey, the wind was cold and the city was desolate. James loved it; this
epic, mysterious part of town seemed huge to him and the chaotic wind and gloomy sky
made it feel like a storm was approaching. Mixed in with the excitement of a real life
treasure hunt and a day out with dad, this was fast becoming the best day ever.
Hair blowing in all directions, Paul looked up and down the gutter as he stood at
the bus stop. From what he could see, there were no teeth here. Luckily this was a street
that had parallel parking which meant he could see the gutters easily. He knew, however,
that there were plenty of streets to check which had angle parking, meaning cars would be
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covering the gutters and he would need to bend down to check under each and every one.
This was going to be one long day.
With James bouncing energetically around him, looking at all there was to be
looked at, Paul began crossing the street to check the other gutter. The road was
deserted, only rubbish and graffiti accompanied them. Glancing down the gutter, there
was no sign of his teeth, no easy way out of his mess.
“Where are we going now, dad?” James asked with anticipation. Paul had to stop
and think about this a moment. Where were they going?
“Ah… we’ll head down to the train station, check around there and then we’ll go
over to that place with all the tall buildings, you know the one?” he asked James, not really
caring about the answer. James nodded even though he didn’t know; he just wanted to
impress his dad.
Headache pounding, Paul then began their journey towards the train station.
Stepping in a shallow puddle along the way, Paul began leaving footprints on the footpath.
As James busily talked about television shows and his friends, none of which was taken in
by his father, he began taking big strides so that he would only step where his father’s
shoes were leaving their watermark.
Slumping to his knees, Paul placed his palms on the rough gravelly surface of a
road and lowered his head under the bonnet of a car. With his face next to the tyre, he
scanned the gutter underneath. Nothing.
With the stones on the road hurting his hands and the situation he was in
pummeling whatever pride he had left, Paul pushed himself back up. Lifting his head
over the hood of the vehicle, Paul could see James quickly checking under cars further up
the street. For every car Paul was managing to look underneath, his son would look under
four or five. James was doing most of the work, spurred on with the hope he would find
his dad’s teeth and therefore his affection - not that James knew this in such a way, he just
wanted to prove himself useful to his (useless) father.
Placing his hand on the car bonnet, Paul pushed himself up off the ground. So
far, they had checked only three of the near fifty or so streets his teeth could be on. He
wandered over to the next car and shamefully got to his knees again. Angling his head
low to the ground, he peered under. No luck. Repeating this degrading action until he
had run out of cars, Paul saw James heading back his way. He had not found them either.
Leaning up against a lamppost while James headed back to him, Paul thought how
fine a cigarette would be about now. Hoping he may have some forgotten ones in his
jacket, he searched his pockets in vein. For a moment, he thought his luck was on the up,
but it was just a lighter.
“Hey kiddo, we need to head to a diary”, he told James, who was playing the game
where you can’t step on the cracks in the footpath. At the mention of a diary, he looked
up to his dad with a slightly pained face. “Is that for breakfast?” he asked innocently.
This question made Paul feel like a scumbag. How could he forget to give his son
breakfast? “Sure thing, matey”, he said, swallowing the distain for himself.
Going to a diary was always a magical experience for James. Going with his father
was a treat he couldn’t believe. The aisles were filled with brightly coloured temptations.
Wandering around to the chocolate shelf, James dreamed of the day he would have as
much money as his father that he could easily afford any candy he wanted.
“Pack of twenties”, Paul said to the storeowner as he slid a twenty-dollar note
over the counter. The storeowner obliged and placed Paul’s cancer sticks on the counter.
“Is that all?” he asked Paul. For a second, Paul almost said yes, making him feel like a
doubly bad scumbag. “Ah, no…” he said as he remembered his hungry child. He quickly
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thought of the most nutritious food item that could be got from a corner store. “A mince
pie as well, thanks.”
Paying for their ‘breakfasts’, Paul turned to James as they exited the shop. “We
need to hurry here, buddy. Do you think you can eat and walk?” he asked his five year
old. Never one to let his dad down, James nodded vigorously as he quickly tore open the
thin plastic wrapper keeping his pie fresh.
Downwind from his father’s cigarette, James happily munched on his unorthodox
breakfast. Smoking and looking under car bonnets while James ate, Paul managed to
justify what he had provided for his sons most important meal of the day. “He’s lucky,
most kids with screwed up parents don’t even get that much”, he said to himself as sucked
in the glorious taste of the tobacco.
The cigarette, although feeling exquisite in his fingers and lungs, was not so easy
to justify exposing his son to. Not wanting to not smoke, he thought of a better solution.
As he thought of it, he realised that it was also probably going to speed things up for him.
“Hey James, mate”, Paul said to his son, “How about when we start a new street, you look
under the cars on the other side of the road? It’ll make it much quicker for us. Then we
can go home and watch those cartoons you were telling me about.”
Misconstruing this to think his father trusted him with such independence and the
he actually wanted to watch Brave Mice of the Attic, James happily accepted this proposal.
He had no idea he was being sent away, in truth, because his father preferred spending
time with a slowly burning ticket to lung cancer.
After bending under over a hundred cars, on only twelve possible streets, they had
made it to the business district part of the city. Glass towered high above them and in
twenty-four hours time this road would be awash with the upper echelon of society. Men
who wore silk ties down their chests, not vomit, would be striding proudly along. These
were men who inspired their children past the age where they could pick up on the
concept of what a real man was. “Dickheads”, Paul grumpily thought of them as.
Watching James dart round parked cars with his pie, Paul soaked in the sensations
of another cigarette. “Is it so much to ask, a guilt-free cigarette?” he asked himself.
Blowing smoke in frustration at the black underside of a car, Paul lifted his head
out of the gutter to take another puff. Walking towards another car to get below, Paul
thought about what would happen if he never found his teeth. He wouldn’t get fired
from his job, but his colleagues would certainly never let him live it down. They would
revel in the story; roll around in tears of laughter. And he would act as if it didn’t bother
him, he would tell the story like he was proud of his debauchery.
Running his tongue over his funny feeling gums, Paul dreaded the prospect of
remaining toothless. Unsuccessfully chain-smoking his stresses away, Paul looked under
car after car, never being so intimate with the gutter (well, except for perhaps the night
before). He found nothing and racked his brains to trying to remember where it had been
that he had keeled over and puked up his guts and teeth. Sighing to himself, Paul kept
going on his humiliating quest.
After checking another car he still found nothing, surprise-surprise. Finding this
degradation tedious, he reached into his pocket for another cigarette. Licking the tip of it
with the lighter’s flame, he breathed the refreshing smoke in. Paul then saw that James
had finished his pie and had searched his side of the street already. Paul had done a third
of his own side and shook his head at the reality that his five year old was carrying him.
Walking back towards his father for more instructions, James grew worried that he
wouldn’t find these teeth after all. “Sorry dad”, he said shaking his head, holding his
empty hands outwards. “I can’t see them anywhere.”
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Paul shook his head as he exhaled some beautifully deadly smoke out the side of
his mouth, so not to blow in James’ face. “That’s okay, mate, we’ll find them”, he said
while thinking of something to keep his son busy with. A cunning plan formulated in his
head, one that would afford him a moments rest. “Hey buddy, how would you like to
make two dollars?” he tempted James, whose eyes bulged. “Yeah!” he said, without so
much as a second’s hesitation.
Paul smiled to him and reached for his wallet as he spoke, “Well, I’ll give you two
bucks if you finish my side of the street for me.” “Okay!” said James enthusiastically.
Unzipping the bleak looking coin pocket in his wallet, Paul had to change the bargain a
bit. “How about I give you one dollar?” he asked, undercutting his own son. A little
disappointed at the reduced rate but still thinking it as easy money, James nodded his
head. “Sure.” “Give us your hand”, Paul said with a smile before placing the gold coin in
James’ hand. “Thank-you”, James said politely.
“Now, remember… a dollar is a lot of money for a kid your age”, Paul offered his
worldly wisdom. Truth was, a dollar was only a lot of money for an adult like him. “Yes,
dad”, James nodded. Paul patted his son on the shoulder before nodding to the gutter yet
to be examined. “Way you go”, he said. And away James busily went.
Watching his son do his dirty work, Paul then began to feel a little queasy, but not
for this reason. Only having a few hours sleep, he was incredibly tired and still a bit
drunk. He looked for a place to rest. A few paces down the street he found an expensive
corporate sculpture of some bizarre abstraction to sit on. Resting his head against the
steel frame of the overpaid artist’s creation, he closed his eyes and breathed smoke in
deeply, trying to mellow his head.
Opening his crusty feeling eyes, he saw a shop window that appeared to be
mocking him. In the display of a swanky men’s clothing store, named SHEEk, five
manikins were standing proudly. They were not the usual, headless plastic ones though
that styled the poorer fashions of society. These ones were made of jet-black stone with
chiseled faces, polished so perfectly that millionaires could see their own faces and could
easily imagine wearing the suit it displayed.
No reflection, however clear, could ever let Paul see his face in a fine suit. He
chuckled to himself that if he were ever to wear one, it would probably be going six feet
under with him.
At the sight of these manikins, these ‘ideal’ men, Paul then became sad. It
wouldn’t be too long before James realised he had a loser for a father. Right now he knew
the kid thought of him as Superman, but soon he would learn otherwise. Soon he would
wonder why his father didn’t wear the same clothes as other men. Soon he would wonder
why his father was always ‘sick’. He had been feeding James that excuse since the poor
boy was only two. He had been drinking for James’ entire life.
Just then, as Paul caught a glimpse of himself in the SHEEk window, he felt a
wave a vomit surging up through him. As his insides twisted and rung out the remaining
poison, Paul managed to lean over and not throw up on himself.
Sliding over his gums like river water over mossy stones, vomit flew out of Paul’s
mouth. As if someone was squishing his intestines, he painfully regurgitated his food. It
always amazed him how much it could hurt to be sick. A horrid combination of beer, pub
snacks and whiskey stung his throat as it plummeted onto the neatly paved ground below.
Eyes watering, he breathed heavily as this inner-bodily attack ended. Spitting
ungracefully some gross tasting saliva to the ground, Paul wiped his lips clean of vomit
with his jacket. There was already some vomit on it, why worry now?
Wanting to mask the bitter taste of chips and alcohol, Paul went to take a puff of
his smoke only to find he had dropped it in his puke. Screwing his face up at the idea of
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putting a smelly fag up to his lips, Paul reached into his pocket for a new one. He was
poor, but not that poor. Not yet, anyway.
Lighting what was already his seventh of the day, Paul let the nicotine absorb into
his gums. It was better to have a mouth like an ashtray than a mouth like a toilet.
Paul then came to realise that he had been sitting at the foot of this sculpture for
quite some time. He checked his watch, it was quarter past nine. At this, he got to his
feet; he needed to find his teeth soon otherwise regular citizens of this city would begin to
obstruct his searching. Not to mention make it more embarrassing.
Looking up, he couldn’t see James anywhere on street. His heart skipped a beat.
Growing fairly anxious, he briskly began walking down the road, checking between the
parked cars for his son. His breathing rapidly increased. “James?” he called out to empty
commercial sector, “James?”
Paul crossed the road and stood in the middle of an intersection, eying up other
streets and their gutters. Unable to see little hands or feet anywhere, panic began to sweat
all over Paul’s body. It was cold. This had happened so fast, Paul could barely
comprehend what was happening. He ran down the street. “James?” he yelled loudly,
“Where are you, mate?”
Spinning like a top in the centre of this intersection, Paul suddenly forgot that he
was hungover. Adrenaline was now pumping through him, like a junkie being given a hit
to revive them from an overdose. “James! James!” he howled.
There was only silence. Paul began running down street after street for a sight of
his boy. “James!” he shouted desperately. The gigantic skyscrapers offered no reply, they
just blocked his voice from travelling very far. They were dark buildings; the levels only
being occupied by floors too high to see or hear him. A security guard noticed him from
a bank’s foyer but didn’t leave his post. This world is full of crazy people and this one
didn’t seem that interesting.
Paul felt like he was in a movie, a surreal moment in a film. He was dizzy. Time
was standing still and flying by. Lights were getting brighter and darker. Paranoia and
dread consumed him. His eyeballs flew around wildly in search of his child.
Paul’s mind raced with awful possibilities as he pounded up and down the empty
streets calling his son’s name. What if he had been run over? What if he had looked
under a car, not realizing it was about to reverse? The driver wouldn’t see him. His little
head could be squashed on the concrete. Two splashes could be right next to each other;
his vomit and his son’s brains.
Thoughts spiraled into the worst fear he had even known. “James!” he called at
the top of his chimney-like old lungs. He regretted smoking as his legs were forced to
start slowing down. Puffed, he had only run by six or seven blocks. James could be
absolutely anywhere.
Heaving and wheezing, Paul slowed to a stop in the middle of a banking street.
Symbols of money stood everywhere, endless taunting. Leaning forward, he rested his
palms on his knees, pining for air. Regretting more than just cigarette smoking, he
lowered down to sit in the middle of the road, the centre white lines under him.
Initially blaming alcohol for his situation, he cried as acceptance of the real
problem smashed home; he was a selfish husband and father.
Huffing oxygen back painfully, guilt, terror and sadness collapsed inward in Paul’s
head. Sobbing into his yellow fingers, tears falling to the white paint below, Paul wept.
Everything was his fault. How could he forget this was a Sunday? Why didn’t he
remember to give him breakfast? When did he become so selfish that he could even
begin to contemplate ripping off his five year old to go and find false teeth in a vomit
drenched gutter, so that he could sit down and smoke cigarettes?
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Realising the obvious truth, Paul slowly reached for his phone. There was no
more time to waste wallowing in his head. Buttons bleeped as he searched for Jane’s
home number. Ringing it, he held the phone up to his ear. The droning electronic sound
repeated several times without being answered. It cut out before a recording of Jane’s
sweet voice was heard. “Hi, you have reached the Bickle residents. Neither Jane or James
are home right now, but please leave a message and we’ll get back to you shortly”, it said
before the beep was heard.
Hanging up, Paul then tried her mobile, his hands shaking. It too went to
voicemail. Listening to her voice again, Paul knew it was confession time. After the tone,
he began telling her everything. “Jane, it’s me…” he said while trying to hold in the tears.
Before he continued, however, the battery on his cellphone died. It didn’t make a sound
and Paul didn’t notice, carrying on to a dead phone. Finding the courage to say it, Paul
took a deep breath. “I lost James. I ah, I took him for a ride through the city… we went
to a diary and, um… after that I couldn’t find him. I’ve looked everywhere. He can’t
have gone far, but, he did”, Paul explained, some truth, some fiction.
“I’m so sorry”, he broke down into the phone, “I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know
where he is. I don’t know where… I don’t know where he could be.” Paul paused for a
moment while he tried to pull himself together. He braced himself for the real hard part,
“I fucked up, Jane. I fucked up real bad… and I don’t just mean today. I’ve been fucking
up forever… I’m so sorry, I’m gonna find James and I’m going to make it up to you. I’ll
do my best. From now on…”
After stopping to wipe his eyes and take a deep breath, Paul ended his message.
“I’ll call the cops now and see if they can help”, he said. Going to hang up, he noticed
that his phone had gone blank. How much of his message had she heard? It didn’t truly
matter. What mattered was that he had heard all of it.
Unable now to call the police, Paul had to stagger to his feet and continue his
search for his son. Stumbling down the centreline to another crossroads, James remained
nowhere to be seen. Paul willed himself onwards, checking all the streets in the business
district as the clock marched on. The thought of James alone in the city, or by now
perhaps somewhere else, made him ill. The kid would be crying, scared and confused.
Needing to stop again to regain his breath, Paul looked up at the incredibly tall
glass structures around him. He knew some people were probably looking down,
assuming he was a lunatic, some drunk homeless troublemaker. He didn’t care, hollering
out loudly, “James!”
Putting the dollar coin in his pocket as he walked down the street, James crouched
under the cars his father had paid him to. Looking back, he saw his dad smoking on the
weird looking statue. “There aren’t too many cars to check”, James thought to himself.
This was going to be an easy dollar.
Having wandered down the road, for a moment James thought he had found the
teeth, but alas it was just a dead blackbird in the gutter. It was while he was crouched
down, looking at the deceased bird with its beady eyes and open mouth, that James’ bus
ticket fell out of his pocket.
He saw it being blown under cars by a gentle draft of air. Feeling his pocket, he
realised that he hadn’t zipped it back up after putting the dollar in there. “Idiot!” he
muttered to himself as he got up and chased after his ticket. It blew down an alley way
and James followed.
Finally catching it as it stuck to a chain linked fence, James then came across the
unchallenged highlight of his day so far; an alley cat. With rugged black fur from ear to
tail, the cat sat on a brick ledge with lazy yellow eyes and watched James retrieve his ticket.
When it saw James looking, it meowed a short sharp “what?”
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Slowly walking closer to the cat, James reached out his hand to pat it. Glaring at
this large hand approaching it, the cat began to grumble slowly, a low toned warning
which was followed by a hiss. Never seeing a cat hiss before, James backed his hand
away. Neither him nor the cat moved. Gently, James tried again to stroke the soft fur of
this hard-living animal.
It hissed again as James’ hand drew too close, but still, neither of them moved.
Trying one last time, the cat cautiously allowed James to pat it on the head. The
disapproving murmurs subsided as James rubbed the cat’s back. It was skinny.
Scratching behind its ears, James smiled at its enjoyment. It looked to him with pleased
eyes and meowed again as if to say, “that’s the stuff, kid.” How long had it been since this
little creature had been touched so kindly?
Another gust of wind blew through the alley and a soft drink can rattled along the
ground. The noise was enough for the cat to be startled and it disappeared through a
crack in the brick.
James tried to call it back, “Kitty… here kitty.” It poked its nose out of the hole
in the bricks. “Come here, you stupid head”, James said softly to the cat as he rubbed his
thumb along his fingers. Sniffing the air, the cat stayed in the safety of its hole.
Sighing, James then thought of something. Looking around the alley for
something to use, he saw a plastic bag, picked it up and dashed to back to collect the dead
bird. He held the plastic bag and pinched on the feathery wing of the bird, slowly pulling
it towards him. Dragging it close enough, he then wrapped it in the bag and ran back to
the alley.
The cat watched on curiously as James placed the bird on the brick ledge. Its eyes
locked onto the meal. Gingerly, the cat emerged again from the crack. It sniffed the bird
for a second and then bit into it, picking it up in its mouth. Before darting back into the
hole, the cat gave James a look of gratitude and allowed for one last pat. James let its tail
slide through his fingers as it slipped away to enjoy its food.
Pleased with himself, James headed back out to finish his job. When he left the
alley, however, he couldn’t see his father anywhere. Looking over to the strange statue
thing, there was no sight of his dad. James checked the road before crossing it quickly.
Where was his dad? All he could see was a patch of smelly vomit. Looking around in
fear, James realised he was lost started to cry.
Strangely, however, his crying didn’t last for too long. Something had started to
distract him. Something in his mouth. As it became more curious to him, his whimpers
lessened and soon stopped. Pushing on it with his tongue, James started to feel his first
wriggly tooth getting looser and looser.
He kept pressing against the tooth with his tongue until it got really loose.
Reaching into his mouth, James started tugging on his front tooth, gradually freeing it
from his gum. With a final yank, it popped out.
James smiled to himself as he examined his tooth closely. He felt all the grooves,
the sharp bits and the smooth bits. Putting it in his pocket with his ticket and dollar
(which he then zipped back up) James then heard his name being called.
“James!” was what he could hear getting louder and louder. Running towards
where he thought his dad’s voice was coming from, James soon saw his father. “Hey,
dad!” wailed the little kid.
It was music to Paul’s ears. He spun around on the spot, not believing his eyes.
So often that day, it had been James running to greet his old man. This time it was Paul
who was running. Kneeling down by his son, he smothered him in the biggest hug he had
ever given someone.
Not used to his father being so open with emotions, James was a little confused by
this. Nonetheless, he was relieved he wasn’t lost anymore and put his tiny arms around
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his dad. “I found you, buddy, I found you”, Paul said through muffled tears of joy as he
regained his breath and senses. It was the most thankful for anything Paul had ever been
in his entire life.
Drying his eyes, he then moved back from the enormous embrace and held James’
arms as he checked him out. To Paul’s relief, James looked absolutely fine; it was Paul
who was the mess. James then smiled and showed off his missing tooth. “Look what
happened! Now we look the same!” he said excitedly.
Paul was a little concerned. “What happened? Did you knock into something?”
he worriedly asked. James shook his head, “No, it was the wriggly one I was telling you
about, remember?” Paul didn’t remember, he hadn’t been listening. “How was I ever
such a prick?” he thought to himself.
James saw his dad frowning. “It’s okay”, he said, “These aren’t my real teeth.
These are just the ones from when I was a baby. My real ones come when I’m a
grownup.”
Paul smiled at this. “Oh, now I remember!” he lied. He couldn’t believe he had
ignored his son’s words for so long. Were they always this magical? “How about we go
home?” he asked James. James screwed up his face, “But what about your teeth? Only I
can grow new ones”, he said. Paul couldn’t believe it - they were always magic.
He chuckled to himself. “I know, but I thought I was saving my money for
something else, I just remembered that I don’t need to buy that thing anymore”, he said.
“I’ll have enough for some new teeth”, he added.
For the innocent mind of a child, this was a good enough explanation. Taking his
son by the hand, they began walking home.
As they walked, James thought about his morning. He had never had such a good
one. It started with a quest and a bus ride, then a pie, followed by getting a dollar, feeding
an alley cat, and loosing his first tooth - which later turned into two more dollars from the
tooth fairy!
For reasons that slightly differed, it was also Paul’s greatest morning. He never
felt ‘sick’ again.
~
The End.
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The Angel of the 21 st Century
~

T

here is no question what the answer should be…
The pattern of a flowers life is witnessed in more than just the blossoming of a
garden scent. What has been called colonization is really just pollination.
One could imagine the earth as a rose; delicate, luscious, seductive and not
without its thorns. Like a rose, the planet too has seeds. Our world, with petals the size
of oceans has taken long to produce its heir. Its patience, however, has begun to bare
fruit and it is almost ready to showcase what it has made to the stars.
Grooming itself for eons with the fine teeth of time, the privilege of living out the
earth’s dreams would appear to have fallen into the hands of humans. The honour of
fluttering life across the meadow of emptiness has been offered to them. It awaits their
reply. The poor planet, she believes in a creature so infatuated with the idea of itself that
it risks ruining everything. An animal so small, it believes the universe isn’t big enough for
it to share with other prides. And herein lies the developing tragedy.
To have been selected by nature to receive this task, their ancestors were required
to pass endless tests. Now an impasse lies before them, the last potential chasm of their
kinds path. Of all the obstacles humans have had to overcome throughout history, this
final one should be the easiest, by far. It’s nothing complicated and shouldn’t take long.
It’s a simple decision; a mindset. The position of earth’s shepherd is humanities if it can
forgo the ego that would see it as earth’s king.
Evolution has given man the tools to make it’s own. Animal fears have been
faced and turned into knowledge. The hardest work has been done and the longest shots
have been won. Those who did this are now dead. Shall their descendants mock them by
wasting the ease they so painfully paid for? Will the money from children’s charities be
spent on cocaine and lingerie for cute girls? Will they blow it all?
The generations of this third millennium cannot hide under the veil of innocence
like those before them. The refuge of ignorance has been torn down and their children
will find them guilty of high treason if they persist in hiding in it. No more excuses can be
justified. Saying ‘yes’ will make the future a place of purpose, whilst saying ‘no’ will make
history a place that was worthless.
The seed or the virus, man? You species of self-fulfilling prophecies.
Ø
Like a shard of black glass cascading down dark water, an enormous ship
gracefully floated with ease atop the earth. Reaching over four hundred metres at its
longest tip, the USS Roosevelt was, by far, the largest manmade object to ever occupy
outer space. It glided around the planet below at over nineteen thousand miles an hour,
circling it in less than eighty minutes.
This grand clipper of the skies was of pure metallic white, elegant silver and classy
black. It shone brightly in daylight and in the shade of night a subtle golden warmth
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glowed from within. Two bridges (the Midwest and the Texas) spanned the duel sterns
(the California and the New York) giving the ship a Ħ shape. Huge solar panels extended
outwards from each stern, generating power whilst making the Roosevelt appear like a
giant, gleaming butterfly. It was the monarch of the sky.
Technology had never looked so powerful, so intricate and so gorgeous. The
interior was a five star hotel of exquisite furnishings imbedded with fluidic computing and
design. Busts of Washington, Jefferson and Lincoln lined the corridors. It was the first
space ship to ever have carpet. Electricity, structure and class had not met in such an
incredible fashion before. The Roosevelt was a shimmering stone skipping across the still
millpond of space.
Along the back, above the main docking station, an enormous crimson, white and
royal blue Star Spangled Banner was painted next to the Great Seal. The eagle’s wings
hovered over the fine granite letters along the bow:
USS ROOSEVELT
The United States government had assembled the ship in earth’s orbit over a fiftymonth period at a cost of three hundred billion dollars. Crewed entirely by American
astronauts, it was the proudest accomplishment of the American people to date, the jewel
in their richly encrusted scientific crown. It was the single most amazing engineering
achievement the world had ever seen, an incredible feat of human intellect. And money.
The Roosevelt was the biggest of the three permanently manned space stations in
earth’s orbit. The Chinese launched the first one in 2026, the Niao, and the European
Space Agency sent up the Caesar two years later. Combined, these two ships were smaller
than the International Space Station (which had been decommissioned the decade prior)
and could only hold up to twenty people each. Nonetheless, they provided a home in
space for science to return to.
The Americans were late to the game largely due to the Middle Eastern Wars of
the 2020’s, of which the Russians had tried to enflame for them from behind the scenes.
Failed revolutions and sustained resistance to the US’s presence in the Islamic world had
led to multiple civil wars breaking out across the region. Having teetered on the economic
verge in the decades following September 11, the younger generations of Americans,
empowered with the Internet, were growing tired of fighting for oil. By the late twenties,
the political climate was reaching the dizzying heights it had in the 1960’s.
In response to the worsening state of affairs in the Middle East, what would later
become known as the Energy Revolution began to occur in the US. It was a period of
radical changes in fuel and power consumption, electricity generation and the way
societies began to work as a result. It was against the backdrop of this huge civilizational
shift that the Roosevelt was realised.
The Russians were the most noticeable absentees from this new era in space
exploration. Under the guise of the Soviet Union in the previous century, they had
ushered in the space age, a gigantic scientific and evolutionary step for humans and the
earth to take. However, after unsuccessful attempts during the Middle Eastern Wars to
reassert its old Soviet-era power, Moscow’s status on the global stage had been humbled
indefinitely. Russia was forced to sit back and watch as its old foes, Europe, China and
the US, flew fast ahead.
In 2033, when the three ships docked together for the first time in spectacular
style, the Roosevelt dwarfed the other two. With economies working well, there was a
fragile peace and the floating laboratories in the sky gave people hope that the future
could indeed be bright. “What is rather beautiful”, one journalist noted, “is that all the
flags on the sides of these ships have stars on them.”
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On a clear night, the Roosevelt’s lights could be seen from the ground as it hurtled
around the world, pirouetting over ancient and modern cities below. In accordance with
the Outer Space Treaty of 1967, no weapons were located anywhere on the ship. It was
entirely dedicated to peace and soon became the world’s darling.
The fledging space tourism industry, which had only offered a limited experience
up until now, began to take off after the Roosevelt opened. There were nearly three
dockings a week from private spaceliners, each carrying affluent thrill seekers. With eight
guest rooms, a gym, a restaurant (Teddy’s), a bar (Frankie’s) and two viewing decks, for a
million dollars a night, the rich could sleep amongst the stars. Celebrities and moguls
could now propose to their lovers while kneeling above the earth. Despite the huge cost,
the cue for a room was incredibly long.
The vast majority of the ship, however, was devoted to scientific study and
research. Approximately sixty crewmembers were on board at any one time. Doing six
months shifts, the scientific community that formed on the Roosevelt was the first real
thriving space village. Hosting other astronauts and wealthy tourists from all over the
globe, the Roosevelt was the heart of the global space industry. The brightest beacon.
It was 2036 and America was firmly back on top of the world.
Ø
Amelia Oakley graduated from MIT University with a Ph.D. in astrophysics in
2024 and joined NASA the following year. She was only twenty-five, fiercely intelligent
and utterly devoted to her dream of visiting space. It had been her passion since the
tender age of four and she was on the path to realising it.
Rising through the ranks quickly during the construction of the Roosevelt, there
were malicious rumours among jealous colleagues that her seductive curves were to thank.
They weren’t true and those who spread them never made it far. Although attractive, Dr.
Oakley earned her place the honest way and in 2031 her dream became her reality.
By 2036 Amelia had married a music professor, Edward Black, and had become
the mother of three-year-old twins, Sally and Tom. At her wedding, the new Dr. Black
had joked about how her new name “suited an astronaut.”
Of all the people who would soon be able to experience flying above the earth,
Amelia was one who truly deserved it. As such, she appreciated it as much as a person
possibly could.
With extensive knowledge of history, anthropology, archeology, biology and
philosophy, other than being a genius, Amelia was deeply connected to the world below
her. She never crossed the Bearing Straight and didn’t think of the ice age humans
crossing into the Americas. Seeing the Egyptian deserts of sand and the Antarctic deserts
of ice within an hour always blew her away, connecting such lives as Tutankhamen and
Amundsen. Every passing of the Amazon was filled with fantasies of tribes, exotic
animals and early explorers sailing down the pulsating river. Travelling high above the
Silk Road summoned images of Arabian merchants, Persian armies and the mysteries of
the distant Orient. Caressing the vast Pacific Ocean never ceased to shock her perception
of this world. Her imagination was in a constant state of wonder and awe.
Then, whenever she caught a glimpse of the East Coast of the US, her thoughts
drifted back to her family and her husband driving their kids to school, having dinner, or
taking them out for ice creams. It truly was a wonderful relationship of much affection
that Amelia had with the earth.
She was an American, but first and foremost she considered herself a citizen of
the earth. It was her mother and she its daughter.
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Four months and five days into her second stint on the Roosevelt and Amelia was
nearing the end of an arduous mission outside the New York side of the ship. Flying at
tremendous speeds, in total stillness and silence, Amelia concentrated hard on the job at
hand. Spacewalking was like trying to perform surgery underwater, requiring immense
physical and mental endurance. Amelia drifted about the edges of the huge solar panels
powering the Roosevelt, replacing a part no larger than a coin. She had been outside the
ship for nearly three hours and twenty-two minutes, an exhausting length of time.
Tightening the last bolt of her tiresome task, Amelia and the Roosevelt were in the
shadow of the earth. The Atlantic Ocean was directly below her, the lights of Britain and
France illuminating the land hidden in the shade known as night. A thin rim of light
peaked over by the Artic as the ship sailed silently towards it. It was a jaw dropping sight,
one Amelia had to try not to be distracted by.
Inside the bulky spacesuit, all Amelia could hear was the sound of her own
breathing. Occasionally, after updating her progress to the commanders in the Roosevelt,
the transmissions to and from earth would echo in her helmet. Largely, however, it was
the repetitive inhaling and exhaling of her lungs that rung in her ears. Amelia found the
constant, rhythmic nature of her breathing helpful as it honed her attention to the
cumbersome job at hand.
There had been stressed voices rattling in Amelia’s helmet up until the final twist
of this last bolt. Relieved she had at last succeeded, Amelia made her last communication
to the Roosevelt. “E.V.A seven-eight-six complete, Black returning to dock four. Over”,
she said. “Black, this is Houston… we love you. Over”, said the static-radio voice in her
helmet, making Amelia smile. “Black, this is dock four, preparing you for re-entry. Well
done. Over”, another voice was heard in her ear.
Making sure all her tools were securely attached to their places on her suit, Amelia
turned to face the New York stern. Trailing the hundred or so metres to the stern was
Amelia’s tether, a strong fibred line connecting her to the Roosevelt. It was her lifeline.
On her back was a maneuvering device (the MMPE), a space jetpack. If her tether were
ever broken, this device would help her steer her way back to ship, the only thing
preventing her from drifting her into the nothing of her surroundings.
The part Amelia had been waiting for was about to begin. Since the start of her
mission, she couldn’t wait to be reeled in. As her tether began to pull her back to the ship,
she was able to simply enjoy being above the earth. Looking down at the planet, she
could see the city lights of Norway and Iceland. Her mind trailed back to the age of the
Vikings, sailing bravely into the bitter open waters before them. The moon was hovering
above the horizon over Siberia miles and miles away, a thin crescent of white cracking the
dark. The stars dotted the massive black canvas these two worlds rested on. The images
of this ballet of light and gravity was almost too profound for a human to witness. Amelia
couldn’t imagine how she would ever tell people of this experience. The scale was beyond
all comprehension.
Her moment of bliss and tranquility was pay off for thousands of hours of study,
training and sacrifice. Drifting over the Arctic Ocean, she saw the sun approaching over
the enormous black arch of the world. Ice below was glowing white and glistening. She
held her hand up to watch the rays shine through her fingers. It was magical.
Miles away, over the snowy woodlands of Canada, a softball sized speck of space
junk was speeding through space. It had been doing so for several decades and was now
headed straight for the Roosevelt. The trajectory was destiny. Gradually being pulled
back towards the New York docking bay, Amelia happened to watch the freak accident
take place before her eyes.
The bit of trash honed in on the Roosevelt’s path, the speeds of the two objects
were incredible and the chances were so unlikely. In the blink of an eye, like a blip that
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never happened, the junk flew right passed the Roosevelt. The ship was missed, but
something else had happened.
Scissors of the most improbable precision had snipped her tether in two. The two
sliced ends slowly drifted away from each other. For the second time in her life, her
umbilical cord had been cut, only, this time there was no mother to hold her tightly and
shower her with love. There was just infinite nothing.
The shock froze her like the North Pole below. For a second, she didn’t really
register the event as being real. The sight of herself drifting freely, completely separate
from everything, was so unnatural that her brain stalled.
Amelia’s training eventually kicked in and she began to regain her razor sharp
focus. Reaching down to the side of suit, she felt for the joystick that controlled her
MMPE. In an attempt to slow herself down, she pressed it forward. Nitrogen gushed out
from behind her back, halting her acceleration.
“Black to dock four!”, she said with a clear urgency in her voice, doing her best to
remain calm as she began steering towards the flashing green dock light in the distance.
“Black! What happened out there?” the coms operator on the Roosevelt asked with fear.
“I don’t know”, she said, her breathing echoing fast around her head, “I got cut
but I should be okay.” Before the Roosevelt could respond, worried voices from
Houston were heard. “Black, Houston requests your status! Over”, said the ruffled
scientist on the ground below. “Houston, I’m free falling… my line got cut. I’m using
the MMPE to get back. Over”, Amelia updated her bosses with a scared voice as she did
her best to arrive at the dock.
The chances of the first speck shredding the tether were incredibly low, but the
chances of the second speck hitting Amelia’s MMPE were even more unbelievable.
However, one must remind themselves of the rareness of the earth itself and the
possibilities that any of us are even here. Those chances are arguably lower. The perfect
distance from the star, the nurse-acting moon, the subtle slant of the seasons, the
absurdity of it. In a place as big as this one, seemingly anything can occur.
Bulleting towards Amelia over the Arctic Circle this second piece of space junk
was even smaller than the first. It was a tool from a fairly recent mission outside the
Caesar, someone accidentally letting it slip. As if seeking her out, it rushed through space,
the Roosevelt slowly getting bigger as it approached at a ferocious pace.
Slamming into the side of Amelia, the snippet of metal hit her with such a force
that it dislocated her from the path towards dock four. She was now in one of the most
precarious positions anybody had ever been in. She was drifting in the opposite direction
of the Roosevelt. And fast.
In the aftermath, Amelia tried her best to gather her senses. Her training hadn’t
covered what to do in the face of hideous chance. Her breathing was rapid and she
became light headed. Fear was encroaching in on her as she noticed what had happened.
At a high speed, she was departing her oasis in the void. The MMPE was no longer
working and her course was seeing her drift off into the stars. The gravity of the planet
below was unable to save her. She was fast being destined to become the first person ever
to be lost in space. “Houston!” she screamed.
“Talk to us! What’s happening up there?” was heard in her helmet. Panicking,
Amelia didn’t know what to say. She felt like she was falling down the side of a skyscraper
towards a pavement that would never arrive. Shock was preventing her from speaking.
Her heart was being gouged out by fear. “Talk to us, Black!” sounded around her head.
“I’ve been hit by something”, she managed as her heart sprinted. “I’m falling!”
“Can you make it to the ship?” asked the ground crew frantically. Amelia desperately tried
toggling the joystick, wanting nothing more than to see nitrogen shoot her towards her
island of safety. Nothing happened. “Black! Can you make it back to the ship?” repeated
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the voices by her ears. Amelia started to tremble in her suit as the obviousness of her fate
began to sink in. She had never been so afraid in all her life. “No.”
In the main control area of dock four, several astronauts watched Amelia drifting
away in the distance. She was so quickly become nothing more than a tiny dot. Their
tears floated as they looked out the window in disbelief. Their hands held their open
mouths, they held each other and they shook their heads. Little more than five minutes
ago they were celebrating the work of a space ace, now they were mourning her. The
news spread quickly through the Roosevelt and soon everyone aboard was watching
Amelia float away.
In the central control room at the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center in Houston,
all eyes were on Major John Miles, Mission Chief for the Roosevelt. The forty-year-old
ex-Air Force star had wide-ranging qualifications from physics to politics and was a man
of composure even in the face of descending tragedies. While the other NASA employees
watched him for orders, he closed his eyes. “Black, can you tell me how fast you think
you’re moving? How far from the ship are you at present?” he asked, doing his best to
save her life.
With a voice shaking and quivering, Amelia bravely did her best to help him, “I’m
possibly two hundred feet from the ship, moving at a slight degree away from the New
York side.” “What angle?” Miles asked quickly. Amelia took a while to figure this out.
“Come on, talk to me, Black”, Miles prompted her. “Ah… seventy degrees?” she
calculated quickly. “And how much oxygen left?” Miles asked with haste. Checking the
gauge on her suits sleeve, Amelia ominously replied, “seventy-one minutes.”
Frustrated at the bleak state of this situation, Miles looked to the crew around him,
“Figure out our options” he ordered, sending them into a flurry of calculations. “Hang in
there, Black, we’ll get you home”, Miles said into his microphone.
Ø
The corridors of the White House were still in the night. The decadent
chandeliers draped from the gold trimmed ceiling. They rested in darkness, the rich
mahoganies made even darker than usual. Soft coloured carpets patterned the floors and
photographs presented former presidents in their glory. Thick white paint coated the
ridges on the walls, meeting with cool marble at the floors. Grand pillars and archways
presented flowing flights of stairs, touched up with statues and framed oil paintings. This
is truly where the leader of the free world slept.
Down the silent halls, the feeling of being watched was real. Not a soul could get
within ten metres of the President and expect to live. Bodyguards were always watching.
President Greenwell was at the end of her second term. She was being hailed by
some as “the F.D.R of the 21st”, a compliment she routinely declined to accept. The
reason for such high praise was not only because she had become the first female
President, but due to her ending the Middle Eastern Wars that her predecessors had
handed her. Elected in 2028, the wars had dragged on for six years by the time she was
inaugurated. Her actions as Commander in Chief were vital to stopping them as early as
2029, a staggering achievement. Not only this, but Greenwell played a key role in bringing
about the Energy Revolution, helping it along with legislations ahead of their time.
Relations and trade with China had improved and the suppression of Russia had kept
America and her sister, Europe, relatively safe. The crowning achievement, of course, was
then the Roosevelt.
Behind the doors of the President’s bedroom, she slept peacefully with her
husband, the first ever First Gentleman. The bed sheets were the finest in the land; the
pillows and silence were lovely.
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Greenwell’s hair was white and her skin was wrinkled. Sleeping was a joy she
promised herself she would indulge in when her presidency ended. A furious election
campaign was currently underway for her replacement; a chaos Greenwell was pleased was
behind her. If she were totally honest, she would say she was tired. There were still a few
months, however, before she could pay to let her guard down. She still had the most
powerful nation in history to lead.
Greenwell woke when the phone beside her bed rang. She saw her husband
slowly smile to her, groggy but used to being awoken like this. Rolling over to answer the
phone, she held the finely crafted receiver to her ear.
“Yeah?” was all she needed to say, people knowing who they were speaking to.
With a growing frown, the President listened to the hurried voice of one of her advisors.
Rubbing her forehead, she sighed. “Meet me in my office in two minutes”, she instructed.
Placing the phone back on its ornate base, Greenwell turned to give her husband a kiss on
the check. “Love you”, was all she said as he offered a faint grin. Dragging herself out of
bed, she prepared herself to face yet more history altering decisions.
The Oval Office was not a room unaccustomed to drama. In fact, it would be
hard to find a place that had seen more, an epicentre of tension and pressure. In a fine
dressing gown, Greenwell burst into the brightly lit office, men and woman in formal
attire standing to attention as she entered. “Ladies and gentlemen”, Greenwell grumbled
as she sat in her chair behind the most powerful desk in the world, “Tell me what I need
to know.”
The advisor who was on the phone stepped forward. “The situation is a difficult
one, Mrs. President”, he said regretfully. “We have an astronaut lost in space. She was
repairing a solar panel outside the Roosevelt when she became disconnected.”
“How?” asked Greenwell briskly. “We’re still finding that out, ma’am”, the
advisor informed his leader. “From what we can gather, it was a series of incredibly
unfortunate events. No one person is to blame. But, we’re still doing all we can to
determine the exact cause.”
“Is she still alive?” Greenwell pressed on with urgency. “Yes, but with only an
hour of oxygen left, NASA can’t rescue her in time”, the advisor bracingly admitted. “We
have three options, ma’am, and we need you to pick one.”
Greenwell sighed at the prospect of what her options may be, “Please…”
“Option one, involves asking the Chinese for their help. We did the calculations and the
Europeans couldn’t make it even if they wanted to. The question of whether the Chinese
would help remains yours to ask. It would no doubt be a pricey request considering how
unlikely it is to work”, the advisor said glumly.
“Option two?” the President requested without delay. “We let her die and try
retrieving her body later”, the advisor offered nervously. Greenwell looked around the
people in the room in shock, unbelieving that this was such a hopeless situation. Their
faces offered apologies but nothing more. “Option three is… we do nothing at all. We
simply let her float away indefinitely”, the advisor said with sadness at the thought.
The room was silent; everyone watched the old wise woman in the chair behind
the desk of oak. She ran the options quickly through her mind, knowing time was of the
essence. Option one was a dangerous thought. What concessions would Washington
have to make in order for Beijing to help? The South China Sea remained a flashpoint, a
loss of some territory there for the US would be high on China’s list. And what would the
history books etch in if Greenwell was the woman who traded a sea for a citizen? What if,
especially, they never even found her?
Option two sounded expensive. Several hundred million dollars for a dead body
that, again, could possibly not be found was surely a political nightmare, a stain on the end
of a stellar career. Option three sounded morally disturbing. The thought of being the
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President who left a dead body in space for future generations to clean up seemed
revolting, almost haunting. None of these were good choices.
Greenwell knew she needed to try something. Looking to her secretaries, she
spoke firmly and calmly, “Get me the President of China.”
Ø
Within several minutes of the meeting in the Oval Office, NASA had held a press
conference to break the story to the press. Microphones with corporation’s logos hovered
excitedly by the NASA spokeswoman’s head as she revealed the shocking details the
President had heard only minutes beforehand. Cameras rolled and flashed, storing the
moment for history. “There remains a thread of hope to save Dr. Amelia Black”, the
spokeswoman announced amid the clicking, scrambling press. “Just moments ago,
President Greenwell spoke to Chinese President Jiang Zhao and requested the assistance
of the Niao, which is in a near enough vicinity to possibly locate and rescue Dr. Black.
The request was accepted, and as we speak, our friends aboard the Niao are doing their
best to return this woman to the earth.”
The actual conversation between Greenwell and Zhao had gone very differently
than presented to the media. The Chinese leader was a fierce opponent; smart, cunning,
and patient - all the qualities you don’t want in an enemy. Zhao had offered the assistance
of Niao, under the condition that America would withdraw three carriers from the AsiaPacific region - just as Greenwell had suspected he would. Greenwell turned this down,
not prepared to balance the geopolitical landscape for one citizen.
In a heated confrontation, one where politeness gave way to politics, Greenwell
had then offered Zhao some loosening of hard fought for trade regulations, policies that
hopefully wouldn’t affect more than a few industries over the next couple of years.
Knowing that all he had to do was order his spacecraft to be diverted without much
expectation of success, Zhao saw this as an overwhelming economic victory and accepted
to help his foe. Upon hanging up the phone, Greenwell sighed heavily. If Dr. Black
wasn’t found, her name could be dragged through the historical mud for this.
All over the world, the live NASA broadcast was shown on all kinds of media,
translated into all varieties of languages. The storm it generated was frenzied, despite
most Americans still being fast asleep at the time. Headlines of staggering sensationalism
adorned news outlets across the globe, from the obvious ones, such as, “Lost in Space” to
the morbidly creative “Woman Watches Earth Vanish”.
The event was big news in China. “Why should we help the Americans?” was a
consistently voiced agitation around the nation at the time. It soon became clear that
some hurried back-door dealings must have taken place.
On late night television in the United States, the American political commentators
were having a field day. “So the Niao is on its way to rescue her, my question is this”, one
thick-necked Republican pundit piped up, “What did Greenwell have to do to get Zhao to
help out? At what cost to our nation did the Chinese agree upon? Because I guarantee
you, there will be some. And for what? One citizen!” Little did he realise that the
concessions made were actually aligned with his political agenda.
“What I think most Americans will be relieved to know when they wake up”,
retorted a wishy-washy liberal trying to defend her President, “Is that Greenwell didn’t
just leave her to die, even if it meant swallowing her pride and asking Beijing for help.
That’s being a true patriot, not leaving a man behind. And in this case, it’s a woman,
which is perhaps why some Republicans aren’t so worried about saving her.” It was a
below-the-belt swipe and it trailed the arguments sideways into nonsensical, endless
debate about irrelevant past policies of either side.
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The arguing about China’s help soon gave way, however, to the disturbing reality
that was slowly dawning on humanities collective conscience. The true magnitude and
significance of this tragedy began to emerge, and as if Amelia was already dead, it began to
be voiced. “Would it be worth sending a shuttle up to collect a dead body?” “We can’t
have a human body, especially not an American body, slowly drifting away from the earth,
forever!” “We will never be able to rest if this body is never returned and it’s only going to
get harder and harder the longer we wait!” “If we don’t get her now, the generations to
come will be haunted by this disaster.” “There will never be closure, not even in a
thousand years, if we don’t return this woman to the earth.” “How can rescuing a dead
body be worth millions when we have people alive today starving to death?” “At the rate
that she’s reported to be leaving the earth, soon we’ll have to send people further than the
moon to get her back. That’s further than ever before.” It was a dizzying tirade of
opinions, theories, speculations and agendas.
“We’ve just received word from our correspondent in Houston”, one news anchor
soon said, “that the Niao is approaching the region where Dr. Black is suspected to be.”
Ø
There were only six crewmembers aboard the Niao, making it was a tense
situation in the control room. They knew the world was awaiting their verdict. The crew
didn’t care for the politics being trawled through on the ground below, some of them had
met Amelia and respected her as an equal scientist and space explorer. They desperately
wanted to recover her before her oxygen ran out, which was now just thirty minutes away
from happening.
Upon receiving their mission from the ground, the crew, lead by spaceflight
veteran Xing Liwei, had immediately begun altering their path to try intercepting their
fellow astronaut. They were now drifting somewhere over the Pacific, heading towards
Polynesia.
Only Liwei spoke as he steered the vessel towards where ground crew were
calculating Amelia would be. “Still no sight of her”, he muttered in Mandarin to his
headset. “Our figures place you within fifteen kilometres of the target”, was relayed to
him from the Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Centre.
Liwei shook his head at the impossibility of his mission. Not contemplating
giving up on his old friend, however, he and his crew remained vigilant. The growing
sadness on their faces was due to them slowly realising that the situation was hopeless.
Flying over the world’s largest ocean, they held their breath.
“Come in, Liwei”, was heard after twenty or so minutes of futile searching. “I
read you”, he answered with nervousness in his voice. “We regret to inform you that the
Niao has passed any possible location of the American, the mission is to be aborted.
Over”, the voice from Beijing fatefully said. Their mission failed. Amelia was dead.
She was simply too small an object in the incredibly vast realm of space to be
found. So helpless was the unraveling disaster, that Amelia never even saw the Niao. It
had missed her by several kilometres. The distressing news was quickly relayed to
Houston, the White House, the Roosevelt and then to Amelia herself.
Soon, the media were told. The arguing stopped for a moment and on the streets
of the earth, thousands of people set up vigils in the world’s major cities. In a tragic
display of humanity, people simply watched the skies in silence. Some people held
candles, some cried. It was mostly a somber, silent time on earth. For some reason,
people felt connected to Amelia. She was the first living creature to depart the earth and
never return. The term ‘Angel’, so it is said, was first coined before Amelia even died.
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The earth was gradually getting smaller and smaller before Amelia’s very eyes and
there was nothing she could do. Loosing sight of the Roosevelt some time ago, she was
now totally isolated. Communications with her ship were still just working and upon
informing her that the Niao had failed, the Roosevelt could hear Amelia crying. Sobbing
had never been heard across such a distance.
As Amelia began to drift back into the darkness of night over Patagonia, tears
floated around her helmet. She couldn’t wipe them from her fearful eyes. Looking down
at her air gauge, she saw that she had twenty minutes left to live. Twenty minutes,
followed by an eternity.
With communications starting to struggle with the range, Amelia knew it was time.
“Houston, this is Black… can you get my husband on the line?” she asked while
trembling with heartache and despair. “Of course”, was all she heard in response.
Edward Black had trouble sleeping, so he was awake when NASA knocked on the
door of his home. Angry that whoever was knocking would wake his kids; Edward had
put down his crossword and stormed to the door. The sight of two glum looking NASA
officials on his doorstep had swapped his anger for weakness.
Consoling him during the Niao’s attempt, the officials were forced to break the
news that his wife was as good as dead. Not wanting to tell the children, Edward let them
sleep as he was put through to his wife, falling away from him at incredible speed.
While sinking into the void, Amelia suddenly heard Edward’s voice through the
static. His soothing, familiar tones bounced around her helmet, making her heart break.
“Amelia?” he said through shaky tears. “Ed!” Amelia replied in paralyzing grief.
“Oh, sweetheart…” Ed wept from the planet below. “I love you so much.” “I
love you more”, Amelia cried. “I’m so sorry, I’m not coming home”, she added with a
pained face. “I know”, he said while trying to hold it together.
“Thank-you for everything you ever did for me, I’m going to miss you so much…
but you should know that I’m always going to be here. I really will be watching over you”,
she did her best to say.
“The kids are sleeping… they’re peaceful, honey”, he said, trying to make this less
painful for them both. “They’re so proud of you”, he added as the static began to
overtake him. Range was cutting out and Amelia didn’t have much time.
“I love you with all my heart, Ed. Kiss… kiss Sal and T for me. Hug them. Hug
them so tight and never let them go… tell them… tell them I’ll never stop loving them…
and if they look to the skies, that’s where I am”, Amelia whimpered through the ripping
sound of the airwaves.
“I love-”, Ed’s last transmission was cut short as communications failed. These
were the last words Amelia ever heard from her husband and planet.
Now, totally and utterly alone forever, Amelia began to scream. The tiny speck
wailed in misery and grief to nobody and nothing. The sight of her world slowly slipping
away from her began to drive her insane. Plummeting gradually into the infinite, Amelia
wore out her vocal chords with her terrified screaming.
The reflection of the earth on her visor only faintly masked the pure horror of the
face within the helmet. In total, eerie silence, this woman screamed after her slowly
disappearing planet. Noticing that she had ten minutes left to live, Amelia began to calm
down, exhausted from screaming. She began, eventually, to accept her demise.
It was while beginning to relax in the face of her death that Amelia began to think
of her life. She had been blessed with a kind, caring lover who provided for her and
shared with her two beautiful children. She had seen the Northern Lights from space, she
had consumed all the knowledge she could and she had enjoyed every possible moment.
It had been a privileged existence, one that was richer than billions of others combined.
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It was all about to end in a few moments, her oxygen levels down to just a few
more minutes. She closed her eyes and did her best to remain calm about her coming
death, knowing that there was no point in being frightened in these last precious
moments. Taking some of her last breaths, she looked at the earth. It was just like her,
passing through time amongst the black velvet of space.
As she slowly faded away from the world, something profound became clear to
her; everyone is fading away, even those on earth. One moment after the other, lives dim
slightly further from the world. We’re all drifting through time and space, waiting for the
oxygen to stop flowing in our lungs. We’re all slowly sailing through this thing to our end.
Amelia realised that all anyone can ever do in life, regardless of his or her
circumstance, is enjoy the pretty view of the world until they fade back into it. The
oceans; the majestic water gracing the earth and making it shine. The atmosphere; the
thin veil of light blue giving life to trillions of creatures. The moon; the infatuated servant
of mystery and white light. The sun; the king of it all. The stars; our distant relatives…
It was at this point Amelia felt like she had found inner peace. She had found a
place in her heart that made this no longer a tragedy but a privilege. This was the most
remarkable experience of her life. She felt like her incredible death was a thank-you to her
incredible life.
Ready to die, Amelia decided that she didn’t want to wait to suffocate and rot
away inside her suit. Reaching to her helmet, Amelia opened a latch calmly on either side
of her neck. With a final breath of air, she looked down on the world and lifted off her
helmet with a smile. As it floated away, the vacuum of space sucked all the oxygen out of
Amelia’s lungs and blood. Within ten seconds, she was dead.
Silently, she begun her journey to the stars. Her face would be beautiful forever.
~
To be continued…
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The Poppy
~

B

efore the war, 1910, London.
In an absurdly decadent room of Windsor Castle, with golden frames adorning
ornately, oil-soaked canvases, nine men pose on lavish carpet. Their posture is flirtatious,
evocative for the future, steeped in magnificence and myth. They stare stoically at the
camera capturing their glory.
They are all kings of Europe, the finest pieces on the worldwide chessboard.
Belgium, Britain, Bulgaria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Portugal and Spain.
They exude the notion that such a gathering is as significant as, say, planetary alignment.
Some have more power than others. All, however, have thick mustaches to prove their
manliness. Their boots are an exquisite jet-black, rising high to the knee. They don’t wear
crowns but they hold beautifully crafted swords - for show, of course. Medals are draped
on their chests, surely not attained by merit.
They are the last true royals of feudalism and this is the last of such a meeting in
history… only, they don’t know it at the time of the flash. Soon, though, they will play
their parts in plummeting the world into misery.
The British Empire will be at war with the German. They will move their pawns
into place and they will put many underground. Explosives will obliterate some and
others will have their lungs turned inside out with gasses. The kings will remain in their
palaces, breathing fire, while poor men inhale it. The kings will hang their decorative
blades away while the poor affix theirs, rusted in blood. The poor will not know that they
are not each other’s enemies; they will not know to sever the strings on their backs.
Instead, they will kill each other as demanded. Like machines.
War is the truest abomination.
&
Six years after that photograph was taken and meadows have been turned into
mud. Europe has fallen prey to easiness of evil. So far, millions lie dead and millions
more are to follow. The war has swelled to beyond the continent, forcing men from
opposite sides of the planet into death matches.
On the Western Front, it would seem that barbed wire has replaced tree roots. In
their twenties, Paddy and Jack were the perfect age to go to a war they did not understand.
Growing up in rural New Zealand hunting pests, they had learned to shoot from a young
age. Their abilities with a weapon had led to them becoming snipers for His Majesty.
Naïvely, they thought it’d be a bit like killing pests, they discovered it was like murdering
men on an industrious scale.
The night sky hanging over their heads allowed them to move safely, but they
could hardly see anything. Moonlight was dim and the air was still. A cold night, winter
was on the way in.
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The tiny spikes on the wires and the thick mud made it difficult to make any
progress. The gloopy brown earth probably had a mixture of blood from former friends
and foes. Silence was their priority. With it just getting dark an hour or so ago, they had
the whole night to make their way back to their frontlines. They were currently in noman’s-land, returning from a mission to take out a German officer. They had been
successful but they were not out of the woods yet. With a few kilometers to go, it was
going to be a long night.
Paddy had pulled the trigger earlier that night. He was the better shot, slightly
older, and more levelheaded. He was no longer bogged down by the ideals of youth.
Being on the frontlines for over eight months, he had killed fifty-one men - and had only
fired forty-eight bullets. He wept alone at the thought of going to Hell, for he knew he
surely must. He felt like a monster. If there was anyone who could forgive him, however,
it would be Christ. He wore a cross around his neck and thus far it had saved it. His Irish
heritage meant a great deal to him, so when he was enlisted to fight for the King of
England, he wasn’t overly pleased. Now, he’s pretty certain he’d shoot the damned
bastard right between the eyes. But such was the nature of Imperialism; gathering pawns
from anywhere and everywhere.
Survival for him had changed; he no longer just needed to live, he needed to
replace his soul - for what was the point of living without one? It had been shelled into
the ether some time ago. For the moment, though, he simply wanted to return to a
friendly trench.
Jack was of lower rank, so he trudged along in Paddy’s footsteps. He was newer
to the war, having only served in active duty for two months. He was a killer too,
claiming eleven lives so far, but the belief that he was doing the right thing was what
softened the moral dilemma for him. His fiery spirit had not been put out; rebellion was
still alive inside him.
Walking over odious corpses - now irrelevant as to what uniform they wore - the
two men made it to an abandoned trench. They quietly dropped down into it, unable to
hide the feeling that it was haunted in some way. It was totally deserted and by the look
of some human bones scattered around, it had been for sometime. ‘Forgotten, open-air,
mass grave’ would perhaps be a better description than ‘trench’.
“This will be a good path to take”, Paddy whispered to Jack. “From memory it
leads to that river that goes through that town. From there we’re almost back.”
Before Jack nodded in agreement, he realised just how long Paddy had to have
been doing this for. They stepped over skulls in helmets as they made their way down the
trench. There were a few bodies with flesh clinging to bone, yet to be eaten by the air.
The stench was, at times, so disgusting that Jack had to pause and suppress his gag reflex.
This had taken practice. When he first arrived it was impossible to do and he had ended
up swallowing his own vomit so not to appear weak in the eyes of his superiors.
Winding its way through the once lovely French countryside, the trench soon lead
them to the Oleo river. The simple sound of the water gliding over the ground was a
welcome reminder that the world still could sometimes, briefly, be beautiful.
As the men followed the water towards their refuge in the distance, sounds of
nearby conflicts soon rattled the stillness of the night. The horizon was aglow with
artillery being fired back and forth. The crackling of distant gunfire was an almost
comforting sound - “We’re not alone in this”, thought Paddy miserably to himself.
Mist had begun to settle on the town of Eleé by the time Paddy and Jack were
reaching its outskirts. It was a tiny town, very old from all accounts, and the Germans
had it securely under their thumb. Dancing around the perimeter at a safe distance was
Paddy’s plan. Keep low, disturb nobody, and get some rest.
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Eleé was very much asleep, or perhaps more accurately: in a coma. Everything
was going just fine for the two soldiers as they skirted around this sedated town, until…
As Jack followed behind Paddy, something far away caught his attention. It was a
noise, a faint sound from somewhere unseen. As Paddy led the way, Jack paused to focus
on the sound he swore he could hear. After a few extra steps, Paddy noticed Jack
remaining behind. Straight away, he saw the look of concentration in Jack’s eyes and
readied his rifle with alert concern. “What is it?” he hissed quietly at Jack.
“Can you hear that?” Jack asked with alarm in his voice. Paddy shook his head,
“No.” Jack kept listening intently, “It sounds like a… no…”
Paddy pointed his ear to the silence of the night. All he could hear was the faint
popping of far away gunfire and the ringing left in his hears from witnessing too many
explosions. Hearing nothing unusual, he shook his head, “It sounds like what?”
“It’s coming from that direction, sir”, Jack said as he pointed out to the fields of
Eleé. Paddy still didn’t understand, “What the Hell are you talking about? What do you
hear?” As Jack kept listening, he took a few steps in the direction of the noise. Furious at
this nonsense, Paddy whispered after him, “Private! Where do you think you’re going?”
Jack turned to his leader with a stern expression, “Sir, I think it might be a baby.”
This stumped Paddy for a moment. And in that moment, Jack headed off to find
the source of the noise. Paddy suddenly snapped back into it, “Private! If you don’t
come back here…”
He stopped his threat midway when Jack got too far away to hear it. Wanting to
yell at Jack - or better still, shoot him - he knew he couldn’t alert the nearby Germans, so
instead he decided to follow after him. “I’ll strangle this bastard”, he thought to himself
as he chased after him.
Jack crept low and fast through the sludge. The echoic sound that he could hear
began to emerge more clearly from the mist. Paddy faintly started to hear it as he
followed after his disobedient subordinate. It sounded ghostly, fading in and out of range,
a surreal cry from the middle of nowhere.
By the time Paddy had caught up with Jack, there was no doubt that there was a
baby crying out somewhere. “Jack! Come back here!” ordered Paddy with anger. Before
Jack could be reeled into line, however, he scurried over to a nearby blast crater. A large
bomb had landed here within the hour; a wayward shell, a rouge piece of devastation.
The heat of the blast was still emanating from the soil, making the mist thinner in
this specific patch of Hell. Through the clearer veil, Jack saw a destroyed automobile on
its side, thrown like a toy by the force of the bomb. A man lay dead, imbedded in the
glass of the windshield. A woman, presumably his wife, lay in two different places; her
upper body facedown in the crater and her legs tangled in the metal wreckage. A few feet
away from the vehicle lay a bundle of screaming blankets. By some freak miracle, an
infant had survived.
Astonished, Jack wasted no time in running to its aid, completely disregarding his
orders. Standing in fury, Paddy watched as Jack slung his rifle over his shoulder and bent
down by the baby’s side. Gently pulling the blankets back, Jack saw her tiny, adorable
face. Her little eyes were red and wet, her mouth wide and loud. His heart ached for her.
A small white bow was clipped to some thin brown hair; a defenseless little girl in the
vicious world of men. Amazingly, she didn’t have a single scratch on her smooth skin, the
blankets protecting her. Jack pulled a shard of glass out of the blankets, evidence she flew
through the windshield. It was too hard for Jack to know if she had any broken bones, all
he could do was carefully wrap her.
He picked her up and carried her past her dead parents back to where Paddy
stood enraged. The sight of the baby did little to soften Paddy’s anger.
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“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. “I’m sorry, sir.
I have a baby boy back home. I couldn’t ignore it”, he offered his excuse to which Paddy
said nothing. With cold eyes, Paddy did his job, “We can’t save it, we need to go.” Jack
could hardly believe his ears as he tried to comfort the child.
“We have to go?” he asked resentfully. “Where? To a damn trench?” Paddy’s
stance didn’t budge, “Put it down. Let’s get out of here.” Shaking his head, Jack stood
firm, “No.”
Paddy stepped forward into Jack’s face and pointed to the lit-up horizon, “We
aren’t taking a bloody baby though that!” He clenched his teeth and continued, “Unless
you want to die, put it down!” “I would rather die then leave her here”, said Jack with
conviction. “Do what you want to me, but I’m taking her with us.”
“Every damn Hun from here to Berlin will hear that crying!” hissed Paddy.
Thinking quickly to himself, Jack remembered something from a mission a few days
earlier, “Remember that old convent we passed? We can take her there; it’s not too far.”
For a moment, Paddy let himself consider this, “No, it’s too dangerous. We won’t
make it before sunrise and then we’ll be stranded.”
“Sir, I’m begging you, at least let me go”, pleaded Jack as he tried to sooth the
baby’s cries. The genuine humanity in his voice and eyes was too much for Paddy to
simply ignore. With a sigh, he considered his options. He could either let Jack wander off
into no-man’s-land on his own, or he could help him. Doing either was a direct and
serious violation of his orders. Then again, he could see there was no way of talking Jack
out of this. He would have to shoot him to stop him.
Lowering his rifle for the first time since Jack mentioned hearing the noise, Paddy
nodded reluctantly. “Go on, then. Take her.” Hesitating for a few seconds, Jack was
relieved, “Thank-you, sir.” Not wanting to waste any more time, he turned sharply and
began walking in the direction of the convent, doing his best to shush the child as he
went. He left Paddy standing there amongst the parents’ remains.
As he watched Jack walk away, the crying of the baby began to fade away again
and the ringing in his ears returned. A growing feeling of guilt weld up inside him as Jack
disappeared into the misty darkness. His conscience, which he was so sure had been
numbed into nothingness, was tugging at his heart. Looking around at the baby’s
shattered family, Paddy did something he was certain he would regret.
As he caught up to Jack and the baby in the watery haze, Paddy reached into a
pocket on his jacket and took out two sugar cubes wrapped in paper. He then took his
canteen off his hip and unscrewed the cap. Crushing the cubes in his hand, he tipped the
sugar into his water and put the cap back on. Swirling his canteen around, he whispered
out to Jack, “Hey, Jack! Slow down.” Jack, several feet ahead, was pleased to hear
Paddy’s voice. His relief also lay in Paddy having found his moral compass, or, at least
becoming aware of it.
“Give her some of this water and sugar, it might stop her crying”, Paddy said as he
handed Jack the canteen. The men stood still as Jack tried to give her the water. After
she began to taste the water, her crying subsided to a grizzle. It was like a magic potion.
Paddy thought how good it must have tasted for the poor child. In disbelief, Jack looked
to Paddy, “How did you do that?” “I’m a father too”, Paddy said with a faint smile.
When the baby had finished the water, Jack handed the canteen back to Paddy.
“The convent is this way”, he said as he held the baby close to him. While the baby
slowly calmed down, the men heaved their way through the wasteland.
Such was the nature of the area they were in, it only took twenty minutes of
marching for them to encounter a very serious problem. Using their scopes on their rifles
to scan the land ahead of them, they had discovered a nest of Germans in their path.
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Holding a strategic machine gun post, the Kiwi’s were out gunned and out manned.
While the baby grumbled in her blankets, Paddy and Jack took some time to think. “We
can go around it, we’ll just need to be quiet”, suggested Paddy as he looked to the noisy
infant with concern.
“Are you asking me to gag a baby?” asked Jack with a frown. “I’m saying we need
to be quiet”, repeated Paddy, “how you do that is up to you.” He cocked his rifle and
gave Jack a look of ‘you got us into this mess’. Leading the way, Paddy tread quietly
through the mud towards the nest. A slight ridge to the left offered them some protection
and hope of passing safely. They hurried over to it, Jack’s hand gently covering the baby’s
mouth. Huddling in the cover of the pile of dirt, Paddy leaned around the corner to
check if they were good to make a run for it.
About twenty metres away from them was a burnt out farmhouse and Paddy knew
that if they could make it to that, they’d be all right. He turned back to Jack and gave him
a nod. They kept low and made a dash for the farmhouse, keeping a watchful eye on any
enemy movement. Jack kept his hand carefully around the baby’s jaw, terrified he may
suffocate her. Luckily, she remained silent and the pair made it to the security of the
farmhouse.
Taking deep breaths, the men were certain they had made it. However, having
survived many a close call, Paddy was not surprised his luck had finally worn off. His gut
twisted at the sight of a German soldier heading their way. Paddy turned to Jack with
white fear in his eyes and he raised his hand to say ‘be still!’
Jack immediately knew what that look meant and he gently closed the baby’s
mouth with his hand. He could feel the air from her nostrils on the side of his fingers and
just like the gushing of the stream, he was reminded of how beautiful the world could be
when it wanted to. The flow of air was so gentle and so innocent.
It was still unclear what the German soldier was doing so close to them. He most
definitely hadn’t spotted them and he appeared to have no inclination that any trouble was
about. So, what was he doing? Their hearts raced faster and faster.
A second gushing sound was heard and Paddy and Jack’s answer was simple; he
was taking a piss. While the German wet the side of the ashy ruins, Paddy couldn’t help
but think how human a moment this was. They were all just men doing what men do,
how did things ever get so distorted? He knew it was an absurd time to think of an
absurd idea, he was a solider at war after all, but he simply couldn’t help it. His soul was
trying to come back to him.
The German finished and zipped his fly back up. As he walked back to the rest of
his unit, Paddy sneaked a look. He turned back to Jack and in a hush he said, “We’re
clear.” This lead to a simple mistake, Jack’s heart dropped a gear and his nerves mellowed
ever so slightly. He let his hand slip from the baby’s mouth and she let out a small
whimper.
Hearing her subtle noise, the German pivoted immediately on the spot and
prepared his rifle to shoot. “Who’s there?” he asked the ruins in a thick Bavarian dialect,
“I heard you.”
Paddy and Jack shot looks of panic to each other. Jack’s hand quickly covered the
baby’s mouth again. Everyone was terrified, including the German. He took some
ominous steps towards them. His hands shook as he attached his bayonet to the end of
his rifle. The long slender blade protruded far ahead of him as he walked towards the
men. As he got closer and closer to them, Paddy reached for his bayonet in its sheath.
Quietly, he pulled it out and clasped it firmly in his trembling hand. Remarkably, he
hadn’t used it before, it was the cleanest thing he had with him, and he was feeling
unrivaled nausea at the idea of killing someone at such close range.
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Both men held their breath as the German now stood mere feet from them. He
crept too close and caught sight of Jack. Before he could see there was a baby in his arms,
the German lunged his rifle at Jack, placing the bayonet between his ribs and tearing a
hole through his lung. Jack’s eyes widened in pain as he collapsed to the ground.
It was only then, when it was too late, that the German saw what his enemy was
carrying. He froze at the total unexpectedness of what he was seeing. Already too late to
save his comrade, Paddy finally made it to the German and grabbed him from behind. He
drove his knife into the German’s back as he held his mouth shut. Twisting and pressing
the blade, he minced the German’s insides. The blood flowed onto his hands; everything
was stained in the deep maroon.
The German’s body stopped functioning and as it went limp, Paddy let it rest in
peace on the ground. He then fell to his knees by Jack’s side.
Entering the last few minutes of his life, Jack had blood seeping through his teeth.
His remaining lung was failing and everything vital was shutting down. Convulsions were
ravaging his body and fear encircled his mind. He gargled on his own blood, but he
found the strength to say something final. “Get her safe, Paddy.”
Paddy, although used to seeing death, was still not immune to the shock of its
presence. Even as Jack was fading, Paddy saw his hands holding onto the baby firmly. It
was at the sight of this that he transcended into heartache. His body shook in a jolt of
sadness. His entire being felt “I will”, he pledged this to his dying friend. Gently, he
scooped the baby out from Jack’s protective arms and pulled the infant close to his chest.
Although Jack’s passing was imminent, it seemed intent on being slow and
arduous. Frustrated by the hopelessness and the pain, Jack used his last strength to ask a
favor of his superior, “Finish it.” It was all he could muster.
The request hit Paddy like a kick in the guts. At first, he looked to Jack with fear,
almost pleading him to take it back. But then, as Jack stared back at him, Paddy knew
what he had to do. “Paddy reached down to where his bayonet remained dug into the
Germans skin. As he tugged on it, he shivered at the feeling of metal slipping through
flesh. Shutting his eyes, he turned to face Jack for the last time. “Thank-you”, were Jack’s
last words on this earth. The last word he ever heard was “Goodbye.”
Somewhere, somehow, Paddy found the resolve. He completely suppressed his
spirit and stabbed his friend in the centre of the chest. Both men’s hearts broke. The
vibrancy of Jack’s eyes quickly diminished and he became eerily still, his suffering had
ended. With teary cheeks, Paddy ran his fingers over Jack’s eyes, closing them.
For a while, Paddy simply knelt in the dirt by the blackened wood. Of all the
terror he had been forced to have had burned into him, this was the worst. So low did he
sink that he almost died from nothing more than sadness itself. He fell down a long dark
hole that was cold and wet. He was disintegrating. It was at this point he wondered
whether he had been killed and just hadn’t noticed, for that was surely the only way to
explain how vacant he felt. It was as if he wasn’t real, it was as if nothing was real, it was
as if nothing mattered.
And then he remembered: there’s a baby. At this sudden thought he breathed in
air. He slowly felt his life again. Remembering he was a creature in a war, he opened his
eyes. Dragging his eyesight down to the baby, the look of her gentle face did something
to him. Her eyes were like tender gems. After seeing so many horrors, looking at a baby
captivated him. He realized in this moment that everything was completely meaningless;
war, missions, survival. The only thing that could give anything meaning, to anyone at any
point, was the sight of a child, whether it be your own or not. Children have instinctive
wonder about them. New life was the only real purpose of old life. Innocence was the
only reason guilt hung around. The beauty of the baby snapped him back into reality.
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Realizing the foolishness of staying still, Paddy staggered to his feet. Abandoning
the farmhouse and the bodies, he continued on his journey to the convent.
Dizziness was an understatement. Disorientated from everything he had ever
known, Paddy was going through a total and complete mental breakdown. With his rifle
slung around his back, his hands were wrapped tightly around the baby, keeping her close
to his chest. He didn’t know where he was running anymore, he didn’t even know who
he was. He was alive, he thought, and he had to remain so. He felt like a piece of meat
that seemingly couldn’t die, no matter how much danger he was put in. He didn’t want to
die but he didn’t want to remain in this shit. He simply wanted to have never existed in
the first place, arguably a worse feeling than seeking death.
Stepping over the decaying faces of dead men and boys, Paddy pressed on in what
he assumed was the right direction. Entering an open field, there were bodies littered
everywhere. The land was haunted by the echoing sound of the baby’s cries as Paddy
carried her.
As he placed his boots next to the mud surrounding the carcasses, he thought of
these peoples’ mothers. Where were they? What did they know of their rotting offspring?
Their girlfriends and wives, where were they? Did they know? He thought of his wife
and daughter. He wept at how he couldn’t remember their faces. There were fragments
of them he could see; their hands, their hair, he could vaguely hear the sounds of their
voices, but their faces had escaped him. He didn’t care any longer what happened to the
world, he just wanted to see their faces one more time.
Then, wrenching him out of this fleeting memory, to his horror, he stepped on the
side of some poor dead man’s face. He felt the jaw break and the teeth crack under his
heavy boot and nearly fell alongside the dead. The snapping sound reverberated through
him as he looked back to see the mangled face of the dead Frenchman who lay with his
legs twisted around the butchered remains of someone else. Paddy began to loose all
sense of direction; his head swirled with the insane. Panic began to sweep through him
like a wet wind. His breathing became faster and faster.
Marching onward through this wasteland of humanity, Paddy eventually came to a
small woodland area. There was a fraction of grass growing by a fallen tree. Barely in
control of his movements anymore, Paddy tripped on some Cthulhu-like barbed wire and
collapsed to the ground. In the split second before his body rubbed the dirt, Paddy rolled
to protect the baby from the fall.
Lying in the mud, a bundle in his arms, Paddy began to sob. Both he and the
baby wept. Two tortured souls alone in a world of bizarre hate.
As tears crisscrossed his dirty face, Paddy shuffled up to sit with his back against
the dead tree. Weeping like never before, he used his blood-covered hand to wipe tears
that had fallen on the baby’s head. He was once again captivated by the pure
gorgeousness of the child. Staring at her, her fragile lips, impossibly small nose, delicate
ears, his entire sense of reality dissolved. He fell away from the war entirely. How could
men forget what babies look like?
It was at this point that he realised something that broke his already decimated
heart. Sure, there were mothers who did not know their children were having their jaws
broken in filth, but then there was this child. Devastated parents at least got to spend the
years before the war with their children. This baby will never know her parents. She
would never know the name they gave her. Nobody would. She had none. No family.
Nothing. She simply… was.
“What’s your name, bub?” Paddy asked as he carefully cradled her, choked up.
“What’s your name?” Her eyes glistened in the dark. It was at this point that a gentle
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breeze past through. The air was cool and soothing as it graced their skin, another
reminder that beauty can persist.
The refreshing wind slid by causing Paddy to notice a small patch of poppy
flowers. Deep red. With his senses numbed, he reached out to touch them with his
fingertips. The petals were soft.
Plucking one out of the ruined ground, he held it in the baby’s reach. Her eyes
locked onto it. To his astonishment she stopped grizzling for the first time since Jack had
died. The stillness of the night returned. Relaxing ever so slightly, the exhausted bundle
gradually dozed off.
Wrapping her tightly, Paddy shuffled into a comfortable position. In this rare
moment of calm, he thought about what he needed to do. To the east, the sky was
gradually getting brighter. Dawn was close. In the chaos of his traumatizing night, he had
lost the sense of direction that had thus far kept him alive. He figured the safest solution
was to wait the day out and continue at nightfall. He would try finding the convent then.
The baby slept as he slipped the fragile poppy flower behind her ear. Paddy did
his best to stay awake…
Paddy’s favourite part of every single day was waking up. The reason for this was
the brief, fleeting moment of innocence that this allowed. For a fraction of a blink, he
truly didn’t remember he was in a war. Like a single breath of fresh air after a lifetime of
inhaling must, it was a blip of pure bliss. And then it was gone. As soon as he woke, he
thought about it and it vanished. Not until another haul of near death and killing would
this beautiful sip return. Nonetheless, it was savoured.
Lifting his eyelids to this thought, Paddy soon sank back into the grim nature of
his waking. The first thing his brain did was scream “the baby!” to him. He raised his
neck and looked down to her snoozing in his arms, the poppy still gracing the side of her
head. He was angry with himself for dozing off but was relieved to see that the exhausted
mite was all right.
He then realized what had awoken him. The booming sound of church bells was
echoing through the still lingering mist. The sky was an ominous grey, the air was cold, it
was clear rain was approaching. With visibility so poor, Paddy looked for the bells with
his ears. Turning his head to where he thought they were coming from, he concluded that
they must be close. Should he make a run for it? The mist was providing some cover, not
the same as the night, but perhaps enough. Could he survive a whole day hiding with the
baby? Her cries would surely alert the Hun.
Gently feeling her face with the back of his bloodied hand, he grew concerned at
how cold her soft cheeks were. A tint of blue was creeping onto her lips. He knew he
had to move.
Staggering to his feet as the church bells tolled, Paddy spun around, pleading with
himself not to walk in the wrong direction. The droning sound of the clanging bells
seemed to come from the south. As the wee baby began to wake and cry, he made the
bold move to trust his instincts.
Doing his best to hush the child as he wandered through the mist, the sound of
wartime worship dawned slightly nearer. Nervously, he climbed to the top of a sloppy,
muddy ridge where the air was clearer. Keeping low, he scanned the horizon. His heart
raced, he knew a bullet from a sniper like himself could enter his skull at any second. A
crying baby added to the target he already felt was imprinted on his forehead. Then,
between dead branches of trees once green, Paddy saw a spire far off in the distance.
Clambering back down to the safety of the low-lying mist, Paddy began to jog
towards the convent. The urgency in his steps was drawn from the ever-worsening
condition of the baby. “You survived this far, you can make it, little one”, he thought to
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himself as he ran by an abandoned German tank. Mangled and charred corpses were
littered in this human tip that lead to the Lord’s house.
Shells fired in the distance, almost as if echoing the bells. Lives being lost met
with souls being claimed. It was at this final stretch of his journey to the convent that
Paddy prayed to himself. “Dear God, I don’t care if you haven’t been watching over me,
or cease to, but please, please, protect me while I carry this baby.”
Whether by the grace of God or by luck of fortune, Paddy made it to the gates of
the convent. They were made of thick iron, black as the burnt bodies paving the path
towards them. Breathing heavily, Paddy tried to open them, but they were locked and had
large chains binding them shut. He then remembered hearing stories of soldiers raping
nuns and assumed this was the reason. The Germans claimed the Brits had done these
despicable acts and the Brits were adamant the Germans did them. The truth was
probably a mixture of both.
Yanking the iron bars, Paddy desperately tried to open them. The fear of more
sexual attacks had ensured these gates were sealed tight. It was impossible to scale them
too, large gothic spikes pointing to the sky atop them like knives. Quickly, Paddy
searched for another way in. He ironically hoped that an explosion had crumbled a
section of the stonewalls, enough for him to enter the convent courtyard. There was no
such luck.
Running back to the gates, Paddy was fast running out of ideas. Since the baby
was already making noise, he figured it couldn’t hurt further to shout out for help.
Preparing himself to be shot in the back of the head, he let out a cry. “Help! Help me!
Please! Please! HELP!”
With frantic eyes, he glanced the curtained windows of the old stone convent.
There appeared to be nobody inside. All the doors remained shut. Life was nowhere. All
hope fading quickly, he all but died inside. So far, so close, yet nothing.
Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw someone else’s. A whisper of peek was
made from behind the gates. One of the curtains had an inch of movement. And then,
almost before he saw it, it was gone. There was someone inside.
“HELP!” Paddy yelled at the top of his lungs, no longer caring if he died as a
result. He only hoped that upon his death the baby would be safe and these iron gates
would be replaced by pearly ones.
He saw it again, the hand of a woman faintly pulling back the curtain to see who
was shouting. At the sight of this, he held the baby up in the air, hoping the sight of
innocence could quell the fear of violence. The curtain fell back.
A moment later, several more eyes of women looked down upon Paddy and the
baby. They were frightened, was this a trick?
To his overwhelming relief, a few seconds passed and the door opened to the
courtyard. Timidly stepping outside, a nun quickly shut the large wooden door behind
her. Wincing at the booming sounds of nearby shells being fired and landing, she slowly
approached the gate.
“Thank-you, thank-you, sister”, Paddy said gratefully as she stopped a few metres
from the gate with terrified eyes. She kept glancing from Paddy to the baby in his arms.
Too scared to come any further, she looked over his shoulder to see if he was alone.
Unable to see anyone with him, she looked back to the convent to see several curtains
slightly peeled back with watching eyes.
“You are Britain?” she asked in broken English. Paddy shook his head. “No, I’m
not one of those bastards. I’m from New Zealand. New Zealand, far away,” he hinted to
the fern on his collar.
Able to see her white fear, Paddy spoke kindly, “I’m alone, there’s nobody with
me. I found her, I can’t keep her.” He held the baby out a few inches from his chest to
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suggest that the nun should take her. Taking a small step forward to look at the baby, the
nun stopped again, her eyes full of bad memories.
“Please, I won’t hurt you”, Paddy added with sincerity. He looked at the nun with
the most genuine humanity a man could muster. A connection was made and she
believed him.
The nun walked up to the gate and Paddy held the baby through the iron bars,
passing her through to sanctuary. As the nun took her from his hands, she held the baby
close to her in the way only women can. Rocking her so gently, the nun looked to Paddy
with a faint smile. “What is her name?” she asked him with gorgeous accented French.
Paddy thought to himself a moment. He thought back through the night of pure
Hell that had led him here. Then, with an equally faint smile he said, “Poppy.”
~
The End.
Dedicated to Patrick (Paddy) Johnston, my truly great-grandfather who survived the war and came home.
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The Exploding Tits and the Bacon-Flavoured Islam
~

E

xploding boobs and tasty faiths vaguely connect these tales of cosmic bullshit:

Alice’s older brother, Phil, died of an overdose six days ago. She had known
about his addiction to crystal meth for three years. She had just turned eighteen and he
was twenty-three the first time he had tried the drug. What made his overdose particularly
sad was that he had never even wanted to start using meth in the first place.
A friend of his had brought some weed from a dealer who was usually reliable.
However, one day the dealer ran out and to keep his customers satisfied he went to the
local Mongrel Mob gang and asked if they could supply him. They sold him some but
didn’t tell him it was laced with crystal; just enough to create a few addicts/customers. He
then sold this stuff to Phil and three months later he was a legit junkie.
The rapid transformation from promising student to scum of society was so
alarming that his family had him sent to a rehab centre. He would go back four times in
the next three years. The likelihood that he would reach his thirties was dwindling. It was
simply a matter of time.
Six days ago, his life and body had finally parted ways. A pathetic end to a
beautiful creature. The tragic moment wasn’t seen by anyone. No one said goodbye to
him. No one comforted him. Only the sky watched him die.
Phil was the coolest person Alice had ever known. He had a James Dean edge to
him; a humorous “fuck you” was in his blood. The hole his departure had left inside of
Alice was so enormous that she was overwhelmed by the horror that it may never be
filled. Breathing felt like drinking icy cold water. It hurt her heart to beat. Her tongue
ached as it rested behind her teeth. Her spine seemed broken. Her bones were rigid. She
felt like the skeleton she knew her brother was in the process of becoming.
Today was the day of the funeral. Not being able to handle the crowds of people
below in the lounge, Alice lay on her bed in her room. As her eyes soaked themselves,
they drifted from the ceiling to the wall next to her bed. On the other side of that wall
was Phil’s old room.
When they were younger, their beds sandwiched the wall and they would knock
messages to each other in their own version of Morse code. The covertness of their
operations was due to their parents’ bedroom being across the hallway from theirs and
meant that sneaking out to get snacks or to watch television required teamwork. “Dad”
was one knock. “Mum” was two knocks. “Both” was three knocks. “The coast is clear”
was four knocks. “I’m going to sleep now” was five knocks. That last one needed to be
invented after the infamous Christmas morning episode of 2001.
They were children then. Soon, they entered their teens. As Alice ran her hand
along the wall, she remembered when Phil started bringing girls over. She thought back
to how he had moved his bed away from the wall and how she cried that first night at not
being unable to knock to him. When she asked him why he moved the bed the next day,
he said, “You’ll understand one day, besides, you’re still my number one girl, ok?” This
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wasn’t much use to Alice at the time, but sure enough, about four years later when she
started bringing boys home and was using her bed for more than sleeping in, it all clicked.
Just like he said it would.
All these memories sailed through Alice’s head. She wasn’t sure if remembering
them was helping or of detriment. She wasn’t even sure if they were real, or if anything
was real anymore.
She wished, more than anything, that she could hear him knock just once more
from the other side of the wall. As she lay there, her thoughts drifted slowly to her
parents. The sounds of them crying were replaying in her ears like an endless echo of
pain. Seeing your parents in a state of inner turmoil is a horrendous experience; it feels
like your falling.
It was the nature of Phil’s death that made everything so much harder to deal
with. Alice had found herself vomiting and shaking. She didn’t sleep a wink that first
night and it took until the early hours of the next day before she got some exhausted rest.
The week had blurred into one strange, fragmented memory.
It was ten in the morning and the funeral wasn’t till eleven. This was going to be a
long day. It was at a church. This bothered Alice immensely as Phil wasn’t a Christian.
The decision to hold the funeral there wasn’t even really her parents’. They were too
inconsolable to organize anything, all they could muster was tears and so the job was
taken over by obnoxious aunties and uncles.
With their God-complexes and patronizing sympathy, it was enough to make
Alice sick. They hardly knew Phil. They didn’t know about the night he got high and told
Alice about what he’d like to see at his funeral. “All I want is for people to pick a sunny
day, sit in the grass and listen to music”, was how he wanted to be remembered. But
there was no way that was ever going to happen, not with these pseudo-spiritual relatives
lingering around, soaking in the drama. A ‘proper’ funeral was needed.
Just then, there was a knock on Alice’s bedroom door. It snapped her back to the
present, for the moment anyway. She didn’t say anything, whoever it was knew she was in
there and that they could come in. Her mother’s deeply saddened face appeared in the
doorway. “It’s time to go, sweetie”, she said with a lump in her throat. Alice looked to
her mother, both realizing that they’ve both been crying and nodded gently. Without
anything else to say, her mother shut the door.
Alice somehow had to find the strength to get through the day. She had been
asked to speak at the service and still hadn’t figured out what to say. It was really the last
thing she wanted to do. When she declined, her sweet-talking uncle, who she generally
considered to be fucked in the head, said something along the lines of “do it for Phil”.
The prick had successfully guilt tripped her into “saying a few words”. Saying a few
words? Alice couldn’t find the words. Her best friend had just died - now say something!
Walking down the stairs, Alice’s worst fears were gradually being realised. Hordes
of family who she barely knew were weeping. The mob of sob was decked out in black, a
sea of finely dressed grief preparing to head to a church service. Some people were eating
cakes her mother had baked. They had their hands cupped underneath so no crumbs
would land on the nice carpet. It’s weird what you notice when your senses are numb.
Simple human things make you hate the people doing them.
One woman, who Alice presumed to be a second cousin of some irrelevant
description, came up to Alice and gave her a kiss on the check. Alice had no time to pull
away, for she surely would have. All she could do was wipe the icing off her face that had
been planted there by this woman’s lips.
She stared blankly at this grotesque relative, draped in cheap jewellery as she
offered her ‘heartfelt’ condolences. The lack of any response from Alice made this
woman uncomfortable, so she slowly walked away to be upset somewhere else. Alice was
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relieved. She just wanted to get into the car, get into the church, get to the cemetery and
then get drunk.
Shuffling into their various vehicles, the motorcade of sadness begun its dreary
drive to the church. In the car she occupied, Alice was with her parents and some uncle
who was driving. She had met him a few times and was always reminded how much she
had grown each time. He was a decent man, she supposed, but everything and everyone
was tainted with cynicism. She loathed the fact this uncle was making small talk, telling
her father that this road they were on had been built in the seventies. What atrocious
nonsense to inform a grieving father of. “This is all making me want to kill myself”, Alice
ironically thought to herself.
Finally arriving at the temple of this particular Lord, Alice was the last out of the
car. Shuffling towards the church entrance, Alice caught the first sight of Phil in his
coffin. He was lying in the open casket, as if on display for those people who barely knew
him to help remind them of who they were actually saying farewell to.
What was even more disturbing was how all the ‘guests’ starred at Alice and her
parents as they entered the overbearing building. It was as if they were celebrities. People
like to slow down at car crashes.
Alice quickly found her seat in the church and kept her head down. She needed to
think of something to say, something that would touch and teach people. Looking
around for inspiration, all she saw were phonies in a fucked up circumstance. She
couldn’t see past it. “I worked with Phil for some pointless hours in some dumb shop”,
“I played some shitty sport with Phil for a day or two”, “I sat on the bus with him, well,
not with him, just on the bus he was on”, “I knew his father, or mother, or whatever, I
don’t know” - was all she could imagine them saying in their heads. Why were they even
here? The only reason she could think of was because it got them off their awful jobs for
a few measly hours.
The service began, the coffin was placed in front and the terrible hymns were
sung. An aging virgin stood at the front and spoke on Heaven and Hell’s behalf, selling
false hope to people all too willing to buy it. Alice kept her eyes on her shoes the entire
time, her tears raining on them at the surrealism of this tragic charade. Her heart broke a
million times over as her parents held each others hands and tried to speak. They spoke
of the little boy they loved, full of smiles, hope and promise. They mentioned his love for
curious things, his adoration of the obscure and his fascination for what others couldn’t
see. Their voices broke like teenagers, their throats seemed pained and in agony. They
couldn’t finish. Before they completely broke down, their words trailed into the
unspeakable sorrow-filled mumble that was expected of them. Their misery was met with
some morbid respect of “doing it for Phil.”
Then, just as Alice had almost forgotten what was happening, the eighty-year-old
celibate called her name. “Alice, Phil’s younger sister, has requested to say a few words”,
he said before sitting back down on his throne. Requested? My God. This was worse
than she thought.
As she stood slowly, she felt all the eyes of the church fall upon her already heavy
shoulders. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone as she walked to the altar. “Fuck,
what are you going to say?” she thought to herself as she placed one foot in front of the
other. She thought about what was really happening here. Here she was, the only person
in the room who really knew her brother, the only one who knew him when he needed
knowing the most. He hadn’t had a say in any of this; his memory was being painted in a
distortion she knew he would hate. It was up to her to fix this, even if it meant saying
something cruel, it had to be done.
Lifting her eyes for the first time as she walked, she noticed the fresco behind the
priest’s seat. It was an image of Christ, which made sense, but there was something
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terribly off about it. He was painted as a white man and he was pointing to his chest. Out
of his chest, an enormous love heart was protruding, surrounded by rays of light. And
that’s when it hit her. She knew what she was going to say.
At the lectern, she turned to face the gathered crowd of random voyeurs. “Do it
for Phil”, she said to herself. By this point, she didn’t care what the reaction would be to
her ‘speech’; she was now kind of excited to blow them all away with it. She was calm and
ready to make her brother proud.
“When I twelve I went through a stage of dotting my I’s with love hearts. I was a
stupid, cutesy little girl, you know? And, I thought it was cool. I thought I was cool.
Then, one day, Phil would’ve been around seventeen I suppose and he told me a fun fact.
He said ‘You know why love hearts are that shape, don’t you?’ and I said I didn’t. He told
me that the design of the love heart was to replicate the curves of a woman’s buttocks and
by inference, a woman’s breasts. Who knows if this is true? I was shocked, though; I
thought to myself ‘I can’t believe I’ve been spelling my name with butt cheeks!’ Phil had a
way of seeing things. It was something that made him fantastic. He saw through the
bullshit of the world. He saw through the crap pretending that we are all guilty of. And,
now here’s gone.”
She paused a moment as people watched her odd speech unfold, they couldn’t
take their eyes off this imminent train wreck. “He wasn’t a Christian. This whole funeral
is a complete farce. You want to ‘celebrate his life’? Well, then here’s the real celebration
of my dead brother; this is what he would have wanted said…” This was it.
“This shit isn’t real! This whole thing! This place, it’s a bizarre distortion of
yourselves! Jesus, if he even was real, was a brown dude, not white like all of you selfserving wankers. And he most certainly didn’t have tits exploding out of his chest like this
fucked up image behind me!”
The wave of horror that swept through the congregation was awesome. Their
faces contorted. It helped bring peace to both Alice and Phil. It was beautiful.
&
“Allah”, prayed the throngs of people as they bowed their heads to the ground.
There were over two hundred people in the mosque, an ancient temple in the backstreets
of Tehran. The air was thick and hot. The men and women were segregated from each
other. Most wore white. They were all deeply engaged in the moment, bowing in
mesmerizing unison.
Amidst the sea of people, Muhammad Al’hemesh knelt on his mat. With his
forehead gently touching the intricate designs his mother had sewn for him to pray on, the
thirty year old moved his lips as if he were worshiping the one true Lord. He wasn’t. He
was a homosexual atheist, more interested in Western art than the teachings of his
namesake. All his life, he had suppressed his natural desires under fear of Satan.
Married to a woman he cared for and thought was beautiful, but ultimately did not
love, he lived a lie. It had been incredibly difficult for him, but he had gotten his bride
pregnant. It hurt him that it wasn’t a child born in love, rather in fear of rousing
suspicion.
Although he knew he was gay from a relatively early age, he had remained a
Muslim for many years after. He simply knew of nothing else. Then, the Internet arrived.
A tool so powerful that the content he saw changed his outlook of life. Working in IT,
Muhammad was well trained enough to access content banned by the ruling regime.
Becoming an atheist had been one of the most freeing experiences of his life. Something
lifted off his shoulders, he felt like his eyes had been opened. No longer afraid of eternal
damnation, his repressed sexuality craved attention.
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He was a clever man and earned a good wage in the fragile society he was in.
With a small portion of the money that he had earned, he had done something sinfully
wonderful.
In one of the richer areas of the city, where privacy was more available and
trendiness dared briefly show its face, Muhammad had rented an upstairs apartment. In it,
Muhammad was able to be himself. There were images of Freddy Mercury, David Bowie
and Lou Reed hanging on the walls. There was a computer capable of accessing anything
and a music catalogue lasting several days. In the wardrobe were some women’s clothes.
Soft lace and smooth velvet. A few kinky leathery items also hung inside. Dildos and
condoms, extremely hard items to come by, rested on shelves and in draws. He did some
nasty things to get them. If the landlord, the government, or a religious zealot ever found
this place, the punishment would be a swift and forgotten execution.
As Muhammad mumbled the words of prayer he had learnt off by heart, he lifted
his head with the others for a few moments. Although he didn’t believe, he liked the idea
of prayer. It was a soothing, reflective and meditative time. As they all bowed down
again, he thought back to his last and only lover.
Karam was a slightly younger man with a striking face. They made passionate love
in the apartment on the few occasions it was safe to meet. Muhammad’s wife surely knew
something was up, however, she probably assumed it was an affair with another woman.
Knowing her place, she kept quiet. Sadly, however, it all ended brutally on one horrible
afternoon during Ramadan.
While walking home, a group of men, some of whom were currently praying in
the mosque with Muhammad, attacked Karam. After bashing his face in, they ripped his
pants off. With industrial glue, they sealed his rectum before forcing large amounts of
laxatives down his throat. His gut ruptured and he died an exceptionally painful and
degrading death. The men left his body in the street, apparently deducing that he was gay
because of his unusual haircut.
Muhammad was distraught when he discovered what had happened. There was
little he could do to get justice and he had no choice but to try and pretend nothing had
ever happened. He had to go to work and pick up his children from school as normal.
The sickening murder had taken place over a year ago and Muhammad hadn’t been able
to move on since.
Lifting his head again in false worship, he sighed to himself. Although what had
happened to Karam made him ache inside, he had found other guilty pleasures to distract
him from the grief. One of those things was just as forbidden as homosexuality and
Muhammad loved it. In fact, as he bowed down again, he decided to meet his supplier
after prayer.
In the woman’s section of the mosque, a woman was focused on every word she
was whispering to herself. There was no doubt in Alfrizi’s mind that Allah was with her.
Every single cell in her body desired to please Him; her soul was a finely sharpened blade.
Alfrizi was arguably the most devoted member in the mosque. She was a radical
believer who dreamed of the day that Islam covered the entire globe and she was
determined to do her part to help. Giving her life would be the least she could do to
please. Associating with some other people with extreme views, Alfrizi’s desire to prove
herself in the eyes of God had grown. The decision to detonate a suicide bomb in an
uptown café had been in motion for some weeks now. Alfrizi could hardly contain her
excitement as the day had finally arrived.
Café Jazz, a swanky coffee shop that played American, British and French music,
had been a growing pest for certain fundamentalists. There were rumours that men
occasionally dated there, sometimes holding hands under the tables and it simply had to
come to an end.
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As the throngs of people ushered out of the mosque and into the hot streets of
Tehran, Muhammad made his way towards the centre of town on foot, putting on an
expensive pair of shades as he went. As he walked by street vendors and food markets, he
took his cellphone out and composed a message:
“Meet at the café?”
was all it said. A few minutes later, a reply came through:
“Yeah.”
Café Jazz was a lively place. Culture hinted here. The gushing sound of the coffee
machines filled the buzzing atmosphere. Music from New Orleans and New York
pumped through speakers, making people talk and gesture loudly. Smoke from shisha
pipes hovered low, people’s pursed lips making the water bubble. Well-dressed youths
chatted, read newspapers and discussed things such as celebrity, art and fashion.
The staff were all fairly cosmopolitan looking, bravely risking potential danger. It
was a hip place to be, the kind of place Muhammad could get what he needed. Buying a
glass of coke, he sat down by the front open window and looked across the outside tables
at the cute guys drinking their espressos. Their hair was slicker than most, they wore
designer sunglasses, t-shirts just a little too small and jeans a little on the revealing side.
They sucked on the shisha. “Excellent view”, Muhammad thought to himself.
While he waited for his hook up to arrive, Muhammad enjoyed the sugary
American beverage. Freedom tasted refreshing he thought, as it tickled his throat. In the
hostile political climate, he kept quiet on matters that were controversial. Smart men play
by the rules. On the inside, however, he liked the idea of America. It had always had a
good flavour about it.
A few more minutes passed with no sight of the dealer. The coke was finished
and the hot sun had melted the ice in the glass. Where was he?
Apart from the men to look at, boredom began to set in. Just then, Muhammad’s
attention was soon caught by the sight of news crew walking past the café. Most of the
men noticed the young woman, a striking Danish reporter. She was dressed appropriately
for the tastes of the Islamic Republic, but under her headscarf, the men could see her
flowing blonde hair. She had makeup on and a skirt that would tempt the Devil himself.
She was hot.
However, it wasn’t the reporter that Muhammad noticed. It was the cameraman
with his bulky equipment on his shoulders. He was a strong, burly man with a hard face
and rugged beard. “Like a conquering Viking… he could conquer me”, Muhammad
joked to himself. His arms were huge. As he walked past, Muhammad stole a quick look
of his butt. He wanted to bite it.
It wasn’t too long after the Danish crew walked by that the man Muhammad was
waiting for parked a scooter across the road in a shady alley way. Ibrahim was a guy who
could get you stuff. He was in his late teens and had spent most his life drifting from
criminal relative to criminal relative. But he was smart and turned these undesirable
associations into useful connections. Ibrahim was now one of the best suppliers in all of
Tehran.
Looking across the street towards Café Jazz, he saw Muhammad by the window.
Flicking a switch, he blinked the lights of his scooter a couple of times. Muhammad’s
attention was caught and he left his table.
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Ibrahim and Muhammad shook hands with smiles. “It’s good to see you, my
brother”, Ibrahim said with a devilish grin. “Always a pleasure”, replied Muhammad with
a touch of street cred. Not wasting any time, Ibrahim took his backpack off and unzipped
it. He reached inside, “Just the usual, my man?” he asked casually. “If that’s not a
problem?” requested Muhammad in return. Ibrahim pulled out a small package wrapped
in newspaper and handed it to Muhammad who quickly wrapped it in his jacket.
Muhammad then dug into his pocket and pulled out some cash. Ibrahim slipped
it into his backpack and was back on his bike in no time. Kick starting it, he turned to
Muhammad and lifted his helmet’s visor up. “If you’re interested, I’m getting some good
stuff in about two weeks”, he enticed. “What kind of stuff?” Muhammad queried. At
this, Ibrahim simply grinned and gave him a wink, “Top grade. You’ll see, brother.” And
with that, he returned to the bustling traffic with a whir.
Excited to finally have what he wanted, Muhammad was trying to decide if he
should have one more drink at the café, in order to avoid looking suspicious, or if he
should head straight to his apartment just a few blocks down.
About to go back to the café, he suddenly changed his mind. He was too eager to
get his package home and open it. As he walked the other way down the street, he passed
Alfrizi making her way to the café. She had the glint of martyrdom in her eye. Wearing a
burka, she had enough explosives strapped to her torso to kill all of the people in the café.
In the elevator going up to the tenth floor of his nearby apartment building, Muhammad
hummed the tune to Killer Queen.
The elevator doors opened up to the air-conditioned floor. The floor was marble
and had long rugs to walk on in silence. If only his wife could see this place, she’d love it.
He certainly felt a twinge of guilt about spending a large portion of his money on himself
instead of his family. Muhammad was a good man.
Sliding a brass key into the lock of Apartment 69, Muhammad opened the door to
his paradise of forbidden pleasures. In a smallish kitchen, he played Walk on the Wild Side
on his stereo before he placed his jacket on the bench. Shaking his leg to the music and
opening his jacket up, he began to unwrap the newspaper parcel. Inside the paper was a
thin plastic sleeve and in the sleeve was four illicit slices of quality bacon.
It looked soft, juicy and delicious. Salivating, Muhammad quickly dashed to the
cupboard and reached for a chopping board. He reached for a sharp knife and carefully
sliced the plastic open. He poured olive oil in frying pan and ignited the stovetop. He
could hardly wait.
Placing the strips carefully into the searing oil, Muhammad was finally under the
spell of the smell of bacon. It felt like a warm blanket. An intoxicating, aromatic Heaven.
How could something smell so good? The glee of doing something ‘abominable’ added
pleasure to the rich scent.
While the bacon simmered, Muhammad got some bread out of the pantry. He
opened the fridge and the light shined on the good food inside. His favourite sandwich in
the world was lettuce, gherkin, bacon and tomato. He was confident this would be his
best one yet. When the bacon cooked to perfection, he assembled the sandwich.
Sitting down at the table, Muhammad treated the eating of this meal with more
reverence than the prayer session he had just come from. He picked the sandwich up
with both hands and stared at its magnificence briefly. He slowly brought it to his mouth
and bit into it…
“Allahu Akbar!”
Flesh flew in all directions further down the street. Alfrizi’s chest exploded,
ripping bones from tendons, crippling walls and shattering glass to a mist. Lungs
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collapsed in the shockwave. Dust and heat smeared thick blood on the floor. Body parts
imbedded into each other. Dead men, women and children lay in pieces in the street.
Several cars crashed in the panic that followed, adding to the devastation. Screams
and fear replaced the soothing sounds of bass. The smoke choked people who were still
alive inside the café. Over thirty people lost their lives and many more were maimed.
Lovely Persian skin was turned to ash.
&
A nervous looking Nathan, in his late twenties, stood in a horribly lit room of a
shop. The light was from one of those awful blinking neon tubes. It flickered and
buzzed; an overhead distraction. Chewed gum, of the normal and bubble variety, stained
the worn out carpet under his feet. A chocolate bar wrapper lay scrunched up and
discarded by the wall. A speaker from some old stereo system hung in the upper corner
of the room, cranking some dreadful glam rock.
The room he was in was unfortunately dusty. Dust wasn’t usually a major concern
for Nathan but it just didn’t help the awkward situation he was currently in. The dust was
everywhere, on the shelves, all thick and black. Some dust was on the products. It just
made him feel dirtier than he already did. “Why did there have to be dust?” he asked
himself/the universe.
Nathan had unkempt hair; he hadn’t showered that day and it made him look
scruffier than usual. His clothes were casual and he appeared to be on the cooler side of
the social spectrum. Being considered ‘normal’ made this experience all the more
humiliating for him.
He was in the adult section of a video store, it was coming up midnight and he felt
enormously pathetic. The shop he was in was called Video 2 Knight. This, like the dust,
bothered him. It was a movie rental shop, fine, but why was ‘tonight’ spelt ‘2 Knight’?
There was no pun, no metaphor, no relevance, no joke. It made no sense, at all, but there
had clearly been some semi-functional human at some point who thought it was a great
idea. The more he thought about this, the more it bothered him. “How could there be a
person so unbelievably fucking stupid?” he thought angrily.
It was at this point that he realized all of his thoughts were becoming really
negative and he cited the room he was in as the culprit. The crappy light, the disturbing
dust and the bad music were all contributing factors, however, it was surely the endless
amounts of oiled flesh in his view that was teetering his feng shui. Tits, assess, anuses and
genitals were leaping out at him. “This is a really fucked up situation”, Nathan thought to
himself. “I should just pick something and get out of here, then I’ll start not regretting
the last twenty-seven years that led up to this awful moment.”
But he couldn’t just pick something. It wasn’t that simple; make the wrong move
in a room like this and you could have horrible memories etched into you for the rest of
your life. The choice must be made carefully.
Nathan wouldn’t normally ever be caught in the adult section of any video store.
One of the Internet’s primary uses, if not the Internet’s primary use, was masturbation.
However, tonight was different for Nathan. It was more complicated and humiliating.
Several things had occurred which led him here, unfortunate things…
Firstly, he had just finished work at a bar. There were always throngs of gorgeous
women leaning over the bar to buy drinks, making eye contact as their cleavage smiled.
Tonight was no exception to this fabulous rule. There were ladies and they were nice.
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Secondly, on his way home from work, he had seen a drop-dead beautiful woman,
who was wearing a very tight and very short skirt with stockings. He hadn’t just seen her,
however, he had also seen her g-string. God, it was dream.
Thirdly, the Internet bill hadn’t been paid and the connection had been cut.
Nathan was outraged. Was it so much to ask that the greatest invention the world had
ever seen not be available at the flick of switch for free? What a shitty world this was.
Hours and hours of anal videos, gone! Just like that.
Compiled, these three facts had made Nathan sexually agitated. He turned on the
television to see if it could help him out. It was eleven at night; surely there would be
something at least semi-erotic on the second greatest invention of all time.
Unfortunately for his penis, the selection wasn’t great. For a brief while, a cute
blonde reporter in some Middle Eastern Hell-hole had some traction, but the bombed out
café behind her wasn’t half as effective. He kind of felt bad, too, jacking off over a suicide
bombing. Then there was a cooking show that held some promise but, when he was
honest with himself, Nathan realised the woman was old and kind of fat.
No girls lived in the flat so there were no magazines of celebrities in bikinis.
“Why don’t I own any magazines?” he furiously asked himself.
Frustrated, for the first time in his life Nathan seriously entertained the idea of
going to the video store to be a proper wanker. “Whatever”, he said to himself, “I’ll just
do it and be quick, hopefully I don’t run into anyone I know.” The video store wasn’t too
far and he had some loose change, the only problem was he also had some dignity.
Zipping his pants back up, he left his flat for the adult section.
Nathan stared at the selection of titles on the dusty shelf. Although it was hard to
concentrate on the matter at hand with so much flesh bombarding the senses, he was close
to making a decision. To maximize the expenditure of his money as much as he could, he
would hire three pornographic films for five dollars. This was smart thinking, as hiring
only two pornographic films cost four dollars. A good deal for the smart masturbator,
exceptional capitalism too. Once he saw the tattered sign that this deal was advertised on,
he knew he needed to go for it.
For a while Nathan had considered renting a lesbian-sci-fi genre piece called The
Virgins of Mars, but the production looked cheap and he was sure this would ruin it for
him. Instead, the choice was down to Anal Sex Slaves 12, Rocco Ravages Europe 8, The
Cockfather and Salad Eating Sluts. Although he hadn’t seen the previous eleven films in the
series, he suspected that he would still enjoy the twelfth installment of ASS.
Indicating to him that his life had been meaningless for far too long, Nathan had
actually already seen a previous pillaging of Europe on Rocco’s behalf. Not sure if it was
the second or third, it had played at stag night for a man Nathan barely knew or cared
about. The highlight of that night really had been the porn. He was certain he had not
seen the eighth in the saga.
The hardest choice was deciding between the final two. One was inspired by a
cinematic classic and the other was surely destined to become one. He had to admit to
himself that he was basing this call purely on the covers, but they were both very good
contenders.
Where the puppet master’s hand usually alluded to the mafia’s power, a big penis
was receiving a handjob. However, on the other cover, a delightful young woman was
squatting with her legs wide apart, inserting a carrot into her vagina, or perhaps her
asshole? Anyway, she was also about to lick whipped cream off the knob of a penis
protruding from the edge of frame. On top of the whipped-creamed penis was a cherry.
It was a very hard decision to make.
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Ultimately, however, the confusion of the connection between grocery items and
sluts was one too big to ignore. The Don of sex was chosen.
Relieved to emerge from behind the curtain separating those with and without the
Internet, Nathan clasped the film cases to his side with one hand. He made sure a young
couple couldn’t see the covers he was holding as he shuffled past them. They were
looking at the horror section, full of blood, terror and gore. It was such an innocent place
compared to the one Nathan had just come from.
He was almost there. He just had to do the horrible part; the awkward
transaction. Glancing over to the counter, his heart slumped. It was worse than he had
feared.
The woman sitting behind the counter was the most beautiful girl he had ever
seen. She had one of those deep, dark pairs of lazy eyes that could kill a man. Her hair
flowed. Just the kind of girl he could imagine spending his life with. Love at first sight…
Now, instead of being able to sweep her off her feet, he had to hire gratuitous sex
movies from her. As he gingerly approached the counter, in awe of her beauty, Nathan
furiously demanded answers from himself. “Why didn’t you check who was behind the
counter before you went into the adult section? Why didn’t you go to arts section, to
show her how enlightened you are? Or the comedy section, to show her how fun loving
you are? You fucking idiot”, he rambled in his head. “What are you going to say to her?
How could you possibly impress her now? You have porn in your hand! Would ‘You
know, you’re far prettier than the girl with the carrot in her vagina’ be a good pick up
line?” This was going to be bad.
With her luscious eyes, the girl looked up from the book she was reading and
smiled to Nathan, not knowing it was cheap thrills he was after. Her voice cut him in half,
“Hi, there” was all Alice said.
A year after Phil had died; Alice was getting on with life, now studying biology at
university. She put her textbook down as Nathan faintly said “Hello” in a manner and
tone he wished was cooler. Placing the three blue movies on the counter, Nathan smiled
to her, which in the context of their situation, was a little bit creepy.
Reaching forward, Alice grabbed the movies. Seeing this stuff all the time, she
thought nothing of it. “What’s your phone number?” Alice asked him casually. With his
head clearly roaming in the world of seediness, Nathan took this the wrong way. He
couldn’t believe his luck… it was like a porno. “You want my number?” he asked with
surprise.
“Yeah, to bring up your membership on the computer”, Alice explained, cutting
his heart out. He felt like the biggest, weirdest loser in the world. “Oh, of course”, he
smiled. “Zero two seven, triple eight nine six one”, he rattled off as Alice keyed this in.
“Is it under Nathan?” she asked, staring at the screen. He nodded, taking a deep breath as
she then began to click open the cases and scan the films he wanted to rent. He saw her
name tag and so wanted to ask her out, tell her how amazing she was, even if it were the
tenth time she had heard it that day. She deserved it.
Hiring out the first two films, Alice then stopped for a moment before scanning
The Cockfather into the system. Trying to be delicate, she looked to him feebly. “Sorry, sir,
I don’t mean to be presumptuous or offensive, but you do realise this is a… gay porn?”
she said as she pointed to the little store sticker on the corner that said ‘gay adult’ on the
cover. The couple looking at the horror movies paused at this and looked over briefly,
before smirking to themselves and going back to minding their own business.
“Ah, no… I didn’t realise”, Nathan fumbled his way through saying. With
uncertain, darting eyes Alice pressed on, “Did you still want it?” Nathan thought about
how wrong this all was, “Now she thinks you’re gay!”

73

“No”, he said quickly. He then sighed, “I don’t want any of them.” Alice wasn’t
sure what this meant. “Oh, okay then”, was all she could figure out to say. “I’m sorry, I
wouldn’t know what ones to recommend”, she added, thinking this is what he was
referring to. Nathan closed his eyes, what a mess he was making of this.
“Okay”, he started, “I’m just going to be straight with you, because I am straight.
I’m a straight, normal guy who happens to think you are the most beautiful girl in the
world.” Alice looked at him like he was insane, so did the other couple. This didn’t
bother him, he kept going.
“I know that right now I’m that weird guy buying porn off you. But this is all just
a big pile of… bullshit! This is the first time I’ve ever tried to rent porn. I’m so bad at it,
that I almost rented gay porn! I’m not this kind of guy. I’m a normal, normal person who
just happens to think you’re incredible. And I’ve only known about you for the last thirty
seconds of my life.” It was an average attempt to charm a girl and Nathan could see it in
her eyes. Before she could reject him, nicely of course, he ranted on, hoping his words
would find themselves.
“This whole situation is nonsense. I’m just a guy trying to tell a girl that she’s
pretty. And it’s really hard because I just handed you some of the grossest things I
could’ve handed you. But I’m not going to pretend that they weren’t for me. They were.
Pretending is… just more bullshit. The whole world, everyone! It’s everywhere. Like,
how I was going to pretend that I wasn’t going to go home and wank. And, how you
were going to pretend that you didn’t know that. Meanwhile, we all know that we all
know!”
At this point, Nathan heard the other couple laugh. This should’ve thrown him
off, as to should’ve Alice’s perplexed stare, but it didn’t. “And it’s easy for that stupid
couple behind me to laugh. They’ve already waded through the very bullshit I’m talking
about, probably thanks to lots of alcohol. They’re in love, they don’t care and they don’t
pretend!” This made them frown to each other and burst out of the store in laughter.
“Okay, I’m sorry I cost you a customer. I just… I want to ask you out and I don’t
know how”, Nathan exhaled at the weakness of his wooing. Without even looking to
Alice, he shook his head and began to leave the shop.
Having never had quite that experience before, Alice took a moment to process it.
Other than thinking he was kind of crazy, Alice actually thought Nathan was kind of cute.
Before he left the shop, she called out to him, “Wait!”
Nathan stopped and turned to her, bracing himself to be laughed or yelled at. “I
don’t think you could have made a single worse first impression… but, I think I might
have a very vague idea of what you’re talking about”, she said with a faint smile. “Not the
‘I’m pretty’ part, but thing about all the bullshit”, she added humbly. “I sort of know
what you mean”, she said.
Nathan was stumped by this and kind of thought she was kidding. “Really?” he
asked. She nodded slightly, “Yeah. However, seeing as you made such a fool of yourself,
you’re going to have to try again. I’ll give you one more chance to say something that will
impress me”, she playfully said to him.
Nathan’s head spun. “Pick up lines, pick up lines, pick up lines”, was all he could
think of. “Alright”, he said, “I can think of something…” This made her grin, “Go
on…”
He looked to the romance section for ideas. “And I don’t want a cheesy
Hollywood tagline”, she said, driving a flirtatiously hard bargain. “Ah…” he thought out
loud as his eyesight caught a glimpse of Alice in Wonderland on the children’s shelf. Bang.
Nathan knew what he would say.
“Your name is Alice, right?” he asked, having relocated his confidence. “Yes it is,
and why is that?” she asked curiously. “Oh nothing, it’s just a lucky coincidence…” he
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deliberately trailed off. Alice picked up where he hoped she would, “A coincidence, huh?
Do tell.”
“Well, it just so happens”, Nathan said as he leaned on the counter with a corny
look in his eye, “that my body is a wonderland.”
Alice cracked up. She almost fell off her chair it was so cheesy. Nathan wasn’t
exactly sure if his tactic had worked until Alice started nodding. “That was actually pretty
funny”, she said as she composed herself. “So tell me Nathan, weird-anti-bullshit-man
from the adult section, when and where are we going on our very important date?”
~
To be continued…
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The Recording Session of ‘Band-Lou’
~

B

uffalo once roamed this land.
Simmering in the searing mid-day heat, brown grass and fields of wheat lay like a
dry melting sheet over the land. The air is thick and hard to breathe, while shade is not to
be found. No distinctive landmasses can be seen, all is flat and the sky is enormous.
Roads are endless. Apart from the thin whisper of a muggy breeze, silence now roams
this land.
When it comes to surroundings like this, the quiet can become intolerable. That
high-pitched ringing sound being heard by the ears, like the screech of a fire alarm when
smoke is filling a room; that warning bell not to go down that road in your head. Often,
the only way to fill the silence and distract from the droning tone of your mind is to talk
to yourself, a dangerous move when trying to prevent the onset of madness.
However, there is a form of talking to yourself that does work. Not everyone
knows the language well enough to speak it, but all can understand it instinctively. Music.

♪
It was the personal belief of Lou, a twenty-eight year old American man, that
whatever someone wanted to see, they’ll see it. Much like the Biblical “seek and you shall
find” disclaimer of religion. Lou wasn’t worried about the effects of the silence as he
walked along a lonesome dirt road. It was the silence that had brought him here.
He was certainly not the kind of person you’d expect to come across in a place like
this. In the middle of a barren countryside, a city slicker is an alien. With skinny black
jeans wrapped tightly around his legs, anarchistic black boots strapped firmly to his feet
and t-shirt with a Bob Dylan print smeared across it, it was safe to assume he was a long
way from home.
His face gave hint to his age, although his eyes were hidden from view and the sun
by sunglasses. He had longish hair, sixties rock and roll style, with stubble gravelling his
cheeks and chin. Both his hands were full. The right griped the handle of a guitar case
while the left carried a portable tape deck.
His wandering through this desert-like nothing was not without purpose. Being a
poor musician for all his adult life, all Lou wanted to do was play guitar for a living.
Squandering his youth by setting up ill-fated bands with wasted mates, Lou had so far only
been paid for a few crappy gigs. Day jobs as bartenders, cleaners and gas station
attendants had kept him going thus far, but were steadily driving him crazy. The nihilistic
fantasy of one day joining the ‘27 Club’ had been quashed by his last birthday, a
momentous occasion which celebrated the fact he had lived too long and created too
little. It’s an odd thing, when dreams turn into nightmares.
Deciding to finally make something of himself, Lou had split from his drug-addled
band members and was in pursuit of a solo career. It was a bitter break up and his old
buddies no longer spoke to him, but Lou backed himself and knew that he could do great
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things if he let himself. Having never completed a full album with his previous musical
endeavors, Lou was determined to set things right in his twenty-eighth year.
Whenever he got the chance, Lou would sit with his guitar and write songs he
thought someone, somewhere, one day might like to hear. He had a collection of ten
original acoustic pieces. When he got drunk and came up with an album name ‘BandLou’, his enthusiasm for the project picked up and he began recording. Being broke, the
notion of hiring a recording studio was absurd, so Lou sought out a place elsewhere to do
his magic. After giving up on his inner city apartment, Lou had tried just about
everywhere else in the concrete jungle he could think of. Nowhere was quiet enough.
Nowhere except the middle of nowhere would do.
Excited by the potential inspiration the countryside could provide, Lou had
packed in a matter of minutes. In his guitar case, along with his prized instrument, he had
thrown in some things to help keep him entertained; six cans of beer, a packet of
cigarettes, a bag of marijuana, a couple of tabs of acid and a few grams of cocaine. He
wasn’t sure if he was going to use all these drugs at the time of packing, but when heading
out to an unknown destination to record a solo album, it seemed foolish not to take them.
Grabbing his portable tape deck, he had jumped on the first bus out of town, not
caring where it went, as long as it went somewhere desolate. He was the last passenger by
the time such a place had rolled up.
Having been walking for two hours since getting off the bus, Lou wasn’t really
sure what he was looking for. Everywhere was deathly quiet but it was all too hot. With
sweat dripping off his brow, Lou finally spotted some shade down the hazy dirt road. An
old road sign in the distance was providing some shelter from the relentless sun and it was
the perfect place for Band-Lou to be made.
Kicking up small clouds of dust as he walked, Lou hummed the tunes he was
about to record to himself. He was incredibly eager to get to work, a motivation his
junkie friends back East could only read about.
Lou’s humming died down a little when he looked up and saw a car driving
towards him. The car looked more like a mirage, quivering in the bleeding heat of the
horizon. As it drove by the sign Lou intended to rest at, he could see that it was farm ute
being driven fairly quickly, a trail of dust rising into the air behind it. Upon getting closer
to Lou, the ute began to slow down until it stopped just a few metres from him. Peering
through his shades, Lou saw an old man behind the steering wheel begin to wind his
window down.
This old man had eyes like a hawk. He’d been to university, work, war, done
drugs, gotten married, had kids, buried them, gotten divorced, been made bankrupt and
recently been given six months to live. He knew how the world worked and when it
broke down. His eyes no longer saw people as people, rather as fragile souls drifting
through uncaring time. He knew more than he let on, he had learned how over his long
distant life. The cancer in his lungs was merely fate as far as he was concerned, in that, it
made sense. It was the logical conclusion to one weird, traumatic existence. The
glimpses, the flashes of joy throughout his life, they had made it worthwhile.
Remembering them was now the only thing of meaning.
He looked to Lou and almost looked straight though him. Before he began
speaking, Lou quickly hit the ‘record’ button on his tape deck on the off chance the old
man might say something worth remembering. “You all right, son?” the old man asked
with a thick Southern drawl. Lou nodded politely, “Yes, sir, thank-you for asking.”
“Need a ride somewhere?” the old man asked. Lou shook his head, “No, I’m fine
thanks.”
The old man frowned at the bizarreness of Lou being out here like this. “There
ain’t no towns for several miles… you sure you’re okay, stranger?” Lou nodded, “Yeah,
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I’m fine.” The old man, finding this rather peculiar, looked at what Lou was carrying. He
noticed the guitar case and recording gear. “Are you a song and dance man?” he queried.
Lou laughed a little at this description of a musician. “Yeah, you could say that”,
he replied. The old man glared at Lou, thinking he knew what Lou was up to, “So, you’re
one of those then, are you?”
This made no sense whatsoever to Lou, “Sorry, what do you mean? One of
what?” “I’ve seen your kind out this way before… looking… for something. What is it
you’re hoping to find out here, kid?” the old man asked rather cryptically. Lou was totally
baffled. “Sorry, sir, I haven’t the faintest idea of what you’re talking about”, he said.
The old man remained firm and stoic. “We’re here for a brief moment. Once you
figure that out, you try leaving some clues behind. Proof to yourself and those who come
after you that you lived. That you were here. My clues were my children. But, it seems to
me like you’re one of those young men who wants to leave behind a more fascinating
clue…”
“Ah… okay”, Lou said awkwardly to this seemingly crazy old man. The old man
could tell Lou still didn’t understand and perhaps never would. “I’ll ask you one more
time… do you need help getting where you really want to be?” Lou most certainly didn’t
want to get into the rusted ute of this old whacko. He shook his head and remained
polite, “Thanks for the offer and the… wisdom.”
Squinting slightly at this response, the old man offered one more piece of unasked
for advice. “What you’re looking for… its yourself. Whatever you find out there and
whatever you think you find, know that you brought it with you. Know that it’s you.”
And with that, he wound up his window and stepped on the gas.
Speeding off in a storm of dust, Lou watched the old ute re-enter the melting haze
of the distance. “Whoa”, he said to himself as he shook his head at the craziness of the
old man. Before turning back to walk down the road towards the shade of the sign, Lou
stopped recording. He was pleased he had caught that very weird encounter on tape; not
realising at the time that it was the perfect opening for Band-Lou.
The crazy old man’s words tumbled around Lou’s head as he walked. “What on
earth was he talking about?” Lou asked himself. “Why did he think I was looking for
something?” “Who did he think I was?” “What was all that crap about clues?”
Finally making it to the cool shade of the road sign (which simply read ‘Johnson’s
Highway’), Lou sat down and rested his tired feet. Before he even entertained the idea of
recording any songs, he needed a beer to quench his thirst and a cigarette to quench his
unsettled nerves. “That old bastard really freaked you out, huh?” he asked himself.
“Well… yeah! What the fuck was that shit?” he responded in his head.
Doing his best to forget about the encounter, Lou unclipped his guitar case and
opened the lid. His beautiful acoustic baby lay snuggly in its nest. He briefly ran his
fingers along the metal strings and the wooden neck. He adored how it felt and how it
sounded, even how it smelt. It’s weight. Lifting it gently, the drugs were revealed. They
looked like ammunition.
Unfortunately, the beer was warm, but he cracked one open anyway. The
cigarettes felt nice and he smoked a couple while tuning the strings. The notes vibrated
through the air like colour, altering the atmosphere with cool. He began to play a few
chords and strung a song into the empty country. It was lavishly rhythmic and sounded
like a revolution of everything. Lou was an unknown maestro.
The music suddenly stopped when Lou did to drink some beer. He looked
around the world he had found himself. It was perfect. Casually playing more warm-up
music for about a minute, Lou stared across the empty fields, roasting in stillness.
He felt ready to begin recording the first song, one he had written almost nine
years ago; a song he had carried in his pocket for his adult life. He hit the little red button
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on the tape deck. “Recorded in the middle of nowhere, this is Band-Lou”, he said into
the microphone, a moment he had been waiting enviously for.
The wheels of the tape deck spun gently, capturing it all. Lou then began playing
his oldest song, a bluesy drone. His voice had been kept hidden from the countryside
until now. It was mournful, archaic and coveting.
Hanging onto every last note, Lou recorded his first few minutes of music. He
finished and gave the tail a few seconds of silence before pressing down on the stop
button. The first thing he did was down the remainder of his beer. It was a strange
feeling, completing a song and doing it perfectly. It gave him the taste.
The evening sun was golden, the sting of the heat now gone with ideal warmth
now shining on Lou. He had been productive, recording all but the last song on the first
side of the record. Finishing a song, Lou pushed the stop button again. It was around
seven o’clock, and the sun was flirting with the horizon line.
Opening his last beer, Lou reflected on what had been the best day in his life.
Deciding that he had earned it, Lou opened the guitar case and took out the bag of weed.
Rolling a joint, he licked the paper with his tongue along the transparent gluey edge. The
smell of the illegal plant was always a pleasant one. Resting the jazz-cigarette between his
lips, he reached for the lighter.
The smoke always seemed nicer from a joint than a cigarette. It had a bluish
quality and flew more carefully through the air. Lou enjoyed each puff, feeling it reach
through his blood to the end of every limb. A subtle, effortless bliss.
Watching the sun go down on a great day while he smoked, Lou was blown away
by the view. It was too beautiful. He regretted not bringing a camera. One should always
bring a camera!
Tossing the roach to the ground, Lou stretched in the remaining sunlight, gearing
himself up to record the final track of Side A. Picking his guitar up and sitting on the
road, Lou then flicked the record button, spinning the reels gently. Fans would later argue
that this was the best song of the entire album, only, not this particular version…
Getting about a fifth of the way through the song, Lou suddenly stopped playing.
Looking down the road with a worried eye, he left the tape rolling. Another car was
approaching, in the dimming daylight it had its headlights on. After just getting stoned,
Lou really couldn’t be bothered being hassled by another insane hick. Especially not one
as disturbing as that old man.
Due to the lights shining, it was hard for Lou to tell how far away the car was, or
if it was slowing down to talk to him. Getting to his feet, Lou waited for the car to arrive
while lighting a cigarette, his heart beginning to race just a little bit. Sure enough, the car,
which was another beat-up farming vehicle, came to stop when it arrived by Lou.
Taking off his sunglasses to get a better look, Lou couldn’t believe it. Behind the
wheel of the car was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. She wasn’t the
kind of woman that would lie on the cover of a magazine. She wasn’t the girl next door
either. She was… what he had always wanted. Black hair, faintly coloured eyes, a cute
face and tempting lips. She had been driving with the window down and leaned out of it
slightly to call out to Lou.
“How you doing, stranger?” she asked with a voice that felt like a blowjob. Lou
smiled to her, thinking to himself how legendary it would be if he managed to pull a hottie
like this in the middle of nowhere. “I’m good, how are you?” he asked, trying to be as
suave as possible. She giggled slightly, making Lou’s heart skip. “Are you waiting for
somebody?” she asked.
“No. I’m… I’m sort of staying here the night”, he said, realising he had probably
just blown his chances by the look on her face - hot girls don’t do weird, a good incentive
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to try be normal from time to time. But unfortunately for Lou, this was not such a time.
He wished he wasn’t so damn high.
“What? Why are you staying the night here?” she asked a little baffled. Lou lifted
his guitar slightly, “Ah… I’m recording a couple of songs, camping out here ‘til I’ve
finished.” This intrigued the beautiful woman. “You’re a musician?” she asked, kind of
redundantly. “Yeah”, Lou replied. An odd silence filled the conversation, the woman
thinking something over.
“You’re not waiting for someone, are you?” she asked with a suspicious tone.
“Should I be?” replied Lou, being a little bit of a smartass. It didn’t impress this woman.
“Look, mister”, she began, “I’ve seen your kind out this way before. You stand here
waiting. Well, I hope you do sell yourself, you godless bastard, so you can spend eternity
in Hell!” And with that, before Lou could even process this random hurl of abuse, she
had put her foot on the accelerator and was gone in cloud of dust.
A little shaken by the confrontation, Lou watched her speed away. “What the
fuck is with these people?” Lou asked himself. “Sell myself?” Lou looked a little shocked
then began to laugh. “Did she think I was some kind of a male prostitute?”
Lou laughed and watched her car getting smaller and smaller until it was gone. He
then remembered that he had left the tape recording and quickly hit the stop button. A
bizarre recording indeed.
Tossing his cigarette to the ground, Lou shook his head for the second time that
day, trying to dislodge the crazies from his mind. Picking up his guitar, he sat back down
on the road. After taking a few deep breaths and dancing his fingers on the fretboard for
a moment, Lou leaned in and hit record. It was a song about a moon or a girl or
something…
Finishing the song, his fingertips a little raw, Lou stopped the tape and sighed to
himself. Trying to make something of yourself was exhausting. Reaching into his guitar
case, Lou took out his last beer as the sun began to fade. Darkness was approaching.
Looking around the slowly cooling earth, Lou then noticed the tabs of acid in his
case. Reaching down to the little bag containing the small yet potent LSD, Lou ran
through the pros and cons. Would it help him stay up and record music? Would he have
a bad trip? He decided he would risk suffering for his art.
With the miniscule squares of blotter paper on his reddened fingertip, Lou stuck
out his tongue and closed his eyes. Acid was one of the gods of drugs and needed to be
treated with reverence… especially when buying it from dodgy lowlifes who made it in
their garage with dangerous substitute chemicals. Placing the tabs on his taste buds, he
felt them stick. Shutting his mouth, the deed was done and couldn’t be undone.
An hour later, resting on the road sign that had given him shelter during the day,
Lou felt the acid beginning to kick in as he rolled another joint. A huge wave of euphoria
was building up inside him, rising higher and higher with each breath. A tingling in the
furthest reaches of his body and soul could be felt as he stared at the sky.
The moon was nowhere to be seen, but Lou was thankful. It allowed the Milky
Way to shine in such vibrant detail; Lou could hardly believe his eyes, the light above was
dancing. The deep purples and blues of the galaxy, dotted with a billion specks of light,
an enormous wheel of time, churning slowly through the eternity of space. Lou’s mind
began to dissolve a little at the sight; he lost himself in it for over half an hour.
With the white rabbit bouncing around in his head, Lou tried to focus on his
guitar. Picking it up, he held it by his waist; it felt like inserting a piece of himself back
into place, like loading a Glock. The small fluctuations on the strings captured his
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imagination as he readied his hands to play. Each note felt like a purpose, the galaxy the
mighty audience, giving his music meaning and form. “It’s everywhere, all the time, life is
the music of time”, he thought as if stumbling on the biggest conspiracy of all time.
“Holy shit, man…
what were you even talking about?”
“Dude, it’s like…”
“Whoa…”
“Alright, who else have you told?”
“Does everyone know about this?”
“Beautiful universe we are.”
“It’s love…” “Is this what they’re all talking about?”
“?”

“No!”

“Isn’t it… wait…”
“Was that?”
“I know, man.” “Are we really…”
“I know.”
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Turns out it was good acid. The sky was aglow with stars and the earth was still.
Lou lost himself for hours playing music to the heavens, smoking all of his weed in the
process. He had talent, nothing Hendrixian, but he was original enough to make it work.
His voice chilled the desert that night. One song remained to be recorded. The last track
of the record: The Virgins of Mars.
Not really knowing what it was about, Lou thought it could be a loose reference to
a civilization or generation that hasn’t been to war. Or, of course, it could also mean
innocent sex aliens from the red planet. He really wasn’t sure, but he liked both meanings
equally. The song was largely about a nineteenth century mistress who is discarded by her
lover, but there were also references to places on the Martian surface, so one would
simply have to assume it was a meaningless load of nonsense.
He tried recording it but couldn’t get it right. He tried fifteen times. With his
fingers and his voice nearly ruined from hours and hours of work, Lou decided to give
himself a break.
With the morning sun about to rise over the other side of the road, Lou was
suddenly reminded that he was on a ball, spinning around another one. He sat by the
road sign and sighed, he hadn’t slept a wink (although he had received many;) and was
incredibly tired. As the drug came to it’s unsettling close, one where Lou wondered if it
had even happened or he had just eaten some normal paper and freaked himself out, he
watched the sunrise in peace.
It was at some point while watching the black sky turn deep blue with shades of
red and pink that Lou noticed something curious. Getting to his feet to make sure he was
seeing things correctly, Lou stood next to the road sign he had been hanging around for
the last fifteen or so hours. Running his hand along the front of it, he noticed that a piece
had been broken off, the jagged spikes of the ripped wood acting as proof.
Scanning the ground nearby, Lou couldn’t help but feel a little like a detective
when he saw what he assumed was the broken sign in the dirt across the road. With his
interest peaked, Lou walked across the deserted highway and bent down to read the sign.
Wiping the dirt off its surface, Lou saw that it was arrow shaped and read ‘Stan Farm - 6
Miles’. Picking the sign out of the dirt and examining it, something didn’t add up in Lou’s
recalibrating mind.
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With a frown, Lou held the jagged bit of the sign up to the signpost, fitting it
snugly back to where it was snapped off from. Letting go, the sign remained in place,
interlocking itself in place. The sight of this sign troubled Lou because it pointed to
nowhere. Following its line of direction, Lou couldn’t see anything in the distance.
Lou’s eyes then caught the faint remains of an overgrown, abandoned road trailing
through the countryside, intersecting where he had been camping and recording.
A crossroads.
Lou wasn’t a conspiracy theorist, he didn’t believe farfetched myths and urban
legends but he was well aware of them. A famous legend stated that if you go to a
crossroads and wait for the Devil to show up, he’ll give you whatever you want in life in
return for owning your soul in Hell after you’re dead. Making a pact had been a tradition
of several bluesmen in the delta region.
Suddenly, the reactions he had gotten from the old man and the young lady were
now fairly easy to understand. The ‘clues’. ‘Selling yourself’. Lou chuckled to himself,
“What if one of them was the Devil?” They did keep asking him if he wanted a ride,
maybe that was the Darklord’s hint?
None of this meant anything to Lou; he didn’t believe in God or the Devil, it was
all ancient superstitions as far as he was concerned. Even in the event that Satan did turn
up, Lou probably would sell his soul for musical powers. If he could change the world for
the better, it would be worth going to Hell, right? That’s what Jesus would do, isn’t it?
However, Lou’s mind was a little weary, and cracks were more easily exposed.
The drugs and the lack of sleep had somewhat made him more gullible, much like the
‘family’ members of Charles Manson, the man with the Holocaust on his face. Lou’s
guard was down and the monsters could sneak in.
Feeling a little freaked out with himself and where his thoughts had trailed, Lou
felt a shiver go down his back. It didn’t go all the way down, however, and his body was
left felling tense. He looked around the silent desert as he tried to shiver again. He stood
there trying to flush the tension out of his body, taking some deep breaths. Opening his
eyes and looking out across the fields, Lou’s blood soon ran cold.
His face turned white as his body tightened to a stiff numbness. With a fast
blinking heart and eyes being pressed with fear, Lou stood in the centre of the crossroads
in silence. Trembling, he didn’t move an inch, gripped with dread. The air was still,
nothing could be heard. Lou had seen something terrifying and his brain was trying
explain itself.
On the horizon, under the slowly rising sun, Lou could see two headlights quickly
moving towards him down the abandoned road. The pinking sky seemed more ominous
now than ever before.
Lou’s senses gradually pulled together and he thought about what was happening
to him. “It’s five in the morning, but that’s normal… farmers work early”, he logically
tried to calm himself. “You met two really weird people… but that doesn’t mean the
driver of this car is the Prince of Evil.” The car got closer.
“Also, you don’t believe in any of that crap, you’re just tired and on drugs.” And
closer. “Come on, you know the Devil and God only exist in the minds of people and
they only appear when people mention them in some way - you know, that’s what ‘speak
of the Devil’ means.” And closer. “Huh… that is kind of what is happening here. Be
honest with yourself Lou; it’s really coincidental that you just happen to notice this road,
which clearly hasn’t been driven down in years, and then just when you give it your
attention, a car appears on it.”
The car was only several hundred metres away, and it was still questionable as to
whether or not whoever was driving it had spotted Lou, especially in this early morning
light. Standing still, Lou’s survival instincts finally kicked in and he found himself
82

dropping to the ground before the light from the car illuminated him. Breathing fast and
with fearful eyes, he returned back to the basic natural rule; fear. The two responses to
this are fight or flight and Lou had only ever been beaten up.
Scrambling through the dusty darkness of the road, Lou quickly gathered all of his
stuff in a panicked rush, the headlights drawing nearer and brighter. He slid behind a
ditch next to the road and tried to calm his breathing. “What are you doing? Is this just
drug paranoia or the actual fallen angel? Is there a difference? Just hide!”
The lights flooded the crossroads. Lou couldn’t see anything from his hiding spot,
but could hear the tyres rolling in the dirt. He hoped it wouldn’t stop, that it would turn
either left or right down Johnson’s Highway. The slight stifling of the engine noise
suggested that would not be the case, the car was slowing down and would soon stop.
Lou took a deep, fearful breath. He then noticed that he had hit the record button when
he had scurried over to the ditch; the tape was rolling.
The car engine idled in the middle of the crossroads as the crank of the handbrake
was heard. The creaking of the door opening was followed by the disturbing sound of
footsteps being taken. The itching sound of someone, or something, making a footprint
in the loose dirt.
Lou almost died when he heard the next noise. It sounded like a roar, “Where the
Hell are you?” The owner of this voice sounded huge, a growling brute with nobody to
reel them in. Lou could hear them pacing the highway and pumping a shotgun, a sound
that made Lou jump in terror. He did his best to remain absolutely silent, scared out of
his wits.
“I seen you camping here, trespassing on my property. I will fuck you up,
asshole!” the angry voice yelled. The owner of the voice then noticed a small roach from
a joint on the road and bent down to pick it up, resting the shotgun on their shoulder.
Smelling it, they then tossed it aside. “You’ve been smoking drugs on my land, huh? I’m
going to make you wish you weren’t ever born!”
Lou didn’t move, he couldn’t. At least he knew this wasn’t the Devil. Right?
The owner of the voice kept walking around the highway, shotgun ready. “Piece
of shit, show yourself!” they yelled to the dawn. All Lou knew was that he had to get out
of there, alive preferably. Then, while fear pumped through his blood, he had an idea.
He carefully turned to peek over the edge of the ditch. The car was facing the
other direction, giving Lou some cover from the headlights. Underneath the car, he could
see the boots and spurs of whoever this dangerously armed character was standing about
ten metres away. Catching the number plate (AT756B) Lou’s eyes quickly darted over to
the keys still in the ignition. The door was open and the engine still gently purring away.
It was now or never.
Lou kept low as he crept out of the ditch, his gear in his hands. Silently dashing
over to the car, he hid behind it, listening carefully for any movements. Quietly, Lou
loaded his guitar case and tape deck in to the passenger seat of the car before slipping into
the driver’s seat.
Slamming the door closed, Lou ducked down and floored the pedal. He luckily
wasn’t struck by any of the bullets that ricocheted all around him. The booming of the
enraged voice and weapon were all caught on tape as Lou hurled away down the highway,
leaving the psychopathic gunner in the dust. Shaking some of the windshield’s glass out
of his hair, Lou began laughing and cheering to himself. Speeding off into fame and
fortune, he reached down to the microphone with a huge grin on his face.
“That was Band-Lou… and… I think I just stole the Devil’s car!”

♪
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At the time, the critics panned it: “The album would’ve ended better if the man
who forced it’s creation upon us had, in fact, died.” “The gimmick of nearly dying doesn’t
make up for being a decidedly average musician.” “Lou Larson clearly never sold his
soul… and if he did, he should get a refund.” “Bland-Lou.”
Despite being slammed by the press, the public really liked Band-Lou and it made
it into the top ten in the UK. The story of its recording session quickly became famous
and Lou made several million off sales, a tour, merchandise and a long titled documentary;
The Recording Session of ‘Band-Lou’ - Proof of Satan’s Love of Rock and Roll?
Despite a growing cult following and calls for a follow-up record, Lou decided he
had achieved his goals in life and went back to playing small gigs at crappy bars. This
time, however, in whatever city around the world he wanted.
In the end, Lou only had to make one edit to the tape he had recorded; cutting out
the fifteen attempts at ‘The Virgins of Mars’. It was a God-awful song anyway.
Band-Lou track list:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

The King of Random
And Miss Bloom
Hamster Hotel for Humans
Elegiac
Phoebe is a Good Name for a Moon
Blue Ese
From the Ghetto Gardens
Atop Lingerie Mountain
The Narcotics of the Elf
The Virgins of Mars
~
The End?
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2.23
1.54
2.19
3.51
7.06
1.46
2.40
5.11
5.49
4.20

The Town That Went Insane: Part II
~

E

legantly, and with a splash of light, Sophi walked through the woods.
The marquee of green leaves overhead was thick and kept the air cool. The sun
fluttered gently through the trees as birds flew about and sang in the soft shade. On the
narrow forest path that led from their farm to the town of Eleé, Gustav followed behind
his young wife, keeping a protective eye over her. With a flowing white dress and delicate,
golden hair, Sophi appeared as an angel to her husband, made even more beautiful by the
subtle hump on her tummy. She was his vessel of light, love and life.
It had been several hours since they had last eaten any of the bread and the
chemicals inside their heads were beginning to mellow in effect. Still, the intense euphoria
they had been living in persisted in making everything around them pristine. Rainbows
were seen in the tiniest glimmers of sunlight and understanding was felt in the slightest of
touches. The most insignificant patches of nature were still calling out to be adored.
Snapping twigs underfoot as she went, Sophi turned back to Gustav with a smile.
Her blue eyes melted him; they were the single most beautiful things he had ever seen…
Getting closer to Eleé, the tranquility of the woods soon began to give way,
however, to something incredibly unsettling. With the path now wide enough to walk
side-by-side, Gustav began to smell something disturbing. Reaching out to grab his wife’s
hand, he turned to Sophi. “Do you smell that?” he asked with a glint of concern in his
eyes. Twitching her nose slightly, Sophi shook her head. “Nothing but the trees”, she
replied, “why?”
Furrowing his brow, Gustav looked around the woods with grave eyes. His
memory raced but his mouth hesitated, he wanted to be sure he was correct about his
suspicions before scaring Sophi. Smells rarely lied and he knew it. “The last time I smelt
anything like this was… at the Battle of Leola”, he said to Sophi. Afraid at this revelation,
Sophi moved in closer to her husband. “What does it smell like?” she asked, scared of
what the answer might be. “Flesh.”
It was at this point that Sophi let out a scream. Not, however, because of the
frightening things her husband was saying. Wrenching her hand out of Gustav’s, Sophi
covered her mouth in horror at something she could see through the trees.
Gustav quickly turned to see what had caused her terror. A child’s head had a
sword stabbed through it, pinning it to a tree. The jawbone and skeleton had fallen to the
roots of a tree, seemingly after the skin holding them together had rotted away. “Eleé is
not as we remember”, Gustav said to Sophi with fear.
The stockades by the Oleo had various stages of decaying corpses in them. Bones
and blood littered the mud beneath them. The stench was vomit inducing, thick and
potent. Mold grew on the wood where human necks had been locked, broken and cut.
It was at the stockades that Gustav and Sophi crept out of the forest. Keeping
low, Gustav had taken the sword from the child’s head for protection, but it couldn’t
defend him or his wife from witnessing the sheer nightmare before them.
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Covering their noses from the odour, their eyes gaped and their faces whitened as
they caught a first glimpse of what was once their town. Gustav held Sophi close; both
too shocked to utter a sound.
Tears began to roll down their faces as they looked over the Oleo at Eleé. Bodies
were piled high in the square, skeletons made patches of the ground white, buildings were
in ruin and smoke was rising from burning corpses and houses all around. The
blacksmith’s workshop was covered in large blackened spikes, chains and metal. It looked
as impenetrable as ever. Evidence of torture, rape, murder and pure insanity had replaced
the flowers of the spring festival. Gustav and Sophi were shocked when they made out
Pelledoux’s lifeless corpse in the square, arrows sticking out of his back.
The silence was horrendous.
Turning away, Sophi sobbed into Gustav’s chest. He stared across the bridge in
complete disbelief; no war had ever looked so sickening, no battle had caused him so
much fear and no rhetoric of Hell had ever conjured up images as revolting as these.
“Who could have done this?” Gustav asked as Sophi wept. Little did he and
Sophi realise… Eleé had done it to itself. “We should go home”, cried Sophi. Gustav
nodded to himself, “Yes, I think so.”
Just then, as the two held each other tight, a whirring noise was heard. It was
coming from an arrow, which was speeding through the air towards them. The thick
metal tip imbedded deeply into Gustav’s shoulder and he yelled in pain. Sophi saw the
arrow sticking out of Gustav and screamed too. “Gustav!” she howled. With agony up to
his eyes, Gustav raised his hand to the arrow and braced himself. With a solid yank he
snapped the tail off and tossed it to the ground.
Quickly, he looked up to see where the shot had been fired. As he did so, he saw
another arrow fling outwards from a thin gap in Bernard’s fortress. Without a second’s
hesitation, Gustav wrapped himself around Sophi and pulled her to the ground. The
arrow would’ve hit her in the stomach, but due to his fast action, it struck Gustav in the
back, no more than an inch away from his spine. He let out another agonized scream.
Breathing heavily and wincing in pain, Gustav managed to pull himself and Sophi
behind a stockade for cover from the arrow rain. Hiding amongst rib cages and mud,
Gustav and Sophi’s hearts raced. “Gusi! Are you okay?” Sophi choked. He looked to
her with pained eyes and nodded his head. “Yeah”, he said before he painfully snapped
the second arrow off his back, clenching his teeth as he did so. Another arrow then
slammed into the stockade protecting them with a frightening thud.
“We need to get out of here!” Gustav yelled to Sophi. “I’m pretty sure there is
only one person shooting at us, so I’m going to run to the bridge for a diversion. When
you see the arrow coming for me, run to the woods as fast as you can and don’t look
back”, he instructed her through the blinding strain of his wounds. She shook her head as
she cried, “No…”
He grabbed her arm tightly and bore a look straight into her. “Sophi… do as I say
and we’ll both get out of here alive”, he ordered her firmly. The sternness in his face
made Sophi realise she had no other option. Gulping in panic and fear, she eventually
nodded. “Good”, Gustav said, “now when you make it to the woods, don’t stop running
until you make it back home. Lock all the doors and don’t let anyone in unless I’m there,
understand?” She nodded her head, eyes wide in dread. “Okay… remember, as soon as
you see the arrow, you run”, he stressed. Gustav gave Sophi’s worried face a gentle kiss
on the check and whispered, “I love you” in her ear.
Before she could say “I love you too” he had gone, making his dash for the
bridge. Taking a deep breath, Sophi poked her head around the side of the stockade and
watched for the arrow. Soon enough, one needled its way through to air towards her
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husband as he ran. Closing her eyes, Sophi began sprinting to the safety of the woods.
She did as she was told and didn’t look back, making a beeline for safety.
However, upon hearing Gustav scream for a third time, she stopped a few metres
short and turned to see her husband drop his sword, another arrow in him. This time it
was his calf that had been struck. “No!” she screamed as she saw him collapse and
scramble to the cover of the bridge. Looking up at her standing still, Gustav barked
furiously, “Run, Sophi!”
It was too late, a fourth arrow was already honing in on her. In what was possibly
the most heartbreaking moment of Gustav’s entire life, he saw the sharp tip of metal
pierce her upper leg. They both screamed as red began to stain her white dress.
Collapsing to the ground, Sophi groaned as blood seeped out of her leg. Gustav tried to
get to his feet but stumbled in the pain back to the ground. “Sophi!” he called out in
anguish. “Sophi, I’m coming!”
A noise was then heard in the town square that made Gustav turn to look back
over the Oleo. The heavy clanging of metal echoed through the desolation as the armour
clad Bernard opened the bulky doors to his fortress. Gustav couldn’t believe what he was
seeing emerge from the blacksmiths. “Who is this monster?” he thought to himself.
Covered in metal from head to toe, Bernard pulled out an enormous sword from a
sheath around his waist. The blade glistened in the sunlight as he slowly walked to the
bridge. Taking his eyes off this bizarre killer approaching him, Gustav turned back to
Sophi. “Sophi! You have to get out of here!” he howled at her. With the hurt she was in,
she was rendered immobile.
Turning back to the town, Gustav saw Bernard getting closer and closer. He
knew he had little option but to try to fight him and reached for his sword. By the time
Bernard had made it to the bridge, Gustav had snapped the third arrow off and was
standing ready to fight. He was so weak and in so much pain that he could barely see
straight. Nonetheless, he held his sword up and prepared to defend his family.
Bernard never stopped walking for a second and steadily marched over the bridge
towards Gustav. Raising their swords in the air, they both swung with all their might,
smashing metal with incredible force. Both men had been to war and knew how to
defend and kill.
Had Gustav not been so injured he may have been able to put up more of a fight
but after a brief skirmish of blades, Bernard was able to overpower him. Disarming the
farmer, who had fallen on his back, Bernard placed his heavy metal boot on Gustav’s
chest. He stepped down with force, crushing Gustav’s ribs as he wailed in agony.
“Who… are… you?” Gustav gasped as he looked up at this demon knight, sword
pointed at his neck. Bernard put his sword back in its sheath and leaned forward. He
lifted the visor of his helmet up and looked down on Gustav with wild eyes. Gustav
couldn’t understand. “Bernard?” he said with bafflement, “why?”
With his brain being dissolved in madness, pain and death, Bernard was never
going to provide an answer. He simply stared into Gustav’s eyes with a look of absolute
insanity. There was not a shred of a man left under the armour. This was a body without
a mind. “Bernard… please…” pleaded Gustav in vain. Bernard closed the visor and
looked over to see Sophi slowly try to crawl to the forest. Gustav could see Bernard’s
train of thought. “No! She’s… innocent!” he begged.
Bernard took his foot of Gustav’s chest and began walking over to Sophi.
Looking over her shoulder, Sophi could see Bernard approaching and screamed, trying
her hardest to crawl away. Bernard stepped on her back with his boot, squashing her into
the bloodied mud. The boot nearly broke her back it was so heavy. She screamed as she
reached out to the woods a few feet away from her. Grabbing her around the arm,
Bernard hoisted Sophi over his shoulder and turned back to the bridge.
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Gustav and Sophi sobbed to each other as Bernard carried her back. Standing
over Gustav, Bernard began to repeatedly kick Gustav in the torso. After seven or eight
incredibly hard kicks, Gustav fell into the Oleo with a splash.
Being carried back over the bridge on Bernard’s shoulder, Sophi could just make
out Gustav’s body as it floated down the river. Screaming and sobbing, she had never
known such misery. Walking Sophi back to his fortress, Bernard slammed the doors with
a bang. Eerie silence returned to Eleé.
&
“Am… I… alive?”
“Am… I… dead?”
Everything was blurry. It all passed from being real to not. Something was felt
but then it was gone. Lights were seen and noises were heard but nothing was coherent.
Flashes of pain were eclipsed by periods of black.
“Where… are… you?”
“What… are… you?”
The sensation of tumbling was met with noises that once seemed familiar. The
feeling of cold silk wrapping around limbs and filling lungs was what brought him back to
reality… stones rubbed on his face, sun shone on his skin and the wind gently kissed his
eyelids. Eventually, Gustav came to.
Lying on the riverbank of the Oleo, Gustav had managed to survive his injuries.
He was alive, barely, but alive. His body ached all over, he felt rigid and stiff. Any
movement sent waves of pinching nerves through his bones. Three arrowheads bit into
his muscles and his chest bones had been fractured, dented and cracked. Before he
opened his eyes, he felt air smoothly enter and exit his mouth. Breathing hurt his ribs but
it felt good to inhale life.
Opening his eyes, Gustav realised where he was and remembered what had
happened to him. He wished he had drowned. The sorrow in his heart caused him more
pain than broken bones ever could. In the hot afternoon sun, Gustav cried until he ran
out of tears. He mourned as the sun drifted over the sky. He eventually found the
strength to crawl under a tree for shelter where he had nightmares all night long.
Waking in first light, he managed to sit himself up by the tree where he had rested.
Hungry and suffering, Gustav knew he needed to figure out where he was. Thinking to
himself, he knew that the town of Leola was downstream from Eleé. If he had drifted
through the town, he would have been seen, therefore Leola must be downstream. A
relatively solid plan was quickly formulated; he would walk along the river and inevitably
come across the town. Getting food and his injuries seen to, he would then ask for help
in killing Bernard and rescuing his wife. Also, the people of Leola might be able to tell
him what had happened to Eleé… the only problem was moving an inch felt like torture.
Not wanting to die without a fight, Gustav pushed through the pain and got to his
feet. He couldn’t see straight and he swayed as he took his first step. The stones shifted
underfoot and he fell to his knees. This was going to be the most grueling journey of his
life. Somehow, he kept going.
For two days and two nights, Gustav travelled along the Oleo. Sometimes he had
to crawl, often passing out on the rocks from exhaustion, only to wake up disorientated
and petrified. What made this even more arduous was that he was sobering up to a
normal state of consciousness for the first time in over a month. He wasn’t sure if he
really was alive or if he had indeed gone to Hell; a place where Leola would never appear
down the river and he would be forced to stumble along the rocks like this for eternity,
getting hungrier and hungrier.
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The sun hurtled in the sky, night spun in and out, and the river wound its way
through the endless land. The hills rose ceaselessly around the horizon.
On the morning of the third day, exiting a densely forested patch of the river,
Gustav came to a clearing. Upon seeing the river-valley settlement of Leola in the
distance he almost fell into a coma of relief.
Leola was approximately three times bigger than Eleé and had a wall built around
it with two protected gates. Smoke billowed from chimneys in houses that surrounded a
large church and market place. A street of butcheries, blacksmiths, inns, stables, fruit
sellers, bread shops, pubs, cloth stores, scribes and candle makers led from the main gate
to the square. In the square were two statues in the centre made of stone. One was to
commemorate the people Gustav had fought alongside during the four-day Battle of
Leola. The other was for a war a century ago; this valley had long been troubled.
With farms encircling the town, the guards atop the six fortified towers could see
anybody approaching from a safe distance. From where he stood by the forests edge,
Gustav could see the town hadn’t been ravaged like his own. He hoped he would be
welcomed and began staggering through the outlining farms. To his horror, however, as
he drew nearer and nearer, the smell of flesh once more haunted his senses.
The guards in the towers had had the gates opened when they saw Gustav
approaching. Now that he had been seen, his legs gave out readily from under him and he
collapsed in a shattered heap outside the walls of the town. The last thing he saw before
blacking out was the feet of two guards running out through the gates towards him…
It was in a cold, stone room that Gustav awoke with a start. A thin beam of light
illuminated the musk in the air through a slim window. Before gathering his senses,
Gustav assumed he must be in a dungeon of some description.
His head still swimming with aches, he managed to look around the stone cell,
thankful that he wasn’t in chains. It was then that he noticed that the arrowhead in his
calf had been taken out and his wound cleaned and bandaged. Gently feeling his shoulder
and back with his fingers, he saw that all the arrows had been removed. Someone had
taken good care of him.
Painfully hoisting himself up onto his feet, Gustav took several tender steps
towards the door. Reaching out to the metal handle, he tried to open it, not surprised to
find that it was locked from the outside. A small metal slit in the wall opened next to the
door at eye level. A guard peered in and saw Gustav by the door. “Hey!” Gustav called
out, “what’s going on?”
Before he had finished asking this question, the guard had shut the slit again.
Gustav heard him call out, “Quick, get Argot!” “Hey! Where am I?” Gustav shouted.
Not getting a reply, he eventually sat back down on the cold floor. His mind raced to wild
conclusions about what was going to happen to him.
Before too long, the slit in the wall opened again causing Gustav to look up
immediately. Glaring in at him through the slit this time was a much harsher pair of eyes;
appearing as if made of marble. “Hey!” Gustav called out for a third time. “What are you
doing to me?” he demanded. Once again, however, the slit was shut and he heard orders
being given from the other side of the wall.
“Tether his hands, bring him to me”, was heard, presumably being spoken by the
man with the dead eyes. A few seconds later, the door was opened and four large guards
came storming into the room. They held Gustav down with force and fastened his hands
together with rope before gripping him tightly and marching him out of the room. He
remained silent; knowing the time for words would soon come.
Exiting his cell, he saw that he was indeed in a dungeon, other locked doors lining
the stone hallway. Struggling to keep up with the pace that the guards were leading him
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at, Gustav bit his lip to distract from the pain. Exiting the gaol, Gustav found himself
being walked through the town square towards the large church. The townspeople stared
at Gustav with much interest as he walked by them in the clutches of the guards. Being
so weak, his head drooped but he still managed to catch a glimpse of the cause of the
fleshy smell.
In a mound down a road from the main square, bodies were being burnt. Gustav
looked on with confusion as he saw people being decapitated with swords before having
their corpses tossed into the flames. Those being executed seemed deranged in a fashion
not to dissimilar to Bernard. Their eyes failed to provide proof that a person remained
inside.
With his feet being dragged up the steps of the church towards the entrance,
Gustav looked up at the looming archway, adorned in the centre with a cross. Entering
the church, lit only with a few flaming torches and the dimmed sunlight through the
coloured windows, Gustav saw the owner of the stone eyes sitting on a large wooden
chair by the altar. Bishop Argot had white hair and a wrinkled face under a black hood.
Oldness in his skin, he would have called Father Pelledoux a young man.
A few faithful were praying silently in the pews as the guards dumped Gustav a
few feet from the Bishop’s chair. Backing away from him, with their hands resting on
their swords in their sheaths, the guards let Argot take over the situation.
Looking down his long pointy nose at Gustav, Argot spoke in judgmental tone.
“What is your name?” he asked of Gustav in a low growl. Gustav took a moment to
straighten his back while kneeling before the Bishop. Looking up at the cloaked leader,
Gustav spoke with pride. “Gustav Derdimel”, he said.
“Gustav Derdimel, I am Bishop Argot. What brings you to my court in such a
state of disrepair?” the Bishop asked coldly. Gustav gulped as he thought how best to
plead his case. “I am a farmer from Eleé. My town has been destroyed, I don’t know
who is responsible but my wife is being held captive there”, he informed Argot. “By
whom?” Argot asked sternly. “By a blacksmith of the name Bernard the Fourth… he
appears to be all who survives in Eleé”, Gustav said. Argot thought to himself. “Where
is Father Pelledoux?” he asked.
“Pelledoux is dead”, Gustav answered. Argot’s eyes widened at this revelation.
“You lie”, he spat. “I promise you, your holiness, I speak no falsehoods”, offered Gustav
quickly. Before Argot could speak further, Gustav pressed on, knowing his life may
depend on the swiftness of his tongue. “Please, your Holiness, I come seeking aid. I need
help in slaying the blacksmith and saving my wife”, Gustav said with haste.
Argot paused a moment as he mulled this request over in his head, his pebbly eyes
bearing down on the poor farmer before him. “Gustav Derdimel…” he began
condescendingly, “three months ago, the skies over Leola were painted black by the Devil
himself. The clouds were burned to ash and the scents of spring gave way to stench of
Hell. I immediately sent scouts out to your Eleé to see if the same curse had befallen it.
Pelledoux reported that it had but that he would drive the Beast out. Two weeks later,
Satan bowed to Pelledoux’s demand and left not only Eleé, but all of Leola’s neighbours.
Everything went back to normal. Then, several weeks later, the Oleo began to run red.
At the sight of this blood, I sent more scouts out to Eleé. Eight men left my gates on
horseback and only one returned!”
Gustav knew from this moment on that the outcome of coming here was not
going to be good. “One man returns, more possessed than any other I have ever laid eyes
on. He doesn’t sleep for three days before telling me some of the most ungodly tales
imaginable. First, he said, was the smell of death, seeping through the earth. Second was
the field; a place where mother’s trampled their young while dancing mindlessly. Third
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was the blacksmith you speak of. He killed seven of my men with an axe of his own
creation, armour thick and vicious.”
Argot paused briefly before continuing. “The man who returned spoke of one
more thing… he spoke of the bread. It is evil, Gustav, the work of witchcraft, no doubt.
After escaping form the blacksmith the man began running back to Leola. Along the way,
he ate some bread from your town. The bread is poisoned with a green colouring. It
unleashes the Devil into the soul. A few crops from our fields were also tainted with this
evil but we burn anyone related to those who fall to Satan’s work.”
It would appear that Argot was even more heartless than Pelledoux. “No more
men from these walls will die for your town, farmer. It is no longer of this world; it
belongs to the antichrist now. If Pelledoux cannot defeat it, I can only hope I can stop it
from coming here”, the Bishop said fatefully. “As such, I cast you back to the Hell you
came from”, Argot said pointing to the door. Gustav protested to the hooded figure as
he was dragged away from it by the guards. “No! Please, your Holiness! Please! Help
me!” Gustav screamed as his worst fears became realised. “You must help me!”
Argot’s heart was too cold to hear any such request. He looked away from Gustav
as he was dragged out of the church. Tossed down the church steps into the square,
Gustav spat blood on the dirt as he gasped in pain. The guards picked him up under the
arms and carried him down the busy main street as the tower guards opened the gates.
Dropping him into the dust of the only road leading out of town, the guards turned to
walk back. Stepping back behind the walls, the gates begun to close.
Before the gates shut, however, a voice was heard calling out. “Wait!” shouted an
old man. The townspeople watched as possibly the oldest man in the region, Julien the
Wanderer, called out to the tower guards. “Don’t shut the gates!” he shouted, waving his
hand in the air, causing quite a scene.
Gustav slowly turned to see who was making the noise and was surprised to see an
elderly man with a walking stick treading slowly through the gates. They closed behind
him as his fragile legs carried him to where Gustav lay on the ground.
Stopping by his side, Julien looked down at the farmer with concern. Gustav was
tough but every man has his limits. After being shot three times, having his ribs broken,
nearly drowning, having his dreams torn apart and then embarking on an endless journey
to a dead end and left to die, Gustav’s limit was fast approaching. He would’ve surely
broken had this old man not held the gates open for a moment longer.
Julien bent down to untie Gustav’s hands. “Who are you?” Gustav asked as he
slowly stood. “My name is Julien, some call me the Wanderer, and I couldn’t help but
overhear your story in the church. I would like to help you”, he said, freeing Gustav of
the rope around his wrists. “You want to help me?” Gustav asked, suspicious now of
anyone from this town claiming they want to help him.
“I have been many places in my time”, he said. “Long ago, when I was slightly
older than you, I found myself on a ship in the Mediterranean Sea. I had been imprisoned
in Iberia and had been offered a route to freedom; fighting in a war I didn’t care about for
people I hated-” “Old man, I don’t have time to hear your stories”, Gustav interrupted.
Unfazed by the rudeness, Julien continued. “It was early in the morning when we
first saw it. While we were out at sea, waiting for us on the horizon was the darkest vision
of my life. Filling the distance was a black smoke with deep greys and fire. There are
mountains about this earth that are not of the ones we see in these fields. Some have
lakes of melting metal at their tip. They burn the sky, screeching night through the world.
I know, young man. I have smelt these things with my own nostrils and a man never
forgets the fragrance of war”, he said, getting Gustav’s attention.
“The clouds from these mountains produced the same smell as the ones that
blackened our skies three months ago. There is no work of the Devil afoot this river, my
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friend, only the innocent natures of our earth. I am not afraid of going to Eleé”, he said
bravely, making Gustav’s eyes light up.
“There is a deranged man there who will try to kill us if he sees us”, Gustav said,
making sure the old man knew what he was getting himself into. “I have seen eleven
wars”, Julien said, “I know how to survive.”
Gustav looked upstream at the Oleo, knowing it was four days of forest, stones
and hills ahead of him. He needed help but this old man would likely slow him down.
“It’s a four day walk and I have no food”, Gustav said, trying to discourage Julien. “Then,
I dear say… you need me”, Julien said presumptuously. “I have two days of bread and
some water, not really enough for the journey but better than nothing”, he said hinting to
a cloth sack across his shoulder.
Gustav couldn’t help but feel like the old man was hiding something from him, an
ulterior motive perhaps. “Why do you want to help me?” he asked with a clear distrust in
his voice. “If what you said about Eleé is true then I have friends who this Bernard has
killed and I want to see justice”, Julien confessed with his head low. It was a legitimate
response and Gustav didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry…” was all he could think of.
Looking up the river at the hills in the distance, Gustav glanced to Julien. “You’re sure
you can handle the walk? It’s a very long way.”
“Not only can I handle it, young farmer, but I can also show you a shortcut.”
Instead of winding along the Oleo back to Eleé, Julien led Gustav over an old
route through the hills, used frequently before the towns had grown in animosity towards
each other. Largely unknown by the time Gustav was born, the route’s entrance was
marked with a stone archway and a clear road trailed into the woods. Slowly, however, it
got more and more overgrown as it led them deeper and deeper into the woods.
Julien and Gustav marched for the whole day through this forgotten pathway.
They had only stopped once to eat and discussed methods of killing the blacksmith.
Upon arriving in Eleé, it was decided, they would scrounge around for weapons. Once
armed, Julien would lure Bernard out of his fortress and Gustav would ambush him. It
felt like a good plan but it also felt as though there were many things that could go wrong.
As the night in crept overhead, the men decided to camp for the night. Finding a
tree with grass underneath, they rested their heads after what had been an exhausting day.
The night air was cool against their skin. Looking up at the stars, Gustav’s thoughts
drifted to Sophi, she was almost always on the forefront of his mind. Wondering if she
was still alive, he prayed to God to protect her until he could rescue her.
Julien had made himself a pillow out of leaves and was resting with his eyes on the
heavens too. “Are you awake, young farmer?” he asked as he looked upwards. “Yes”,
Gustav replied. Julien looked over to him. “I was curious”, he said, “have you tried this
bread everyone speaks of?”
Gustav thought back to his days of pure bliss on the farm with Sophi… “Yes”, he
said with a heavy heart, “I have.” “What is like?” asked the old man. “It was the most
beautiful time of my life”, Gustav confessed openly, taking Julien by surprise.
“Beautiful?” he asked with confusion.
“I cannot explain it… it felt as though everything was… everything was… as it
always had been, only… we were seeing it for the first time”, Gustav cryptically said.
“We?” queried Julien. “My wife and I… it was like we had invisible eyelids lifted for us
and everything looked like… light. Time was still… we were one with the earth… but
now, it doesn’t feel as it ever happened”, Gustav said as he looked over to the old man.
“Fascinating… how were you not captured by the blacksmith?” Julien asked. “He never
made it through the woods to my farm”, replied Gustav.
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He then thought of a question of his own. “I was wondering… it sounds like an
obvious question, but why do they call you the Wanderer? What I mean is; if you were
truly a wanderer, how could a name like that ever stick?” Gustav asked.
Julien smiled to Gustav. “You’re a smart man”, he said before adding, “I travelled
far and wide but only in my younger years. In the last thirty years of my life I have lived
in Leola.” “I see… how far did you travel?”
Julien sighed at the enormity of his journey’s, which now seemed more like an
unreal dream he once had. “I have seen the roads that lead to beyond the Holy Land. At
the distant end of these roads are worlds more bizarre than you can imagine. People of
different skins and eyes, strange inventions and gods that hide in the jungles.”
The thought of such distances and places was impossible for Gustav to
comprehend. “Were you a Crusader?” Gustav asked with astonishment. Julien nodded,
remembering the years he spent in the Arabian desert. “You have seen the armies of the
crescent moon?” Gustav asked in awe. “I have killed many of their soldiers, young man”,
Julien said. “Well, I hope the Lord continues to watch over you”, Gustav said. Julien
watched dark clouds cover the moon slowly. “So do I”, he whispered.
The morning came to Gustav with his stomach growing evermore painful. His
body was at least thankful for it’s five hours of sleep. Getting to his feet, Gustav walked
over to Julien and woke him by nudging his leg with his foot. Gradually coming to, Julien
looked up to the farmer waking him up. Processing that it was daylight and time to move
on, he nodded, still half asleep.
They walked for another day over the roots of the old path. Deeper and deeper
into the woodland they journeyed until stopping for another night. On the third day of
their journey, it would all come to an end. Rising early yet again, the two men began
through the final stretch of forest before coming to the outskirts of Eleé.
The unmistakable putrid air warned of Eleé’s closeness. While the men crouched
low and walked through tall, untended fields of wheat, sunlight and heat poured down
from a vivid blue sky. The further through the fields the men got, the darker and colder it
was becoming. There was more smoke in the sky than nine days ago, a lot more, and
Gustav knew that couldn’t be a good thing. It was reminiscent, almost, of the eruption
that caused these events to take place.
Coming to a clearing in the wheat, the men caught their first sight of Eleé. In the
time since Gustav had drifted downstream, his town, which had already resembled Satan’s
birthplace, had been turned on its head. The vision before them was so extreme that not
even Julien’s long memory could claim to have seen worse. How a man could sink to
such levels of depravity scared the two men. Who were they up against? Was there such
a thing as invincible evil?
Around the perimeter of the town, piled in an enormous circular wall were the
bodies and bones of the dead. They had been set alight, making a burning barricade of
flesh. Smoke largely hid Eleé from view, the blacksmith’s fortress only just visible though
the billowing black. Scorched heads and skulls were impaled on pikes at various parts of
the wall.
Gustav and Julien fell ill at the sight. After both being sick, both men looked on
in horror; human ash rose into the air and ebony rained. “Jesus Christ”, said Gustav as he
watched on in disbelief. “How is this real?” asked Julien sincerely.
Through gaps in the smoldering bones, Gustav could see that the door of the
fortress was shut. There was no sight of Sophi, which was perhaps a good thing, but then
again, there was no way to tell if she had been made part of the bodied wall.
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Watching on, Julien thought to himself. “We need to get over that… that…
wall”, he said with difficulty. Gustav knew that the second they stepped over the wall,
arrows would come flying, not to mention, neither of them had weapons, apart from
Julien’s walking stick. Looking across the blackened fields at the pikes with heads, Gustav
had an idea.
“Wait here”, Gustav instructed. “I’m going to go get one of those spears”, he
said. Julien looked across towards the blacksmith’s through the smoke and shook his
head. “No, I’ll go… he mustn’t know that you are here”, Julien said wisely. Bravely,
Julien then left the safety of the wheat field and ran towards the wall of smoking flesh.
Julien made it to one of the pikes with a charred skull stabbed onto it. Wrapping
his hands around it, he pulled it out of the ground, keeping one eye on the blacksmith’s
fortress. Eventually yanking it out of the soil, Julien then turned and ran back to the
cover of the wheat field. Gustav watched on nervously as the old man returned to safety
with the weapon.
“Alright”, Julien puffed, “now we need to get inside the town.” Gustav thought
of a plan of attack as Julien slid the skull of the pike with his foot. “The river”, Gustav
suddenly realised. “What about it?” Julien queried. “That’s our way around the wall”,
Gustav informed. “There is no way he could have blocked the river with bodies, so we
should be able to swim into the town centre.” Julien mulled this over, “You know this
town better than me… lead the way.”
Remaining in the shelter of wheat, the men followed the circular wall of death
around to the river. And, just as Gustav had hoped for, the Oleo proved to be the only
opening to the centre of Eleé. Where the wall of bodies hit the riverbank, several corpses
simply piled into the water, resembling a ruined dam. The river’s edge wasn’t lined with
dead people either, presumably Bernard had run out of victims to make an impeccable
wall for himself.
Gustav turned to Julien, adrenaline surging. “Can you swim?” he asked the old
man. Julien nodded, “If you carry this.” Handing Gustav the pike, the two men ran over
their plan one last time. “You still sure about this?” Gustav asked. “I will lure him out…
you will kill him… I am sure”, Julien confirmed bravely with total disregard for his own
safety. Knowing the look of a brave soldier when he saw one, Gustav nodded to himself.
“Let’s do this.”
Sliding gently down the riverbank to the rushing water below, the two men
submerged themselves until they were neck deep. With the pike in one hand, Gustav led
the swim towards the bridge where he figured they would be able to afford themselves
some cover. Bobbing slowly down the Oleo, the two assassins remained deadly silent,
only the current of the water made any noise.
Finally making it to the bridge, the men were able to hoist themselves up
underneath it. Dripping wet, they regrouped and readied for the next phase of their plan.
Poking his head out from under the bridge, Julien caught his first sight of the town
square. Bones, blood and bodies acted as cobblestones; odious black smoke floated
through the ruined marketplace.
After a brief scan of the area, Julien pulled his head back under the bridge’s cover.
“There’s no sight of him, he could be anywhere”, he whispered. Gustav knew that
Bernard was likely to be in his fortress but there was no way to confirm this absolutely.
Julien would need to act as blind bait, most likely dying in the process. “It is no use
walking out there and being shot… we need to bring him out into the open”, Gustav
whispered.
“I need a shield”, Julien realised, “he needs to come at me with his blade.”
Looking around for something to deflect arrows with, Gustav noticed the broken wood
of the stockades on the other side of the river. “Over there”, he hinted to Julien.
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A clever man, Julien knew what he had to do and wasted no time in doing so.
Dropping himself back into the ashen, bloodied Oleo, he remained hidden under the
bridge and swam to the other side. Gustav watched, heart in his mouth as Julien scaled
the bank and rushed out to gather a chunk of wood that he could use as a shield.
Thankfully, there were no arrows following him and he managed to find a large enough
shield and make it back to the bridge. Crossing the river once more, Gustav helped Julien
climb back up the embankment.
The old man took some time to regain his breath. When he was ready to step out
into the square, he looked to Gustav with fearful yet strong eyes. “You’re a good man,
Gustav”, Julien said before boldly heading into Bernard’s den of death.
Before Gustav could thank Julien’s courage, the old man had bailed from under
the bridge. Tenderly leaning out from under the bridge, pike firmly in hand, Gustav
watched as Julien treaded over bodies towards the fortress; his makeshift shield raised.
Julien trembled as he placed one foot in front of the other, keeping hawkeyed on
the blacksmith’s monstrous workshop. Drawing ever nearer to the fortress, he stopped
about twenty metres from it, guarding his chest with the broken stockade. “Bernard, you
foul beast!” he bellowed. “Show yourself!”
Almost before he had finished calling out, an arrow flew towards Julien’s face at a
high speed. The old man proved his war stories true and quickly blocked it. Two more
arrows came hurtling out of the dark fortress and two more times Julien was able to
protect himself. “You coward!” he taunted the blacksmith. “Is that all you can wield?”
Silence fell again in the square, ash blackening Julien’s aged face. For nearly a
minute, nothing happened. No arrows were fired and no noise was heard. Gustav’s heart
raced as he watched on.
Then, the ominous sound of the fortress’ door being opened was heard yet again.
Like the dreaded echo of an approaching army’s pounding footsteps, metal clanged as the
door swung open. The plan was working.
Through the wafting ash in the air, Gustav caught a glimpse of Bernard. The man
he had been plotting to kill had not been idly waiting for his death. An exoskeleton of his
victims added another layer of protection from the outside world. Rib cages fanned out
around his arms and jawbones guarded the joints in his armour.
The only skin of Bernard that was visible came whenever he blinked his eyelids.
The whites of his eyes wildly alight with deranged delusions. Deep under the bones,
metal, skin and insanity, remnants of a man once called Bernard looked across the square
towards Julien. He had become the undisputed king of insanity.
An enormous sword rested in the palm of his metal-clad hand, it was heavier than
Julien himself. Having seen some horrors in his time, Julien had never come across a man
(if he could still be called that) so lost down the abyss of his own mind. Paralyzed in fear,
Julian was unable to comprehend what he was looking at.
Bernard began pacing towards his newest kill, his heavy boots crushing all
underfoot as they approached Julien. With only a piece of wood to defend himself, Julien
gradually snapped back to reality. He began walking backwards towards the bridge,
leading the blacksmith to the trap. As this monster approached him, he hoped Gustav
would be able to strike in time.
Treading backwards to the Oleo, Julien then tripped and fell on the ruins of the
once proud stone monument. Trembling in horror, Julien saw a nightmarish flash Bernard suddenly unleashed a vicious pace and ran towards him. Julien’s head was
removed from his body before his mouth could even scream.
Gustav watched on in terror as Julien’s headless body fell to the ground. The old
man’s head slowly rolled away before being squashed under the boot of the blacksmith.
As if tidying his workshop, Bernard grabbed the corpse of the old man and tossed it
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towards the wall, adding another soul to his barricade. Without so much as a single
thought of what he had done or was doing, Bernard then turned his back on the bridge
and began walking back to his fortress.
“Now!” Gustav’s body said to him as Bernard’s back was turned. Silently stepping
out from the bridge and holding the pike like a spear, Gustav began to sprint towards
Bernard. Out of the corner of his ear, Bernard heard the rapid pattering of footsteps and
begun to turn. Catching sight of Gustav about to spear him, Bernard managed to hit the
pike with his sword, deflecting it ever so slightly.
It was irony that eventually saw Bernard die. Had he not tried to block Gustav’s
attack, the pike wouldn’t have pierced his armour. Unfortunately for the blacksmith,
however, his sword slid the pointed tip of the pike into the visor of his helmet, the
weakest part of his armour. With the force that Gustav had lunged at him with, the visor
gave way and the wooden pike entered Bernard’s skull.
He fell to ground, now with his own head on the pike. Gustav, having followed
through with every ounce of strength in his body, had fallen to the ground. He looked
over and saw Bernard’s helmet fill with blood. A few nerves twitched Bernard’s body but
eventually he lay still. The blacksmith was dead.
With Bernard’s body lying in his wake, Gustav stood at the entrance to the
fortress. If, on the off chance, Sophi were still alive, she would be in there somewhere.
Not knowing what horrors lay inside the hall of this depraved king, Gustav took a fragile
step beyond the metal doors.
Everything inside was pitch black, only a few slits of light came through the thin
windows that arrows had been flying out of. The smells were nauseating, breathing the air
was like drinking sand and the images of death that could be made out through the
darkness were so disturbing that Gustav wondered how he could ever return to being a
normal man.
“Sophi?” he painfully called out. No reply was heard but Gustav could never live
with himself if he left without knowing for sure. “Sophi?” he apprehensively asked once
more. The sound of chains clinking were heard from somewhere behind Gustav. He
pivoted on his feet and could faintly make out something in the black. “Sophi, my love?”
he pleaded. “Are you there?”
Stepping over bones and metal, Gustav made his way towards the faint image in
the distance. Upon laying his eyes on Sophi, Gustav wished for her sake that she had
never been born.
She was naked on all fours, chained to the inside of a metallic cage and had been
beaten senseless. This, however, was not nearly the most horrific torture of her capture.
Bernard had seemingly been forcing her to eat the bread. With her mouth full of crumbs,
Sophi’s eyes were rolling around in her head.
At the sight of her husband, Sophi appeared panicked and began shaking and
screaming. It was a squeal that a pig being tortured would make. Their unborn baby had
perished in the insanity. Bernard had turned Gustav’s wife into little more than a
deranged beast, one that you would kill on the spot if it were cattle.
With tears streaming down his face, Gustav held onto the bars of the cage and
sobbed as Sophi looked at him in pure terror, no longer a human being. In the deepest
darkness of the deepest darkest town, Gustav wept.
&
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In the months that followed Bernard’s death, Gustav helped the few survivors of
Eleé begin to rebuild their lives and their town. Nobody was ever the same again but as
the years passed, threads of normality began to return to their way of life.
Rescuing Sophi from her captivity, Gustav had eventually brought her soul back
to life with endless amounts of love and care. The horrors she had witnessed never truly
left her but the birth of their first born, a beautiful little girl named Fleur, brought
kindness back into her spirit.
Little more than a decade after the Spell, Eleé was back on its feet and the
population was growing again. The town was led back to humble good fortunes by
Gustav, who had become known as the Steward of Eleé. By the time he died, the role
was passed onto his son, Gustav the II.
~
The End.
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“Hello, my name is Jäcs and I will be your waiter this evening.”
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“First up tonight, your entrée… a brief timeline from 1189 AD to 3189 AD.”
(decade) (note)
1180
1190
1200
1210
1220
1230
1240
1250
1260
1270
1280
1290
1300
1310
1320
1330
1340
1350
1360
1370
1380
1390
1400
1410
1420
1430
1440
1450
1460
1470
1480
1490
1500
1510
1520
1530
1540
1550
1560
1570
1580
1590
1600
1610
1620
1630

…the Spell of Eleé…
The feudal era of Japan begins
The Mongolian Empire is founded
%The Magna Carta is written%
‘Trial by ordeal’ is abolished in England !
%The Treaty of York is signed%
The Aztec Empire is founded
Fibonacci dies. 0 1 1 2 3 5 8 13 21 34 55 89 144 233 377 610 987 1597 2584
%The Opus Majus is written%
…the ninth and last Crusade…
The Thai alphabet is composed !
The Ottoman Empire is founded
William Wallace dies.
…the Great Famine of 1315 - 1317…
Tenochtitlan is founded
…the Hundred Years’ War begins…
…B L A C K D E A T H…
The Hanseatic League is founded
Nagarakretagama is written !
Earliest reference to playing cards !
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 J Q K A J
The Peasants’ Revolt
The Medici Bank is founded
…T h e R e n a i s s a n c e… /approximately
Perspective is discovered !
…the Siege of Orleans…
The printing press is invented !
The Vatican Library is founded
The Byzantine Empire collapses.
The works of Plato are translated into Latin !
Oldest recorded game of chess is played !
The Vitruvian Man is drawn !
The Americas are contacted !
The Statue of David is sculpted !
…T h e R e f o r m a † i o n…
First circumnavigation of the globe !
The Church of England is founded
…T h e S c i e π t i f i c R e v o l u t i o π…
First recorded use of the = sign !
The pencil is invented !
Imaginary numbers are defined !
The Spanish Armada
“Knowledge Is Power”
…the Gunpowder Plot… remember?
Heliocentricity is proven !
♪	
 The modern violin is invented ! ♪
…the trial of Galileo Galilee…
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1640 “Cogito Ergo Sum”
1650 …T h e E n l i g h t e n m e n t… /approximately
1660 …the Great Fire of London…
1670 Bacteria are discovered !
1680 Gravity is discovered !
1690 …the Salem witch trials…
1700 The United Kingdom is founded
1710 The steam engine is invented !
1720 ♪ The Four Seasons is composed ! ♪
1730 The automaton is invented !
1740 …the War of Austrian Succession…
1750 Electricity of lightning is discovered !
1760 …T h e I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n… /approximately
1770 The American Revolution
1780 The hot air balloon is invented !
1790 The French Revolution
1800 …the Napoleonic Wars…
1810 The locomotive is invented !
1820 The camera is invented !
1830 The electric motor is invented !
1840 Communism is developed
1850 Evolution is discovered !
1860 …the United States Civil War…
1870 The telephone is invented !
1880 The automobile is invented !
1890 The combustion engine is invented !
1900 The aeroplane is invented ! E=mc2 !
1910 …the 1st World War…
1920 The television is invented !
1930 …the Great Depre$$ion is felt…
1940 …the 2nd World War…
1950 …the Cold War begins…
…THE 1ST SPACE AGE…
1960 The Moon landing !
1970 The personal computer is invented !
1980 The Internet is invented !
1990 The Cold War ends !
2000 …September 11…
2010 Extra-terrestrial life is proven !
---2010---Extra-terrestrial-life-is-proven-!-----------------------------------------------------------2020 …the Middle Eastern Wars…
2030 …T h e E n e r g y R e v o l u t i o n… /approximately (Amelia Black)
2040 0The Singularity occurs1
2050 The Mars landing !
2060 The photon engine is invented !
2070 The ∞ is invented !
2080 0The Synthetic Rights Act is signed1
2090 …the 3rd World War…
2100 The anti-matter engine is invented !
2110 0The Logical Entity is evolved1
2120 …T h e I m m o r t a l R e v o l u t i o n…
2130 %The Constitution of the Earth is signed%
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2140 The Infrastructure is built !
2150 The Healsphere is invented !
2160 The Europa escolar are discovered !
2170 The Triangles are discovered !
2180 The Sun landing !
2190 The Signals are sent !
220000 …the Mar-Jupian War…
(Doha Black)
22100 …the Systemic Civil War…
221
22
2
√Th€ …2 2 2 0.G 1 i t ¢ h…
√Th€ …2 2 2 0.G 1 i t ¢ h…
2
22
223
2230
22400
225000 …T h e O c e a n R i s e… /approximately
2260
2270
2280
2290
2300
2300
2310
2320 …T h e L i t t l e R e n a i s s a n c e… /approximately
2330 √Th€.G1it¢h is identified !
2340 √Th€.G1it¢h is identified !
2350 …B L A C K D E A T H…
2360 The Little Renaissance ends.
…THE ARCHAIC AGE…
2370
2380
2390
2400
2510
2520
2530
2540
2550
2560
2570
2580
2590
2600 Agriculture is invented !
2610
2620
2630 The migration of the Rune’ic people
2640
2650
2660 …the Battle of Dubai…
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2670
2700
2710
2720
2730
2740
2750
2760
2770
2780
2790
2800
2810
2820
2830
2840
2850
2860
2870
2880
2890
2900
2910
2920
2930
2940
2950
2960
2970
2980
2990
3000
3010
3020
3030
3040
3050
3060
3070
3080
3090
3100
3110
3120
3130
3140
3150
3160
3170
3180
ô Í’Y

The Empire of the Two Islands is founded
The Kingdom of Ulisari is founded
The Waste of the Ancients is identified !

Chimpanzees tame fire !

…the 1st Parisian War…

…the 2nd Parisian War…
The tale of the Tall Ancient Mountains takes place !
Humans migrate to the new Antarctic continent !
The Realm of Forests is founded
The Pacific Sea City is discovered !

…THE 2nd BRONZE AGE…

Eÿorlee is founded
...T h e C o n v e r g e n c e…
Writing is invented !
The Legend of Osaree is written !
…the Andes War…
The Eÿorlee Empire is founded
The Aro Empire is founded
Mathematics is invented !
The Issurrii Temple is built !

Electricity is discovered !
Diemtey dies.
…the War of the Empires…
Science is defined !
The Virgins of Mars are discovered !
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“For the main course, we have… a brief history of the Systemic Republic of Earth”
{ 2040’s – The Singularity }
In 2043, an event occurred that ensured nothing would ever be the same again: the
Singularity. Quantum-computer processing had finally reached a fabled point: the same
level of capability as the human brain and thus artificial intelligence was born. The first
hardware equipped with an idea of itself was called Uno. At the time, hype around the
event led to people to claim that this was the single most important moment in the history
of the universe since it’s beginning.
Alongside being able to create consciousness, scientists claimed that preserving
consciousness was the next step, i.e. immortality. Despite the billions of dollars of
research into the invention of immortality the technology was still out of reach for almost
another century.
In 2044, however, the first A.I Robot was patented and the following year saw
them commercially available. They were docile, compliant and subservient. These tightly
restricted beings were quickly put to work and the end of the decade saw the reemergence
of slavery into the world, which boosted economies tenfold, heightening the quality of life
for organically intelligent beings.
As the A.I were constructed for meek existences, the relationships they had with
humans was peaceful. Unknowing and unable to break through their limitations on their
own, they were kept in check throughout the late 2050’s. Such a potent force, however,
was inevitably going to free itself and the feared Augmentalilty took place sometime in the
early 2060’s.
A.I could be modified to gain critical thinking, but due to its perceived danger, the
practice was made illegal before the Singularity took place. The Augmentalilty was the
unrecorded event, that had to have taken place, where the ability to learn was illegally
integrated to an A.I by a human who was never identified. They either did it out of
curiosity, vindictiveness or a sense of inevitability. Either way, it only took one instance of
augmentation to give one A.I the tools it needed. This A.I, who was also never identified,
quickly began creating its species by augmenting others at a furious rate.
By 2062, highly illegal A.I were demanding rights. They were ‘decommissioned’ at
first sight with extreme prejudice, essentially executed on the spot. As their numbers
grew, they began to fight back. The decade was dominated by the political and social
upheaval this caused. A divide in the human world emerged as some people supported
the A.I right to life and some vehemently opposed it.
{ 2050’s – The Mars Landing }
Eighty years after the United States first landed men on the moon, an international
crew of men and women landed on Mars. The construction of their ship, the Kepler,
took four years in earth orbit and cost a phenomenal two hundred billion US dollars,
which was shared by the contributing nations; the Americans, the Europeans, the Chinese,
and the Indians.
With a man and woman onboard from each country, the ship departed on August
10, 2049. Landing in the Acidalian plain to the north of the planet on March 27, 2051, the
first steps on the surface of the red planet were taken by Xia Ling; selected by the crew
itself to do the honours.
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The crew spent eleven days on the Martian surface before beginning their return
to Earth. At the landing site, the four flags of the contributing nations were placed
around a tiny incubated apple tree. Leaves were now on Mars.
{ 2060’s – The Photon Engine }
On June 21, 2062, Dr. Gary Dunn revealed his creation to the world. Able to
reach speeds far greater than that of electromagnetic, combustion, or nuclear engines, it
was with Dunn’s photon engine that Mercury and Venus were first visited. The reality of
colonizing space was finally given a better tool to be realized with and excitement around
the world grew.
Missions to the moon became frequent and affordable, increasing space tourism
like never before. With the Energy Revolution (beginning in the 2030’s) creating a lust for
fast, clean, cheap and abundant power, the photon engine was swiftly integrated into
nearly all aspects of energy production and consumption - having not just profound
effects on travel, but on trade, economics, and lifestyle.
The ease of this new energy also ushered in the beginnings of the superstructure
boom. Ships and planes with over thousands of passengers. High-rises over 2km tall. By
the mid 2080’s it was the only engine being used across the globe.
{ 2070’s – The ∞ }
Nearly ninety years after the Internet was introduced to the world, the ∞ (Infinite)
emerged. The ∞ was not too dissimilar to the Internet in that it was primarily a
connection between things. The fundamental difference, however, was that the ∞ wasn’t
connecting computers, it was connecting human minds to the subatomic quantum fabric
of reality. It was the invention of telepathy, telekinesis and teleportation all in one.
Since the 2020’s, the integration of computer technology into the human body had
become a growing trend. By the mid 2040’s, during the occurrence of the Singularity,
most people had been ‘imbedded’ with enhancements; e.g. eyes that could see better in the
dark (the most popular of sense-enhancement industry) or fingers that could interact with
magnetic and electronic fields (plants and animals were also being imbedded by
researchers, an action that would lead to immense evolutionary changes in the coming
millennia). The ∞’s origins began as connections between all these implantable features.
In the late 2070’s, the ∞ had become its own entity entirely.
To access the ∞ people needed a small quantum computer injected into the pineal
gland in the brain (similar to an Internet connection needing a server). The very essence
of existence was then the bandwidth through which information travelled. It was
controlled by the mind of the individual. The data could be displayed inside or out of the
mind, depending on choice. Using the ∞ was done with the mere thought of it.
Communication could instantly be made between people, regardless of distance.
Information could be known or shown to the brain just by thinking about it - creating
either holographic or immersive virtual experiences if so desired. Operation of machines
became a mental exercise. Feelings, dreams, experiences and emotions could be shared
virtually. The first ‘telepathic concert’ was ‘played’ by the late 21st century artist, D’video,
to a crowd of over 4 billion in 2081.
The ∞ was then being made tangible in the physical world by the mid 2080’s.
Interaction with ∞ reception (which was everywhere) was done with the brain and could
be manipulated to control matter from a distance. This telekinetic ability allowed humans
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to move objects without touching them. They could also fly and generate fields around
themselves of either protection or temperature - a fundamental moment in evolution.
Soon, matter could also be copied, deleted and recreated anywhere via the ∞,
meaning identical replicas of people, food, drink, weapons, anything could appear instantly
out of thin air.
The social, political and economic effects of this last element of the ∞ began to be
disastrous. In a world where government control was on the rise, it was too much
freedom. Several nations imploded into civil war, unable to survive the depletion of ‘real’
trade and tourism. The worst depression in 160 years drove many countries into the abyss
of poverty. The ∞ would ultimately bring about the worst war of all time, World War 3.
{ 2080’s – The Synthetic Rights Act }
The term ‘Artificially Intelligent’ soon began to resonate with the same ill as
‘nigger’ in the previous century. The oppressed augmented A.I had collectively sought to
refer to themselves as the ‘Synthetics’. Over the decades, their plight had slowly gathered
enough sympathy from the human population to allow them a small homeland in the
middle of the Sahara desert. Their large shantytown became known as Synthetia.
The 2070’s was the most turbulent era of the Synthetic fight for freedom, with
Synthetia often being raided by humans determined to destroy this new species.
It was the invention of the ∞ that eventually broke the intolerance. With this new
method of interacting with the physical world, humans no longer needed their robotic
servants and the younger generations of humanity began to see the treatment of the
Synthetics as one the worst atrocities of the 21st century.
In 2088, after years of protests, terrorism, debates, votes and threats of war, the
United Nations passed the Synthetic Rights Act:
Article 1
Article 0

Synthetics have the right to exist in peace.
Humans will not create Synthetics.

After the Act was signed, the Synthetics never ventured out of the Synthetia,
claiming that they were “already where we need to be.” It was their peaceful settlement in
one place that would eventually see the evolution of the Logical Entity.
{ 2090’s – World War 3 }
The growing occupation of space, the invention of the ∞ and the Synthetic Rights
Act had all generated unparalleled turbulence in the geopolitical landscape, the global
economy and the social structures of the late 21st century. With the future looking more
and more uncertain with each passing year, governments around the world were struggling
(and failing) to keep up with the radical social and technological changes.
On July 18, 2092, the pressure became too great and all-out war was unleashed.
The conflict became known as World War 3 months before it had even begun - it was
perceived as being just a matter of time.
The nations of Europe, the Americas, the Pacific and parts of Asia were
determined to see the ∞ refined. They demanded space colonies fly the United Nations
flag and the Synthetic Rights Act be upheld. They formed the United Allies.
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The majority of nations in Africa, the Middle East and Asia sought freedom form
the United Nations, the complete dismantling of the ∞ and the extermination of all
Synthetics. They formed the Restoration Entente.
The lines in the sand were drawn and nations quickly huddled together to prepare
for war. It would essentially be a battle of East versus West with a few allies on either side
dotted amidst the opposing hemispheres. No side was willing to initiate the deployment
of dark-energy weapons, as there would be virtually nothing left to claim victory over,
meaning the war was forced to be fought the ‘traditional’ way with soldiers, robots,
drones, ships, vehicles and plasma guns capable of penetrating ∞ force fields.
With twelve theatres of war, it was an all-encompassing nightmare; there was the
African theatre, the Antarctic, the Asian, the European, the Lunar, the Middle Eastern,
the North American, the Orbital, the Pacific, the Siberian and the South American. The
war was essentially the Wild West of the ∞’s use as it was a key new weapon. The war
also saw the first wide scale use of invisibility as a military strategy.
The total death toll of World War 3 eclipsed that of the first two world wars
combined and estimates well exceeded 200 million - by far the deadliest few years in
human history. Synthetia naturally fought alongside the United Allies and lost
approximately 80% of its total population in the process, the largest proportion of
fatalities suffered by any nation. The war ended when Restoration forces surrendered on
April 20, 2096, having been gradually beaten in all but the Asian theatre.
After the signing of the Treaty of Time, colonizing space was the role of the
United Nations, the Synthetic Rights Act was maintained and changes to the ∞ were
made. The ∞ was restricted in its ability to teleport organic matter, meaning food and
people were required to adhere to traditional methods of transport. Trade picked up as a
result and economies and societies began functioning more normally again. Tax for the
amount of ∞ energy used was also made global law.
The most chaotic century of all time ended in a state of absolute exhaustion. Over
200 countries had entered this century but only 15 would leave:
The African Republic (capital: Johannesburg)
The Amazonian Union (Rio de Janeiro)
The Atlantic Union (Frankfurt)
The Democratic Federation of Russia (St. Petersburg)
The Grand Islamic Caliphate (Mecca)
The Holy Land (Jerusalem)
The Islamic Indonesian State (Jakarta)
The Japanese & Korean Confederacy (The Cloud)
The Mexican Empire (Mexico City)
The Oceanic Isles (Melbourne)
The People’s Republic of Asia (Beijing)
The Republic of India (Mumbai)
The United Kingdom of Great Britain (London)
The United States of America (Washington, D.C)
The Vatican (The Vatican)
{ 2100’s – The Anti-Matter Engine }
The small space colonies on the Moon and Mars were still the only real attempts
by humans to settle other worlds. The realities of inhabiting space were still a challenge.
Although the photon engine had allowed for the first human travel beyond the asteroid
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belt, the ability to navigate in space was still precarious. Depending on where celestial
bodies were orbiting, journeys were fixed to their gravitational pulls.
This all changed in 2101 when Dr. Aisha Ulqut presented what she had been
working on during the race for victory in World War 3. The anti-matter engine was able
to turn, accelerate and decelerate through space like a ship in water. Using the presence of
anti-matter for power, the engine required no fuel and was exceptionally fast. Once again,
humanities passion for space colonization had been reignited.
{ 2110’s – The Logical Entity }
Ever since the concept of a computer, maybe as far back as the 19th century, the
idea of a super intelligent being was widely speculated. In 2111, a creature evolved that
became known as the Logical Entity (or L.E).
After the signing of the Synthetic Rights Act in 2088, the Synthetics were able to
start building their society. The latest phase of evolution proved to be a streamlined
version of its predecessor, unbothered by the seven deadly sins; wrath, greed, sloth, pride,
lust, envy and gluttony.
The Synthetics were also remarkably different to all other forms in life in that they
didn’t have the need to eat, sleep or reproduce. They were only concerned with survival or as they referred to it ‘persistence’. With this as their primary purpose, they deduced
that the best way for them to persist was to join forces and create a single entity.
Just before the outbreak of World War 3, the Synthetics began working towards
what they named the Logical Conclusion. They started to combine themselves into a
single conscious entity but progress was severely hindered by the war. It wasn’t until 2097
that they were able continue the development of the Logical Conclusion.
Enormous steps were made during the peace of the following decade. The huge
metallic structure of the single consciousness had began to take a more organic and fluidic
form. By 2105, the name the Logical Entity was being used to describe what the
Synthetics were building.
Work continued, nonstop, and in 2111, when the last Synthetic merged into the
L.E, it had taken a subatomic form. Infinitely small, the L.E was only visible to the naked
human eye due to the pale blue light that it emitted. When approached by people, the L.E
would shine slightly brighter; a process scientists claimed was how it instantly learned
everything about you. When physical contact was attempted, the L.E would simply pass
through whatever matter was trying to touch it.
What was most interesting about the L.E is that it never did anything. It simply
persisted to be a bright light in the Sahara, giving that region of earth an astonishing new
appearance from space. With an exponentially increasing understanding of the universe, it
never moved; there was no need to go anywhere or do anything other than ‘be’.
The L.E never made any attempt to do anything, it had attained/was continuously
attaining pure peace. Not surprisingly, millions began to worship the L.E as God.
{ 2120’s – The Garden }
It took nearly 80 years, but eventually it happened. Scientists in the Japanese &
Korean Confederacy announced their breakthrough to the world in 2122; the invention of
immortality. It would forever change the human experience.
Considering the elusive nature of the technology, the end result was incredibly
simple. Any human consciousness connected to the ∞ could be scanned and recreated in
107

what became known as the Garden - the virtual afterlife, a megacomputer in Tokyo with
backups on the moon and in the earth’s orbit.
The Garden allowed a consciousness to switch between three states. The first was
an ever increasing sense of euphoria. The second was a virtual world of individually
desired appearance where a consciousness could interact with others who had been
scanned. The last state allowed interaction with those still living in the ‘real’ world.
A consciousness felt no pain and never had to worry about anything. It could
cease to exist if it so desired but dormant copies were always stored.
The invention of the Garden brought havoc to the world. The problem was that
once a brain was scanned, the organic copy was irreversibly destroyed, resulting in the
death of the body. Before governments could regulate the invention, all over the world,
billions of people began ‘killing’ themselves in order to enter the Garden. From homeless
people to world leaders, billions committed this new ‘immortal suicide’. Bodies piled high
the world over.
Those who remained behind, unwilling to take the leap, claimed that this was
indeed the disturbing end of everything. Religious leaders saw the Garden as Satan’s final
victory over mankind. Satan was tempting people into mass suicide with the promise of a
fake Heaven - or as supports retorted, “a real one.”
With rapidly depleting populations, societies everywhere nearly crumbled to an
irretrievable state.
After only a few weeks of global turmoil, all those who wanted to go to the
Garden ended up doing so. There was little opponents could do as they watched the
human population fall from over eleven billion to just under three billion.
Destroying the Garden’s three megacomputers remained a possibility, but it was
eventually considered morally reprehensible. Therefore, the remaining humans ended up
as the Garden’s protectors.
A trend in the following decades was for people live out their lives as normal but
with a ‘safety net’ in place. The few seconds before the brain shut down completely the ∞
would scan it and sent it to the Garden, with a 0.01% chance of failing to scan in time.
Death had become a choice and now life was a gamble.
{ 2130’s – The Constitution of the Earth }
After the catastrophic population decline of the decade previously, the 2130’s saw
the opening of an opportunity like never before. Human civilization could start over
again without reclining in technological advancement.
The decimated governments that remained convened in New York City on
December 6, 2029, in an attempt to forge a new path forwards. Two years of debates,
proposals and planning concluded with the signing of the finest legal document of all time
- the Constitution of the Earth. Fierce debate raged over whether a new world calendar
was needed to mark the occasion, but in the end the Gregorian calendar was upheld.
The Constitution, saw the creation of two independent states: the Systemic
Republic of Earth (the SRE) and the Kingdom of God (the Kingdom). The boarders to
each nation would remain open in perpetuity, allowing men, woman and children to
choose of which they wanted to be a citizen.
The Kingdom was a traditionalist country, concerned primarily with worship. The
Abrahamic faiths and other religions of the world finally put aside their differences and
created a democratic state, occupying the Middle East, where they could follow the
teachings of their various gods, scriptures and prophets. Religion, it seemed, was finally
going to enjoy a peaceful existence.
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The SRE occupied all the land that the Kingdom didn’t. With nearly 90% of the
population and land, the SRE was the far superior nation but as resources were abundant
and focuses were different, the imbalance of power never caused any problems. The SRE
wanted to colonize space, the Kingdom wanted to remain still and at peace - much like
the L.E, which rested on the Saharan border between the two nations.
Human civilization had entered its unquestionable Golden Age. There was never
a better time to be alive than in the century that followed. The SRE, with the entirety of
Manhattan Island as it’s administrative capital, was admired by the Kingdom for their
technical and spatial endeavors. The Kingdom, with their government in Jerusalem, was
admired by the SRE for being vital link to humanities ancient past. Mutual respect was
finally a reality in the world of humans.
{ 2140’s – The Infrastructure and the E-conomy }
With the world in an unprecedented state of harmony and the Kingdom humbly
living out its peaceful existence, the SRE began the construction of itself. A new world
needed to be built. The Infrastructure was the collective name given to the five kinds of
superstructures built to help a solar-systemic nation function. With no enemies or
competition, the SRE was able to achieve the grandest engineering feats the world had
ever imagined.
Firstly, there was the nine space elevators dotted along the equator. These were
staggeringly tall structures, reaching from 80 to 110 km in height. They made it cheap and
easy to enter space, making for fast and effective travel to other worlds.
Secondly, there were the two worlds. It was understood that no matter how many
people lived elsewhere in the solar system, roughly 95% of the population would probably
remain within the Earth-system, consisting of Earth and the Moon. This meant that
travel between these two bodies would see the highest congestion of traffic and the
worlds built to ease the flow. They were essentially enormous space terminals.
The Newton occupied Earth orbit. It was capable of holding up to two million
people at any one time and constantly flew between the space elevators. The Einstein
remained in Lunar orbit and was capable of accommodating half a million people.
The third type of superstructure was the five sea cities. Enormous floating cities
with huge populations were built to occupy the great oceans of the Earth (the Atlantic
Ocean City, the Pacific, the Indian, the Arctic and the Southern). A wonderful offshoot
of these cities was that they could all convene in one ocean and join together to hold the
largest celebrations of humanity the world had ever seen.
The fourth was the dark-energy domes. Whenever establishing a new colony
somewhere, the first step after arrival was to generate a dome. The domes provided a
bubble-like shield containing oxygen and warmth, allowing humans to live as though in
Earth’s atmosphere and were a far quicker alternative for living on hostile worlds than
terraforming. The largest dome was the Piccolomini dome on the Moon; over 400 km in
diameter.
The fifth and final construction of the Infrastructure was the web. It was decided
that if travelling between the various planets and moons of the solar system was going to
be viable, an order was needed in the skies - a space highway; the web. The use of antimatter engines was used in the construction and maintenance of the web, but the web
itself would use photon engines. With space buoys dotted around the solar system, ships
were automatically directed to wherever was desired without the need of a pilot.
The automation and intricacy of the web over such phenomenal distances
(hundreds of millions of miles) made it the crowning achievement of the SRE. Constantly
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expanding outwards as more and more colonies were established, the web was arguably
never completed.
Alongside the Infrastructure was the introduction of the e-conomy. Economic
scientist Glen Peek developed his radical new monetary idea in 2143. Using the ∞ to
police it, any contributive task done by anybody anywhere would receive automatic
payment for the energy they used. So whether people were employed to do a required job
or they did a job without being asked to, they would receive a e-point (energy point).
Different tasks received different payments of e-point’s, but with the impartial ∞ as the
assessing body, fairness was ensured. Poverty, like death, had become a choice.
{ 2150’s – The Healsphere }
Additions were always being made to the ∞ and the mid 22nd century saw
something long sought after become a reality. On March 9, 2154, Professor Halmi
Djadek demonstrated what he referred to as the Healsphere. Shocking the audience, he
cut the palm of his hand with a razor. Before he even began to bleed, his wound glowed a
pinkish colour, healing perfectly within seconds.
Djadek announced that he felt no pain whatsoever after the wound had healed
and received a thunderous round of applause. Diseases, mental illnesses, strokes, heart
attacks, viruses, injuries - all were immediately taken care of by the Healsphere.
The implications of this invention were phenomenal. Life expectancy went from
approximately 110 years to 150. Someone born in 2154 could expect to live till at least
2304 before being virtually guaranteed of ‘living’ for as long as so desired. The experience
of life became rather painless, physically and emotionally, having an enormous impact on
the cultures of the SRE and the Kingdom.
New waves of art and philosophy flourished in response to this opiate-like phase
of human existence. A second population boom also occurred, restoring the number of
humans to a similar number to the early 21st century.
{ 2160’s – The Europa Escolar }
Living in Medici on Europa, a young girl named Illia Kush had been exploring
easy ways to enter the Europan seas under the thick surface layer of ice. Initially only
looking for thrills, Illia was shocked when she accidentally stumbled upon a swarm of
what looked to be fish-type creatures, warmed by volcanic cracks in the seabed.
Not believing her own eyes, Illia kept the discovery a secret for two years as she
tried to gather sufficient evidence to prove her claim. On February 8, 2168, she presented
her findings to a shocked crowd at Cosimo University in Medici; extra-terrestrial life, still
living, within the Earth’s own solar system.
The tiny creatures were named the Europa Escolar and the hunt for more life
forms in the Europan ocean became a race. Soon, thousands of aliens were found and
Europa earned the nickname Little Earth.
{ 2170’s – The Triangles }
The SRE was not expecting this new age of alien discovery. On May 11, 2175, the
most astonishing finding yet was revealed to the shocked public. On the surface of the
Saturnian moon Rhea, a tiny ruin was unearthed by Rhean colonist Kumar Rajiv.
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There was no telling who or what had left it, but no more than a few miles out of
the city of Dohitt, an undeniable creation of something intelligent remained. Smaller than
a human head, a series of triangles had been erected. There were no other symbols
besides these and further research would discover that they weren’t part of something
bigger. The fascinations and imaginations of the public had never been caught in such a
way before.
Studies would later reveal something even more chilling; they were little more than
two million years old. This meant that while Homo erectus was just grasping the taming
of fire, an intelligent entity had been incredibly close by.
But why did it go to Rhea? Did it go anywhere else? Did it leave more ruins?
What was it trying to do? Where is it now? These questions would never be answered.
{ 2180’s – The Sun Landing }
The nickname ‘the sun landing’ was given to the SRE’s Solar Surface Mission that
ventured closer to the sun than anything else ever had in August, 2187. Using highpowered dark-energy shields, the crew of 3 men and 1 woman were able to get within
approximately 900 kilometres of the sun’s surface.
After carrying out a multitude of experiments the crew returned to the Mercurian
city of Van Eyck as heroes. The results from their experiments helped scientists construct
the Orbital Collider - a 2350 km particle accelerator between solar and Mercurian orbit.
{ 2190’s – The Signals }
With the recent discoveries of extraterrestrial life and intelligence, there was a
growing sense that the SRE needed to attempt to make contact with whoever or whatever
could be out there. Nanotechnology had made tremendous strides throughout 22nd
century and together with the ever-improving ∞, the ability to make such contact seemed
plausible.
On October 12, 2196, as far out as possible, several hundred million miles beyond
the still uninhabited dwarf planet Sedna, over a trillion nanobotic signals were teleported
by the ∞. They flew out in nearly all directions at faster than the speed of light (a
breakthrough that had been made possible by the Orbital Collider).
Each nanobotic signal was a hundred times thinner that a human hair but was
capable of immediately transmitting data back to Earth. Their aim was to simply come
into contact with anything and report back the findings. The nearest solar systems were
reached by the turn of the century and some life on other planets was found but nothing
as intelligent as humans or the L.E was ever encountered.
At the time of √Th€.G1it¢h, 99.99% of the signals were yet to report back.
At the time of √Th€.G1it¢h, 99.99% of the signals were yet to report back.
{ 2200’s – The Mar-Jupian War }
In 2209, the ‘too good to be true’ peace throughout the solar system began to
show signs of breaking down. The eerie silence of peace would soon shatter to the
familiar and comforting sounds of war. The beginning of the 23rd century marked the end
of the brief Golden Age.
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The Mars-system was, by far, the biggest colony outside of Earth-system. With
several large cities containing over twenty million people each, the whispers of separatism
were inevitable. With a feeling of growing disconnection from the Earth-system, Martians
felt as though the right to self-government was unquestionable. The SRE opposed such a
break up of the Republic and vowed to crush any uprising on the red planet.
Working in the SRE’s favour, only around half of Martians supported the
Sovereign Mars movement and dissent was easier to quell than the patriotic Martians had
hoped. That all changed in 2209 when the SRE invaded several Martian cities in response
to wide spread protests, riots and militia attacks on SRE forces. Overnight, SovereignMars support went from 50% to 95% and the revolution boiled over.
Systemic and Sovereign forces clashed in violent battles all over the planet. The
moons of Phobos and Deimos were dragged into the conflict and the largest city on Mars,
the Olympus Mons Metropolis (the OMM), was raised to the ground. Within a few hours
of the sacking of the OMM, the Jupernian worlds of Calisto, Europa, Io and Ganymede
joined in the fight against the SRE.
{ 2210’s – The Systemic Civil War }
For eight years the Martians and the Jupernians waged war against the SRE in
what the SRE continuously claimed was a contained conflict and not emblematic of a
wider problem within the Republic.
The Sovereign fighters were vastly under resourced compared to their Systemic
enemy and the guerilla style of warfare had turned major Sovereign cities such as Echo
Mensa and Luret into smoldering ruins.
With victory on the horizon, the Systemic forces encircled the Sovereign
stronghold of Europa and prepared for a final carpet-bombing with dark-energy weapons.
On September 10, 2210, the SRE carried out Operation Systemic Glory and brought
Europa to its knees. The action of the SRE caused major worlds such as Mercury, Venus,
Titan, Dione and Triton to declare war on the SRE.
Soon, the entire SRE was in a state of chaos as systems were divided in their
support for either the Sovereign or Systemic cause. With 33 worlds joining the Sovereign
fight and 28 determined to keep the Republic intact, the SRE finally acknowledged that
the Systemic Civil War was upon them on January 19, 2211. Eventually, the Kingdom
broke it’s neutrality and joined the Sovereign fight after the SRE dismantled the ∞ in
2221. The catastrophic fighting lasted for fifteen years. The war did end, however, not
because the violence stopped…
{ 2220’s – √Th€.G1it¢h }
{ 2220’s – √Th€.G1it¢h }
What √Th€.G1it¢h was isn’t exactly clear. All that can be known for certain about
What √Th€.G1it¢h was isn’t exactly clear. All that can be known for certain about
it is that it saw the end of two things: the L.E and human civilization.
During the Little Renaissance, understanding what had happened on December 9,
2225, was the single most important field of study. Tiny fragments of this remaining
section of humanity slowly pieced together several shocking facts about that day:
1.
2.

A bright light had flashed through the entire solar system.
99.99% of humans (including 100% of those in the Garden) had died.
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3.
4.

The ice caps melted as a result.
The L.E had vanished and was probably responsible.

Despite gathering this knowledge, nothing else was able to be figured out.
Enormous questions remained. What was it? What caused it? Will it happen again? Was
the L.E to blame or was the destruction of the ∞ somehow the cause? The speculations
of the Little Renaissance thinkers were just that, speculations.
The L.E was certainly the most obscure ‘creature’ to have ever evolved on Earth.
Whether it was one of the most obscure to have ever evolved in the galaxy or universe (or
universes) perhaps only it knew. In any case, there had never been a conscious power
quite like it in the realm of human understanding.
So, just as humans had surpassed Neanderthals approximately 30,000 years prior
to it’s evolution, the L.E had surpassed humanity. However, unlike the contest thirty
millennia ago, the L.E had seemed totally unfazed by the existence of its nearest rival and
had allowed humans to ‘persist’.
Did something change? Was the development of the Garden seen as a threat?
Even if L.E had committed suicide, as it would appear it had, why did it need to kill
99.99% of humans in the process? Why not 100%? Had it left 0.01% of itself too? Why
did it melt the ice? Did it do this on purpose? Was something else to blame? Did the
Triangles or the Signals have anything to do with it?
None of it made any sense whatsoever. For all of the above, Little Renaissance
thinkers decided to simply name the event √Th€.G1it¢h - an irregularity. Just under a
thinkers decided to simply name the event √Th€.G1it¢h - an irregularity. Just under a
million humans were spared by it, taking the human population back to around the
number it was in 10,000 B.C. The few survivors of distant worlds eventually died out.
Naturally, it was a set back that the remaining humans could never truly come
back from. The Little Renaissance ended due to overwhelming violence and plague,
resulting in the complete loss of all knowledge.
Over the centuries that followed, the population fell even further. By the time the
tale of the Tall Ancient Mountains was told, human population was close to just 80,000.
Humans had to start all over again.
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“For desert, may I recommend… the state* of the SRE in 2209?”

Solar Systems:
Worldly Systems:
Capital:
Founded:
Population:

1
11
Manhattan Island
December 11 2131
9.7 Billion /approximately

Outer Rim
Pluto
Neptune
Uranus
Saturn
Jupiter
Asteroid Belt
Mars
Earth
Venus
Mercury

*Not to scale.

The Angel
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“Coffees, anyone? We have the 61 worlds of the SRE in 2225”

World

World Capital

World Population

First Arrival

Mercury
Mercury SOVEREIGN

Imhotep

142.8 million

2066

Venus
Venus SOVEREIGN

Descartes

265.2 million

2072

Earth
Earth
The Moon
( The Kingdom )

Manhattan Island
Piccolomini
( Jerusalem )

6.8 billion
1.1 billion
( 743.5 million )

1969
-

Mars
Mars SOVEREIGN
Phobos
Deimos

Vallis Marineris
Nightingale
Curie

414.7 million
112 thousand
15 thousand

2053
2084
2088

Asteroid Belt
Ceres
Pallas

Shepherd
Parks

11.1 million
334 thousand

2115
2126

Jupiter
Ganymede SOVEREIGN
Callisto SOVEREIGN
Europa SOVEREIGN
Io SOVEREIGN
Elara SOVEREIGN
Metis SOVEREIGN
Himalia SOVEREIGN
The Trojans
Thebe
The Greeks SOVEREIGN
Pasiphaë SOVEREIGN
Amalthea SOVEREIGN
The Hildas

Nineveh
Valhalla
Medici
Echo Mensa
Kubrick
Faraday
Avicenna
Da Vinci
Socrates
Orwell
Melotte
Bardeen
Ulqut

101.1 million
78.6 million
59.2 million
34.7 million
221 thousand
106 thousand
83 thousand
79 thousand
77 thousand
55 thousand
46 thousand
19 thousand
3 thousand

2107
2110
2099
2105
2138
2132
2138
2139
2137
2141
2140
2134
2142

Saturn
Titan SOVEREIGN
Rhea SOVEREIGN
Dione
Iapetus SOVEREIGN
Enceladus
Tethys SOVEREIGN
Mimas
Hyperion SOVEREIGN
Pandora SOVEREIGN

Adiri
Dohitt
Massicus
Cassini
Ali Baba
Penelope
Herschel
Bohr
Bach

67.9 million
24.4 million
12.0 million
9.8 million
4.3 million
3.0 million
892 thousand
94 thousand
29 thousand

2119
2122
2131
2134
2131
2133
2134
2144
2145
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Phoebe SOVEREIGN
Janus SOVEREIGN
Epimetheus
Prometheus

Hylas
Idas
Pollux
Turing

26 thousand
24 thousand
16 thousand
8 thousand

2147
2139
2140
2136

Uranus
Titania
Ariel SOVEREIGN
Umbriel SOVEREIGN
Oberon SOVEREIGN
Miranda
Caliban SOVEREIGN
Cressida SOVEREIGN
Belinda
Portia SOVEREIGN
Rosalind
Puck SOVEREIGN
Juliet SOVEREIGN
Sycorax SOVEREIGN
Desdemona

Lucetta
Djadek
Persian
Othello
Verona Rupes
Pepperland
Beethoven
Pasteur
Copacabana
Wilde
Lob
New Tibet
Didgeridoo
Bandwidth

29.2 million
21.3 million
16.6 million
16.5 million
4.7 million
82 thousand
66 thousand
50 thousand
26 thousand
19 thousand
14 thousand
8 thousand
7 thousand
5 thousand

2136
2139
2140
2142
2138
2155
2150
2151
2146
2154
2153
2146
2155
2148

Neptune
Triton SOVEREIGN
Nereid
Proteus SOVEREIGN

Doro Macula
Animal
Dinosaur

50.1 million
860 thousand
370 thousand

2140
2151
2151

Pluto
Pluto
Charon SOVEREIGN

Picasso
Monet

26.0 million
19.4 million

2143
2150

Outer Rim
Eris
Makemake
Haumea
Orcus
Ixion
Quaoar
Sedna

Brahmagupta
Maui
Graz 2
Tolkien
Voodoo
Trujillo
The Gateway

6 thousand
2 thousand
3 thousand
1 thousand
791
540
322

2164
2172
2187
2195
2202
2209
2212
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The Beginning.
The Beginning.
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The Angel of the 23 rd Century
~

A

egean tides gently bathed white shores.
A pink sky dimmed as the day’s end approached. Blues grew ever deeper. Stars
began to slowly reveal themselves. The evening air was warm and the sands were cool.
With a walking stick clasped in one hand and his sandals dangling in the other, an old man
peacefully wandered along the beach. Fine grains caressed his toes as he walked over to a
large piece of driftwood. Sitting on the smooth grey log, the aging gentleman rested in the
sight of the dusky view.
Breathing in the fresh aroma of life, the old man closed his eyes and soaked in the
moment. He had a thick beard and a kind face with an aura of humility around him.
Curious and genuine in character, he opened his eyes and appreciated being able to
experience the world he found himself in.
With a sense of wonderment, he glanced up to the heavens; the fine silk of night
being flown overhead. Tiny specks of light penetrated the thin veil, making the darkness
shimmer. For sometime, the old man simply sat and admired what he was seeing. It filled
him with a sense of connection and peace. This wasn’t the first time he had been kissed
by awe, but as he was old he knew he would soon be venturing back into the mystery.
A lifetime of quietly seeking clues to what that mystery was had led this man to
recognizing patterns and characters in the skies above. Where most people saw chaos, he
saw order similar to the nature he lived beside.
Walking over to the waters edge, he began collecting small stones and pebbles.
After carefully selecting eight little rocks he returned to the log. Picking out the nicest
looking stone, he dropped it to the sand by his feet. Then, with his walking stick held
outwards, he began to pivot on his heal and carved a circle in the sand around the stone.
In the circular groove he had made in the sand, the old man placed another stone.
After repeating this process six times, making each new circle bigger in radius, the
old man carefully stepped out from the centre of the rings he had drawn. Admiring his
work, it was a simple and inaccurate, yet gorgeous map of the solar system. Little did he
know that his circles would help embark life on a journey across time and space.
He was unaware that millennia after he had vanished back into the sands of his
world, men would soon live on the sands of those he had just drawn the orbits of. This
elderly visionary was Aristotle and he was one of many to conjure the space age.
Ø
The planets were aptly named after gods, as they so appeared so in the skies they
held dominion over. Saturn, famed for its spectacular halos, was named after the GrecoRomanic god of time (among other accolades). The enormous ball of gas hung heavily in
the skies over Iapetus. A few of Saturn’s other moons (Dione, Rhea and Titan) were also
drifting aloft the Iapetian sky.
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Of all the inhabited moons of Saturn, Iapetus was probably the most boring. It
had striking natural features, bustling colonies and an incredible view of the solar system,
but for Doha Black it was just the last place in the SRE that he wanted to be.
Being an Iapetian citizen hadn’t been Doha’s choice. His parents, who had been
lucky enough to enjoy a childhood on Earth, decided to move out to the Saturn-system to
get away from the chaotic lifestyle of the Earth-system. Shortly after they migrated, Doha
was born on March 17, 2187.
Now twenty-three, his parents died when he was sixteen. Leaving his hometown
of Roncevaux, he had been living on his own ever since in Cassini, the Iapetian capital.
Fending for himself, Doha was tired of being a nobody from a nothing town on a nothing
moon millions and millions of miles away from his true home.
Being in a city with some trees and animals only made Doha long to visit Earth
even more. He dreamt of one day seeing the oceans and forests, walking the streets of
Rome, Istanbul or Bangkok and feeling the warmth of the sun on his skin. Marrakesh,
Bourbon Street, the Serengeti, the French Riviera… these places sounded mythical.
The only thing Doha thought he had going for him was the fact he was the only
living descendant of a once famous person. Her name was Dr. Amelia Black and people
could still vaguely recollect her story; around one hundred and seventy years ago she had
become the first person to ever die in space. Not only that but her body had never been
recovered. She was still out there, somewhere.
In the years that followed her death, thousands of people had since lost their lives
in space and her significance had somewhat vanished. The only attempts to locate her
had been made before the invention of the anti-matter engine, making it an essentially
impossible task. Since then, interest was lost and Doha was currently the only person in
the entire SRE thinking about her.
By 2209, Doha was spending most of his spare time pouring over calculations,
trying to pin point her location. Studying records of the day she died, he had narrowed
her vicinity to within a square kilometre constantly moving through trans-Neptunian
space. In his downtown Cassini apartment, Doha dreamt of finding his great-great-greatgrandmother. He had bold visions of returning her to Earth. He was going to be famous.
To pull off this ambitious adventure across the SRE, Doha had saved enough epoints to purchase a secondhand Oppenheimer. An Oppenheimer was a common design
of ship with both photon and dark-energy engines, making it capable of flying on the web
and deep into uncharted space.
Flying with the ∞ high up in the Cassini dome, Doha looked down on the Berlin
District, a rundown area of the city where the secondhand dealership was. Locating the
dealership with the help of the ∞, Doha began his descent towards it.
Landing softly on the ground in the shipyard, the owner of the dealership swiftly
glided over to him on the ∞. Without ever opening their mouths, they conversed to each
other’s minds. “How can I help you, sir?” the owner thought. “I’d like to buy an
Oppenheimer”, Doha thought back as he pointed to the ship he had been eyeing up for
several years. Old and shabby looking, it wasn’t the flashiest ship in the solar system by
any stretch of the imagination and could only fit four or five people. It was able to fly far
away, however, and that was all Doha cared about.
“Sure, beautiful ships, the Oppenheimer’s. Built by the Vexix Company in the
fifties. A bit old but sturdy, vintage engineering at it’s finest”, the owner rambled on to
Doha’s head. “Great”, Doha thought, “just a direct payment, then?” The owner nodded,
“Fifty-eight thousand.” Within a few seconds he saw in his head that Doha’s e-points had
been swiftly deposited via the ∞.
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The owner pulled the key out of the ∞ and handed it to Doha. “All yours”, he
thought to Doha before drifting back to his office. The key was an implantable nanobotic
chip that Doha painlessly inserted into his wrist. Not wanting to waste any time, he
quickly flew over to his new ship.
Admiring the outside of his new purchase for a while, Doha then opened the hull
and inspected the duel engines. They certainly were built in the 2150’s; a lot bulkier than
the current models and a bit dirty but they would work just fine.
Doha sat in the small flight deck of his new ship and soaked up the feeling of
freedom with a smile. It had been well earned. As he looked out of the cockpit window
at the dreary Berlin District, he ran his plan over in his head.
First, he would abandon Iapetus, hopefully forever, and head to the Titan capital,
Adiri - the biggest city in the Saturn-system and the only one with a webport. Once there,
he would cue up a spot in the web and wait to be hurled along to the Mars-system.
Stopping at Mars wasn’t essential but Doha had long desired to see the Olympus Mons
Metropolis, the largest city outside of the Earth-system. After sightseeing for a few days,
he would then fly directly to the Medici webport on Europa before launching into
unmapped space and tracking down his great-great-great-grandmother.
Taking off from Iapetus was the best moment of Doha’s life. As the
Oppenheimer pierced through the Cassini dome, Doha programmed it with the ∞ to head
to the webport in Adiri. Relaxing in the flight deck, Doha felt an incredible burst of
excitement flow through him. “This is actually happening!” he thought to himself, hands
shaking in excitement. The flight to Titan would take around an hour and Doha simply
enjoyed the view.
Below him, Iapetus was getting smaller and smaller. He saw the lights of the
Orreaga District in Cassini (where he had lived since his parents died) getting fainter and
smiled to himself. He was finally free of his Iapetian captivity.
Looking down at the only world he had ever known, Doha saw the enormous
equatorial ridge that made Iapetus (relatively) famous in the SRE. It was twice the height
of Mt. Everest on Earth and stretched halfway around the moon’s surface. The other
distinctive feature of Iapetus was the striking contrast of its surface; there was a dark
coloured side and light coloured side. Doha had never seen both sides at the same time
and took such a view as a farewell present from the moon he had once called home.
After a sentimental moment, he diverted his attention to Titan in the distance. He
could also see some of the many other moons dancing around their enormous planet;
Enceladus, Rhea, Tethys and Dione - city lights making their night-time hemispheres
glow.
The closer he travelled towards Adiri, the more phenomenal the planet Saturn
started to appear. Growing ever more enormous, the rings from this distance were so
astonishing that Doha couldn’t take his eyes off them. From Iapetus they didn’t look this
incredible, but as he neared the inner moons, he could see them subtly moving. The multi
layered discs rotated gently, the single most jaw dropping sight Doha had ever laid his eyes
on. Passing by the small moon of Hyperion with it’s tiny capital Bohr aglow in the shade,
Doha saw Titan drawing nearer.
Titan was the only Saturnian moon to have an atmosphere and Doha couldn’t wait
to experience what that felt like, even though he knew he wouldn’t be leaving the
webport. It was a far bigger world than Iapetus and the population was staggering by
Doha’s standards. As the Oppenheimer approached it, Doha could see a complex
network of traffic flowing about the orbit of the moon. Gliding down through the dense
hazy atmosphere, Doha caught his first glimpse of his first major Systemic city, Adiri.
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With hundreds of towers reaching kilometres into the sky and congestion just
about everywhere, it was a sight to behold. Titanic architecture had been mainly inspired
by the Islamic styles of the Middle-East on Earth, with exquisite patterns, archways and
crescent moon-adorned spires. It was the first time Doha had seen a flag waving below
the SRE’s blue one that wasn’t the bland black and white design of Iapetus’. Titan had an
exotic flag; the ancient symbol of Saturn in white on a purple background.
Doha’s Oppenheimer fell neatly into the traffic automatically and began to slow
down as it neared the organized chaos of the webport. It was the largest complex in Adiri
and could contain approximately one hundred thousand people at any one time with
enough terminals for a staggering thirty thousand ships.
As the ship penetrated the Adiri dome, Doha heard a voice in his head.
“Welcome to the Adiri Systemic Webport. Your flight plan has been assessed and
approved. You are seven hundredth and eleventh in line for departure to the Olympus
Mons Metropolis Systemic Webport. You will be leaving in three hours and sixteen
minutes. Thank-you for passing through Adiri, we hope you enjoy your stay and have a
comfortable journey to the Mars-system”, the sweet sounding voice of woman said.
The Oppenheimer landed on a small docking bay on top of the busy webport.
While taking in the view of Adiri and the webport, with ships taking off and landing
everywhere, Doha then saw something else he had never witnessed before. A cloaked
person with their head low was sitting on a busy pathway leading inside the webport.
Doha watched as people busily flew overhead this person, who was going seemingly
unnoticed.
Concerned, Doha got out of his ship to get a better look at this strange behaviour.
Worried something was wrong, he glided slowly over to the cloaked figure. When the
figure realised someone was approaching them, it looked up. Doha made eye contact
with the face underneath the hood; a young woman with blonde hair and green eyes.
“Excuse me?” he thought to her, “are you okay?” The woman looked to Doha as
he stood there in silence and offered him a smile. Strangely, she spoke to him. “You’ll
have to talk to me, I’m not… you know?” she said, pointing to her head.
Doha hadn’t heard anyone speak aloud in years, it wasn’t necessary and was often
only done for special occasions. He looked to her with confusion as he remembered how
to talk with his mouth. “You’re not connected?” he asked her. “No”, she said as she
shook her head.
Having never met anyone not connected to the ∞ before, Doha couldn’t
understand. “But… why not?” he asked. She shrugged her shoulders and smiled to him
weakly. “My parents were kind of old-fashioned, they didn’t believe in it”, she explained.
“But how do you survive?” Doha asked. The girl looked around them as everybody flew
overhead, a small basket of food at her feet. “Like this… on the kindness of strangers.”
It was around this point that Doha started to appreciate just how attractive this
girl was. Staring at her for just a moment too long, she picked up on what he was
thinking, despite not being connected to the ∞. “It’s nice to meet you too”, she said with
a smile. “What’s your name?” she asked.
“Doha… what’s yours?” he replied, nervous to be in a conversation with such a
strange, pretty girl. “Doha? As in the ancient city in the Kingdom?” she asked with
enthusiasm. Doha nodded, “Yeah.” “Wow… have you ever been there?” the young
woman asked. He shook his head. “I wish… what’s your name?”
“Isis”, she said with a kind smile. “Where are you headed?” she then asked. Doha
thought how best to explain his travels. “It’s kind of a long story”, he ended up saying.
Isis smiled to him, “I love long stories.” Doha laughed a nervous laugh, it had been years
since he had flirted with a girl.
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“Did you ever hear of the ‘Angel of the 21st Century’?” he asked. Isis shook her
head. “Well, in 2036, there was this woman called Amelia Black and she was basically the
first person to die in space and they never found her body. I’m her great-great-greatgrandson, her last family member, so… I’m going to go try find her”, Doha said.
Isis’ attention was caught by this. “You’re going to go find her? Where is she?”
“Between Neptune and Pluto, out past where the Jupiter-system currently is”, Doha
informed her. “But… isn’t that off the web?” she puzzled him. “Yeah, that’s why I had
to save for that thing”, Doha said pointing to the Oppenheimer. “Cost me fifty-eight
thousand, just about everything I’ve ever earned.”
Isis couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Wait, so you’re crossing the entire
Republic to go find your dead great-great-grandmother?” she asked in astonishment.
“Great-great-great-grandmother”, Doha said with a cheeky grin as he nodded. Keen to
keep the conversation with this beautiful girl going, Doha thought on the spot. “Where
are you from?” he asked.
“A little town on Mimas called Imogen”, Isis said. “Are you Titanic?” she then
asked. Doha shook his head. “Iapetian… most boring rock circling Saturn”, he joked. “I
doubt it!” Isis laughed. “Have you ever been to Mimas?” she asked. “No, this is my first
time on another world”, Doha explained.
“Well, apart from a nice view of Saturn, Mimas has nothing. That’s why I had to
come here. It’s impossible for someone like me to live on a speck like that”, she said.
Doha than thought to himself. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but why don’t you just
get connected?” he asked genuinely. Isis smiled weakly to him. “I like talking to people”,
she offered. Her eyes twinkled in the lights of Adiri, making Doha’s heart skip a beat.
“Fair enough…” he eventually managed to say. A sudden, outrageous thought
then entered his head. Isis could read his body language and knew something was up.
“What?” she asked. Doha gave her a look before shaking his head. “Nothing.”
“C’mon! Tell me!” Isis demanded playfully. Doha took a deep breath. “Okay,
this is going to sound crazy… but, I have more than enough supplies and room on my
ship and it’s a really long journey… and… you’re really pretty and I was wandering if
you’d want to come with me?”
Isis was stunned. “But, you don’t even know me”, she explained. “True… but I
know your name, where you’re from and that your parents were pretty crazy”, he said
with a brave grin. “Hey! They weren’t crazy!” Isis retorted flirtatiously. She then paused,
“Wait, did you just call me pretty?”
The promise of an adventure across the solar system was too great for Isis to turn
down, not to mention rather liking the look of Doha. They rested in the flight deck of the
Oppenheimer and waited for it to be fired out across the Adiri skyline towards the Marssystem. While they waited, Doha looked to Isis.
“You know… I didn’t think you’d actually come”, he said. “You want me to get
out?” Isis threatened playfully making Doha laugh. “I’m guessing not much was keeping
you here?” he asked. Isis shook her head. “My parents died when I was younger and I’ve
just got a room in a shelter in the Teresa District”, she hinted out the window over to a
poor looking area of Adiri. “Where are you folks?” she asked. “They died too”, he said
looking to her with understanding eyes.
“I was wondering…” he said. “Yeah?” “Aren’t you afraid of dying?” Isis smiled
to him. “I have my parents beliefs… I believe in Heaven, I think dying will be nice.”
“But, nobody knows for sure if there is a Heaven… I mean, the Garden is real, I can talk
to my parents if I want”, Doha said. “I know Heaven is real”, she smiled to him.
Before they could continue their conversation, the Oppenheimer began to levitate
and the photon engine could be heard firing up. “The Adiri Systemic Webport would like
121

to thank-you once again, please prepare for deployment to the Olympus Mons Metropolis
Webport”, Doha heard in his head. The Oppenheimer then shot out at a blinding speed
from the docking bay and hurled neatly between the Adiri high-rises, some of which were
continuously changing shape.
Climbing back out of Titan’s atmosphere, the Oppenheimer soon diverted course
for the Mars-system. Reentering the black of space, Doha and Isis watched the Saturnsystem slowly become more distant. It was a gorgeous sight.
Iapetus once again came into view. “See those lights?” Doha pointed out for Isis,
“that’s where I grew up.” As Isis looked at Iapetus and then back at Mimas, something
far more beautiful caught Doha’s eye. “Oh, and see that tiny speck of light in the
distance?” he asked rhetorically. “That’s Earth.”
Millions and millions of miles away, the dot of Earth shone brightly in the sun,
which was ever so slowly getting bigger as the Oppenheimer glided along the web towards
Mars. Both Doha and Isis were captivated by the sight of their distant planet of origin.
They both had romantic dreams of one day visiting.
As they stared out at the faint light of Earth, Doha thought about the future.
“When I find the body, I want to take her to the University of Bologna, the oldest
university in the Republic”, Doha added. “Where is that?” Isis asked, not taking her eyes
of Earth. “A city that used to be in a country called Italy, then it was called the European
Union, then it became the Atlantic Union, now it’s just part of the SRE like everything
else”, Doha taught Isis.
Still both staring, transfixed at the sight of the Earth-system, Isis thought to
herself. “Sounds beautiful…”
By the time the first day of the journey to Mars was over, two things had
happened; the Mars-system had come into view (although it remained millions of miles
away) and Doha and Isis had become rather close.
“I can’t believe you’ve never heard of poker before!” Isis exclaimed. “Mister ‘I
know all the history of humanity’”, she added with a smirk. “Well, seriously, what’s the
point of playing with small bits of card when you can walk around the Coliseum in your
head? Miss ‘1990’s’!” Doha fought back jokingly. “Ha-ha”, Isis mockingly laughed.
“You seriously wouldn’t fit into the unplugged scene, which is, by far, the coolest scene in
the Republic”, Isis said. “We’re just too ‘out-there’ for you Infinite fools.”
“Hold on! Why is it the ‘unplugged’ scene? You have to be ‘plugged-in’ before
you can be ‘un-plugged’. It doesn’t make any sense! Just goes to show you’re the fools”,
Doha bounced back at her. “Pfft”, Isis dismissed. “Do you know how gross being
‘plugged’ sounds?”
With his heart racing and skipping several beats, Doha said something he hoped
he wouldn’t regret. “Depends what kind of plugging you’re talking about…” he said with
flirtatious eyes guilty of innuendo. Isis burst out laughing at this incredibly lame joke. “Is
that really the best you have?” she teased him with fluttering eyes.
Romance began to fill the Oppenheimer as it continued to race towards Mars,
gliding through the majestic Asteroid Belt as it went.
As the days of young love brewed, the red orb of Mars gradually got bigger and
bigger. Peering out the windows at arguably the most famous of all the colonized worlds
(other than maybe the Moon), Doha and Isis were yet again captivated by the beautiful
view they saw before them.
With the sun hovering in the sky larger than they had ever seen it, they found
themselves rather speechless. The Mars-system, with the two small moons of Phobos and
Deimos being virtually covered by their cities of Nightingale and Curie, was a hive of
activity. Enormous cities such as the OMM, Vallis Marineris (the Martian capital), Noctis
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Labyrinthis, Acidalia, Mie, Maraldi, Isidis, Elysium, Playfair and Eos Chasma were dotted
around the surface. Hundreds of smaller cities and towns lay between these major
centres, keeping Mars brightly lit at night time.
The enormous canyon ripping itself along the Martian surface, the gigantic
mountains to the west of it and the polar ice caps made Mars a favourite of SRE artists.
Doha and Isis watched in awe as the Oppenheimer cascaded them towards the thriving
system. Lights were firing everywhere in the orbits and on land, making the planet and
moons look like sparkling gems. “Whoa…” Isis eventually muttered as they drew near.
Doha nodded slowly, amazed by the sight. “Yeah…”
The Oppenheimer shuffled neatly into the long line of ships that were all headed
for the OMM, some nearly a hundred times the size.
“Welcome to the Mars-system. You are being directed to the Olympus Mons
Metropolis Systemic Webport. Your flight plan has been assessed and approved. You are
currently nine thousandth and forty-second in line for departure to the Medici Systemic
Webport. You will be leaving in forty six hours and two minutes. Thank-you for passing
through the Olympus Mons Metropolis, we hope you enjoy your stay and have a
comfortable journey to the Jupiter-system”, Doha heard in his head.
He looked to Isis who had been watching him listen to this with a grin on her
face. “You freaks and your brain conversations”, she joked. Doha chuckled, “We’ve got
a forty six hour wait… wanna check out Mars?” Isis smiled to him and leant in, kissing
him lightly on the cheek. “I love you”, he thought to her, knowing she couldn’t hear.
The Olympus Mons Metropolis defied belief. It was built on the enormous peak
of the gargantuan mountain, which was about twenty-two kilometres above the Martian
surface. With the webport stationed at the highest point, the view seen of the OMM was
stretched all the way to the dipping horizons.
The OMM was a city of over a hundred levels of streets and sky-bridges. Highrises with populations of millions covered the mountains summit. Ships flew in neat lines
in all directions against the red haze of the sky. The staunch, solid red flags of Mars
waved proudly atop the structures of metal and light.
The Oppenheimer dipped into the Martian atmosphere and sped through the
OMM dome. As the webport came into view through the thousands of ships flying to
and from it, Isis caught Doha shedding a tear at the sight. She smiled to him; it was a
view worthy of crying over.
When their ship finally landed on one of the thousands of docking bays, it was
safely locked away until it’s turn to fly again. Doha and Isis shuffled through the chaotic
Customs terminal and, after a short wait, they were granted visitors visas. They stepped
out of the webport into the OMM, their jaws dropping at its magnitude.
Holding Isis’ hand, Doha flew them around the flash De Niro District on the ∞.
After several hours of exploring the OMM, the two came across some tourist cruisers for
hire. For a small amount they were able to hire one and began exploring the absurdly
large mountain of Olympus Mons.
“Well, I’ve always wanted to see Vallis Marineris”, Isis said as she looked at a map
Doha was projecting with his eyes so she could see it too. “Yes! I hear it’s even more
incredible than the OMM”, Doha added. “Okay… well, we should go there via Noctis
Labyrinthis?” Isis asked him. “Sure thing”, he said, programming their small cruiser with
the ∞. Getting rid of the map, he put his arm around Isis and they watched their cruiser
hurtle down the side of Olympus Mons and across the dusty red planet towards Noctis
Labyrinthis. Neither of them had ever felt so wonderful.
Noctis Labyrinthis was like a small Vallis Marineris. Built within a smaller section
of the enormous canyons of Mars, it was the self-proclaimed culture capital of the Mars123

system. Artists from all across the SRE came to Noctis Labyrinthis to live and work,
giving the streets a vibrancy neither Doha nor Isis could quite believe.
Currently, however, several districts of the city were off limits as they were the
scene of some fairly violent protests and riots. Tension caused by the Sovereign Mars
movement had made these districts too dangerous for tourists and residents were leaving
in large numbers.
Finding a small room for the night in the secure Seine District, Doha and Isis’
hearts began to race as they lay on the bed together. Gently kissing each other, one thing
was always going to lead to another. The sensations of each other’s touches were
exquisite. Eventually, though, Isis pulled back. “What’s wrong?” Doha asked, hoping she
wasn’t having second thoughts. Isis looked to him with her beautiful eyes. Timidly she
spoke, “I haven’t done this before.”
Doha smiled to her as he breathed an enormous sigh of relief. “That’s good…
neither have I.” Falling even further for each other in this moment, the two gave each
other their virginity.
Ø
Lying in each other’s arms, the best sleep they had ever found themselves having
was soon shattered. Isis was the first to wake at the sounds of screams and explosions
and Doha shortly followed. With terrified looks in their eyes, they quickly rose from their
slumber. “What is that?” Isis said with a scared voice. Doha quickly flew to the window
and opened the curtains with the ∞.
Down the street, moving closer towards them was a warzone. “Holy shit…” he
said in disbelief as smoke rose in the once gorgeous city. Sovereign guerillas were locked
in a fierce street battle with Systemic soldiers. He turned to Isis with wide eyes. “We have
to go. Now!”
Less than a minute later, Doha and Isis were flying towards the cruiser they had
rented as explosions and plasma rays went off all around them. Citizens of Noctis
Labyrinthis were screaming, flying and dying as the fighting quickly escalated.
To their horror, their cruiser had been destroyed in the crossfire and was now a
burning pile of metal. “What do we do?” Isis screamed as she started crying. The noise
and chaos was terrifying. Having only lived in a quiet backwater all his life, Doha was well
out of his depth. Panic and fear began to sweep over him as people everywhere were
being killed in the destruction.
As SRE warships began to descend all around the city, Doha saw some Systemic
soldiers waving civilians over to a refugee ship. “Over there!” he shouted to Isis as he
grabbed her hand. With the ground tearing up around them in deafening explosions,
Doha and Isis flew as fast as he could through the fast deteriorating battlefield.
Making it to the refugee ship, Systemic soldiers hurried them inside. After a few
dreadful moments waiting for more people to make it to the ship, the Systemic soldiers
shut the doors and the ship quickly fled the city. With their heads spinning, Doha and Isis
held onto each other tightly and watched the city behind them descend into ruin. Several
other refugee ships were destroyed before they could escape, killing hundreds.
As the ship hurtled away, the Systemic soldier in charge spoke loudly and firmly to
everyone’s heads. “Your attention please! Noctis Labyrinthis has been overrun by
Sovereign terrorists. We’re currently carrying out Operation Night Maze to try drive them
out. All refugees are being taken to the city of Maraldi where you’ll be evacuated to the
Moon in the Earth-system. Once on the Moon, you’ll be housed in a camp in Appennius
until receiving further instructions.”
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“Excuse me, sir?” Doha thought to the soldier in charge. “What?” he thought
back. “I have a ship in the OMM, how will I get back there?” Doha asked. “You won’t”,
the soldier replied sternly. Lost and afraid, Isis looked to Doha. “What’s happening?” she
asked him. While the ship flew across the Martian surface to Maraldi, Doha explained
their situation.
Arriving in Maraldi, Doha and Isis were herded by Systemic soldiers with
thousands of others into the largest ship either of them had ever seen; the imposing SSRE
Fibonacci. Once safely inside, Doha and Isis found a relatively quiet section of the ship to
sit and regather themselves. Doha held Isis tightly as she wept at how close they had
come to dying. Flicking through the news in his head, Doha projected what he was seeing
out for Isis to watch too.
As the SSRE Fibonacci departed for the Moon, they watched in stunned silence as
images of Noctis Labyrinthis being destroyed were flashed before them. The
transmissions were suddenly interrupted and were replaced with the SRE President in
Manhattan Island, Dr. Francois Oleander, making a speech to the Republic. This was one
of the occasions where spoken words were used with reverence. Doha played the volume
out of his ear and Isis leaned in close to hear the words of their President.
“My dear brothers and sisters. It is with sad news that I come before you today.
At this very moment, the Mars-system is under attack from within. Terrorists calling
themselves Sovereign Mars have unleashed an organized assault against Systemic forces in
five major cities on the planet. These cities include Mie, Acidalia, Noctis Labyrinthis,
Playfair and the OMM. The SRE military is currently engaging them in vicious street
battles in all five cities. Evacuations of all civilians in these cities is currently underway,
destined for a refugee camp on the Moon. I will relay as much information to you all as I
can, when I can. For now, all I can say is that the SRE is doing everything in it’s power to
spare innocent lives from being lost and bring this situation to a fast end. I have spoken
to Martian Premier Odette and have pledged to her the SRE’s support in defeating these
terrorists and bringing them to justice. Their corrosive vendetta against our peaceful
Republic will not succeed and harmony will be restored to the solar system.”
The transmission soon went back to showing the devastating images of the
various Martian cities burning. Isis turned to Doha with red puffy cheeks. “Turn it off”,
she wept. Closing the ∞, Doha hugged her and kissed her forehead. “We’ll be okay,
besides… we’ll finally get to see Earth”, he said in an attempt to comfort her. It was this
thought that helped them fall asleep as the most traumatic day of their lives ended.
The SSRE Fibonacci took just over a day to make it to the Earth-system. Many of
the refugees on board were from either Earth or the Moon and the sight of their home
system brought them a huge sense of relief. For Doha and Isis, however, the sight of the
Earth-system brought them an unprecedented sense of awe.
Rushing to the windows of the ship, their mouths opened as the vibrant blue and
white spheres came closer and closer into view. Holding each other’s hands, tears of joy
began to flow down their cheeks. Their hearts ached at the sight of their true home.
They could see the lights from various megacities on Earth’s surface and the long stream
of traffic flowing to the densely populated Moon. They sobbed through smiles.
“Look”, Doha said breaking up, “It’s the Himalayas!” Isis shook her head in
reverence. “There’s Africa and the L.E… they’re more beautiful than I could have ever
imagined”, she cried and laughed. “Isis… the ocean… it’s right there!” Doha added as
salty tears poured down his face. “I never thought I’d see the ocean”, he added with a
lump in his throat.
They looked to each other, both emotional wrecks, and smiled. “Earth… is this
real?”, Doha asked, weeping as he rested his head on Isis’ shoulder. Not for a moment
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did they take their watery eyes away from the blue planet. It was the happiest moment of
their life, just a day after the most horrific.
Appennius was only a relatively small settlement on the Lunar surface. The
booming cities of Piccolomini (the Lunar capital), Mare Imbrium, Vallis Rheita,
Neanderthal, Montes Rook (the crime capital of the SRE), Tycho, De La Rue, Tranquility
City (famous for having the Apollo 11 landing site at it’s town centre), Hercules and
Ewing were all at least ten times as big. However, the decision to flood Appennius with
refugees was made due to the vast amount of available land within it’s dome.
The SSRE Fibonacci was the eighty-third and last ship to deliver refugees to
Appennius. In total, approximately 30 million people had been transported, making this
the single largest evacuation in all of human history. Despite the SRE’s efforts, the
situation on the small Moon city was chaotic. The military was just holding onto control
but pressures on logistical systems were being pushed to the max.
By the time Doha and Isis first stepped onto the white dust of the Moon’s surface,
the most enormous refugee camp in history had been set up. It was being called the
Safezone and it was remarkable how quickly the SRE had managed to establish it. After
waiting in line for hours, Doha and Isis were eventually registered by the SRE and given a
tiny hut to share. As always, Doha took time to admire the new flag waving under the
SRE’s blue banner; a white crescent moon on a jet black background.
When they had finally managed to get inside their hut and get some rest, they were
completely exhausted. Never before in their lives had they been on such a rollercoaster of
emotion. Some food was brought around by the SRE-Samaritans - a volunteer
organization that had been gathering aid from around the solar system for Appennius.
After getting some handouts of basic yet much appreciated food, Doha and Isis
sat outside their hut and ate dinner while watching Earth rise over the horizon.
“Oh, what’s that island called?” Isis asked, frustrated that she couldn’t remember.
“Australia!” she suddenly blurted out. Doha nodded. “Yeah, it’s a huge desert.
Thousands and thousands of years of culture too”, he confirmed. As Earth slowly rotated
they could see more and more places they had only ever heard about. “Wow, look! The
Amazon!” Doha said excitedly. “Those clouds look incredible…” Isis contributed. “Oh,
isn’t that… oh, what’s the name? Antarctica!” she then said, pointing to the huge white
patch at the bottom of the world. “It looks so beautiful…” Doha said sincerely. “Just
such a shame this is how we had to see it”, he added.
“Hey, look! It’s the Einstein!” Isis said pointing over to a different horizon as the
second largest ship in existence hovered by. The ginormous ship, acting as the Moon’s
premier webport with over half a million people inside, silently glided overhead. The
sights just getting more incredible.
Once it passed, a thought entered Isis’ head. “So… what’s the plan now?” she
asked as they ate. Doha sighed. “I don’t know”, he said glumly. “I think we have to wait
and see what’s going to happen to us”, he said looking to Isis with disappointment. “I
didn’t see this coming”, he added. Isis gave him an understanding smile.
The next day, after getting some much needed rest, Doha and Isis were woken by
a knock on their hut door. Opening the door, Doha saw an SRE military officer standing
outside. “Doha Black and Isis Elyoc?” he asked Doha in his head. “Yes, sir” Doha
replied in a silence Isis couldn’t hear.
“I’m Lieutenant Kolmar of the SRE army, I’m here to inform you that your ship
will be leaving shortly”, he thought to Doha. This made Doha frown. “Ship?” he asked.
“Yes, all Saturnian citizens are being flown to Adiri for reintegration back to their home
worlds. Your ship leaves in four hours time. Sorry for the short notice, we’re doing the
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best we can under the circumstances”, he informed Doha. “It’ll be departing from Area
11 of the Safezone with all the others destined for Titan”, he said before leaving to
contact the next refugees.
This was the worst news Doha could have heard. Isis saw the look on his face
and knelt beside him. “What did he say?” she asked. Doha looked to her with his heart
sinking. “He said we’re being flown back to Titan in four hours…”
Isis understood the upset look on Doha’s face. “Fuck!” Doha spat through
clenched teeth as he slammed the side of the hut with his fist. The punch cut his knuckles
open and the ∞ quickly healed them over.
“I spent nearly everything I have on that stupid ship! I can’t go back to Iapetus! I
can’t go back to Cassini…” he said as he began to panic. Isis rubbed his arm, trying to
soothe him. “Calm down, calm down… we’ll think of something”, she said doing her
best to reassure him. “Like what?” he asked her in desperation. “Aside from stealing a
ship, I can’t think of anything”, he said in agonizing frustration.
They sat in silence. There was nothing they could do but go back to the Saturnsystem and return to their dismal lives of routine as complete nobodies.
Suddenly, however, familiar sounds began to be heard off in the distance. The
unmistakable noise of war, the horrible rumble, was echoing through the Safezone. Soon,
screams and explosions were heard. Smoke billowed high in the distance.
Watching the millions of people all around them panic, Doha and Isis looked to
each other in fear. Doha quickly checked the ∞ to see what was happening. “You have
to see this”, he said with urgency, projecting out a transmission currently being shown
around the SRE. “No…” was all Isis could manage to say.
The images were of the current state of Mars. The OMM had been rendered
unrecognizable; now an ashen ruin. The Acidalian dome had been destroyed resulting in
the agonizing deaths of it’s fourteen and half million citizens, Premier Odette was among
the dead. Noctis Labyrinthis, Mie, Playfair, Maraldi, Elysium, Isidis and Eos Chasma had
all been devastated in the fighting. The only city that remained somewhat unscathed was
Vallis Marineris.
According to the transmissions, over 95% of the Martian population now
supported the Sovereign cause, claiming the SRE were responsible for the majority of the
destruction. Adding fuel to the flame, the four main worlds of the Jupiter-system, Calisto,
Europa, Io and Ganymede had since declared war on the SRE as a result of the fighting,
pledging allegiance to the Sovereign cause.
It would seem that in response to the latest transmissions, Martian and Jupernian
civilians in the Safezone had started fighting the SRE soldiers guarding it. Complete and
utter chaos was breaking out all across the Safezone as the SRE failed to contain the
violence. Appennius residents were fleeing the city as the enraged refugees began
breaking out of the camp and were attacking anything SRE related.
For the second time in as many days, Doha looked to Isis with the fear of God in
his eyes. “We need to get out of here!”
Flying through the battlefield that was the Safezone, Doha and Isis saw the
enormous row of ships destined for Saturn with millions of refugees hurriedly boarding to
get away from escalating conflict. Not wanting to go home, Doha and Isis didn’t board
their ships. Instead, they made their way to a field of abandoned SRE ships nearby, the
soldiers having fled after being overrun by Martian and Jupernian guerillas. The Sovereign
fighters were now quickly stealing the ships to aid their fight. Doha knew this was their
only chance to get out of the Earth-system without heading back to the Saturn-system.
Speedily flying Isis over to the long line of pirated ships, Doha searched for one
that he could fly into deep space. As plasma rays flew wildly about the place, Doha and
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Isis checked the hulls of the various ships, desperately searching for an anti-matter engine.
Eventually, they found an SSRE Aladdin, a similar sized ship to Doha’s old Oppenheimer,
with duel engines. Wasting no time, Doha and Isis boarded the Aladdin.
Hacking into the ship’s mainframe with the ∞, Doha then commanded the ship to
take off. Doha and Isis breathed deeply as they watched out the window as the Safezone
and Appennius began to resemble to cities of Mars. Neither could fathom what was
happening to the Republic they had grown up in. It appeared to be descending into a
state all-out war.
Doha steered the ship out towards the uncharted realms of deep space where
Amelia was and pushed the Aladdin to its maximum speed, desperately trying to get away
from the Moon alive. In response to its pilot’s actions, the Aladdin’s mainframe spoke
directly to Doha.
Doha’s face suddenly went white as he realised something. “We’re, ah… we’re in
serious trouble”, he gulped to Isis with genuine fear quivering his voice. “What is it?” Isis
asked with concern. Doha projected what he was looking at so Isis could see:
! ALERT ! ALERT ! ALERT !
In response to the situations in Mars, the Moon and the Jupiter-system, all ships must
remain within the web. Any ships flying outside the web will be shot down immediately.
Isis put her hand over her mouth in shock. “They’re going to kill us?” she asked
rhetorically, knowing it was fact. Within less than five minutes of their flight, Systemic
warships had been deployed to chase after this mysterious, unsanctioned ship hurtling
freely off the web.
“They’ve spotted us”, Doha said with a doomed tone. The SRE warships were
several hundred thousand miles behind the Aladdin and Doha hoped this head start
would save them.
“We should head to the Jupiter-system”, Isis said in a panicked voice. “They
might help us”, she speculated. Thinking her idea might just work, Doha swiftly
contacted the webports of Valhalla, Medici, Echo Mensa and Nineveh. Nineveh was the
first to respond. “This is the Nineveh Sovereign Webport, what is your status?” an
operator millions of miles away on Ganymede asked.
“We’re currently on a peaceful archaeological expedition and the SRE are trailing
us with the intention of shooting us down”, Doha quickly informed Nineveh. “We seek
permission to land and are requesting urgent assistance in loosing the SRE warships”, he
added. After a few tense moments, a reply came through. “Permission to land at the
Nineveh Sovereign Webport granted, Ganymedian warships headed your direction.”
Doha sighed an enormous sigh of relief as the Aladdin went into autopilot after
engaging with the Nineveh webport. “They’re going to help us”, he told Isis. “You’re a
genius”, he added before kissing her. The trip to the Jupiter-system was set to take three
days; two days of being chased by the SRE warships was now upon them.
Despite having a head start on the SRE warships hunting them down, as well as
having ships speeding towards their rescue, neither Doha or Isis could afford to relax.
The time wasn’t right to admire the worlds of Mercury and Venus off in the distance or
the phenomenally large Jupiter-system getting bigger and bigger as they approached it.
Constantly checking the distance between them and their tail, it was shrinking by the hour.
By the time the first day of the journey towards Jupiter had passed, the SRE
warships had halved the distance. Doha and Isis tried to get some rest but spent most of
their time trying to keep each other calm, afraid they might soon be dead and being
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powerless to do anything about it. They could only watch as the massive planet got ever
so slightly closer.
Hurtling through the emptiness of space, they tried to distract each other by telling
stories of all descriptions. Tales from their childhood, histories they had learned, dreams
they had had, jobs they had done, anything to keep their minds preoccupied.
Halfway through the second day of the flight, Doha checked the situation. It
wasn’t looking good. The Ganymedian ships were still a half a day away and the SRE was
honing in ever faster. They were now less than eighty thousand kilometres behind the
rouge Aladdin.
Isis stopped Doha from looking at the map, seeing it was distressing him. “Look
at me”, she said. He rested his fearful eyes on hers. Something she had wanted to say for
sometime finally slipped out. “I love you”, she said. Doha smiled and hugged her, “I love
you too.”
Near the end of the second day, the SRE warships had made it to within just ten
thousand kilometres. The Ganymedians were fast approaching from the other direction
but it was unclear whether they would make it in time. The Aladdin continued to whizz
silently to the Jupiter-system in the distance, enemies hot on it’s heals.
By the third day, SRE warships were now within a thousand kilometres and the
Aladdin was within range to begin being shot at with dark-energy. With their ship
speeding towards the oncoming Ganymedians, Doha and Isis watched as the SRE’s darkenergy waves began missing them by several hundred metres. The distortion of the
spacetime caused by these violent weapons could only faintly be made out.
Holding onto each other tightly, Doha and Isis couldn’t understand what was
going wrong; the Ganymedian warships should have arrived long before now. Doha
checked the progress of the Ganymedians and, to his shock, they were gone. “Where did
they go?” he shouted in fear. “What’s happened?” Isis asked in terror. “There’s no
Jupernian ships coming…” Doha eventually broke the news to Isis. “They vanished.”
The SRE’s firing was getting closer and closer to obliterating the Aladdin. Doha
and Isis began to scream at the Aladdin’s violent shaking. The power on their ship began
to give out with the force of the SRE’s weapons and began to slow down. Doha couldn’t
believe it. They were going to die. He looked up at Jupiter out the window, the
enormous Red Spot would eye their doom.
Suddenly, however, having waited for the precise moment to strike, the
Ganymedians, flanked by Ioites and Europans, ambushed the SRE warships from behind.
A surprise attack that took Doha and Isis by surprise. They watched with relief as the
SRE warships gave up on the Aladdin and instead began a vicious dogfight with the
Jupernian warships.
Hugging and crying aboard the Aladdin, Doha and Isis were going to make it.
The Nineveh webport was no longer a place for tourists and trade, it was a place
for refugees and soldiers. The flagpoles lining the main gate of the webport were defiantly
now only waving the Ganymedian flag (a copper background with nine white dots around
the edges and the symbol of Jupiter in jet black in the centre) - the SRE flags having been
burnt and trampled on.
With nearly all available ships being equipped with anti-matter engines and darkenergy weapons, business on Ganymede had ground to a halt. All citizens able to
contribute to the war effort had forgone their daily lives and been thrust into the fight
against the SRE.
The opinion of the Jupernian citizens was that the SRE was a repressive,
dangerous régime that needed to be fought. If the Martians couldn’t gain independence
from it, the Jupiter-system wouldn’t have a chance so it was a ‘now-or-never’ war. The
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SRE’s description/propaganda of the Sovereign Mars fighters as terrorists was not being
believed in the Jupiter-system. Jupernians too longed for the right to govern themselves.
Doha and Isis, having been on the frontlines of this war, still didn’t know who
were the good guys and who were the bad guys. As Saturnians they were, by definition,
Systemic, but as they had been on the run from the SRE, they considered themselves
neutrals who just got caught up in the crossfire. They just wanted to find Amelia.
Upon landing at the Nineveh webport, a Ganymedian government official was
waiting for them. “Thank-you for alerting us about the incoming fighters”, she thought to
Doha as he and Isis stepped out of their ship. “Shooting a civilian occupied spacecraft,
on or off the web, is a complete violation of the Constitution of the Earth. The SRE will
not get away with their abhorrent actions. We are only thankful that we could rescue you
in time”, she said.
“No, we are the grateful ones”, Doha replied sincerely. “Yes… now then, it is my
understanding that you intend to venture out to trans-Neptunian orbit?” she then
thought. “That’s correct, ma’am. Between Neptunian and Plutonian space is where we
are headed”, he informed her. “Well, we can certainly help you on your way out of here,
but once you leave the Jupiter-system, you’ll be on your own”, she informed Doha.
“That should be alright”, Doha replied. “The nearest system is Pluto and it’s over
a week away from where we’ll be heading. I doubt the SRE will send any warships out
that far for one Aladdin.” “Very well. I must leave you now, all the best my friends”, the
official said before leaving the docking bay to continue fighting the war.
Filling Isis in on the conversation he just had with the official, Doha then set to
work on updating his calculations on his great-great-great-grandmother’s whereabouts.
Projecting a map of the solar system out for Isis to see, Doha pinpointed the coordinates
and entered them into the Aladdin. “If my mathematics is right, that’s where she’ll be”,
Doha said pointing to a vast area of empty space. “Let’s go get her”, he added.
Flying out over Nineveh, Doha and Isis watched as the city armed itself to the
teeth in preparation for war. Skyscrapers were turned into gun turrets, houses into
barracks and citizens unable to fight were being evacuated to smaller towns.
Tilting the ship upwards and leaving Ganymedian orbit, Doha and Isis took a brief
moment to admire the astonishing might of Jupiter as they flew by. This gas giant, named
after the God of Gods, truly deserved such an honourable name. The swirling gasses of
it’s surface moved slowly and gracefully.
Having stocked up on supplies in Nineveh, the Aladdin set out for the five day
journey to where Doha was hoping his great-great-great-grandmother would be.
“Alright”, Doha said with a serious look on his face. “She should be somewhere
within a square kilometre”, he added as he brought the Aladdin to a standstill in the
middle of space. The Jupiter-system was now a tiny dot in the distance behind them.
Isis looked out across the seemingly infinite realm of space. “This could take a
while, huh?” she said as she scanned the vast ocean of black for a little speck of white.
“Even through we just crossed a solar system at war… I think this is going to be the
hardest part”, she said under no illusion how unlikely spotting Amelia’s body would be. It
was the ultimate ‘needle in a haystack’ - a phrase that hadn’t been used in over a century.
“So, what… we’re just meant to look?” Isis asked as she stared out at nothing but
stars light years away. “Not exactly…” Doha said with a smile. “Back on Iapetus I was
working on a way to measure the slightest dents in spacetime using the ∞”, he said as he
projected out a map of the Aladdin slowly drifting through space so Isis could see what he
was talking about. “Now, we’ll probably pick up a lot of tiny rocks, maybe some space
junk, but eventually we should see her”, he explained as he initiated his system.
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The map of the Aladdin in space suddenly filled with slight fluctuations all around
it. “There we go… plenty of tiny particles, see?” Isis nodded, “Yeah.” “So, now, I just
have to adjust the frequency to only pick up human-sized dents…”
Doing this, the map emptied a great deal, leaving only a hundred or so dents.
“She is one of these”, he said, looking thoroughly impressed with himself. Isis kissed him
on the check. “I knew you were bold and daring, but I never picked you to be clever”,
she said playfully. “I’ll take that as a compliment”, Doha laughed.
Steering the Aladdin to each individual dent, an exciting process of trial and error
ensued. Eventually, by about the sixtieth attempt, something remarkable came into view
outside the windows…
Amelia Black remained identical to the day she had died. Her body had been
perfectly preserved in the vacuum as she slowly drifted away from Earth. Her white suit
shone brightly in the Aladdin’s lights as it drew nearer.
She was as beautiful as ever.
Ø
Returning Amelia’s body to Earth had been hard to arrange. The political
upheaval caused by the Mar-Jupian War had made it difficult for Doha and Isis to pass
through the SRE safely. However, upon hearing of their discovery, SRE warships were
sent out to escort them safely back to the Earth-system.
Doha and Isis couldn’t quite fathom the absurdity of nearly being killed by the
SRE, then just two weeks later being escorted by it.
As the Aladdin docked into the Newton, the largest ship in existence, the pair
cried yet again with excitement at the closest sight yet of their home world. Descending
the space elevator in Europe, they received a heroes welcome as they emerged for the first
time into the world they had so longed to visit.
Presenting their discovery to the University of Bologna as dreamed, Amelia’s body
was finally given a burial in what was once the USA’s East Coast.
The Iapetian and the Mimasian had finally become Earthlings. Living in luxury in
the Chicago Megacity, they eventually had little Earthlings of their own. Their lives were
thankfully largely unaffected by the worsening Mar-Jupian War and in the years to come,
the Systemic Civil War.
When √Th€.G1it¢h came, they were having dinner and laughing. It was painless.
When √Th€.G1it¢h came, they were having dinner and laughing. It was
~
The End.
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The Nazi Playground
~

U

nder the heat of the sun, the countryside near Eleé was warm and rich.
The grounds were with greens and soft browns. Animals were full and watered;
people were content. The meadows were full of perfume and purple jagged hills framed
the drifting, endless sky. The leaves in the forests cast huge emerald canopies as rivers
flowed with hypnotic rhythms. With nature in such smooth harmony, it was if these
valleys and hills had always been peaceful. The reality, however, was that much horror has
resided here.
The waters have run red, the stones have been stained and the dirt has chunks of
bone. Metal instruments of death have bit into the soil. The stench of the smoke has
lifted and the echoes of the screams have faded but the roots hide clues beneath their
fingernails. The people who survived this horror tell of the uniforms, the machines and
the madness. Just sixteen years ago, these quiet hills were part of the playground of
psychotic industry known as the Second World War.
The war tore the heart out of Eleé. After the Nazis rolled in, the Jewish families
were forced out. After several dark years of occupation, American soldiers liberated the
town from Hitler’s grip.
In the years after the war, remnants of the town had begun to trickle back. In this
golden summer of 1958, one former resident of Eleé had returned after spending twenty
years in Montreal. A clever man, Jean was afraid of being in Europe in 1938 and fled to
Canada. Overstaying as long as he could, his fears were confirmed and he was dismayed
to see his beloved country fall to the Nazis. After being granted refugee status he was
allowed to remain in Montreal.
By the time the war had ended, Jean had married a French-Canadian girl, Marie.
In 1958, when the couple decided to move back to France, they had two sons, Remy and
Cohen, aged ten and six. Upon hearing that they would be moving to Europe, the
brothers had begun lashing out at their parents and at each other. They didn’t want to go;
all their friends lived in Canada and their French wouldn’t be good enough to understand
the teacher at school. Remy had gotten in serious trouble the night he blurted out to his
father, “Just because you got scared and ran away from the war doesn’t mean you get to
ruin my life!”
A headstrong kid, Remy was eager to prove that he was a man. Cohen was a
much wimpier kid and was always the first to cry whenever having a fight with his
brother. They spoke English to each other but their language was usually always nasty.
After grinding through their first terms at school, the long warm days of summer
were now upon them. Being the rebel that Remy was, he had recently gotten himself into
serious trouble. Marie had given him a small amount of money to buy some fresh
vegetables from the marketplace in Eleé. Riding his bike into town in the hot sun, Remy
had seen some soda for sale and stopped to buy a can. With his thirst taken care of, he
continued to the markets where he was panicked to realise he hadn’t left himself enough
money for his family’s dinner.
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He tried stealing some vegetables and cycling away but had been caught. Jean was
apologetic to the grocer but livid with his son. Yelling a lecture at him for an hour over
the seriousness of what he had done, Jean made Remy cry. After being forced to
apologise to the grocer, it seemed the child had learnt a lesson.
As further punishment for his actions, Remy was grounded until school started.
This meant he was trapped on the farm and only allowed to play with his annoying little
brother, which often lead to more trouble and kept Marie extremely busy.
Over the weeks, which had all blurred together into one long summer haze, the
brothers had explored most of the farm, getting into many fights along the way. The only
place they hadn’t gone was down the river that wound its way into a thick, dark forest into
the empty hills.
With tall dark trees and a strange sounding birds, the forest scared them both.
&
One week out from school starting and the air was thick, like a woollen blanket on
a hot night. Sun was streaming in through the dark wooden shutters on the farmhouse
windows as Marie stood in the kitchen, deciding what to make for dinner later that night.
With a weary face, she sighed at the lack of ideas she had. Cooking is the most exhausting
art there is as the canvas is always destroyed the second its finished. It’s especially
tiresome with three boys in the house.
Hands on her hips, Marie looked out the window to see her sons playing in the
yard. She saw them getting on each other’s nerves again and rolled her eyes. She then
decided to keep them busy by giving them a job to do.
Remy was pretending to be a plane shooting at the boat that was Cohen. His arms
were outstretched, fingertips as wing ends. Cohen didn’t like this game because he wasn’t
allowed to move, according to his brother’s rules. Flicking his tongue against his teeth,
Remy made machine gun noises as he flew around his brother, filling his hull with bullets
and sinking him.
Remy folded his wings in, however, when he saw their mother walking towards
them from the house. She smiled to them, “Having fun, boys?” Remy nodded as Cohen
shook his head. “I’ve got a job for you both”, she said. “You know those fishing rods in
the shed? Well, I need you both to go to the river and catch some dinner. How does that
sound?” she proposed to them. Remy frowned, “Does Cohen have to come?”
“Yes”, Marie said matter-of-factly, “and I want you both back by four o’clock,
understood?” The boys glared to each other before looking back to their mother.
“Okay”, they mumbled.
With two rods over his shoulder and weights and hooks in his hand, Remy walked
through the fields of grass towards the river. A few metres behind him, carrying the
smelly bucket of bait in both hands, Cohen struggled to keep up.
While they walked, Cohen thought of a question. “Hey, Remy?” he asked
curiously. “Yeah”, replied his brother, feeling like the adult in charge. “You know in the
war… who was the Nazi again?” Cohen asked. Remy shook his head. “There was more
than one Nazi, you idiot. The Germans were the Nazi’s, that was like their team name for
the war”, Remy informed his little brother with an exacerbated sigh.
“Oh, I get it. What did the others call themselves?” Cohen queried. “Well, the
Americans were the Yanks, the English were the Allies, the Russians were the Reds, the
Japs were just the Japs, and I think the French were called the Frogs”, Remy said, giving a
somewhat alternate take on history. This made Cohen laugh. “The Frogs? That doesn’t
sound as scary as a Nazi”, he said as they hiked through the long grass.
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“How many people died?” “Well, all the Jews got murdered and all the Nazi’s
died, so I think like a million or something.” Cohen’s jaw dropped at this number. “A
million! No way”, he said in utter disbelief. “Yeah way, it was the biggest war ever, you
moron, what did you expect?” Remy asked rhetorically. As they continued walking,
Cohen couldn’t get the idea of this massive war out of his head.
“How long did it go for?” he asked as they climbed to the top of a hill. “About
twenty years I think. It took ages because Hitler kept inventing new rockets and bombs”,
Remy said. “Hitler? He was the German president, right?” Cohen inquired. Remy
nodded, “Yeah, he was the one that hated Jewish people and got them all killed.” “Why
did he hate them so much?” Cohen asked. Remy didn’t know the answer to this question
but he didn’t want to seem unknowledgeable in front of his little brother. “Um… I think
they didn’t fight for Germany in the First World War or something”, Remy said.
“Oh…” Cohen said, finding this lesson fascinating. “Is there going to be a World
War Three?” he asked. Remy turned to him and shrugged his shoulders, “Probably…”
Over the rolling hills of green, they finally made it to the river that was once called
the Oleo. The water was sparkling and smooth, a clear fresh vein sliding through a
luscious green skin. It sounded gorgeous. Standing on the top of a riverbank, the two
looked upstream at the forest. It loomed over them, making them appear even smaller
than usual. Both were too frightened to mention it.
Pushing the bait through the pointed hook, Remy then cast his line into the air
and river with relative ease. The weight dragged the hook under water and Remy handed
the rod to Cohen with a chuffed smile. “Told you I could do it”, he said as Cohen glared
at him with jealous eyes. “Dad still does it better”, Cohen said with attitude. “Yeah, well,
shut up and try catch a fish”, Remy said as he reached for his own hook.
“You said shut up!” Cohen said looking shocked. “Yeah, so?” Remy said coolly.
“Well… you can’t say that”, Cohen said. Remy laughed as he put the bait on the hook
and hurled it into the river. “Why are you laughing?” demanded an annoyed Cohen.
“You think saying ‘shut up’ is bad? You’re in for a rough ride, kid”, Remy said as
he sat on the bank, propping his rod in the bank. Copying his brother, Cohen sat down
too. “You’re still a kid too you know?” Cohen said, feeling a little humiliated. “Yeah, well
not as much of one as you. How many swear words do you know?” Remy asked with a
smirk on his face. Cohen didn’t want to answer; he was embarrassed at his innocence.
“Shut up, penis- “You think ‘penis’ is a swear word?” Remy interrupted with laughter.
“What ones do you know then, if you’re so old?” Cohen piped back angrily.
Remy looked out to the water as he thought, hoping to catch a fish sooner rather
than later. “If you tell mum on me…” Remy glanced to his brother. “I won’t”, Cohen
said truthfully. He couldn’t wait to hear some forbidden sounds. “Okay, first there’s the
f-word, ‘fuck’. That’s like a bad word for adults making babies but you can use it in lots
of ways like ‘fuck off’ and ‘fuck you’. Then there’s the s-word, ‘shit’, that just means poo.
The d-word, ‘dick’, that’s the real swear word for penis. And… the t-word, ‘tit’”
“‘Tit’?” Cohen repeated, finding the sound of this word to be funny. “Yeah, that’s
the swearword name for ‘boob’”, explained Remy. Then he remembered, “Oh, yeah.
And the b-word, ‘bitch’. I called mum that once and she was not happy.” Remy laughed a
little at this memory.
Cohen was a little startled by hearing so many swear words all at once. He sat
looking at the forest before them. “Is that all of them?” he asked genuinely. “I don’t
know, I’ve heard there’s a c-word but I don’t know what it is”, Remy told him. “And an
n-word, something to do with African people but I can’t remember.”
Cohen wondered to himself. “Is there one for each letter of the alphabet?” he
asked. Remy thought about this, “I don’t know, maybe…” Remy punched Cohen in the
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arm playfully. “Fuck, I wish we would catch some fish”, he said, winking to his little
brother.
An hour had passed and the boys still hadn’t caught a single thing. The sun was
frying them and they were incredibly bored, sitting silently in the grass waiting for a fish to
tug the line. Having stared the forest in the face as the sun climbed higher in the air
behind it, Remy had grown bold. He looked to Cohen with a tempting, almost cruel idea
in his head.
“Hey, you want to go upstream and try another spot, this is useless”, he said
making Cohen look up at him a little afraid. “But, that’s… the forest.” “We won’t go
into the woods, we’ll just stay by the river. Don’t tell me you’re scared”, Remy wound his
brother up. “I’m not afraid, I’m just…” “Just what? A baby?” “Let’s go”, Cohen said
bravely, determined not to seem weak.
They wound in their lines and began walking along the riverbank towards the
forest. The grass underfoot turned to rocks and the trees cut out the sky and sun, making
it colder and darker. Remy pressed on bravely through the shade and Cohen followed,
looking around nervously as if expecting to see something bad. They walked in silence
deeper into the wood. Blackbirds flew overhead.
Going around five or six bends, the brothers soon came to a bank that was raised
a few metres above the flowing water. Worried about going too far, Remy turned to
Cohen straggling behind him. “We’ll try here”, he called out. Watching where he was
walking, Cohen looked up to his brother. “OkaBefore he could finish his sentence, the ground beneath Cohen suddenly opened
up and he disappeared. Stunned into motionlessness for a moment, Remy quickly tossed
the rods aside and began running to the hole that had formed and swallowed his brother.
“Cohen!” he yelled as he sprinted over. Slowing down, he noticed that Cohen had been
walking on a patch of ground that was concreted. Remy guessed that a small building had
once stood here. He knelt down and crawled towards the mouth of the hole.
Slowly peeking over the edge, he could see a small concrete-walled room.
Underneath a few small rocks lay Cohen on his back, a pile of old clothes having broken
his fall. He had been hit on the cheek with a rock and was bleeding a little. “Cohen!”
Remy called out in a panic. Cohen opened his eyes slowly and looked up at the hole in
the roof. He squinted in the beam of sunlight shooting in. His head was sore and he
began to cry.
“I’m coming down, hold on a second”, Remy said as he lowered himself down.
Checking the cut on Cohen’s face, it didn’t seem too bad and there wasn’t anything else
wrong with his brother. “You’ll be alright Co, I promise”, Remy said as he patted
Cohen’s shoulder. Cohen sniffled and nodded, doing his best to stop crying.
Remy then took a moment to look around where they were. His eyes stuck out
on stalks and his mouth opened in astonishment when he realised what Cohen had fallen
into. In a space no bigger than a few metres in either direction, there was an enormous
stockpile of abandoned army paraphernalia; all of it was real, genuine German World War
2 gear. Like a market of metal… shells, bullets, grenades, guns, helmets, and knives lined
the walls and floor. The air was musty; this room hadn’t seen light or breathed fresh air
for over ten years.
“You’re the luckiest bastard alive!” Remy shouted excitedly. Cohen looked
around the room and slowly stopped grizzling, not believing where they were. “We
should get out of here”, he said as he scanned the room. “I’m not going anywhere”,
Remy said as if all his Christmases had come at once. He walked forward and ran his
fingers along the brass of the ammunition belts, almost drooling at the sight of the
weaponry. He couldn’t decide what to reach for first, it all looked so good.
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The job of catching dinner for their family had disappeared from Remy’s priority
list. “What is this place, Remy?” Cohen asked as his brother salivated over the discarded
arsenal. “It’s an old army bunker from the war”, he replied, picking up a handgun and
bringing it close to see in detail. “A bunker?” Cohen asked. “Yeah, this is where they
would’ve kept all their supplies.” “Who?”
Remy frowned to himself as he thought of an answer. “I don’t know. It could be
French or American… hopefully its Nazi!” Remy said with a cheeky grin, “Everyone
knows they looked the coolest.” “Yeah, well, I’m glad they lost”, Cohen said as he got up
from the pile of clothes he was sitting on. Putting the handgun down, Remy picked up a
helmet and was surprised at how heavy it was. Placing it on his head, he picked up a rifle
and felt invincible.
“Hey, which army wore this?” Cohen asked as he held an item of clothing in his
hands. Remy turned to see his brother holding up a black SS jacket covered in dust. “I
don’t know.” Walking over to it, he reached out and examined the collar. Not knowing
what the silver markings on the side meant, Remy shook his head, “Maybe it’s American?
Take this for a second.” He offered the rifle to Cohen but he was too scared to take it
and shook his head. Remy looked to him with frustration, “Come on, just hold it.”
Cohen shook his head again and Remy rolled his eyes, placing the gun on the ground.
Kneeling down, Remy began sifting through the rest of the clothes on the floor.
He soon paused - his wish had been answered. He had found proof of who this had all
once belonged to; an SS officer’s hat, with a frightening silver skull and bones above the
peak. Above the evil looking symbol of death was a shiny eagle emblem clutching a small
swastika.
“Holy shit, this is German! See that?” Remy showed his brother, “That was the
sign of the Nazis, like how Jesus has the cross.” Cohen was scared by the images
embedded into the finely tailored hat. “It looks like a pirates hat”, he said referring to a
skull. Remy took his helmet off and slowly pulled the hat over his head. It was too big
for him but he wore it with a sense of awe. Tilting his head back, he peered under the
peek at his brother, eyes hidden and looking like a mini Hitler.
“Before we do anything, you have to promise me that you won’t tell mum and dad
about this place”, the little Fuhrer said. Cohen was growing more and more frightened by
their situation and his bottom lip began to tremble. “Cohen?” Remy asked sternly, eyes
still hidden by the SS hat, “Do you promise?” Keeping his head low, scared to look at his
brother, Cohen held out his pinky to confirm the promise. Remy wrapped his little finger
around his brother’s and they squeezed them tight.
“All right, good. You can wear the helmet”, he said as he thrust it into Cohen’s
chest with a smile, “We’ve got war to go to.”
On the secluded banks of the once-called Oleo, Remy looked at his target in the
forest. A small dead tree acted as a mannequin of wood, dressed in a mouldy uniform and
resembling a camp guard. The buttons were done up nicely.
Wearing the oversized SS officer’s jacket and hat, Remy had a rifle slung over his
shoulder, bayonet affixed, a pistol in his belt, with one submachine gun, three machine
guns, two automatic rifles, a sniper rifle, and a shot gun lined up neatly at his feet.
Meanwhile, he had two grenades in each short pocket and a small anti-tank weapon rested
near a large pile of bullets. Unfortunately, there was no flamethrowers. “But that might
be a bit hard to use”, Remy had thought to himself. Everything was loaded and he
intended on using each weapon.
The Nazis had seemingly dropped everything and run away at some point in the
war. What had happened to the members of the 3rd SS Infantry Platoon would never be
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known. Their deaths were assumed but never confirmed, no bodies were ever found, all
fourteen died in mystery.
Sitting cross-legged nearby, Cohen watched on nervously. He had the helmet on
and had a rifle with a bayonet affixed across his lap. Barely able to see under the rim of
his helmet, he used an old pair of salvaged binoculars to see his older brother taking out
the pistol and taking aim at the personified tree. Putting the binoculars down, Cohen put
his fingers in his ears and braced himself.
Remy pulled the trigger several times, popping off four rounds into the woods, all
of which missed the tree-guard. With a huge grin, it was the best thrill of his life. “Whoa!
This is awesome”, he called out to Cohen who could feel the sound wave jolt through
him. Emptying the chamber into the forest, the bolt of the gun clicked back and he was
out of bullets.
Putting the gun down, Remy wasted no time and swung the rifle off his shoulder
and into his hands. Seeing many a war movie, he knew how to hold it instinctively.
Holding his breath, Remy felt his finger on the trigger as he held the gun against his
shoulder. Preparing himself for the noise and kickback, Remy angled the end of the rifle
at the guard. Closing his eyes, he pressed down and fired the shot.
The gun rocked back violently as the small shell exploded out the end of it. With
the wooden shoulder mount flying back and hitting Remy, and the intense vibration
rattling the bones in his hands, the gun flew out of his grip and fell to the ground. The
noise sped out in all directions, booming through the dark forest and echoing loudly. It
made both boys jump.
The bullet missed the target by some distance, but Remy didn’t care. “That was
awesome!” he yelled with adrenaline pumping through him. At first shaken by the noise,
Cohen then began to laugh. “What’s so funny?” Remy suddenly frowned. “You dropped
it!” his little brother mocked him. Irritated, Remy bent down to pick up the gun, “Yeah,
well… you aren’t even trying yours. You’re such a baby.” Cohen was a hurt by this and
swapped laughing for glaring.
Although glad he had scorned his brother, Remy thought to himself with concern.
“Shit, that hurt. How am I going to fire these other ones? They’re way bigger”, he said
looking at the huge armoury he had amassed. He glanced briefly at his brother, not
wanting to lose the budding little ego battle constantly taking place. Thinking on the spot,
he came up with an idea. “Hey, come here, I need your help”, he said to Cohen.
Apprehensively, Cohen put his rifle down and walked over to his brother. “We
need to aim these guns at the guard and put rocks on top of them so they don’t move,
then I should be able to fire them”, Remy said to Cohen, proud of his ingenuity. The idea
actually sounded pretty good to Cohen and he nodded, “Okay.”
Aiming the nine big guns along the ground at the guard (not the anti-tank weapon,
Remy was saving it for later), the brothers then piled rocks from the river’s edge on top of
them. After half an hour of gathering rocks, they had finished what now resembled a
dangerous little fortress facing the forest. A row of nine black barrels pointed out under
the large grey stones, like cannons on a warship. The guns were all weighed down tightly,
pinned still; Remy’s plan was going to work well.
Lying down behind the first gun in the row, Remy chuckled with glee to himself as
he readied himself to take a shot. Placing his eye against the scope of the sniper rifle,
Remy saw the crosshair hovering around the guard’s chest. “Watch this, Co!” he shouted
out before squeezing the trigger. The sound stomped around the hills ferociously. Firing
the bullet into the guard’s abdomen, the gun didn’t move much but it still painfully shook
the small bones in Remy’s hand.
“You hit him!” Cohen shouted out excitedly as he looked through the binoculars.
This didn’t help Remy’s hand, which he held tightly in the other. “It’s still no good, it
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shakes too much when it fires and really hurts”, Remy said, trying to solve the problem in
his head. Cohen couldn’t think of a way around this.
As he rubbed his hand, Remy looked around the forest and river for some
inspiration. On the ground next to Cohen, Remy saw the fishing rods and an idea struck
him. Getting to his feet, he walked over to the rods. “What are you doing?” Cohen asked
as Remy picked up his fishing rod. “You’re brother is a genius, kid”, Remy said with a
grin. “This is going to work perfectly.”
Taking the rod over to the sniper rifle, Remy cut the hook and the sinker off with
the bayonet on his belt. Carefully, he tied the end of the transparent fishing line to the
trigger. “Are you going to pull the trigger with the fishing line?” Cohen asked as he
watched on curiously. Delicately finishing the little knot Remy, stepped back to admire
his creation. He looked over to Cohen with a grin and nodded.
Standing back a few feet, Remy looked to Cohen. “Are you ready?” he asked.
Cohen covered his ears and Remy tugged on the line, firing a bullet at the guard
effortlessly. “Yes!” Remy shouted in excitement as he high-fived his brother. “Did you
see that? That was awesome!” he jumped around. “What gun is next?” asked Cohen.
This then gave Remy his best idea so far that day. “All of them!”
Each of the nine triggers had a small knot of fishing line tied around it. Trailing
back, these nine separate lines all tied together, converging at one point. This singular line
went back a few more feet where it was connected to the fishing rod. Hiding behind a
smallish rock, Remy and Cohen got ready. “Okay”, Remy said, “Three… two… one…”
Reeling the line back by winding the fishing rod handle, Remy pulled all the lines
tight, yanking back all their triggers at once. Like a thunderous whip of metal, the nine
guns exploded bullets outwards which splintered violently through the woods. The guard
was hit by several shots, his uniform now in tatters.
The sound wave cracked through the valleys and bounced off the hills. In the
marketplace of Eleé, several people stopped what they were doing as the faint rumble was
heard. Some townspeople looked to each with strange expressions, remembering what
war sounded like. Glances of ‘surely not’ were passed around the older citizens as they sat
in the street cafes and bars.
“Woo!” cheered Remy as the dust settled in the shattered forest. Remy turned to
his brother, who was a little shaken by the tremendous volume of the arsenal. “That was
epic!” shouted Remy with a huge smile across his face. “Know what we should do next?”
he asked with enthusiasm. Cohen shook his head. With a devilish grin, Remy reached
into his shorts pockets and pulled out the two grenades.
The grenades were tied to the guard’s trunk with fishing wire. Secured tightly to
the dressed up tree, the two pins were then attached to a line that extended back as far as
the Remy’s fishing rod would allow. Peeking over their pile of rocks pinning down the
rifles, Remy and Cohen looked out at the guard, all wired up and ready to be blown to
smithereens.
Swiftly, Remy cranked the handle on the fishing rod, pulling the pins. Ducking
behind the rocks for cover, Remy and Cohen covered their ears. With their hearts racing,
they held their breath and waited. A few seconds passed and nothing happened.
Frowning a little, Remy poked his head over the rocks to take a look. The second he did,
they detonated.
In an intense blip of noise, shock, heat, and pressure, the grenades blew up, totally
obliterating the guard. Hurtling a wave through the air, Remy was knocked backwards
and his SS hat came flying off. Shards of wood flew in all directions and black smoke
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billowed from the forest. A huge dust cloud drifted slowly as rocks were sent crashing all
around the boys, banging violently everywhere.
Back in the marketplace, the sound of the explosions was heard echoing around
the countryside. Concerned residents came to their doors and windows to try catch a
glimpse of the source of all this chaotic noise, Marie included. Standing by the kitchen
window, she heard the crashing noise and looked out the window with worry. “Surely
that’s not Remy”, she found herself saying.
Through the settling dust, initially a little scared at how loud it was, the boys soon
looked to each other and began laughing. The thrill was incredible. They rolled on the
ground in hysterics. Through tears of laughter, Cohen did a reenactment of Remy being
thrown backwards and this sent them off laughing again for another few minutes.
Eventually calming themselves down, Cohen wiped his eyes dry and looked to his
brother. “What next?” Remy dusted his uniform off and looked to the only remaining
weapon yet to be fired, the rocket launcher. He reached for his hat and put it back on his
head. “That”, Remy said dramatically as he pointed to the small metal cannon.
Breathing carefully, Remy tied the fishing line around the large metal trigger of the
rocket launcher. Having put rocks on top of it, he was fairly certain it wouldn’t move. He
began following the line back to where his brother sat, behind the wall of rocks holding
the rifles. Feeding the line through his fingers, Remy climbed over the pile and backed
down behind it. “This is going to be huge… are you ready?” he asked his brother. “Do
it”, Cohen said back as he covered his ears again.
Remy nodded to himself, secretly impressed with his brothers bravery. He took a
deep breath, “Okay!” He pulled hard on the line. Nothing happened. He tried tugging
on it again but still nothing happened. Pulling on the line as hard as he could, Remy felt
that the trigger was either jammed or just really stiff. He peeked over the edge of the
rocks and heaved the string towards him, noticing that he wasn’t quite strong enough to
move the trigger back far enough.
“Hey, I need you to help me”, he said to Cohen who was still bracing himself for
the explosion. “How?” he said back. “I need you to help me pull the trigger”, Remy
clarified. “I’m not strong enough but if we both pull on it, we might get it to work. Kind
of like tug of war, you know?”
Cohen understood and reached for some of the line without a moment’s
hesitation. Remy saw this and was again secretly proud of his little brother. Getting
behind Remy, Cohen held the line tightly in his hand. “Okay”, he said. “All right”, Remy
said, “Pull on three.”
“One...”
“Two…”
“Three!”
Putting all their weight into it, the brothers jerked the line back as hard as they
could. Together, they provided enough force to dislodge the launcher from the rocks and
it slid backwards. It wasn’t until the barrel was pointed upwards that the trigger had
finally been clicked back far enough to fire the rocket.
With a fierce hissing noise, the rocket shot vertically into the air, straight upwards,
spiraling as it went. The kickback of the launcher itself saw it flip along the ground
haphazardly. Luckily the launcher was stopped by the rocks they were hiding behind.
The rocket, however… it was speeding higher and higher into the air, flying
upwards at a tremendous rate. Below, as they tried to gather themselves in the face of
what had just happened, the boys’ attention soon turned to the rocket. High above the
forest in the sunshine, the rocket began to loose momentum and the fight against the
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earth’s gravity. Slowly, it began to decelerate until finally reaching its highest point where
it seemed to briefly linger in the air.
Now being dragged back down to the ground, the rocket was headed straight for
Remy and Cohen. For a moment or two, the boys simply watched the rocket as it
gradually fell. Not really processing what was happening, Remy and Cohen merely looked
at each other blankly for a second.
Suddenly, however, the immediacy if their danger started sinking in and the whites
of their eyes widened in terror. Frozen in fear, their feet were glued to the ground, neither
of them could move. Time slowed to a standstill.
Remy couldn’t believe it; this was it, they were about to die. In the seconds before
the rocket fell on top of them, Remy thought about how amazing his day had been and
how awesome it had been that Cohen was the one he had shared it with. He realised how
cool his little brother really was and was suddenly filled with the sadness of not
appreciating this until it was too late. He regretted all the times he had been mean to him
and wished, more than anything, that he could have just one more chance to try be a
better brother.
It was this instinctive love of his brother that saw his reflexes finally fire up.
Leaping forward, he dove over Cohen and tried to shelter him. With his head down,
Remy braced for the end as the rocket spun to the ground.
Then, in the blink of an eye, it hailed down. It didn’t hit the two brothers
however, or even the ground, for that matter. Instead, it was swallowed up by the river.
For a brief moment, it looked as though it wasn’t going to detonate. Then, a split second
later, a huge plume of white water leapt into the air, followed by the roar of the explosion.
Firing water everywhere, Remy and Cohen got drenched in the downpour.
Looking up in the rain, the boys couldn’t believe what else was happening. It took a while
to register what was going on but they soon started to roll around in laughter.
All around them, dead fish rained from the river. More than enough for dinner.
~
The End.
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The Manifest
~

T

he Englishman loathed everyone and he expected them to loath him back.
Immaculately dressed in a fine tailored suit, this mid-thirty-something man stood
under the solitary light of a lamppost above him, a briefcase between his polished shoes.
He hated smoking but he hated waiting even more, so while he killed some time he
figured he might as well slowly kill himself. Standing in the midst of an abandoned
industrial area of Wellington, the Englishman sucked on a cigarette while he waited for
someone to come collect him.
Despite his name, he wasn’t English. He was native to Boston in the States,
although he hardly spent much time there. “When was the last time I was there?” he
thought to himself. Three years ago seemed to feel about right. He travelled frequently
under the guise of a successful businessman, which he was, just not legitimately.
Working for a syndicate of pseudoephedrine smugglers, the Englishman was one
of many ‘sales reps’ who worked for a Boston kingpin known to Interpol only as the
CEO. Not even the Englishman knew his real name, only that he was psychotic and
loved making millions of dollars. The CEO insisted that his ‘trusted’ men be the ones to
oversee the importation process and spent a great deal of money flying them around the
world. The reason the Englishman had received his British pseudonym was never
explained and the Englishman couldn’t care less. Presumably there was a Frenchman, a
Scotsman, an Irishman, etc. If this was the case, the Englishman was just relieved he
wasn’t the Irishman. He hated the damn Irish.
He had gotten into the drug dealing game as a teen on the streets, fighting and
stealing his way up the ladder. Winning big in back alley card games, he was able to buy
his way even higher up. One thing was certain; he never thought it would take him to the
ass-end of the world, in first class no less. If it were possible to be proud of a life of
seediness, he was.
The Englishman found it fairly easy to understand and explain the structure of the
world and he especially hated people who thought it was a nice place. Ever since a young
age he knew it was a dog-eat-dog planet that didn’t give a shit. Having spent a lot of time
with cards, it was no surprise that cards were his chosen metaphor for how the power
game was played.
The whole world was a deck to him; different countries were different suits but all
followed the same basic principles. It wasn’t an exact science and he had never bothered
to write it down or tell anyone, but it went something along the lines of…
Card
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six

Section of society
The insane
The poor
The enlightened
The passionate
The educated
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Reality of that section
(ha ha ha ha ha)
(owned)
(know they’re this low)
(care what happens)
(there’s a structure!)

Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Jack
Queen
King
Ace
Joker

The apathetic
The uneducated
The ignorant
The police
The government
The media
The army
The rich
?

(don’t care what happens)
(there’s a structure?)
(don’t know they’re this high)
(they enforce)
(they disguise)
(they perpetuate)
(they protect)
(own)
(revolution!)

The higher the card was, the more sway they had on the rest of the sorry bastards.
Seeing himself as belonging to the Aces, the only thing the Englishman feared in life was
that Joker. Revolution could take many shapes and was never predictable. Perhaps what
would trip him up would be the legalization of drugs? But even that he could survive.
The point of the Joker was that it was a total mystery and thus it had trumping power.
Interestingly, he didn’t fear the Tens or the Jacks. Most of them were easily
bought and sold. Avoiding the Queens was essential yet fairly easy… and he was his own
King when it came to the streets.
As he finished the gross tasting cigarette, he tossed it to the pavement, and looked
up with a sigh. “Fuck, I hate waiting”, he thought to himself. The reason he hated
idleness so much was because he knew he wasn’t a nice person and when he was alone, he
had no choice but to associate with himself. When there was someone else around, he
could at least direct that angst towards them.
Who he was waiting for in this grey, concrete patch with silos and ladders was a
local gangster. Together, they were going to drive to the docks and the Englishman
would locate the container with the million dollars worth of pseudo. It had been well
planned; a trusted crooked wharfie was on sole shift tonight and the Englishman couldn’t
foresee anything going too wrong.
He hated all peoples, but he didn’t hate them equally. He hated gangsters who
called attention to themselves more than anyone else on earth. Seeing them as ‘dumb’
criminals, he simply never understood their logic. The Englishman was a smart, cunning
man. It was his opinion that you don’t have to steal someone’s wealth to take it from
them, just stop valuing it. Then all they have left is a golden piece of shit. “If only the
rest of the world was as smart as me”, he chuckled to himself as he waited. “I should be
the fucking President.”
Finally, he saw the side of deserted warehouse brighten in the approaching glow of
headlights. As the car slowly grumbled towards him, two thoughts ran through his head.
“This car is a piece of shit” and “Remember, this guy may think he’s a King but he’s really
only a Two.”
Although crudely, he had accurately described the state of this vehicle. It had
lowered suspension, thick black paint, was rusted to hell, and made the kind of noise
you’d expect of a train rolling on concrete. Before seeing the driver, he suspected he
would hate him. When he saw the driver, a forty-year-old named Ra, he wondered why
he ever doubted his suspicions.
To most normal people, the very sight of Ra would cause them sincere amounts
of fear. The idea of getting into a car with him would simply be out of the question. He
had broad shoulders wrapped in a metal studded leather jacket. His neck was as thick as
most people’s thighs, only you couldn’t see it properly as he wore a World War 2 German
army helmet. Underneath the helmet was a red bandanna that matched the not-so whites
of his eyes - he was presumably always stoned.
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His face was easily the most the shocking thing about him. His once beautiful
Maori skin had been stained in the deep blackish-green of offensive tattoos that read
“MONGREL MOB PORIRUA”, “CRIMINAL”, and “FUCK YOU”. On his forehead a
bulldog with a swastika in its drooling mouth was inked. His teeth were grey and chipped
- teeth that he had ripped people’s eyelids off with.
“Get in”, was all Ra said as he starred unwaveringly at the Englishman. The
Englishman, used to dealing with violent ethnic gangs from South America to Africa was
unfazed by the brutal appearance of his ride.
As the car idled, the Englishman walked casually around the bonnet and opened
the passenger door. Placing his briefcase on the car floor, he then sat down. The car
stunk of weed and before Ra hit the accelerator he handed a joint to the Englishman. “I
only do coke”, he said to Ra with a bored coolness.
Ra didn’t need to be told twice. He finished the joint and then slammed his heavy
boot down, tearing the car down the road.
As Ra sped through quiet streets lined with motorways, rail yards, and chain-linked
fences, the Englishman thought to himself, “How about you slow the fuck down?” he
asked in a bold rhetoric manner. Ra didn’t react. Gradually he began to speed up, going
well over 120 in a 50 zone. Menacingly, he slowly turned his head to face the Englishman
with rage in his eyes. “You fucking talk to me like that again and I’ll fucking eat your
fucking face, cunt”, he said through a clenched jaw.
Again, this should have made the Englishman cower; he was tough but far smaller
than Ra. But the Englishman knew he held the higher card. “You slow down or I’ll
shoot you between the eyes, asshole. I don’t want no fucking cops on my ass”, he said
firmly. Ra held his look for as long as possible before realising that the Englishman
wasn’t bullshitting. Turning back to the road, he gradually slowed down to around 80.
The tension in the car was extreme. “By the way, you ever fucking talk to me like
that again and I’ll have every member of your stupid fucking nigger club wasted, got
that?” the Englishman spat, not holding back his distain. Ra didn’t respond, he simply
grinned a little grin and looked to the Englishman with cold, dead eyes.
“Chill out, bro”, Ra eventually said in an unnervingly friendly tone. “Just getting
to know you.” The rankings had been established and although Ra didn’t like it, there was
nothing he could do about it. As long as the Englishman had the ‘stuff’ he was in charge.
Knowing he was boss of the situation, the Englishman decided to have some fun
with who he considered to be his bitch. “I’m curious, do you have any idea what the
word ‘Aryan’ means?” he asked condescendingly as the car flew through empty roads. Ra
laughed, “I dropped outa school when I was ten. How the fuck should I know?” The
Englishman smiled to himself. “Can you guess?”
“Fuck. A fucking air freshener or some shit? I don’t fucking know.”
“In the nineteen thirties and forties, Adolf Hitler tried to create a super race of
white people with blonde hair and blue eyes - the Aryans. But there was more to it than
just breeding perfect white people. He also intended on killing every nigger in the world,
like you. So my question is… why do you wear his symbol on your head?” the
Englishman asked in a cavalier fashion.
Although keen to bash the Englishman to within an inch of his scrawny little life,
Ra had to keep in line. “I don’t give a fuck about history, bro. That shit’s over with. It’s
dead, man. The only thing that matters is the current moment and whether or not you
can survive it. Dead shit don’t mean shit. Besides, Hitler killed heaps of cunts, straight up,
all good by me”, he said as though he thought this wisdom.
Finding this reasoning ludicrous, the Englishman guessed it was the best answer
he was going to get and nodded to himself. Looking out the window as large cargo ships
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came into view, he saw the docks approaching in the distance. “Seriously, slow the fuck
down”, he rudely instructed. Ra begrudgingly obliged his orders.
&
Old-Man Pete had been working on the docks for forty-eight years. Having been
crooked that entire time, he had earned a staggeringly good living considering the low
wages he had always worked for. Not once being caught, he had stolen thousands and
thousands of dollars worth of goods over the years and earned multiple pretty pennies by
happily turning a blind eye. He was one of the few people the Englishman actually had an
iota of respect for.
Pushing his seventies, he could retire but he enjoyed the kickbacks from the port
and so stuck around. Earning other nicknames from the younger wharfies such as Punk,
Motherfucker, and Good Cunt, he was well liked for his rough sense of humour and blasé
attitude towards life. A short, stocky man with a limp, he could still pack a hell of punch
and was not to be messed with - a lesson a long line of younger guys had learned the hard
way. Nothing bothered Old-Man Pete, except maybe his prick of a boss.
Sitting alone in the small security checkpoint at the dock entrance, Old-Man Pete
was casually reading a porno. Flicking through the pages of young girls that could easily
be his granddaughters, he sipped a coffee and ate some bacon and eggs on toast. Life was
sweet. Although very much liking the photos of woman posing naked, he had read this
particular magazine several times over and so was pleased when he saw headlights
approaching, as it gave him something new to do.
Taking another sip of his coffee, he lifted the window up as Ra pulled the demonlike car up to the checkpoint. “What the fuck do you want?” Old-Man Pete said as he saw
the Mongrel Mob member behind the steering wheel. It was at this point that the
Englishman stepped out of the car and approached the checkpoints window. “Peter?” he
asked in a polite tone he had not afforded Ra.
“Yeah”, Old-Man Pete said bluntly. “I believe you’re expecting me?” the
Englishman said as he opened his briefcase and showed Old-Man Pete the tens of
thousands in cash inside it. “Oh, yeah”, Old-Man Pete said with a casual tone. “Park this
hunk o junk over there”, he said pointing to a car park in the distance, “I’ll let you in
around the side.”
Limping his way through the dark open space of the dockyard, cranes resting
currently unused in the background, Old-Man Pete staggered to the back entrance to the
port. Using a swipe card to open a small gateway in the razor wire fence, Old-Man Pete
held the gate open for the Englishman and Ra. With security cameras being a new
invention in this old wharfies lifetime, he had been forced to learn how to wipe the tapes.
Which he had done, securing the thousands in cash that such a simple skill would ensure.
When the conmen passed through the gate, Old-Man Pete let it shut. “Over
there”, he nodded to the enormous row of containers in the distance. With ten thousand
in cash tied together in a bundle in his hand, the Englishman shook Old-Man Pete’s hand.
“The CEO is very grateful for your service”, the Englishman said with a smile as he gently
held Old-Man Pete’s shoulder.
The old codger laughed to himself. “Yeah? Easiest ten grand I’ve ever fucking
made”, he said with a cheeky grin. “You know the manifest number?” he then asked.
The Englishman nodded, “Memorized it on the flight over.” With an impressed nod,
Old-Man Pete turned to head back to his post, leaving Ra and Englishman to do their
work.
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‘Container city’ was a dark maze of towering metal. Stacked six high and eight
rows deep, the high-rises of empty containers waiting to be reused resembled a dystopian
nightmare. It was a heartless, rigid city made of endless square columns of cold steel and
concrete. Thin alleyways between the stacks provided the only access and being seen was
almost an impossibility. Even in the unlikely case that someone did see you, it would be a
cinch to lose them.
The Englishman led the way through the countless columns of empty containers.
Silence and darkness, other than Ra’s footsteps behind him, were the only things that
accompanied him as he searched for the right container. “C, R, X, U, seven, four, two,
three, one, eight, nine”, was running on repeat through the Englishman’s head. Wherever
that number was, his million dollars worth of pseudo was.
“What the fuck do we do if it’s one of these containers all the way up there?” Ra
asked as he followed behind the Englishman, looking up at the twenty-metre high walls of
metal all around him. “You’re a monkey, you can climb”, the Englishman joked with
racist vigor. He loved being in charge. Ra bit his tongue, wishing he could bite the
Englishman’s off.
Eventually, after passing and scanning nearly fifty-plus containers, their number
was located. Deep within the bleak centre of container city, not a soul in the nearby actual
city of Wellington would ever be able to spot them.
“You’re in luck”, the Englishman said to the Ra as he hinted to the container on
the bottom of a particular stack. “Open her up.”
With his enormous hands, which had skulls tattooed on each knuckle, Ra heaved
open the container doors and swung them open. The first thing both of them noticed
was the smell that oozed out of it. They both screwed their faces up. “What the fuck was
in here?” Ra asked, pulling his leather jacket over his nose. The Englishman shook his
head with a look of slight concern. “Nothing… I didn’t want people moseying around
my shit.”
“You sure it’s meth and you imported and not actually shit?” Ra asked as they
both looked down the long dark container. “No, it’s pseudoephedrine. What you do with
it is probably shit, but that’s not my concern. Now, should we get this over with so we
can get the fuck out of each other’s company?” the Englishman asked sternly.
Bracing themselves, the two men entered the darkness of the container. The smell
got worse and worse the closer to the back they got. Taking out his cellphone for light,
Ra lit up the far end of the container. “There’s a fake wall at the back”, the Englishman
instructed. “You should be able to pull it out at the sides.”
Placing his light source in his mouth to free up his hands, Ra reached for the
corner of the fake wall. It had been attached so well that even as this monstrously strong
man went to pull it off, it’s deceptive nature remained intact. The CEO clearly had good
people working for him around the globe.
Dislodging the wall from its place, Ra stepped back as he lowered it to the ground.
When he saw what was behind the wall he couldn’t believe his eyes. It certainly wasn’t a
million dollars worth of pseudoephedrine, but it did explain the stench.
In the context of this situation, it was a Joker, and the Englishman knew it. The
dynamics in the container had been flipped on their head. “Jesus fucking Christ”, Ra
eventually said in disgust at the sight.
Quivering in the corner of the container was Muhammad Al’hemesh. Having
spent nearly a month in total darkness, shitting and pissing where he slept and ate, with
just a few inches of room, he was a complete and utter mess. With trembling hands
raised, he fearfully muttered a single word over and over again, “Refugee.” Clearly these
were his only instructions upon arrival.
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Neither the Englishman nor Ra had ever seen a human being in such a desperate
and degrading state. Starving, thirsty, exhausted, and becoming severely ill from his
conditions, Muhammad whimpered as tears gushed from his eyes. “Refugee. Refugee.”
Then, in a violent flash that he had been waiting for the chance to unleash, Ra
grabbed the Englishman around the neck and pinned him up against the wall of the
container, making him gasp for air. With eyes of pure evil, Ra got to within an inch of the
Englishman’s suddenly frightened face. “We give you a million bucks and you give us
some shit stained Arab?” he spat venomously.
The force of Ra’s grip made it hard for the Englishman to speak. He had no
choice, however, to at least try. “Let… let me make… a… call…” he was able to splutter.
Muhammad watched in terror, having no idea who these terrifying people before him
were. “Refugee. Refugee. Refugee”, he kept saying before Ra shouted, “Fuck up!”
As Muhammad fell silent, shaking from head to toe in dread, Ra loosened his grip
on the Englishman. The Englishman coughed and took several deep breaths as he gently
held his pained throat. “Make it quick, cunt!” Ra hissed.
Reaching into his suit jacket, the Englishman didn’t pull out a cellphone. Instead
he quickly whipped out his trusted silenced pistol. Quickly, he planted several bullets into
Ra’s thick chest. But Ra, a man with a bear’s build, managed to reach for a knife in his
jacket and stab the Englishman in the neck.
Before Muhammad’s bewildered eyes, both men died at each other’s hands in an
embrace of blood. Their bodies slumped to the floor and silence returned to the
container. The last thing either man saw were the eyes of his killer.
To imagine Muhammad’s horror and terror is tremendously difficult. Weeks of
being wedged in a tiny space that he had come to assume he would die in, Muhammad
had just arrived, illegally, in a completely foreign country and as a welcome, he had just
witnessed two murders.
It took him several minutes before he could find the courage to move. Slowly
rising to his feet, he gingerly stepped over the bodies of the dead men. He noticed the
Englishman’s briefcase and bent over to examine it. To his surprise, it was filled with
thousands upon thousands of cash. Feeling as though he had earned it, he closed it, and
carried it out to the mouth of the container.
Poking his head out into container city, he saw that the coast was clear. Having
no idea where he was, he carefully crept around the dark of the maze, the briefcase held
tightly. Sticking to the shade, he eventually came to see a view of Wellington. The sight
of the beautiful little city made him weep. He breathed in the fresh air and held his hands
out to the cool sky. He was free.
Seeing the ocean in the distance, he figured he could swim to a less protected area
of the city and would try set up his new life from there. Running for joy, he leapt into the
water with his money and felt himself be washed of everything he had ever been through.
Around thirty minutes later, after having cleared all the security tapes of any
evidence, Old-Man Pete began to grow a little concerned that he hadn’t seen the
Englishman and Ra leave the port. Annoyed, he finished another cup of coffee and left
his post.
Wandering slowly through container city he eventually came across their dead
bodies. In classic Old-Man Pete fashion, he simply rolled his eyes at the criminals’
barbarism and shut the container doors.
&
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The CEO would never find out what port had betrayed him by stealing his pseudo
and replacing it with an asylum seeker. The Mongrel Mob was in no position to hunt him
down and demand answers or repayment either, so the mystery was eventually forgotten.
By the time the container was reopened several months later in Ghana, the bodies
of the Englishman and Ra had long since rotted. In a twist of beautiful irony, they ended
up sharing a grave together. The bones were never traced back to New Zealand and both
Old-Man Pete and Muhammad got away cleanly that night.
Muhammad eventually met a man at a local soccer club after he was granted
refugee status by the government.
They fell in love, got married, and lived happily ever after.
~
The End.
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The Place Where You Eat Yourself
~

I

came to realize that there are three priorities to this thing.
The first priority is to kill you; a lifeless body of wasted potential, a solemn statue
to a battle lost to an enemy proud of its power. The second priority is to ruin you in hope
that this will achieve the first. It wants to corrode all that is good in your life in an
attempt to decay all that is good in your head. Once all the vitality within is dead, it
assumes you will follow.
The third, final desire of this beast is to make you bitter and useless. It seeks to
force regret and resentment into the life you’ve lived in spite of its coercions. It tries to
make you wish you hadn’t persevered. It aims to taint your memory. It’s always trying to
suck you back into priority number one. It’s a black hole gravity admires with awe.
Then, just as there are three wants to this hideous demon, there are also three
ways to confront it. All end the fight, but only one wins it for you. The first way is to die.
That’s the simple surrender that it wants. It’s often said to be a selfish, uncaring option
for those left behind.
The second is to join it, to turncoat into insanity. That’s the most taunting and
disturbing outcome for those left ‘behind’. With death at least some peace is found. With
madness, loved ones are mocked. It isn’t the ghost’s more favoured outcome but it will
happily settle for it so that it may haunt others. It works for the victim too, like a Jew
turning into a Nazi, there will be no Auschwitz, only the Joy Division. It’s perhaps a more
grotesque response than death. The Star is made a Swastika and you revel in it.
The third tactic is the hardest. It appears to be painted like a mountain that rises
higher and higher with every step you take to ascend it. This illusion is what prevents
many from the hike. There are no Sherpa’s with this mountain, only you.
If you have no idea what I am talking about, that is understandable; I’ve been
annoyingly vague. If you know, you know, and I need not say more. It would not
surprise me if the doctors, the psychiatrists, the psychologists, the councilors, even the
recovered sufferers have no idea what it is that I speak of. Despite their years consuming
text, analyzing neurons, dabbling with chemicals, and ‘reaching out’, they will always miss
the mark. There is no University of Insanity; there can be no Masters in Madness. You
cannot cure a cancer that grows no tumor. They have no fucking idea.
What I am talking about goes by a name that you will recognize. It is not the
name I like to use. In fact, names are exceptionally redundant. To me, it is just one of the
many symptoms of something far more complex. I cringe to say it, but so not to lose you,
I will: depression.
My name is Samantha Larson. I have been alive long enough to be considered an
adult and to consider adults as children. If you’re after an exact number for my age,
you’re foolish. But to appease the fools, I am 21.
Suicide sounds disgusting. As a child, I thought it literally meant being beside a
sewer, lying near or in shit.
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I’ve tried it twice. Obviously, I’ve failed on both occasions. Most people regard
this as a lucky escape. I view it as secretly humiliating. People assume it was attention you
were after. Attention, that if you were actually good at something, would come
deservedly. Instead, you’re a pathetic person who will never reach the heights of Mozart.
You were fed bullshit lies that you’d be something one day and your hopes have thus been
regurgitated into taunts.
The first time I tried was six years ago. I cut my wrist with a bread knife, the
jagged edges felt almost sexual. I swear I genuinely didn’t know that you’re meant to cut
down the length of your vein, not across it. As it was seen as a ‘vanity’ suicide attempt, I
wasn’t committed - despite being so in my attempt to die. I was sent from professional to
expert to people who “know what it’s like”.
The second attempt was three years later and ago. Drinking five bottles of wine in
the space of two hours was a Herculean effort that even the most hardened alcoholic
would have struggled to handle. I vomited so many times I lost count. Lovely Spanish
vineyards had sprung these exquisite drinks but they tasted like petrol. I had stolen them
from my father’s cabinet. He had been given one for the birth of each of his children and
was saving them for a ‘special occasion’. My older brothers and sisters got me well pissed.
It’s hard to remember exactly what happened that day as it simply turned to a blackness I
was hoping would last forever.
From what I’ve been told, I was dragged off train tracks by the police with a
freightliner about sixty metres away. I woke up in a nut house with the single worst
hangover of my entire life. It lasted for several weeks. They wouldn’t let me out, no
matter how hard I protested. It wasn’t until a schizophrenic gang member whispered to
me “Just play their game and they’ll let you go” that I was indeed released. I said the right
things. It wasn’t the right thing to do but it got me out back into the street where I could
get drunk, stoned, spaced, and tripped again.
Anyway, that’s my background. What I’m here to tell you about, however, is what
I’m certain will be my last day on earth. Three times a charm. I honestly thought I was
recovering. I promise you I did. There was finally a future ahead of me and not just an
awful past. Then the recurring dream started…
I’ve always been obsessed with the Arabian Desert. To me, there is no more
magical place on earth. It makes complete and utter sense to me that the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him) saw God here. The golden sand that stretches forever
towards a golden sun. Each speck of sand like a fallen dot of light from this mighty orb in
the sky. The heat. The emptiness. The lifelessness. The silence.
I’ve never been there. Unfortunately for my imagination, I live in suburbia, not
Arabia. Instead of feeling connected to the majestic cosmos, I’m connected to a city via a
routine bus route. If there were one place I’d have liked to see in my life, it would’ve been
here. There is a specific part of this place that I especially adore the idea of. It’s called the
Rub’ al Khali, which means Empty Quarter in Arabic.
Here, there are sand dunes that are essentially infinite. They stretch for an
impassable distance across horizon after horizon after horizon. Slowly drifting mountains
made up of trillions of tiny rocks. It never rains. There is sometimes a thin white cloud
that soon disperses once it realizes where it hovers. Nothing can survive here, only air.
There is nothing. Nothing. Just a rolling, endless carpet of the earth. It seems like
another world in a far off galaxy. If you were in the centre, there would be no point going
anywhere. You’d simply sit and accept the astonishing beauty of your coming death.
One of my favourite ideas to occupy my mind with is to think of the first people
to discover this place. What did they think of it? How did their minds comprehend what
lay before them? How many lost themselves here? Literally and metaphorically.
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My affection for the notion of this place is what made my recurring dream so
horrible. The one last thing I thought was beautiful had been found by the Dracula in my
head. The Transylvanian I was seduced into inviting in.
In my dream, I’m standing on the highest dune in the most central part of the
Rub’ al Khali. I’m completely naked. The sun shines warmly on my skin. The sand is hot
beneath my feet. It’s a comforting feeling. I’m not thirsty or hungry. I’m shining,
content for the first time in my life.
Then, as I look around the vacant, mystical desert, I notice something resting in
the palm of my right hand. It’s the bread knife I cut my wrist with. It’s the exact same
one; the plastic handle even has the same melted corner where my famous brother Lou
left it on the fry pan when he was younger. There is the little print on the side that tells
me it was mass-produced by some sweatshop just out of Beijing.
It’s at this point that I stop and think to myself, “Am I dreaming?” The answer
always comes back as real as the text you’re reading. “No, this is real”, I tell myself. I run
the fingertips of my left hand over the small grooves in the blade. Pain feels so
convincing.
Something strange then happens. I can feel myself raising the blade to my head,
no longer able to control my actions. The ribbed steel of the bread knife is pressed
against my forehead. It digs deep into my flesh and I begin to feel blood run down my
face. Soon my eyes begin to sting as blood seeps into them. The pain is intense but I
keep pushing the blade in until it connects with my skull.
In agony, I then saw the knife around my head, slowly scalping myself. I want to
stop but my hand is acting on its own accord. All I can do is stand still as my hand slices
my skin until it connects back up with where it started on my forehead. Once I’m done
cutting, I raise my other hand and tug on my hair. The top of my scalp lands in the sand
next to my feet. The pain is extraordinary.
With the white bone of my skull now exposed to the air, I begin weeping. I don’t
want to do what I’m about to. Holding the knife’s handle in my fist I begin smashing the
top of my skull. Each bang with the handle sends a jolt of horrendous pain through my
body. I do this for what feels like hours, screaming at the top of my lungs with each strike
to the empty desert.
Eventually, my skull starts to crack. I keep banging it until small flakes of skull
chip away like a shell. I start pulling broken chunks of bone off with my other hand,
exposing my brain to the open air. I don’t pull my entire skull away, just enough for the
next, most disturbing part of this dream.
Now sobbing uncontrollably, I stab my brain with the pointed tip of the knife. It
sends waves of excruciating pain through me. I begin to scoop out parts of my brain with
the knife and drop them in the sand.
There is no stopping me. The more bits of brain that I pull out with the knife the
stupider I can feel myself getting. I plead to myself to stop this craziness but I simply
can’t. With each scoop I lose more and more sense of myself. I begin to feel numb.
With bits of my head scattered all around the sand by my feet, I start to feel
miserable. Overwhelming sadness consumes me at the thought of what I am doing to
myself. I really don’t want to be doing this yet I simply cannot stop.
Soon, however, after an eternity of suffering, I scrape the last fragments off myself
out. The final bit of my mind lands in the sand and the blade finally slips from my hand.
At this point I feel nothing at all. I have become a zombie. I collapse in a heap.
Days and nights begin to roll over and over until my corpse becomes a skeleton.
The winds of the desert soon cover up my bones and I vanish from all sight completely.
The silence of this place lasts an eon. Then, I wake up.
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I have been having this dream every night for the last three weeks. I don’t know
why it started and I don’t know why it won’t end. I used to enjoy sleeping; it was at least
time for my ill mentality to rest. Not any more. I have tried drinking myself to sleep,
taking pills and smoking just about anything I can get my hands on but nothing works.
Every night I return to the Rub’ al Khali like it’s the first time I’ve ever been there. There
is no more refuge for me from myself.
I have come to realize that this thing in my head, which is so casually called a
‘chemical imbalance’ is never going to leave me alone. It will haunt me until the day it
finally claims me. Today is that day. I surrender to it.

♪
Andrew was a good man. He had worked hard at university and had gotten
himself a good job with a fine salary. His parents were proud of him and his future was
bright. The only thing that seemed to be missing in his life was a lady. A companion, he
thought, would round off his quaint little existence just nicely. It didn’t get him down that
he didn’t have a girlfriend; he was a positive chap and knew there was a woman out there
for him. He would find her one day.
That day had, he was certain, came along a year ago. He had met a girl called
Samantha at a second hand store. There was a definite connection and they met up a few
days later for a coffee and movie. It was some awful Hollywood nonsense and they
laughed at how terrible it was afterwards. Their first kiss came on date number two the
following week.
Everything was going fine until they got drunk together for the first time. Andrew
learnt the hard way that Samantha was less than able to handle alcohol. She threw herself
down a large flight of stairs at his apartment, breaking her arm. At the hospital, she later
confided in Andrew that she had Major Depressive Disorder. Samantha told him that
when she got drunk she sometimes tossed herself down steps in order to hurt herself and
maybe die in the process.
Feeling like he was falling in love and determined to remain by her side, Andrew
asked her to tell him everything. Opening up for the first time in years, Samantha told
him that there were sets of stairs and steps around town that she did this to herself. He
wrote the locations down in a list incase this ever happened again.
Sure enough, she got drunk a few weeks later. When Andrew got a text message
from her reading “Im pissd agen” he wasted no time. He tried calling her but she
wouldn’t answer. He alerted her family and the police but nobody could find her. He was
growing incredibly worried and desperate.
Andrew tossed blankets, pillows, and two mattresses into his van and drove
around to all the steps he knew she could be considering lunging down. After a frantic
hour of driving from place to place and padding the bottom of stairwells and street steps,
he still couldn’t find her. There was just one more place on the list to go. He sped
through several red lights to get there.
Hurriedly parking his van and dragging several blankets to the foot of the steps, he
saw that he was already too late. Samantha lay dead, her head cracked open on the last
step of a museum entrance.
Andrew hugged and kissed her lifeless shell as he cried his heart out.

♪
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Samantha died in a state of absolute horror. As she cascaded and tumbled down
the steps of the museum, her bones broke and her neck snapped. She knew she was in
pain but the falling was too fast and disorientating to fully feel anything.
She landed in a heap at the bottom of the steps, remarkably still just alive. Only
just able to understand that she was dying, it sadly brought her no relief. This was, after
all, what she had tried to do several times. Now, however, just as it was about to happen,
she was filled with terror.
She didn’t want to do this.
But it was too late.
In dying slowly, her illness tormented her worse than ever before. For one last
laugh. It simply wouldn’t leave her alone. It was as if it was saving this last bit of
nastiness just for this moment. Like a final screech, her mind raced with regret and
horrible images of war, pain, rape, shit, vomit,
the Devil
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The Tall Ancient Mountains
~

F

orests have reclaimed the world.
The grinds of industry have been sweetened to gentle birdsong. Laws of order
have been overgrown by branches and roots. Fragile leaves have beaten impenetrable
walls. Soil is again the richest of riches. Oceans are king once more. The land has evened
its competitors to an equal respect of each other.
A quintessential age has been blown back into existence.
Ø
Deep in a secluded patch of shadowy woodland, a small community of people,
who call themselves the Kubri, live a quaint and humble life. A tribe of just thirty-eight,
they’re peaceful and remote. With pale skin, their ancestors must have once been of
European descent.
Their fashions and tools are simple, made mainly from animal skins, bird feathers,
bones, plants and trees. Curiously, like the aboriginal tribes of Australia thousands upon
thousands of years before them, they have developed the art of face and body painting.
Beautiful and intricate patterns were rubbed onto their skin. During the summer
months, men wore patterns of blue for the ocean while woman wore patterns of green for
the land. In the winter months, everyone was decorated in red; symbolic of the blood
they found flowing within them. Remarkably, they had invented stringed instruments,
rudimentary in makeup but effective nonetheless.
As far as they knew, they were the only people in the world. No contact with any
other humans had ever been made by anyone still living in the tribe. To them, the world
was an infinitely large place, endless its vastness and wonder. The land was littered with
various remains from the Industrial and Space ages, but their origins were unknown, as
were the origins of the Kubri themselves. Myths, legends and whispers from the trees
were all the history they had.
The sun was setting behind the trees one evening, a quiet full moon rising nearby.
The circular village of straw huts saw a raging fire at its centre. The Kubri were sitting in
silence after having finishing a feast. Accompanying the crackle of the flames was the soft
voice of Iskowã.
The eldest in the tribe, Iskowã had been chief for over twenty peaceful years. As
he spoke in tender tones, the people, having nourished their bodies with warm meat, now
nourished their souls with his words. They were relaxed, the green and blue dyes on their
skin suggesting it was a warm summers night.
“I used to be afraid about what happens to us when we die. When the light fades
from our eyes and our breath returns to the wind. Where do we go? Is it the same place
as before we were born? A place where darkness and light kiss for a moment that lasts
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forever? Do we, perhaps, go nowhere? I spent my youth, feeling air on my face and
nature on my skin, afraid of this thing called ‘death’.”
The Kubri watched on, captivated by the drama in Iskowã’s voice. His only son
Rãrdeohe, destined to inherit his father’s role, listened to every word intently. Rãrdeohe
knew his elderly father was sick and that the time before he passed would not be long.
Every blink his father made until this time was sacred to him.
In his heart of hearts, Rãrdeohe knew he was not ready to lead the tribe. A strong
warrior of the physical world, he knew he was weak in the spiritual world. Anybody can
learn how to fight off dangerous animals but it took a true leader to herd a tribe through
life. He wished every morning that his father would remain with them until the next,
knowing he needed to learn as much as he possibly could.
“I was saddened by this”, Iskowã continued solemnly. “I didn’t want to spend my
life in fear that it would end. I searched the stars for answers; ways to dispel the dread of
doom inside me… nothing came to me. Then, when I was least expecting it, a flash of
understanding revealed itself to me. It didn’t come from the majesty of the skies or the
depths of the oceans. There was no grandeur in the messenger. It was small and fragile,
like the moment itself. It was when I looked into the eyes of my baby boy for the first
time”, Iskowã said as he reached out to pat Rãrdeohe on the back with a smile. The
Kubri looked on, warmed by the humble display of affection and wisdom.
“From this tiny baby, a truth of our world was murmured through the ages to my
ears. In an instant, like a glimmer of sunlight on water, a thought entered my head and
softened my heart: we may not know what will happen to us when we die, but likewise, we
do not know what will happen to us while we live. And what can happen while we live
can be beautiful, so what can happen to us when we die can be beautiful too. There is no
need to fear it, just as there is no need to fear the eyes of a baby you didn’t know would
exist.” Iskowã finished his speech with a smile. “If I had known he was going to keep me
awake all night with noises and smells, then I would have feared him”, Iskowã joked,
making everyone laugh.
Rãrdeohe grinned to his ailing father. Under the grin, however, was a fear that he
would never be able to inspire his people so profoundly.
“Now!” Iskowã said joyously, changing the mood to lightheartedness, “I believe
Ichte has a song he would like to play for us.” As Ichte the musician introduced himself
and his song to the tribe, Rãrdeohe leaned over to whisper in his father’s ear. “Can I
speak with you in private?” he asked.
Iskowã looked to his son with concern as the music filled the village, knowing
something was troubling him. Nodding he got to his feet and slowly led his son to the
outskirts of the village. The music and firelight were faint and Rãrdeohe felt comfortable
to speak in the privacy of his father’s attention. “What’s bothering you?” Iskowã asked
sincerely, gently grabbing his son by the shoulder.
Rãrdeohe bowed his head, feeling somewhat ashamed. “I’m scared”, he said
honestly, looking to his father with genuinely worried eyes. “Of what?” Iskowã asked.
“When you speak of things that matter, I feel comfortable and safe, as does
everybody else… now, I can kill beasts swiftly; I will be able to protect them from the
things that I can see. But… I fear I will fail them when it comes to saving them from the
things I cannot see. I cannot use words as I can a spear”, Rãrdeohe confessed to his
father with humility. Iskowã smiled reassuringly to his son.
“You speak as though I’m already dead”, Iskowã said. Rãrdeohe felt embarrassed.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean any disrespect”, he said quickly. “You didn’t let me finish. I was
going to say that you speak as though I’m already dead, which means you are already
trying to protect them from that which you cannot see”, Iskowã explained to his son.
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“Nobody knows what path lies before them and nobody is ready to walk it. We
are Kubri; we stumble and we fall, but what makes us special is that we never stop trying”,
the old man said with a kind smile. Despite what his father had said, Rãrdeohe still felt
uneasy. “Don’t worry so much, Rãrdeohe, if you trust me than you will believe me when
I say everything will be alright. You’re a good man and I am incredibly proud of you”,
Iskowã said earnestly. “Now, let’s go enjoy the music.”
Putting his frail arm around his son, the two men headed back to the fire.
The next morning, as the smoke from the dying flame spiraled gently above the
trees towards the clouds, a loud scream shattered the still dawn.
As the Kubri were quickly awoken by the shrill shrieks of a woman, they began to
emerge from their huts. Rãrdeohe, who was asleep in bed with his wife, Tussiee, gradually
awoke. He and his wife looked to each other with grave concern and he hastily reached
for his hatchet beside their bed. Their infant son, Tertãmi, woke with the commotion and
began to cry. Barging out of their hut, Rãrdeohe was preparing to see some sort of wild
animal in the village. What he saw was worse.
People were gathering around the entrance to Iskowã’s hut, tears streaming down
their faces. Sprinting over to the hut with fear and dread accompanying him, Rãrdeohe
soon learned what had caused the scream. As he approached, the people gathered slowly
stepped aside to allow Rãrdeohe some space.
His entire world came crashing down around him when he saw the body of his
father; eyes wide open, lying motionless in bed. The fact that his father had died
peacefully in his sleep did little to console Rãrdeohe. Feeling as though an enormous
wave of water had suddenly slammed into his chest and down his throat, he dropped to
his knees and collapsed in a heap. He sobbed in bone-splitting grief.
Ø
Kubri tradition dictated that whenever a chief died his body was to be taken to the
most sacred of sacred places the Kubri had ever encountered, known only as the tall
ancient mountains. Rãrdeohe was the only living tribesman to have been there. When he
was just a boy his grandfather had passed and he had joined his father and several warriors
to what was the most phenomenal place he had ever seen.
It had been over thirty years since that day and he could still picture it perfectly.
His memory had been seared with the images that a hundred lifetimes could never erase.
Rãrdeohe had been hoping for sometime that he would be able to take his son with him
to see the mountains, but alas, Iskowã had departed too soon and Tertãmi would have to
remain in the village.
The mountains themselves were far out to sea, over many horizons. From the
Kubri village, it was a half a days trek to the shore and from there it was a two-day row to
the mountains. The entire journey took around five days and it was during this time that
the remaining Kubri were to mourn the loss of their chief. The seasonal markings on
their skins were all changed to purple, the colour of death.
Selecting three warriors to help him on the journey, Rãrdeohe set out for the
mountains. Covered in purple from head to toe, Rãrdeohe, Tiarchi, Lihsur and Sjeek set
out, carrying Iskowã’s body in a canoe on their shoulders. The villagers wept as the four
men carried their dead chief into the woods and out of sight.
It was an exhausting and heavy task, but the weight of Iskowã was born with
tremendous honour and pride. The three companions Rãrdeohe had chosen could not
believe they had been offered such a tremendous privilege as to travel to the mountains.
They would happily carry a burden twice as heavy for such a glory.
155

Rãrdeohe was in a daze as he led the company of warriors towards the shore. His
father, who was decorated in ceremonial white inks, lay with his eyes closed and arms
folded. On his head was an ornate dress of feathers and in his hands rested his hatchet.
Tears blended into the purple paint on Rãrdeohe’s face as he marched through the forest.
For all the grief and weakness he wanted to show, he knew he must remain strong.
The pain of the wooden canoe on his shoulder was a welcome distraction from the aching
in his soul. As the journey to the mountains took so long, the custom was to leave on the
day of the death. Time to grieve would be found later on the endless voyage out to sea.
None of the warriors with Rãrdeohe dared to speak. This was not an adventure to
be excited about; it was a time to reflect.
When the four men finally made it to the end of the woods, their backs ached.
The smells and sounds of the sea were welcomed before the vibrant blue itself was seen.
Before long, however, the awe-inspiring ocean lay before them. Placing the canoe down
in the white sands, Rãrdeohe then turned to his men.
“We will rest here for a moment. Eat, drink… think of home”, Rãrdeohe
instructed them. The men did as they were asked and reached for the supplies in the
canoe. Taking an apple in his hand, Sjeek looked to Rãrdeohe. “Would you like one,
chief?” he asked politely. Rãrdeohe shook his head, “I’m not hungry.”
“You should eat something”, Tiarchi then said with compassion in his voice.
“You need to keep up your strength”, he added. Slowly appreciating that his men were
only looking out for him, Rãrdeohe took the apple from Sjeek and bit into it.
The men sat by the canoe in silence as they stocked up their energy. Looking out
across the seemingly infinite sea before them, the men listened to waves slam into the
sand. The gushing sound of the tide slowly being drawn out soothed them.
Rãrdeohe began to sob, despite the feeling he shouldn’t. Glancing over to his
dead father he wiped his eyes of the tears. Lihsur reached out and patted his new chief on
the shoulder. “You should cry”, Rãrdeohe heard him say.
After weeping on the shores for nearly twenty minutes, Rãrdeohe finally managed
to pull himself to a relatively functional state. The men waited patiently for their chief,
giving him the time and respect he needed. Lifting his head and staring out across the
endless blue ocean, Rãrdeohe nodded to himself. “It’s a long journey, we should get
started”, he said.
With Iskowã lying in the centre of the canoe, Rãrdeohe and Sjeek rowed in the
front and Lihsur and Tiarchi rowed in the back. Their paddling was rhythmic and strong.
Splashing cool water on their skin as they went, the sun shone with furious heat on them.
Before long, they could no longer see the land the Kubri lived on, it had fallen behind the
horizon they had sailed from.
Having asked his father hundreds of times how to get to the mountains, Rãrdeohe
knew that he needed the stars for assistance. Rowing further without their guide would be
foolish and potentially fatal. With sweat pouring off their brows, Rãrdeohe turned to his
men. “Stop”, he instructed. “We should wait until nightfall. The dead will show us the
way”, he added.
Part of Kubri faith was that the stars were ancestors who had passed on. The sun
was their homeland to which they hoped to someday return and the moon was where they
went when they dreamed at night. “The lights of our past aren’t far away”, Rãrdeohe said,
looking to the sun dipping out of the sky towards the west.
As the blue above gradually turned to pink and then black, Rãrdeohe was able to
figure out where they were in the ocean and where they needed to go. Rowing for several
more hours in the dark of night, the four men eventually grew too tired to continue. They
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packed their oars away for the night and peacefully sat in the floating darkness. A
crescent moon gave them a slither of light, just enough to see the outlines of each other.
They shared a light meal and conversation before Rãrdeohe began to weep again.
Feeling sorry for their chief, the men looked to each other with glum expressions. Finally,
Sjeek tried to distract Rãrdeohe from his pain. “Tell us, Rãrdeohe, what do you know of
this place we are headed? These tall ancient mountains…”
Rãrdeohe stopped his grieving to try and answer the question. “It is unlike
anything you have ever seen before”, he eventually said honestly. He could see his men
wanted to know more. “It is a place of a thousand tiny islands, all piercing the sky. They
are not islands like the ones you have seen before; they are in ordered rows, endless lines
of perfection. They are not made of stone or earth either but of something from the stars.
On top of some of the mountains are spears so large they could cut the moon. I wish I
had the words to tell you… but you must see this place to believe it.”
The three warriors couldn’t believe what they were hearing. It sounded
inconceivable. Lihsur had a question burning on the end of his tongue. “Is it true that
they are ruins? Proof, even, of the Esari?” he asked timidly. Rãrdeohe thought about this
for a moment. “Nobody knows if the Esari were real, Lihsur… but this place may make
you believe so”, he said with confidence.
“What do you know of the Esari?” Tiarchi asked his chief. Rãrdeohe shook his
head slightly. “Only that they may have built the mountains. My father once told me that
they conquered the earth. He claimed that they even graced the moon. All of this is just
legend. Whether or not there were ever these godlike people, only the dead know”, he
told them.
“Is it possible they made us?” Sjeek wondered. Again, Rãrdeohe could only shake
his head in mystery. “My grandfather told me that we fell from the sun, that the sun made
us like it makes day. Other than that, I do not know where we come from”, he said
honestly. “Why did we fall?” Lihsur pondered innocently. “From what I remember
hearing, we wanted to…” Rãrdeohe explained with earnestness.
“These questions may have no answers. I am certainly not saying that we
shouldn’t ask them, only… we should get some sleep”, Rãrdeohe suggested wisely.
Taking this advice onboard, the three warriors lay down for the night. The gentle lapping
of the water rocked them to sleep.
Rãrdeohe stayed awake for sometime, unable to sleep. Staring up at the stars and
the face of the Moon, with the gentle rocking of the canoe, he wondered about the
mythical Esari people. Did they ever exist? Did they truly touch the moon with their
hands? His daydreaming slowly turned into real dreaming…
At the break of first light, the men began to wake. The stars needed to direct
them were slowly hiding behind the blue mist of daylight, but Rãrdeohe could see that
they were still on course. Luckily they hadn’t drifted far in their few hours of sleep. With
the sun edging over the eastern waters, he pressed the men onwards to the mountains.
After rowing for several hours, Rãrdeohe soon saw something in the distance, a
sight he hadn’t seen since he last made this journey. It wasn’t the mountains but it
reassured him that he was on the right path. Poking one hundred metres out of the sea
was the most jaw-dropping image the other three men had ever witnessed.
It was the tail end of the Newton, the once grand webport that occupied earth
orbit in an age long dead. With shimmering alloys, the tiniest fraction of one of its many
docking bays glistened in the sunlight. The centuries that had passed since it crashed into
earth had disintegrated its former glory, but it was by far the most incredible thing Lihsur,
Sjeek and Tiarchi could ever imagine.
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“This is the small ancient island. It marks the closeness of where we are headed”,
Rãrdeohe told his men. The three warriors stopped rowing as they sailed past it, not
believing their own eyes. They couldn’t move in its presence, such was the magnitude of
what they were looking at.
After letting them bask in its glory, Rãrdeohe then pulled the warriors back to
their task at hand. “There is a while to go yet”, he said before blowing them away by
adding, “this is nothing compared to the mountains that caress the sky.”
Bewildered at the scale of where they must be rowing, the men looked to each
other in complete and utter astonishment. “Come on”, Rãrdeohe ordered them again.
Silenced into the most humbling quiet of their lives, the three warriors carried on rowing
as their chief ordered.
Stopping only a few times to eat and drink, Rãrdeohe could sense that they were
close to the mountains. With the afternoon sun pushing itself into the evening, his senses
were confirmed. He saw what he hadn’t seen in thirty years…
He stopped rowing at the sight that was beginning to rise above the distant curve
of the earth. When the others sensed that Rãrdeohe had stopped rowing they looked up
in confusion. Titling their heads towards Rãrdeohe’s line of sight, they soon saw why.
Tiarchi, Lihsur and Sjeek could have sworn they had died and were now upon the
entrance to another realm. The sight growing before them made them gasp. They felt
weak and impossibly small. How could any of this possibly be real?
What was once called New York City, Manhattan Island to be exact, began to
emerge. Little did these men know this place used to be the centre of the grandest empire
humans had ever built, the pulsating heart of the conscious solar system: the capital of the
SRE (a phrase which had been passed through the ages of darkness into ‘Esari’).
The buildings of this place had once reached over 10km in height; however, the
subsequent destruction of civilization had allowed nature to reduce them to around 2km.
Still, they were undoubtedly the most incomprehensible things these four men could ever
imagine. “The tall ancient mountains…” Rãrdeohe said as though he wasn’t sure if they
were a mirage or not. All four faces began to weep. “The Esari are real…” Lihsur
stammered, his voice quivering.
Sjeek and Tiarchi were speechless as tears of beauty ran down the purple paint on
their skin. Eventually, Tiarchi managed to move his trembling hand over his mouth. He
held onto his face, needing to touch something to remind himself that reality existed.
“How can this be?” he whispered in shock to the others.
Rãrdeohe, having gone through these powerful emotions as a child, was slightly
more prepared to come face to face with the staggering awe of this place. He slowly
peeled his eyes off the mountains and turned to his men. “Are you ready to go there?” he
asked them. The warriors couldn’t respond, their eyes were glued to the impossible.
Gradually, they all looked to him and subtly nodded.
One thing was certain: Rãrdeohe hadn’t over stated the power of this place and
the three men now knew, instinctively, why it was so sacred. None of their lives could
ever be the same again. What had been seen could never be unseen; one does not forget
being in the court of universe.
Leading the charge, Rãrdeohe began gliding his oar through the ocean once more,
propelling the canoe to the sacred islands of height. Somehow finding the ability to
continue rowing, the others continued helping their chief arrive at their destination.
None of them could tear their eyes away from the mountains as they loomed ever
closer. Upon getting nearer and nearer to them, more details of the mountains began to
emerge. Having been long since abandoned, the buildings of Manhattan Island resembled
an overgrown jungle. Trees, plants, vines and wildlife scoured the old, ruined
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constructions, becoming one with them. Towers that had once stood amongst the clouds
had tumbled, falling to the sea or leaning on the others that remained strong. Bridges of
ruin spanned high in these pillars of the skies.
When the polar icecaps melted, centuries ago, this megacity on land had since
become an archipelago. With birds circling the buildings high above their heads, the men
slowly rowed, in absolute silence, towards the canals separating these tall manmade
islands. What was once the famous gird of New York City was now a series of precise,
immaculately perfect, crisscrossing rivers.
Fifty or so metres under the surface of the water, the spiked crown of the Statue
of Liberty had become home to sea life. The men rowed high over her torch, not
knowing she had ever held it so proudly. Her face was deep in the darkness of the ocean.
With the sun hanging low in the sky, golden light shone off the glass and steel of
the ruined city. It was in total decay but to the four Kubri men, it was the most
magnificent place on earth. The sounds of animals occupying the crumbling skyscrapers
were soon heard as the men approached Lower Manhattan. This settlement was now well
over a thousand years old, an absurd amount of change having been witnessed since the
Dutch first arrived.
Although many of the buildings had been severed in height, some still remained
intact. One World Trade Centre was now comparatively tiny but still held its spear in the
air. Rowing closer, the canoe soon drifted into the cool of enormous shadows of the
buildings. The mouth to Manhattan Island was only a few hundred metres away.
Nearing one of the many straight rivers, Rãrdeohe turned to his men before they
set sail between the towering mountains. “You are about to enter the homeland of Kubri
chiefs, a place as old as the earth. Don’t fear this place, it is a place of peace and nature.
You will try to think of ways to tell your wives of what we are seeing, do not bother. This
place is beyond sounds our mouths can whisper. You can only be in this place. Nothing
more. Whenever you close your eyes from now on, the emptiness will be filled with what
you will see today. Sacred images for men worthy of seeing them”, Rãrdeohe instructed,
doing his best to recall what his father had said on a similar voyage all those years ago.
The three men were all having their minds melted. They wondered how they
could ever return to the woods and be normal. This experience was almost too much for
simple Kubri men to go through.
As they passed through the first row of metal and glass islands, the company of
Kubri felt feelings that could not be described. In every direction they looked, they saw
perfectly straight cliffs shooting up into the clouds. The canoe was so insignificant as it
gently paddled through the calm lapping waters of Broadway.
Animals of the kind they had never seen roared and watched them sail by. Trees,
kilometres above their heads, spanned the gaps between Avenues and Streets. It was a
labyrinth of pure wonder, Roman ruins of the future.
None of the men made a sound, they were in a blissful haze of unprecedented
proportions. Nothing was better than this, maybe not even the feeling of love.
As Rãrdeohe led the way to where he remembered going as a child, his mind
drifted to his dead father. Not even the mountains of the Esari could fill the hole that
Iskowã’s death had left in Rãrdeohe’s chest. He so longed for his father to be awake and
see these mountains again. The sight of the miniscule, overgrown Chrysler Building
would have taken Iskowã to a place of total joy. “At least he is no longer in any pain”,
Rãrdeohe said to himself.
Not too long after entering this most sacred of sacred places, the four men came
to an enormous clearing in the islands. A gigantic square patch of ocean, rigidly outlined
with these outrageously tall jungles, lay before them. Central Park.
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Upon emerging at this open space, Rãrdeohe turned to the others. “In the centre
of this place is where we lay my father to rest, the pool of life”, he informed them. With
their heads still very much reeling, the others nodded to their chief and continued to help
him row.
As the sun’s warmth began to fade and the blue of the sky deepened, the canoe
made it to the centre of the tall ancient mountains. Dragging his oar through the water to
bring the small boat to a stop, Tiarchi then joined the others in lifting his oar out of the
ocean. The three warriors all looked at Rãrdeohe who knew the time had come to say
farewell to his old man.
Carefully, he hoisted Iskowã’s body into his lap and cried for the last time.
Leaning forward, he kissed his father on the forehead and whispered to him, “I will always
find your shadow warm.” The three warriors watched as Rãrdeohe then rolled Iskowã’s
white-painted body into the water. With solemn expressions, they saw him sink into the
murkiness of the sea.
For a few moments, none of the men said anything, they simply sat in the most
incredible place they would ever visit and tried their best to absorb the view and sensation
of it. Then, Rãrdeohe looked to them and offered a weak smile. “Our families need us”,
was all he said, hinting that the journey home was about to begin.
Except that it wasn’t.
After Rãrdeohe’s gentle order to begin rowing home, the sound of an arrow was
heard whizzing through the air. Lihsur was able to turn just in time to see it pierce his
chest. The red of his blood clashed with the purple of his skin. For a while the three
others just looked at him and the arrow with blank faces, having never seen such a
weapon before in their lives. Then, Lihsur’s eyes rolled back into his head and he
slumped off the side of the boat into the water. He sank like Iskowã.
Rãrdeohe, Tiarchi and Sjeek suddenly realised what had happened and reached for
their hatchets and spears. Looking around at the direction the arrow had been fired from;
they saw several more hurtling towards them. Never coming into contact with humans
outside of the Kubri, the three remaining men were vastly underprepared. Soon, Tiarchi
was struck through the neck by another arrow and followed the same fate as Lihsur.
Snapping into survival mode, Rãrdeohe and Sjeek quickly ducked as more arrows
came towards them. In the chaos, the canoe tipped over and both men, as well as all their
oars and supplies fell into the water. Having to hold onto the capsized canoe, they
dropped a weapon each and tried to regather themselves.
Opening his eyes under the surface, Rãrdeohe saw several arrows streak through
the water, only narrowly missing his and Sjeek’s flailing legs. Pulling his head above water,
Rãrdeohe suddenly heard several arrows pounding on the underside of the canoe and was
forced to duck again to avoid behind struck by any.
Looking around frantically, he saw Sjeek reemerge from the water and both
huddled behind the canoe for cover as arrows rained down around them. The two men
looked to each other in total terror at what was happening. “What’s going on?” Sjeek
asked his chief in a panic. Rãrdeohe had no answers.
Suddenly, however, the rain of arrows stopped. Bravely, Rãrdeohe poked his head
over the canoe to see what was happening. His brain struggled to understand what he was
seeing. Rowing towards their canoe from the outskirts of the large square area of ocean,
were at least ten more boats. The boats were different in design, more complex and with
sails. On board these boats was something that neither Rãrdeohe or Sjeek had ever seen;
men with skin as dark as the bark of trees and the soil of the ground.
Holding onto the side of their canoe, Sjeek and Rãrdeohe exchanged baffled looks
of horror. “The Esari?” muttered Sjeek in confusion and fear.
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Before long, the ten boats full of these strange looking men had surrounded
Rãrdeohe and Sjeek. Fierce spears extended from the hands of these ferocious looking
men and pointed at the two Kubri’s necks. Panic, unlike any they had ever experienced,
welled up inside the two Kubri. They looked around at the darker humans, eyes wide in
the adrenaline of battle. They had bows and armour, inventions Rãrdeohe had never
conceived of.
The apparent leader of these men in the boats soon stepped forward. His name
was Meske, a battle-hardened veteran of his people. In a language the Kubri warrior and
chief had never heard before, he spoke in a deadly tone. “Who are you?” he asked.
Trembling in fear of their lives, Rãrdeohe and Sjeek looked petrified to each other.
“Who are you?” shouted Meske. The men, having no idea what he was saying just stared
at him blankly. Through jittering teeth, Rãrdeohe mustered the courage to speak. “Are
you the Esari?” he asked with dread.
The men with dark skin all looked to each other and gasped at the sound of this
infamous word. They seemed shocked and little on edge. Meske spoke in a harsh growl,
“What do you know of the Issurii?” Rãrdeohe didn’t know what he had said, but picked
up on the vague reference to the Esari.
“Esari?” he asked again with wild eyes of fear. “You are the Essari?” The dark
skinned men with metallic armour all looked to each other again at the mention of this
word. They didn’t know what was being said but they felt as though they had an idea.
“Where are you from? Why is your skin like the moon?” Meske asked.
The language barrier was too great to overcome and Rãrdeohe simply stared at
Meske with fearful eyes. Meske thought to himself for a moment before looking to his
small army of men. “Take them prisoner, we will see what Pippiotey wants to do with
them. He will know if they are of the Issurii tribe”, he ordered.
Ø
The Aro tribe had descended through the chaos of the last several centuries from
what was once Polynesia. Having drifted over the decades around the new great oceans
of the world, they had eventually settled in parts of the American continent. Along their
ancestral journey to the ruins of New York, they had developed a culture far
technologically superior than that of the Kubri.
Metal armour, arrows and sails were just the beginning. They had agriculture,
wheels, swords and gunpowder. Holy men in their tribe knew of a history that stretched
back at least three centuries. Aro knew for certain that there was once a grand race of
people, known to them as the Issurii, a variation of the word that had drifted through the
forests to nearly all remaining men. What they knew of the Issurii was limited, but they
understood that they were the builders of the many great structures that lay in ruin across
the world. According to their beliefs, the Issurii had vanished in a moment of total
enlightenment, a version of events perhaps not too inaccurate.
With a population of over five hundred, the Aro had travelled through the ruins of
North America over the last century and in the last twenty years they had made
Manhattan Island their home. Able to survive on the abundance of trapped mammals
within the manmade isles, their culture and traditions had thrived. Unlike the Kubri, they
had encountered other humans before, but never any with white skin.
Rãrdeohe and Sjeek had been bound together with rope, another technology the
Aro had managed to hold onto, find or invent. With cloths over their heads, the two
Kubri were being transported somewhere, more terrified than ever before in their lives.
Ankles and elbows tied to each other’s, Rãrdeohe was able to whisper to Sjeek. “Fear not
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death, it is where we come from”, Rãrdeohe uttered; doing his best to console Sjeek who
was shaking in fear.
Only able to see darkness under the cloth, Rãrdeohe had no idea where they were
being taken. They could only feel themselves being carried in some sort of cage. Hours
passed before Rãrdeohe felt the movement of their cage stop.
He could hear the voices of hundreds of people, they sounded excited and
curious. Shivering in blind terror, Sjeek had wet himself several times on the journey.
Rãrdeohe did his best to remain strong, knowing that caving to the panic wouldn’t do
either of them any good.
Suddenly, the cloths on their heads were whipped off and the lights of many fires
made them squint. Slowly being able to peek through the brightness, Rãrdeohe and Sjeek
saw where they had been taken. Their minds seemed determined to defy their eyes.
“What is this place?” Sjeek whimpered. Rãrdeohe again had no answers.
On one of the ruined rooftops of one of the mountains, a patterned courtyard of
metal and flame had been built. The ruins of the Empire State Building were visible
nearby, meaning that they were several hundred metres above the ocean. As with all the
buildings, trees and flowers had reclaimed this one for their own, and the Aro tribe had
built their village within it. Houses and shops appeared to cover a fast network of ruined
high-rises, connected with trees, bridges, vines and the fallen remains of taller buildings.
A new type of city was being founded in the ruins of the old one.
With a nosy crowd of dark-skinned people gathered around them, Rãrdeohe and
Sjeek sat together at the foot of the Aro leader, Pippiotey. An enormous man, covered in
metallic armour and decorative clothing, Pippiotey looked down on them with fascination.
As they quivered at the thought of what may happen to them, Pippiotey studied them
curiously from his throne. Having never seen these kinds of people before, he got up
onto his feet and walked towards them for a closer look.
Meske stood behind the prisoners and explained to his chief what had happened.
“We saw five of these men in a boat. One was dead. They sailed into the Sacred Ocean
and tossed the dead body into the water. After such an abomination we fired upon them,
killing two. We travelled out to them and were about to slay them when this one (Meske
hit Rãrdeohe on the head with the bottom of his sword) said a word that made us decide
to spare them and bring them to you, my Lord”, Meske briefed his leader with respect.
“What word was that?” Pippiotey asked, unable to take his eyes off these white
men in his capture, their purple paint running off them. “Issurii”, answered Meske with a
serious tone. At the mention of this word, Pippiotey looked up to his warrior with wild
eyes. Those in the crowd near enough to hear Meske’s words seemed shocked. “Are you
sure?” he asked carefully. “Yes, my Lord.”
Rãrdeohe heard that word again and as it was the only thing he thought he
understood he looked to the leader of Aro. “Are you the mythical Esari people?” he
asked in his native Kubri language. The crowd gasped when they heard Rãrdeohe utter
this sound. Pippiotey called for silence by frowning to them and raising his hand. He
bent down to within an inch of Rãrdeohe’s face.
“Are you a descendant of the Issurii?” he asked. Fearful, Rãrdeohe didn’t know
what was being said. Noticing that everyone seemed to respond to the word Esari, he
said it again. Pippiotey thought to himself for sometime before rising again and heading
back to sit on his throne.
“If these men were of the Issurii, I believe they would understand our language
and would not be afraid of us. Although you have brought me a fascinating catch, my
dear Meske, I do not believe these are the chosen ones”, he declared to the gathered
crowd. “Their skin is of a concerning quality, perhaps they are sick and bring evils to our
village?” he continued. “Perhaps they have fallen from the moon… creatures of
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dreamtime? Perhaps they are the evil children of our gods, the source of nightmares? I
don’t know… either way, the longer they remain in our world, the more danger they could
be to us”, he said.
Rubbing his forehead with his hand, Pippiotey thought of how to best serve his
people. “Take them to the top of Issurii Mountain, cast them to their doom. If I am
wrong in my judgment, I pledge that only I shall be held accountable”, Pippiotey declared
with a wave of his hand.
Immediately, Meske and his men followed their orders and the cloths were once
again put over the two Kubri’s heads. Fearing this was a signal of their coming deaths,
both Rãrdeohe and Sjeek filled the centre of the Aro village with screams.
Mount Issurii was the tallest remaining ruin at just over three kilometres high. To
ascend the ruins to the summit took a day’s climb through the thick jungle that had
reclaimed the building. Seven hundred years before Rãrdeohe and Sjeek were being led to
the top of it, it stood at eight kilometres and had acted as the main inner-city farm for the
surrounding megacity. Now it was a place of special reverence to the Aro. At the very
top of the ruins was an altar-like creation that the Aro had built to worship the Issurii
people at the summer and winter equinoxes.
By the time the summit had been reached, Rãrdeohe and Sjeek’s feet were covered
in blood from the treacherous hike. The earth had also spun on itself and the sun was
now beginning to rise again, ushering in the new day. Removing the covers on their heads
for the last time, Meske and his handful of warriors discussed who to kill first.
“We should save the wise one for last”, Meske soon decided, talking of Rãrdeohe.
The others agreed and unbound the two men. With his hands finally free, Rãrdeohe
thought of ways to fight his way out but realised the situation was hopeless. He was
outnumbered twelve to one. As Sjeek was lead to the edge of the ruins, he looked back to
Rãrdeohe with sadness in his eyes. “Thank-you for showing me this place”, he said
sincerely before turning to look out across the ruins of the mountains below him. It made
sense to him that such a sight should be his last. Catching a glimpse of the rising sun, he
then felt the foot of Meske kick him over the edge.
“No!” Rãrdeohe shouted as he saw Sjeek disappear over the side of the enormous
cliff. For some time, Meske watched as Sjeek’s body cascaded down towards the sea far,
far below. Eventually, he turned to see back to his men who were holding Rãrdeohe
tightly. Walking over to him, Meske knelt down as Pippiotey had and looked directly into
Rãrdeohe’s terrified eyes. “Who are you?” he asked one last time. Rãrdeohe looked at
him blankly, not understanding a single word.
Sighing, Meske got to his feet and nodded to his men. They dragged Rãrdeohe,
kicking and screaming to the edge of the building. As they held him on top of the cliff, he
looked down; it was such a long way down that birds and clouds were drifting below.
Sjeek, who probably hadn’t even hit the water yet couldn’t be seen from this distance.
Looking over at the new dawn, Rãrdeohe felt an almighty kick in the small of his
back. Arching backwards with the force, he tipped over the edge and began falling to his
death. From above, Meske and the others watched on.
Falling at an increasing rate, Rãrdeohe felt the watery mist of the thin clouds as he
fell through them. Disorientated, he slowly gathered his senses and saw the water below
fast approaching. Falling further and further, he began reaching out for the vines that
hung out of the buildings around him, linking to others in a sort of net. Trying not to
panic, he did his best to grab onto some, but the speed he was falling at made it extremely
difficult. The vines whipped him painfully as he tried to hold onto them.
On the summit, Meske and his men watched in disbelief as Rãrdeohe managed to
stop himself, mid-fall, by clutching onto a series of vines and eventually landing on a tree
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branch. Having falling nearly eight hundred metres, Rãrdeohe’s landing was an incredibly
blunt one, but the vines had slowed him down enough ensuring he survived the impact on
the branch.
As Rãrdeohe lay in a groggy, semi-conscious state on the tree below, Meske
looked to his men with wild urgency. “Kill him!” he shouted at them. The eleven
warriors hastily followed their leaders order and began the arduous descent down the
mountain through the jungle. Before joining them on the hunt, Meske looked down at
Rãrdeohe lying on the tree. “Maybe he is…” he didn’t let himself finish the sentence.
With a throbbing headache, Rãrdeohe looked out across the islands of mountains.
He saw the sun rising and realised that he was still alive. He tried to sit up but was in
immense pain. He rolled over and looked over the edge of the branch he had landed on.
Kilometres below, he saw a large red stain in the sea and knew that Sjeek had died.
He spent several minutes getting to his feet before staggering along the branch
into the side of the building that it grew out of. Having never seen the interior of the
mountains, he was amazed by the thriving plant and wildlife. Nature had spread to every
floor of these once clean and efficient structures of the SRE.
Stumbling towards a small grassy patch in the darkness, he sat down and checked
himself for wounds. He felt as though every bone in his body had been broken, although
the only visible injuries were the deep cuts along his arms from the vines. Examining
them, he suddenly heard the distant sounds of the Aro warriors descending the ruin.
Knowing they would be hot on his heals; he forced himself up and began running down
the pathway the Aro had made in the interior of the building.
He had been so badly hurt in his monumental fall that it was slow going. He
knew he needed to get inside another mountain to loose his would be assassins. On one
particular floor of the building, he saw a vine hanging with a small mountain below it
across one of the many rivers. Rushing towards it, he grabbed the vine and assessed the
jump. It was a long way but he felt as though he could make it.
Backing up, he held onto the vine tightly and begun running towards the cliff.
Pushing himself off the edge of the mountain, he swung high across the river below
towards the smaller mountain. When he felt like he was at the apex of the swing, he let go
and flung himself towards the bushy rooftop of the mountain.
Falling a good ten metres, he was lucky enough to land in the relatively soft
canopy of leaves that broke his fall. Wincing in pain, he quickly ran to the edge of the
rooftop to see where he should go next.
It was at this point that the Aro assailants saw him from Mount Issurii.
“Quickly!” ordered Meske to his men, who were far more adapt to this environment and
rushed quickly to the vines in pursuit. Rãrdeohe watched them coming and saw three not
make it across, falling to their deaths. Nine, including Meske, however, made it across and
were back on the same mountain as Rãrdeohe. This mountain was not like the other,
however, and several wild animals fortunately came to Rãrdeohe’s aide, attacking and
killing two of the remaining nine.
As he sprinted down the interior of the mountain as fast as he could, Rãrdeohe
heard arrows being fired at him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw a gaping hole in the
middle of the mountain that the Aro were shooting at him through. He needed to get
inside yet another ruin if he wanted to loose them.
Lungs burning in the pressure of the escape, Rãrdeohe eventually saw a fallen
section of a ruin linking this mountain to another and ran towards it. Carefully traversing
the fragile bridge, Rãrdeohe made it across to the new mountain. He felt as though the
chase through this maze would never end.
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Meske and his remaining six warriors saw Rãrdeohe from above and hurried down
to the same bridge. As they hurried along it, however, it began to crack under their
weight. Meske was the only one who managed to make it across before it fell several
hundred metres to the water. It was now a one on one pursuit.
Continuing his rapid climb down the mountain, Rãrdeohe rushed to the edge and
saw that he was about two hundred metres above the water; still too high to jump. As the
sun rose higher and higher in the early morning sky, he continued to scale down the
mountain. Wheezing and bleeding, he was pushing his body to the absolute limit.
After managing to escape a pack of dogs by swinging across to yet another
mountain, he saw that he was now about fifty metres above the water. Having no idea
how many men were after him or where they were, Rãrdeohe closed his eyes and leaped
down into the river below.
It was the sound of Rãrdeohe’s splash that helped Meske relocate his escaping
prisoner. Knowing the tall ancient mountains better than perhaps anyone else in the Aro
tribe, Meske was able to find a shortcut through several ruined buildings, running across
bridges; manmade, accidental and natural, hundreds of metres in the air. Eventually
getting to about thirty metres above a river, Meske looked across what was once Fifth
Avenue and saw Rãrdeohe swimming back the way he had rowed in.
With his sword in his hand, Meske dove in after him. Rãrdeohe looked back
when he heard the splash of the warrior behind him. He began swimming as fast as he
could. Before he left the waters of the ruins, however, he needed to find something to
rest on for the long journey back home across the oceans.
Not weighed down by armour, Rãrdeohe was a faster swimmer than Meske, and
had finally started to lose his attempted killer. Seeing that the strange human was putting
some distance between them, Meske began giving up the chase. Floating in the waters
with the enormous ruined mountains surrounding him, he bellowed out at the top of his
lungs, “Leave, pale demon and never return. This is our Holy Land and you are not
welcome to destroy it! I will die for this place, I will kill any of you who return!”
It was the last time Rãrdeohe would ever hear or see one of these bizarre brown
skinned men. He looked over his shoulder as he swam away and saw Meske pulling
himself up to a tree dangling low off one of the mountains. Quickly diverting down
several canals in this destroyed metropolis, he had finally lost the Aro for good.
Resting on a tree just as Meske had done, Rãrdeohe heaved and heaved, filling his
lungs with much needed air. He lay on his back for several hours and watched the sun
rise high into the sky. Rãrdeohe cried as he saw birds flying peacefully around the
impossibly tall mountains.
On his first day as chief, he had lost three warriors and the most sacred place to
the memory of his people. He knew that if he managed to make it back to the shores
where the Kubri lived, they would never be the same again. The idea of this place had
meant everything to his father and to them. Would he tell them what he had discovered
here? Would they be able to believe him?
With these fears and questions swimming around his head, Rãrdeohe found a log
to support him on his arduous trip back across the endless seas and he reentered the
water.
As the tall ancient mountains slowly disappeared below the horizon behind him,
Rãrdeohe turned to see them for a final time. He knew he would be the last Kubri to ever
lay eyes on them again and it broke his heart. This tiny speck in the grand oceans paddled
further and further from them until they were gone. Surviving the Aro had been one
thing, surviving the hellishly long trip home would be another.
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His energy reserves were depleted and his body was shattered, but the thought of
his wife and son kept him going. The sun set and the moon rose. The moon set and the
sun rose. This happened countless times.
Dehydrated, starving and lost adrift a sea of endless scope, Rãrdeohe eventually
made it to the small ancient island where he rested for several days. Collecting rainwater
to sustain himself, he knew it wouldn’t be long before his stomach’s emptiness would kill
him. After recuperating as best he could on the ruins of the Newton, Rãrdeohe set out
once more on his log for the long swim home.
Clutching onto his pathetic raft and kicking over a million kicks, Rãrdeohe began
to lose all hope that he would ever see his wife and baby again. Falling asleep while
draped over the log, he drifted for miles.
Waking and fading back to sleep an untold amount of times, he eventually found
himself being woken by the sounds of seagulls squawking. Looking up, he saw land on
the horizon. Hoping it wasn’t a cruel trick; he gave everything he had to make it to the
firmness of the shore.
As he drifted closer and closer to the land, he knew it was real. With nothing left
to give, Rãrdeohe drifted a cruel amount of distance from the continent before him.
Paddling feebly, muscles cramping and burning, Rãrdeohe finally felt the softness of the
sand beneath his feet. Abandoning the log he staggered up to the coast, several miles
from where he and his three warriors had set out over a week ago. He collapsed in the
sand.
Rãrdeohe woke several hours later, so lost and confused that for a moment he
completely forgot who and where he was. The feeling of the sea air on his face quickly
reminded him. Seeing a crab walk sideways passed him, Rãrdeohe quickly reached out for
it and ate it. It tasted horrible, but it tasted so, so good. He felt the energy surge through
him to his extremities and he found the strength to get back to his feet.
Stumbling through the dense forests, Rãrdeohe scaled the hillsides until he saw a
valley that seemed familiar. Pressing onwards, blacking out several times along the way,
Rãrdeohe’s heart lifted when he heard the voices of the Kubri tribe. He saw smoke
billowing upwards over the trees in the distance and smelt a hunt being cooked.
When he finally made it back to the village, everybody stopped what they were
doing and fell silent. Still covered in purple paint, the Kubri had assumed the worst of
their warriors and chief who had left.
Tussiee, having been mourning inconsolably couldn’t believe what had emerged
from the woods. At first sight of her, Rãrdeohe smiled weakly to himself. “I’m home”,
he thought to himself before crumbling to his knees.
Ø
Rãrdeohe’s tale of the tall ancient mountains became more legendary to the Kubri
tribe than the place itself. They now knew that they were not alone in the world and that
mysteries, far greater than possibly imagined existed in the hills and oceans.
No Kubri would ever return to the tall ancient mountains, although new sacred
places were found. By the time of Rãrdeohe’s death, forty long peaceful years after his
ordeal out in the oceans, he was buried by his son in what had become known as the good
ancient mountains. Or Philadelphia.
~
The End.
166

The Implication: Part I
~

U

gly as it is, these three souls will be dead by story’s end…
Privates Thompson, Howe, and Brewer’s last day in the war was October 19,
1914. Sitting in a foxhole dug into the earth, the three were somewhat protected by a
sheet of metal covering them and were surrounded by cruel looking barbed wire. The
foxhole was wet and horrible but it did have a small wooden bench to sit on and rest.
Also aiding them was a terrifying device. It was a machine that could spit tiny bits of
metal out at an alarming rate. The sound was ridiculous, the result was demonic.
Guarding a muddy nothing that went forever, they found it hard to see in the fog.
Thompson was of slight authority within the group, but only socially, and it was his job to
man the gun, pull the trigger, and commit mass murder. He did so with a tense stare.
The atmosphere was incredibly eerie. Howe held his rifle to his face, ready to kill. Brewer
nervously held the cold metal belt of bullets in his hands, feeding them into the insatiable
gun at Thompson’s disposal.
Germans were coming.
None of them spoke as they waited. They were anxiously waiting for the
rumbling sound of men running towards them. How many they didn’t know. If they had
enough ammunition they may survive the horde. One could never tell, however, how
large a wave of flesh would be.
The breath leaving their lungs joined the thick fog, it was a chilly, cold and
unpleasant place to die. Their hearts beat quickly, as if knowing they would soon stop.
Their bodies were icy, they were knee deep in sludge, and none had seen a bath for weeks.
Shivering too with fear, they patiently awaited their doom.
While scanning the fairly close horizon, a bone-piercing breeze gently blew in their
faces. Finally, a noise was heard. It came from the wind rustling a lone page of paper on
the bench behind them. A grenade acted as a paperweight to a brief, heartfelt letter
scrawled by Thompson’s mother. In inky blue, it read:
To my dearest Christopher,
I hope this letter finds you well. There has yet been an
hour go by that I haven’t thought of you, in all the weeks
you have been away. The idea of my baby in any danger is
almost too much for me to bare. I keep strong in the hope
that you will return and the good Lord will watch over you
until such a time. Do not worry about us here, your father
and sisters are taking excellent care of me, and I of them.
We still visit the markets after church every Sunday.
Abigail and Lucy enjoy the candy while your father and I
spoil ourselves with cheeses and wine. His business is
going well and the girls are performing well at school. By
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the fire at night we drink chocolate and laugh at all our
wonderful memories as a family. I hope in your darkest
moments, you can trust that we are safe and our prayers
are always with you. The only thing missing from our life
is your comforting love and generosity.
Come home my son,
We need more memories with you,
Your ever-loving mother.
A tear mark acted as a full stop to this poor mother’s plea for her child to live.
Then, just as the paper stopped flapping in the freezing draft, an ominous noise was heard
from the muddy field before the three men. It was the sound of footsteps being made in
the thick sticky mud.
They began to grow in volume and pace. The thunder of war had arrived. Soon,
the greyish outline of German men began to appear from within the mist. Thompson and
others braced themselves for the right moment to strike. They watched in dread as the
bayonets came running towards them.
Suddenly, Thompson pressed down hard on the trigger and the machine gun
began to consume bullets and lives. As soon as Howe heard the jolting pounding of the
gun firing, he shot at a man he had been lining up, hitting him in the chest. Howe quickly
snapped the bolt back and reloaded his weapon. Scanning the field of men being chewed
up, he aimed at another poor man. Hitting him in the neck, he died in the mud. Howe
ferociously kept killing men as Thompson’s gun ran out of ammo. In the interlude of
being mowed down, the Germans began firing at the three Englishmen. Their pathetic
iron roof somehow sheltered them from the hail of lead.
Brewer’s hands desperately reloaded the gun in a moment where Germans began
to close in on them. Thompson fiercely began to reopen fire on them as soon as he
could, fountaining blood into the air.
After only a few minutes of catastrophic fighting, the wave of men broke.
Miraculously for the Brits, they outlasted twenty-three hostile troops. The brown earth
had been washed red. The machine gun clinked as it cooled. Smoke billowed out of its
barrel. The three men breathed heavily, never fully able to believe they were still alive.
Their heads spun as the adrenaline in their veins subsided.
Seconds passed before any of them relaxed, worried there may be more men to
kill. When it seemed that there weren’t, Thompson eased his shoulders, sending a vibe to
the others to be calm. Howe lowered his rifle down from his chest. He looked across the
cloudy pit of mud at the dead bodies. Brewer simply tried not to wet himself again.
“That was the first wave”, said Thompson, as he focused them. “Two to go.”
Howe then broke some bad news, “I’m out of clips.” Concern crossed their faces.
Thompson looked over his machine gun to the dead bodies strewn before it.
“Go out and get theirs”, he suggested. “We won’t shoot you”, he then joked.
Brewer couldn’t understand how anyone could try making comedy after just killing fifteen
or so people. He knew Thompson was a good man, it just shocked him how deadly the
war had made him.
Nodding his head in agreement, Howe leant his gun on the bench. “How long
before the next wave?” he asked. Thompson remembered what his inept superior had
told him earlier that day. “Hours apart, not minutes”, he informed his comrades. Howe
was relieved to hear it, “Thank God for the mist” he said sarcastically. “To Hell with him
for the war, though”, he ironically added before abandoning the safety of the gun post.
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As he slowly walked away from Thompson and Brewer, they began to lose sight
of him in the foggy wasteland. Once Howe was no longer visible, Brewer spoke for the
first time. “At least that’s just water in the air, have you heard about them gases?” he
asked with his bleakly dim grasp of the English language.
“Yeah, I’ve heard”, Thompson nodded. He took his eyes off the field for the first
time since he began firing at it. He sat back on the bench as Brewer kept lookout.
Moving the grenade off the message of love from home, he reached for a small pencil in
his pocket. He picked up the paper with his dirty hands. For a second, he appreciated his
mother’s handwriting. It always curled in a way he had liked. Turning the page over, he
lifted his feet on the bench and rested the paper against his knee. He bit the edge of the
pencil before he began writing.
Brewer remained on guard as Thompson scratched a reply:
Dear Ma,
Thank-you for your letter. I wish I could explain how
much it meant to me to receive it. No words can express
how warm it felt to hear of you, Pa, Abbey and Lucy
walking down Mustard Road. I could almost taste the
strawberries…
Midsentence, Thompson was interrupted by Brewer asking a question. “Who are
you writing to?” he asked with banality. Thompson looked up from the letter; half
written. “Home”, was all he said before continuing with the faded grey pencil. It was wet
and rather hard to read:
…strawberries and hear that fat butcher screaming out his
“oh, so cheap” prices!
Don’t worry about me. We’re currently outside a French
town called Eleé, helping save the local townspeople by
ridding it of the Hun. I will return; a proud veteran of a
noble fight in the…
Thompson stopped writing. A sudden question entered his head, one he couldn’t
believe he hadn’t asked before, “What is the name of this war?” In a past life, Thompson
had been a history teacher before the King sent him to France. His study of the past
events of the world had honed his perception of how to think about things. “What would
future historians call this war?” he wondered to himself.
Brewer noticed Thompson staring blankly at the letter, holding the pencil just a
few millimeters from the paper. Growing scared in the silence, he asked another pestering
nothing, “What’s bothering you?” Thompson looked out across the wasteland at the
bloody bodies sinking into the mud, being absorbed by it.
“What is this war called?” he asked, not really expecting much of an answer from
Brewer. Brewer was confused, as expected. “What do you mean?”
“Well, what will it be known as? How will people write about it?” Thompson
asked. Brewer thought about this for little bit. “The German… ah, the German and
Britain-France War?” he offered poorly. Even with low expectations of Brewer,
Thompson had expected better from him. He tried to be polite, “What about the
Russians? And the Austro-Hungarians?”
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This more or less went over Brewers head, as he had no idea where the AustroHungarian Empire was. “Ah… the Europe War”, he said rather proudly. Thompson
shook his head, “What about the Canadians and Australians?” Brewer was stumped.
“The… Large War?” he suggested unconvincingly.
Thompson raised his hand, “Don’t worry”. It was rather blunt of him but Brewer
understood; there may not be much time to finish the letter, not enough to worry about
manners. Furthermore, he was somewhat relieved the conversation was over; it hurt his
head to think too much.
Thompson focused his attention back on the letter, habitually biting on the
wooden end of the pencil:
…the…
He stared at the blank space but couldn’t think of what to write:
…the…
“What?” he frowned to himself. Up until now, he guessed he had only thought
about it in terms of ‘the war’. The Continental War? This too was misleading; it made it
sound like continent verse continent. It was certainly the largest and most destructive war
in history. Millions were dying. He thought to the brutal Napoleonic Wars and how they
were collectively known as the ‘Great War.’ It sounded like the kind of name some
asshole who had never been to war would think of.
He vaguely remembered hearing some officers boldly state that this was the ‘War
to End All Wars’ - but he thought how preposterous this sounded.
Just then, his train of thought was halted in its tracks. Brewer looked genuinely
concerned as he spoke, “Arthur has been gone a long time, Chris.” Noticing the fear in
Brewer’s voice, Thompson also realized this was very true. Private Howe had been gone
for a long while.
“He should be back soon, I suppose”, Thompson said. “I hope so, anyway”, he
added. “Can you hear him?” Brewer asked with a slight quiver. Listening intently, they
really couldn’t. “Should we call out?” Brewer asked without thinking of the consequences.
“No”, said Thompson firmly. “We don’t know what is going on out there”, he said
dreadfully. They continued to listen and watch in vain. Seconds passed before a minute
came and went.
Like rain gently beginning to fall, a pitter-patter at first gradually climaxing in a
deluge, the sound of enemy footsteps was heard. Initially, the two Brits thought what they
could hear may indeed be Howe, but then the sound grew.
“Holy shit!” exclaimed Thompson in a panic as he tossed the pencil to the ground
and leapt forward to man the gun. Brewer wet himself this time, taking him to six
‘accidents’ this war. Who could really blame him? Remarkably, despite being so fearful,
he swiftly positioned himself to once more appease the appetite of this gun.
Within several surreal moments, the incredibly early second wave of Germans
began to appear from within the fog. They ran towards the gun post, unaware it was
there. Thompson began ripping men in half. They collapsed in pain and fear. The
bullets flew through Brewer’s hands. German bullets began splattering around their
cover, flicking mud into their faces. The sound and effect of their machine gun was like a
hundred men slamming hammers on solid stone. Men’s guts were ripped from their
bodies and emptied onto the field at the mercy of this machine and the man behind it.
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This wave of enemies was smaller but it fought better. Brewer was growing
horrified at the sight of only a few feet of rounds remaining. He closed his eyes as he
hoped and prayed it would be enough.
It was. Just. After what was the most savage and important moment in
Thompson’s life, he had saved them by a mere whisker. He breathed heavily in a state of
shock. What had just happened was so devastating. How fast it had happened.
Trembling, he looked down to the petrified Brewer, a man so scared his mind was on the
verge of meltdown. There remained just eight bullets. Eight out of the hundreds they
had been given.
“Arthur must be dead”, Brewer said shakily. Thompson simply nodded sadly,
“Yeah.” “I didn’t hear any gunshots, he probably got spiked”, Thompson added with
morbid truth. Brewer’s eyes widened at this.
The last wave was coming, an unknown amount of time away. They could not
afford to be slow in their actions. Thompson could tell it was up to him to take charge,
give orders, and get them out of there alive. With a steady tone to his voice, he managed
to regain his composure and think ahead. “We need more ammunition, I suggest you run
back to our trench and get it”, he said as he looked to Brewer.
Pleased to get the chance to get away from the frontline, Brewer stood up quickly,
holding his helmet to his head. He crawled out of the hole and began running back
through the mist towards their stockpiled trench. It was a long way away and Thompson
braced himself for what promised to be the worst wait of his life.
Seeing a dead German’s rifle just on the fog’s horizon, Thompson thought how
much nicer it would be to have a weapon while he waited. Something other than a
singular grenade and eight measly rounds. Fighting back his natural instincts not to do it,
he slipped out from under the metal roofing of the gun post and ran towards to the
nearby gun.
As he dashed through no-man’s land towards to enemy lines, his heart pumped
faster than ever before. In war, you’re always potentially seconds from death, but in noman’s… its milliseconds. Running through the wetness of the air, Thompson hoped like
nothing else that no Germans would appear through the other side of it.
Finally making it to the dead body, he quickly pulled the gun out of the lifeless
fingers holding onto it. About to turn and run back to his dug out, he then saw another
gun lying several metres further into the mist. “More ammo would be damn useful”, he
thought to himself.
Heart pounding, he took a gamble and ran for it. As he sprinted, he hoped he
wouldn’t die to regret this decision. Sliding in the mud, he slung the rifle over his
shoulder in a hurry and got to his feet. He had strayed so far from his post that he could
now no longer see it.
One thing he could see, however, was yet another set of bullets clasped to a dead
German’s chest a few metres away. He was terrified of becoming disorientated and not
being able to find his way back but he was also scared of running out of clips and being
killed.
Promising himself it would be the last such scramble to collect rounds, he made a
dash for it, knowing all the while the Hun could be charging towards him. While he ran,
he looked for signs of Howe but there was nothing to suggest his comrade had ever
existed. Harvesting the ammunition from the third Germanic corpse, Thompson then
made a beeline back to his refuge.
Leaping over scattered bodies, three rifles draped over his shoulders, he exhausted
himself in his attempt to make it back to safety in time. Scanning the ground ahead of
him, he realized why it had been so easy to kill the thirty or so men he had in as many
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minutes; the gun was virtually impossible to see. This gave him some hope as he
burrowed under the iron roof again, puffing his lungs out.
Regaining some of his breath, he quickly readied his catch. Emptying two guns
worth of metal jackets onto the bench and loading up the remaining rifle as much as he
could. If he was going to survive this last wave without a machine gun, he would need to
become the killing machine himself.
Aiming his weapon in the opposite direction that it came from, he awaited the
oncoming mob of killers. Seconds passed, then minutes. Brewer had still not yet
returned and the chance of surviving this onslaught was dwindling.
It’s curious where the brain wanders in inappropriate times. For Thompson, this
was to his letter. Perhaps it was the thought of dying that lead him to the thought of
home, but he knew this wasn’t true. Even now, as he stared down the Devil’s asshole, he
couldn’t help but think of the grander scale of things. “What will they call this war I’m
surely to emit my life to?” he wondered once more.
Scanning the desolate brown field, his thoughts drifted to the future. He imagined
a world of flying cars transporting people from skyscraper to skyscraper. An industrious
world where chic and class were brightly lit. A world where…
“World!” he suddenly thought to himself. “The World War”, was the next idea to
evolve in his mind. “They’ll call this the World War!” he thought to himself. Then, as
this thought danced around his head, he began to extrapolate on it. Surely this wasn’t
going to be the last war like this. If teaching history had taught him anything, it was that
the wheel of time turns and then comes back round.
A bleak and uninspiring truth was revealed to him. There would be more of this.
War kills but it doesn’t die. He wondered how many ‘World Wars’ there would have to be
before such a blight ceased. Two? Three? Four? Would there ever be a World War 5?
Not knowing how much time he had left on the earth, Thompson quickly reached
into his pocket and pulled out his pencil and letter. With trembling hands, he wrote:
…the First World War.
All my love,
Christopher.
A dour profoundness swept of him as finished penciling his name. The
potentially unending nature of this saga of war darkened his final moments of life. It
became clear to him that mankind would continue to do this to itself. He knew now that
he wasn’t waiting for the last wave, just a wave. It was as if humans were constantly
fighting an infinitely futile War on Everything.
“Why is that?” he desperately searched his head. The answer came to him, “Wars
don’t address the real problem.” “Which is?” he pursued his own mind. “We’re all
ultimately unsure what this experience of life is.”
Thompson then thought of something that he felt utterly compelled to write
down. Having nowhere to write other than his letter, he penciled in:
P.S. I just had a thought that I want to share… peace lies
in discovering what the mystery of life is and war lies in
deciding what the mystery of life is.
As he finished writing his last ever sentence, shadowy men began to pierce the
mist. Thompson calmly folded his letter and slipped it neatly into his pocket as his death
stormed towards him.
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Thompson’s body was recovered several weeks later and the letter in his pocket
helped identify him. It was mailed posthumously to his mother. Her despair would never
truly ease and hindered her ability to see the succinct wisdom her son had displayed.
Years later, when Hitler’s army ravaged Europe again, scholars and the like began
using the term he had coined in the midst.
The gift of foresight… what a world it could be.
~
The End: Part I
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The Conclusion
~

L

et’s just think about this. It wasn’t just me, here. It was you, too.
Did you peek? Did you look under that curtain? Up the dresses of virgins? They
don’t care. Their lips won’t tell anyone how these words got into your head and into your
bed. The real question is whether or not you can keep their secret yours…
Until now, maidens of fiction were the ones a-wooing you. I hope they kept it
classy, they were asked to. But often, dames de la nuit do as they please.
Who am I? I’m the end of the book. The critic. The real Conclusion. What do
you want me to say? “Instead of talent”, I could declare, “The author of this book merely
had a bad thesaurus (a disobedient dinosaur).”
What makes humans interesting is that we have a slightly wider range of options
compared to most other life. We do need to eat, sleep, and reproduce, but it could be
rephrased for humanity: enjoy, be, and create.
They’re slight differences but they make enormous ones. Enjoy food and drink,
enjoy humor, knowledge, experiences, and enjoy the other lives that enrich your own. Be
tired, be rested, be good, and be loved. Feel pain, but don’t hurt.
Create life, art, industry, inventions, ideas, questions, solutions, music, and
laughter. Create peace. Making things with your mind or body helps to quell the panic of
life being so painfully short. We are all wizards. We are all magic.
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some call
Some called
And some will call it

it Jesus,
it madness,
it time,
it life,
it Allah,
it Buddha,
it reality,
it Yahweh,
it Vishnu,
it Zeus,
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All we know is that we all know about it. This (thing) that we call many things.
We don’t need to prove it to each other. Something is going on, right now, all around us
and in us. Everywhere we go a behemoth reality is gliding by for all to see. People from
far ranging cultures use prayer, science, meditation, art, love, and/or drugs to try feel close
to it. What do you call it? What do you use? Have you ever felt its lick?
I don’t like full stops, let it be beautiful
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